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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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    Siren’s Kiss is open and thriving, booked through the holidays and providing tons of jobs. The new training facility is built and has stacks of applications from paranormals who want to help keep people safe. A normal woman would take a moment and simply enjoy what her hard work has accomplished, bask in the achievement. 
 
    Seraphine Thomas is far from a normal woman and doesn’t know the meaning of “relax” when there’s more work to be done. Meeting more Alphas at the club opening, she learned that the danger for paranormals is worse than she had thought. 
 
    After the win of taking down terrorists everyone wanted, she uses that goodwill to get her team to Memphis to help out the regular FBI and paranormals there. The problems start right away, and when the reports she received only scratch the surface of how bad things are, she realizes the people she brought aren’t enough against the threats. But when the FBI isn’t enough to protect herself and others, can she work with her other sides to be the champion everyone needs? 
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    “I’m dying.” 
 
    I blinked at Milo, opening my mouth to say something but then closing it and simply staring at him a moment. This was one of those times people tended to say stupid things, and I was familiar with that, as people had done the same to me when they’d heard my parents had abandoned me. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    He slowly raised an eyebrow at me. “No apologies? No saying you’ll pray for me?” 
 
    “I don’t believe in a higher power, or one that really gives a shit about the day-to-day stuff, or he wouldn’t allow so much suffering, and I always find saying people will pray as an empty promise. If they really cared, they’d at least send a casserole. And I’m sorry for what you’re going through, but we’re also not friends, so it’s awkward when people say that and you barely know them.” 
 
    “This is why I came to you,” he chuckled, giving his head a slow shake. “You don’t do bullshit, and you’re a good person.” 
 
    It hit me like a ton of bricks. Wolves couldn’t get cancer. Turning into a shifter could help a lot of everything, but most wouldn’t do it because of the problems it caused, or people saw it as problems. For some, it was against their religion. 
 
    Milo wasn’t like most people though. He and his team knew me from undercover work when I used the alias Ms. Penar, an Eastern European arms dealer and procurer of many illegal things. The first time his team had helped me was to get into and escape a precarious situation to help solidify my cover. The second time was the same thing, as the bust had happened, and the way to keep my cover was to get me out. 
 
    The third time was my last undercover assignment, the Bernard Dorcus bust where I was cut up by his claws and became a shifter. They were read in on the morning of that one and helped us make it happen… Not the clawing up part, but the bust. 
 
    “I’m from sort of a wolf royal bloodline, so I don’t know if I can just turn people,” I told him, knowing now why we were sitting in the regular FBI office where he’d asked for the meeting to take place. 
 
    “I figured that. I’ve done some research into the whole thing. Also, that you belong to the pack that turns you. At least for the first years. It’s how they take responsibility for what’s been done.” 
 
    “Then you also know people can get in serious trouble for turning someone.” 
 
    “Not with their permission. I’ll sign whatever that I came to you for this, even if it doesn’t work. Even if the shock kills me.” 
 
    That made me flinch. “How bad is your cancer?” 
 
    “Almost stage four. I’m teetering on that line between three and four.” He snorted, shaking his head. “Never smoked a day in my life. One joint in school but never got it. All the idiots who smoked when I was in the Army, and I never did. All those idiots who drank and abused their livers. I never did. A beer here and there with pizza. Same with sex. Never had too much, never risked what you risk being a ‘stud’ which means slut.” 
 
    “And you got it anyways. What kind?” 
 
    “Several. Go big or go home, right?” 
 
    We stared at each other several minutes, my mind racing with this development. “You’re smart, Milo. You know this would change a lot.” 
 
    “Yes, but my guys want to do it too.” He smiled when my mouth fell open. “You’re still young, Chief Thomas. If you had waited another decade when the injuries start aching and when you hit mid-forties like we are, that abuse you’ve done on your body really starts to catch up.” 
 
    “So you want a chance at longer? A chance to settle down? What? What are you offering for me to take this risk, Milo? You skirt the law but aren’t exactly on the right side of it. Why would I want that in my pack?” 
 
    He moved his hands together and started ticking off fingers. “One, you need muscle you can trust. Months of being low on enforcers and not having any idea how to get good ones that won’t try to take over, as lots want the prime Chicago turf, and your bloodline loaner wolves are the only reason no one’s tried. That and the video of you taking out New York’s hitter. 
 
    “Two, there’s a lot you don’t like about the system and you’d want to check out, but now you’re too well known. You can’t get into New York and see what’s what. Three, you know we skirt, but we have very firm lines we won’t cross. There are even people we won’t work for because of what they stand for. Surely becoming a wolf has led you to see more gray in the world, right?” 
 
    “It has,” I agreed, sitting back in my seat. “So you and your team become enforcers for the Chicago pack, and you go undercover for me? Check out other packs?” 
 
    “We’d be willing to.” It was his turn to study me closely. “Is there something else you’d want from us? We’re pretty open here, Chief Thomas, since I need this, and while immortality sounds great, I don’t want to be sucking down blood forever.” 
 
    When he put it like that, I agreed with him. But that also meant he didn’t know about the immortality of my strain of wolf. Interesting. They really did keep info on sirens locked down. 
 
    “When I was in Vegas, there were some wolves that hated it there and thought they had no place to go. A wolf living paycheck to paycheck isn’t going to tour other packs, and why would they? Like they wouldn’t put on a good song and dance to get more women in a pack, and then they can’t leave once there if the Alpha doesn’t allow it.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “You want us to recruit?” 
 
    “Yes, but also there’s a pressing situation that I think adrenaline junkies like your team would prefer, but that would be what I want in between missions.” 
 
    His lips pulled up into a grin, a pretty wolfish grin if I was honest. “You want us to help get out wolves from countries that shoot on sight. Go into hostile zones and get them out?” 
 
    “Yes, but not just wolves. Bringing a whole pack here is stupid. That’s a leader and bullshit I don’t want. However, if families or part of packs were pulled out and brought here then another part of the pack brought to another pack—” 
 
    “They’re not trying to take over if you separate them out,” he surmised. 
 
    “Exactly. Queen Laila is willing to send in teams of some of the finest fairy warriors who, believe me, are an asset and amazing in a fight but don’t know the terrain. You guys do. You’ve done everything from guarding Arab royalty on secret trips to high value extractions. I’ve done my homework on you too, Milo.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be against the idea, but you’re also talking about high risk when the whole point is to save my life here, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    I snorted. “You have no idea our durability. It’s pretty badass.” I decided how to make this work. “Your word what we say stays with your team?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I leaned over across the table, and he went stiff as I kissed him, feeding him energy. He shivered and moaned, his hands gripping the edge of the table. “What was that? I feel amazing.” 
 
    “I’m not just a wolf, Milo.” 
 
    “You’re the siren,” he guessed, giving me a wide-eyed look. “They’re immortal, even infected.” 
 
    “They are, and I could offer you that. Not my bloodline, but I’m sure we can find someone willing to help us out for a trade, or Alena would just order someone to do it. Let a different bloodline take the win of turning the heroes who want to save paranormals from hot spots and keep other bloodlines intact.” 
 
    “So you feed? It doesn’t work like that for the men, right?” he checked, the wheels of his mind turning. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can I act like your security for a moment?” he muttered, studying me closely. I gave a slight nod. “Don’t ever do that to a human again, Chief Thomas.” I knew he saw surprise in my eyes when he sighed. “Sera, you’re young. For all of your training and experience, you bleed red, white, and blue. That’s great. They never screwed you over. Our government might be one of the best in the world, but they also screw people over.” 
 
    “I know that. I see how they don’t protect their citizens as they should simply because they’re not human or—” 
 
    “There’s not a government in this world—ours included—who wouldn’t lock you up in some lab to study how you did what you just did. I feel better than I have in months. I feel like when I went to the doctor and found out I have stage two cancer and we started with chemo. I’m not saying what you did kills cancer, maybe it does, but people do all kinds of crazy things to feel better, feel younger.  
 
    “Don’t give them a reason to be crazy with you. Don’t ever do that again with a human because I’m even tempted to go see if my cancer is better then lock you up somewhere and have you cure me. Or fuck, just keep making me feel better and not like I’m dying. Have you ever done that before to a human? Do you know what it does?” 
 
    I thought back to the other lecture I’d gotten like this before. “Only to the one I’m intimate with, and he would never betray me or let someone hurt me. He warned me too, telling me his old injuries don’t hurt and he’s only mid-thirties.” 
 
    “Chief Havers, yeah, you can trust him. He’s so damn solid and noble we call him the Boy Scout.” 
 
    I snorted, thinking that was pretty accurate for Brian. “I get you, and I won’t show humans. I’m showing you so you get what you’re asking. I don’t know I could cure cancer, but it’s an energy transfer. Maybe it could.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Showing me that could risk all sirens because if I went back to my doctor and my cancer was better, he would want to know how. Doctors rarely shout ‘miracle’ and instead, dig and dig as to how it happened.” 
 
    I felt the floor fall out from under me but then recovered, glad he wasn’t a wolf who could hear my racing heart. “I get you. I do, and I’ll take that under advisement. I’m also not stupid, Milo. It would be my word against yours, and all anyone would see is a kiss. No doctor who isn’t paranormal would jump to a wolf kiss healing cancer.” 
 
    “True, but I’m just saying don’t make them go there.” 
 
    I gave a nod, and we went back to staring at each other. “I couldn’t have seven or eight new wolves at the same time. That would just be insane, and if you get the strain I have, you won’t be weak wolves. How do I know I could trust you? That you won’t run off or try and take over?” 
 
    “Smart to ask, but I promise we don’t want to be lead wolf,” he answered, biting back a grin. “We don’t want to get all involved. We get we have to jump in if there’s a threat against the pack, yeah, totally, but we want to keep doing what we’ve been doing.” 
 
    “So you’d want extractions anyway. You’d have to shift to legit bodyguard and security gigs, Milo. Paranormals are too exposed. The order across all species is nothing criminal or shady, as the last thing we need is any bad press.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Your vamp has a security specialist school that trains vamps to protect covens. What we’d really like is to expand that or talk him into expanding it to more than vamps and bring them into our business.” 
 
    “Legit bodyguard gigs where people could hire paranormals? Get on actor and celeb details? That might be—” 
 
    “You guys are a hot topic and very in,” he interjected. “We’ve had lots of back door talks about it with people, and they’re interested. For one, as you said, you guys are shockingly durable.” 
 
    “That’s fine, and I wouldn’t have a problem with you guys branching out that way but only after you have your wolves under control because accidentally infecting people would be horrible and probably why people haven’t taken high profile gigs. Also, not all of you could be sent off always, or what’s the point of being enforcers for the pack? And you guys need to know that Alpha is boss.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “This does complicate a few notions we had, but you’re a good person if we have to have a boss. You wouldn’t micromanage or get all in our shit.” 
 
    I snorted. “I barely have time for my own shit, Milo. Stay in the lanes we have to as wolves, help when needed, even if it means giving time to fix a roof or like we’ve helped Nina Jezebel on the house she bought for the coven she’s going to start here. We do help in that way. It’s a community, and before I could agree to this, I’d want to see how you do in that community.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “We might not ever be potluck and graduation party people, but we were also Army. We can work for the greater good as long as it’s something we are willing to support.” 
 
    “If it’s not, the difference of the life you lead now and if you were part of the pack is you couldn’t just brush it off or walk away. You have to come talk to me and tell me why. I don’t run my pack like a dictatorship, but if I say something, it goes unless you clear it with me.” 
 
    “So we’d have a CEO in our business and life?” 
 
    I bounced that around in my head. “Yes. Not your business unless it risked the pack or wolves in general. Life, yeah, but understand I’m not like normal Alphas. Hell, Vegas wolves have to work for the casinos or clubs and they get paid but—yeah, it’s messed up, Milo. I don’t want to lie to you about that. You lose some of your freedom, but you get a lot. It’s a lot like the military where there’s an extra set of rules.” 
 
    “But better perks, as you guys heal faster and have lots of extras,” he muttered, nodding. “I’ll talk with my guys and go over it all, but we still want this. I really don’t have much of a choice, and it has to happen within the next few weeks, or turning me could kill me.” 
 
    “It could anyways. There’s a five percent chance with every human that the virus won’t transmit the way it should and will kill them instead. They need to know that and especially turning so many of you that one might not make it, and I’m not having that animosity on the person who does it or the pack.”  
 
    “That we knew, and we all agreed we’re good with it. Life is a risk, and so is every job.” 
 
    “Good. I’d want a show of your ability to work with the pack and my people.” 
 
    “Doing what?” he asked, eyeing me carefully as he sat back in his chair. “It couldn’t be me. I’m not physically able to.” 
 
    I gave him a look that I knew said no shit. He had stage three cancer and said it a few times. He shouldn’t be doing much besides sitting on his ass. “A few weeks ago when Queen Laila was here, several additional deals were struck. One was for her to go into business with Nina on her teas. Given construction in winter in Chicago is stupid, they immediately began work on the greenhouse on land Laila purchased to beat the first snow. 
 
    “The deal included bringing in two fairy families that the pack would sponsor and would live in the new townhouses Laila finally got to buy with our help. Nina bought some six million dollar mansion on the waterfront right by us for—” 
 
    “Are all your people buying up that area of Highland Park?” he asked, his lips twitching. “Good neighborhood to take over.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is, and I didn’t plan that, but it is better if we’re all together.” I shrugged. “Fae have money. Nina’s centuries old, so she’s not broke either. My point in telling you all of this is we learned there were witches that were trying to get out of the Middle East.” 
 
    “As any paranormal found there is burned alive,” he muttered, bobbing his head. “You want us to get them out and show we’re really willing to go this route?” 
 
    “Not all of them because, well, it’s bad. I mean bad. It’s why we haven’t gone in yet. I have a friend in Naval Intelligence who’s been giving us what he can, and we’ve tried to come up with a plan, but it’s also not all we have going on. There are the two families of fairies that need help in South America as well that are needed for this.” 
 
    “Do we get paid for doing these?” 
 
    “No,” I answered after a moment. I held up my hand when he opened his mouth to object. “Yes, going forward we can figure out how to arrange that, but these ones, this time, take it as a test how well you’re willing to work with all parties with the extra rules we have. This deal benefits the pack, the same pack that will have to give time and effort to acclimate you being wolves if we agree.” 
 
    “How does this help the pack?” 
 
    I spent the next few minutes going over pack tithe and how we’d worked out that the fae in our area, along with Nina’s coven, would be paying into it for our protection. Which was also why getting trusted enforcers had been moved up the priority list. 
 
    “Alena also worked it so I’m ten percent owner in the endeavor but, whatever. I’m not all into that, I just want more tea and lots of it. She’s worried about making sure there’s always money for her family here, and I appreciate that, I do, but as long as we have what we need, can afford the taxes on the house, that’s all I care about.” 
 
    “Fine, we have no problem showing we can work to help the pack and we appreciate the effort they’ll put into adding us to the group as long as we’re not also paying expenses out of pocket.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not trying to screw you,” I chuckled. “You can use my plane, Noah’s resources as well—that’s fine. This time they don’t have money to even pay you to get out. They’re agreeing to needed jobs and roles to pay off that debt in a way.  
 
    “There will be some who can pay like the elves that arrived here already. They could have afforded that, and maybe more will. Laila will also pay, but this time it’s a good deal for the pack and business she’s involved with.” 
 
    “And once word gets out that we successfully pulled some out of bad areas, the phone could be ringing off the hook for others.” 
 
    “Yes, and with the help of the fairies Laila is offering that you won’t take a cut, as it’s her handling that as Queen of her people, it could be a few of you leading those teams and facilitating while acclimating here and becoming wolves. It’s not easy, Milo. I won’t lie about that. Fuck, I’m still getting used to it, and I came out super strong. I’ve heard some bad stories, so this isn’t getting teeth pulled and back to work on Monday.” 
 
    “Neither is terminal cancer,” he chuckled darkly. “I’ll talk to my guys, but I’m in. I really have no other choice and no one I’d even remotely trust to hold my leash once I’m a paranormal.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I grabbed the pen and notepad I’d brought into the meeting with me—never having guessed this was the direction it would go but thinking he had information for me—and wrote out some information. “I’ll talk with Noah so he knows this is legit, but get with him on where we’re at on the extraction ideas. I want you to make the rounds. Meet Nina—and understand she’s an ally and incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “So never piss her off and be extra nice; we can handle that,” he assured me. 
 
    “My fairies, one of which is the contact for Queen Laila, who handles all of this, are at Quantico training. They will be back soon, and then you can get with them.” 
 
    “But we can start on the witches right away?” he checked, sighing in relief when I nodded. “Good, good.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hold out on you and drag this out, Milo. I’m not that cruel. I have to leave for work—you know that, having pushed to meet with me before I do—but it wouldn’t be me infecting you anyways. Let me make some calls, and we’ll come up with a plan.” I reached back for the notepad and added a few numbers. “Hagan and Reagan Cooney are two of my Betas and would probably handle this along with my Beta, Theon, who I would choose to turn you. I want you to get to know them if you’re going to be pack.” 
 
    “Done. My guys are checking out houses in Highland Park on the market to make our home base.” He smirked at me when I chuckled. “We’re not stupid. It is smart to group together. It’s a nice area. My guys are stoked about having a home base or two instead of constantly moving. Storage units with gear and whatnot aren’t quite the same to come back to.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” I chuckled, having done that myself several times when I had an undercover gig that was going to be months at a time. They always went over and turned into another one that just had to happen. There were also the years I’d had a unit in the Navy with all my college stuff and then while I was at Quantico. 
 
    We ended the meeting on that. I warned him that Noah was working on something with me and busy that night, so I’d talk to him, and Milo could call him in the morning. He thanked me for my time and left as I stayed a few minutes to let sink in the turn of events that could be good for the pack or really a big problem. 
 
    Who could see the future? I thought it could really work out for us if they could get in the lane they needed to. 
 
    My phone beeped, and I pulled it out, frowning when I saw it was a message from Alok. They were busy at Quantico, and while I got updates, I wouldn’t think he’d message me unless there was a problem. 
 
    “Dain trying to dance.” That was the caption on the video he sent. I played it and turned it to get the bigger screen. 
 
    “How about we get a drink after class?” a trainee asked Dain. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s appropriate,” he replied with a smile. “But thank you for the invitation.” 
 
    “How do you like training?” 
 
    “It’s good. I’m learning a lot on the style the FBI uses to train others. It’s a bit different from when I was young and learned to be a warrior.” 
 
    “Right, so you’re a student here too, not our instructor, so it’s not inappropriate to have a drink,” she replied, smiling widely at the argument she’d just made. She moved her hand to his arm, and he didn’t brush her off. 
 
    “That’s a bit of a stretch, as we’ve been hired as instructors and simply train here,” he argued, patting her shoulder. “I’m going to have to stick with no.” 
 
    “We could have the drink privately and not be seen in public together.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. If she laid it on any thicker, I would have thought it was a bad porn beginning. 
 
    “Thank you, it’s tempting, but no,” Dain replied, pulling his arm away from her as a growl built in my throat. “I have lots to attend to and…” He glanced over and saw Alok. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taping how bad you are at getting hit on,” Alok chuckled. “You suck at that. Maybe I should send it to someone?” 
 
    Dain’s face went visibly pale even on the shaky recording. “Not funny, Alok. Do not upset her any more than—” 
 
    “Who’s her? Are you married or something?” the woman asked, glancing at his left hand. “Involved with someone?” 
 
    “Umm, yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that instead of acting like you would if there weren’t rules about trainees and instructors?” she asked with a huff. 
 
    “My question exactly,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t say it’s tempting unless you’re into it,” she griped and walked off. 
 
    “You are so bad at this,” Alok taunted.  
 
    “I’m not used to this,” Dain growled. “I didn’t have this at court or interact much with non-fae after being sent there. Delete this recording, Alok.” He reached for the phone, and the video ended after bouncing around a bit. 
 
    I stared at the screen offering me to play it again. No, no I didn’t want to see that again. I had enough on my fucking plate and hurt to process. Two weeks of working with Phobie and two sessions with the couples therapist I now saw with Hagan and Reagan, and I was working through enough mushy shit to last me years. 
 
    Hell, I might have forgiven the twins, but I was still wading through the hurt of what had happened starting with the moment they’d kept treating me like nothing but sex in Vegas. That had been where we’d started because they still couldn’t figure out what happened in Vegas that had made me change. They thought it was the fight with the cheetahs and what they had wanted to do to me. 
 
    So in their stupid man brains, they thought having fun sex would help me relax and remember there were men who would treat a woman right, not abuse her. Except they’d fucked that up royally, everything from never starting with foreplay to not sticking around after because they were worried I’d see their dreams again. Not telling me that was the reason was always stupid, as it was universally code for sex being a hook up. 
 
    Women loved to feel like that when they lived with the men. I mean, dumbasses. 
 
    My phone beeped in warning that I had to get going to the bust I was in on tonight, but before I did, I decided to not let this one sit for months and risk going emotionally numb again.  
 
    I agree with her that you don’t say it’s tempting unless interested. If he’s interested, tell him to have fun. Guess fairies are better at finding ways around the not lying thing, as he said there wasn’t any woman he was interested in but me. Or apparently he hasn’t had access to anyone for however long he was at court. Have at it. There’s no reason here for him not to. 
 
    I sent it, feeling as petty as it came out, but I was tired and tired of people swearing up and down to me about so much and not following through. Changing their minds. Fine, people changed their minds, I understood that, but don’t swear to it then.  
 
    Tristan had sworn to always be on my side and do what was best for me. The bond had helped fuck that up, but it hadn’t been true in the end, no matter whose fault. 
 
    Riley had sworn he was on Team Sera, and that hadn’t been true. 
 
    Hagan and Reagan had sworn they loved me, saw me for who I was, and would never take me for granted. That hadn’t worked out, and even if I was actually willing to fix it with them, it still made my feelings about getting deeper with the men in my life tender. 
 
    Brian had screwed up when I’d turned into a wolf, but I had mostly been mad at him as my boss, friend, and teammate, not bed buddy. But he had never sworn anything to me. Even now, we weren’t like that. When we were together, we’d be together, and as long as he didn’t bring anyone else around me, as my siren would not like that, we were good. 
 
    Maybe that was how I should be with all of them. It was easier on me in the long run. 
 
    My phone started beeping, and when I saw the messages from Alok and then Dain, I ignored them. Time to get my head in the game because I had a lot more on the docket before I could even get to flying out with some of my team. 
 
    Fuck men, or really fuck committing to men. 
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    “You ready for fun?” I greeted Brian as I joined the group of FBI and my people waiting. 
 
    “Explain to me again why we’re letting non-law enforcement in on this?” the lead from DEA griped instead. 
 
    “Because my people can take bullets better,” I reminded him, rolling my eyes when he huffed. “You have too many unknowns, and that means potential lives lost. One fought in the fucking Crusades and—” 
 
    “We did too,” Goran interjected as he and Zlat raised their hands. “It was an easy way to feed, so lots of vampires did.” 
 
    “Not helping,” I sighed as several people flinched. “Take the help, Agent Atkins. Help that doesn’t care about credit.” 
 
    “No, we simply want to keep our Mistress safe, and your people just said there are about ten to fifteen people in that warehouse, and I can hear over two dozen heartbeats,” Goran added, several people flinching. 
 
    “Why are you just saying that now?” I asked him. 
 
    “We were excluded from the prepping,” Noah drawled. 
 
    “Noah is cleared with the FBI. Goran and Zlat have been as well but not used yet. Take the help.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief Thomas,” Agent Atkins grumbled, shaking his head as he led the way over to the car with the map of the property on the back. 
 
    “Mistress, your new shielding,” Zlat offered, and I shot him a look. “Chief Thomas. I apologize. It’s hard to remember all the nuances when you spent centuries in a different setting.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I slid on the new body armor that we’d ordered through Reagan’s contact and shifted it. “Better plating. Nice.” 
 
    “He changed the joints for better flexibility as you requested,” Noah explained, showing where to adjust and click it into place. “The guy’s good. That’s for sure. He’s going to rake it in if he can work up gear that can work with us. The ones for the boys were awesome.” 
 
    Adopting six bunny shifters was dangerous, and one of the first things I’d told everyone we needed for them were vests. Reagan’s contact had really come through on that, working on some old prototypes for smaller sizes and already marketing them to super wealthy and royalty around the world who might need them for their teenagers. 
 
    “And it even took into account female law enforcement doesn’t mean we’re flat,” I praised with a chuckle. It was somewhat useless and inhibited us if it frigging tilted out or injured our breasts. I’d had more bruising from crappy tactical vests than I had from actual job injuries over the years. 
 
    “Not sure why I got a set, but thank you,” Brian murmured in my ear. “I’ll have to really thank you later.” 
 
    “I want you kept safe,” I replied, smiling at him. “Which is also why I’m on you this bust.” He gave me a look like he was going to argue, and I shook my head. “No, Brian, I’ve had enough loss and shit. Don’t make me be away from you when there are way more people than we thought. There are too many variables.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he sighed, scrubbing his head with his free hand. “Still used to having to worry to protect you. Not used to the flip.” 
 
    I tilted my neck and shot him a smirk. “If you don’t think I always worried about keeping you safe, then you’re dumb. I might have been female and younger, but protecting people we care for is in our bones. Doesn’t matter if you have inches on me or a penis.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he agreed, shaking his head at my antics. 
 
    We joined the meeting, and moments in I felt tension from my vampires. “What do you want to change?” 
 
    “We can scale that building without making a sound and drop in through the skylights or whatever roof access there is,” Goran interjected, tapping what looked like that on the schematics while nodding to the building. “Let us go in the middle to take their focus while you come in on all sides.” 
 
    “You want us to trust you to go in first?” someone scoffed. 
 
    “Can you scale that building and drop down a few stories and not die?” I challenged, several people shooting me looks that they didn’t appreciate my sarcasm. “They know this isn’t a kill mission. Fine, some might die, but they will do their best to incapacitate.” 
 
    “I was just going to take all their weapons,” Zlat muttered with a frown. “I could accidentally hit too hard and kill them.” 
 
    “Zip ties. Nab anyone and zip tie their hands to something and take them out of play,” I explained, someone offering the temporary restraints to them. “Zip tie them together even. Hands behind their back and toss them into a pile.” 
 
    “If I get more than Noah and Goran, will you allow me to escort you into hostile Memphis?” 
 
    “No, but you can pick where we have a date when I get back,” I answered, shrugging at all the dirty looks. “If I need you guys in Memphis, I will call. I always do, but let’s stay on task.” 
 
    It took a few more minutes to talk the humans into the smarter plan, and then we got into place. When we moved closer to the warehouse, my wolf became agitated, and it hit me why. I aligned with my wolf and grabbed Brian’s arm to stop moving forward and hit the radio on my gear. “They’re cooking drugs in there, Atkins.” 
 
    “How can you know that? Everything we have says it’s cutting only.” 
 
    “She’s right, I can smell it,” Noah agreed. “Hang on, we’re almost up the side.”  
 
    “This is such bullshit,” Brian grumbled. It was. He’d been pulled into this crap operation at the last minute, DEA needing the backup but not having their acts together on this one. When he’d told me about it, I’d refused to let him go into something so half assed, and he’d invited me to the party. 
 
    “They’ve got several cooking stations on the west side of the building that aren’t currently in use. That corner seems to be pretty clear, but I seriously wouldn’t want to inhale what’s going on there,” Noah warned us. “We’ll drop in the middle and lead them away from there so they don’t blow something up trying to shoot at us.” 
 
    “Good call,” I praised, saying something before Atkins. At least he ended up agreeing. 
 
    “On my mark,” Atkins said into the radio several moments later.  
 
    “Sera, that’s a steel door,” Brian hissed as I took a few steps back to build speed to ram it. 
 
    “No shit,” I drawled, chambering a round. Atkins counted it down, and my vampires went first. I launched at the door, not taking the full thing out, but knocking it enough to break the lock so Brain could yank it open.  
 
    I went in with Brian on my ass… And right into six baddies all standing together firing at my vampires. We were so close that we were the better fight for them, and they spun around together towards us. They were on an angle from us, and that was worse for Brian. Others using flash grenades gave me needed seconds as I shoved Brian back with my left arm as I started firing at them while they were reacting to the grenades I could block out. 
 
    He went flying back behind some crates as they returned fire, nailing me several times on my left side, some hitting the vest. I took down three, and suddenly Zlat was there to finish handling them. I turned to check on Brian as he shot at someone over the crates. 
 
    Unfortunately someone was coming up on his right.  
 
    I dove over him and launched at the guy, getting two more bullets in the process, one at least landing in my vest. The other hit my thigh, which always hurt. As I landed, I shot the guy Brian had been firing at in the knee, my angle giving me perfect line of sight. The guy I crashed into was knocked out in the fall, and I rolled to my feet. 
 
    “Noah, get Atkins!” I shouted across the warehouse, seeing Atkins was pinned down and trying to drag one of his hit agents out of danger. I blinked, and Noah was there helping. I went after the shooters, doing one of the movie style flips Harris had taught me, my wolf thrilled at the chance to hunt. I kicked one in the face as I shot the other in the leg. Both went down, and it was Goran this time that raced in and tied them up. 
 
    It was a good system if I was being honest. 
 
    We worked through another dozen people that way, and finally the last of them surrendered, zip tied and sitting in the center minutes later. 
 
    “Get anyone hit out to the EMTs,” I ordered my guys. 
 
    “That was some much needed excitement,” Goran said, shooting me a fangy grin. 
 
    “Are you saying things are getting boring?” 
 
    “I am in no way complaining, as we all prefer our lives now than any of the centuries spent under Igor, but yes, sometimes you miss the hunt.” 
 
    I could actually understand that, as my wolf wanted to keep going even if there weren’t any more bad guys. 
 
    “Sera, you’re hit,” Brian worried as he raced over to me. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. It won’t start healing until the bullets are out.” 
 
    “Why does it wait?”  
 
     I raised an eyebrow at him. “Would you like to cut bullets out because the skin healed over?” 
 
    “Right, no, I meant—never mind, let’s get them out.” 
 
    “Away from the drugs,” I grumbled, covering my nose. “Fuck, I had no clue I’d be so sensitive to the smell of them in the air now.” 
 
    He hurried me back outside, and I led him over to one of the ambulances. “You’ll voluntarily go to the hospital?” The shock in his voice was a bit much, though probably fair, as normally the only way to get me to go was to be unconscious. 
 
    “No, they’ll have something to get them out.” 
 
    “Sera, you’ve been shot,” he hissed at me. 
 
    “I know, Brian. I feel them just like before, but it’s easier to push aside as long as there’s not too much blood loss. I can take more damage now.” 
 
    “I was supposed to come to keep you from getting a scratch on you, and you get shot?” Noah lectured with a growl. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “She saved my life,” Brian snapped, and I realized why he was so all over the place. Right, I’d taken bullets meant for him. “Thanks, Sera.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Like the new vest?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s amazing, and I’m not sure I’m worth it.” 
 
    “You are,” I assured him, flinching when Noah cut away part of my shirt. “Can I get my vest off first?” 
 
    “You can still bleed out even if you’re a wolf,” he bitched, hurrying to get it off me. I sat down on the edge of the ambulance and let him doctor me up, the EMTs looking at us like we were nuts. 
 
    “Don’t, I’m a shifter,” I ordered the one who tried to help. Wearing gloves didn’t mean people were still safe, and extreme pain tended to bring out claws… Which my hands turned into when he pulled the first bullet out of my shoulder. “Fucking DEA.” I met Brian’s gaze when Noah pulled the second bullet out of my arm. “Make sure to always invite me to their parties because they don’t do the best at protecting their guests.” 
 
    “That sounded like an order,” he muttered, his tone with an edge to it. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “And if it was? If I was concerned for your safety and demanded to be on busts I could as FBI because I want to cover your ass when they could leave you hanging, would you really have a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t actually,” he answered after a moment, leaning in and kissing my hair. Someone called his name, and he turned away from us and headed over to him. 
 
    “I’m going to fucking kick your ass,” I bitched at Noah when he ripped my pants leg open to get to the slug in my right thigh and I saw stars it hurt so bad. “I’m sorry I got shot, okay?” 
 
    “You aren’t invincible,” he hissed at a level only we could hear. “If they’d had gold bullets and they got this many slugs in you, let that get in your blood stream, you could be dying instead.” 
 
    “There were six at the door in the perfectly wrong spot, Noah. I wasn’t being reckless,” I assured him, glad when at least he nodded that he heard me and calmed down. “I know my job, and I don’t ever take getting hurt lightly, okay? It was a bad bust with too many factors they didn’t know. They were going in with or without us. Did you see all the drugs? Do you think they could really risk that getting on the streets?” 
 
    “I know. I know, Sera. It doesn’t mean I have to like you getting hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t like me getting hurt either,” I assured him, feeling better when his lips twitched. Then I swore and swore some more as he dug out the bullet, even having to cut open the wound more to get it. “I’m not getting you a present from Memphis.” 
 
    “Just come back safe, and that’s present enough,” he murmured, kissing my forehead and then helping the EMT safely clean up the mess we’d made so no one could get infected.  
 
    I walked off the healing, stretching my arm that burned from it as well. Goran came over, and I fed from him, using that energy to speed up my recovery. I thanked him, and he went with Zlat to outline exactly what had happened so it could be put correctly into the report. 
 
    “I don’t get what’s so special about her,” one of the new people in Brian’s office said to the woman next to her as I moved by Brian. He’d needed some replacements, and he’d gotten some newbs, which were always fun. “She’s average looks. Fine, she gets shot and heals faster than us. Wow, so cool. I mean, why does he put up with her? She’s not even faithful to him, and Chief Havers could have anyone he wants, so why her?” 
 
    I should have ignored it, but my siren wasn’t a fan of that, and I went over to her, studying her carefully before speaking at a normal volume instead of her whisper. “He’s allowed to play, so go ahead if he wants. That’s what I give him. I give him freedom. So play all you want, but I promise he’ll come back to me, as he’s mine.”  
 
    Her cheeks heated, and I smiled evilly at her. She didn’t think I’d call her out on her shit.  
 
    “I give him lots besides my average looks. I let him chain me up in the dungeon of my club and do whatever he wanted—how long was it for, Bri? Four hours?” 
 
    “Five,” he answered, his tone tight. “It was five hours.” 
 
    “For five hours I let him do whatever he wanted, anything he wanted,” I purred as I got in her face. “That’s what I give him. You think you can do better, just try, but I promise he’ll come back for me even after playing with you.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Sera,” Brian warned. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at him and frowned. “She’s not ten feet from us, whispering shit. You can’t think that’s a coincidence.” He glanced between us, and I rolled my eyes. “She just graduated Quantico. The class I lectured for. She knew I’d hear her but you wouldn’t.” I smirked when she flinched. “Yeah, you might think you’re smart, but I’m not stupid either.” 
 
    “I don’t like catty bullshit in my office, Jenkins.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t you have reports?” he pushed. Her and her friend hurried off as Brian grabbed my arm and pulled me away from everyone, waiting until we were hidden from sight behind an SUV. “What was that? Why did that irk you so much? Is she misbehaving?” 
 
    “No, that was all me actually,” I admitted, rubbing my healing arm as I focused on his chest. I sighed when he didn’t reply. “I don’t like when women gang up on one of us, you know that.” 
 
    “I do, and I know you might have busted her for that, but you used the five hours I had you restrained last weekend, and you never give details like that. Hell, you hate when I so much as say anything along those lines. And you were totally bugging about letting me restrain you that long so, yeah, call me shocked when you announce that to a bunch of people we work with.” 
 
    The hurt in his tone that I’d used something so intimate as ammo was like a punch to the gut, and it hit me why I did. “She’s me years ago, Bri. Fresh out of Quantico, all bright and shiny and new and human still. You like bright and—” 
 
     Brian mashed his mouth to mine, cupping my head gently as he kissed me silly. “Oh, Sera, it was never like that. It was you, babe. It was always because it was you. I saw you when you were at Quantico even.” 
 
    “You never told me that,” I breathed, staring up into his eyes and letting the love I saw in his heal my insecurities. 
 
    “I didn’t want to sound like a stalker,” he chuckled, giving me another soft kiss. “I went to visit a buddy, and he showed me around on things that had changed, and I saw this trainee totally focused in the off hours, timing herself on stripping weapons again and again. You were so focused, I mean laser focused and intense. Even my buddy said he wasn’t surprised because you were always doing everything to the max. 
 
    “And you were top of your class, so there was no reason you had to work that hard. But you did because that’s who you are. That’s the heart you have.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear. “That’s the woman I love. I don’t have a newb fetish. I love you, Sera. And the fact you let me chain you up in your dungeon, letting me play and explore what I’ve wondered about myself, just made me fall in love with you again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I used it to throw in her face. I loved we explored together like that.” 
 
    “But you weren’t as into it as I was,” he checked. 
 
    “I think now and again it would be fun, but yeah, you might be into it more than I am. You might even want to talk with Luca and see if you’re wanting to play like that more.” He gave me a shocked look. “I can’t be monogamous and a regular girlfriend, Brian. If you need more, then do what you need to. All I ask is you be careful of my seeing it, as my siren is not a fan of that. She’s jealous and vindictive. Don’t tell me or let me see.” 
 
    “I might ask just to learn more, but part of me wants to turn the tables too.” Now it was my turn to have the shocked look, and he shrugged. “Noah’s a commanding guy, and I heard him explain how you restraining him is about the best thing ever, and I found myself interested. I don’t think I want to be a Dom or whatever, but I like the change up.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I like too,” I panted, getting seriously turned on by the idea. 
 
    “You want to tie me down?” he teased, chuckling as I yanked his head down to mine and attacked his lips. 
 
    “Seriously? Are you guys going to post-bust fuck, or can we wrap this up?” Atkins drawled from my left. 
 
    “I just got shot because your intel was bad, and now I’ve got to fly into something dangerous out of state,” I snapped at him. “Can we have thirty seconds to ourselves when he could have died if I hadn’t been there?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” He cleared his throat and left us alone again. 
 
    “Hey, I’m fine, you saved me,” Brian muttered, kissing my hair. “I had the fancy new vest. It’s all good, Sera.” 
 
    “Don’t die on me, Bri,” I rasped and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Not going anywhere. You owe me a hot tub soak, remember? You promised for not demanding I go with you for this insanity.” 
 
    “And you promised to lick me everywhere when I come back in one piece,” I reminded him, shivering when he groaned. Normally assignments or me leaving the state didn’t have us talking like this, not even when it was just us together before when I was human. 
 
    But this situation in Memphis was seriously bad news. Virgil bringing it to light and digging up more let us know just how bad the situation was. The fact that Brian’s contacts at the local FBI office had nearly cheered at the idea of getting in a Mystical and Non-Human FBI team to work on what they couldn’t about said it all. Danger was still danger though, and fanatics were willing to go too far too often. 
 
    “Any more help I could give you?” he wondered as he cupped my ass and rubbed himself against me. I’d given him the Saturday night dungeon fun after he’d worked some of his Army contacts to get intel on the area the witches needed to be rescued from. The list of witches we had so far were from Hestia’s contacts, my cousin through marriage that was staying with us and working the club’s siren show for subterfuge. 
 
    She was single and wanted to branch out on her own. We were thinking New York. Eva had decided to stay in town for a month or so, maybe even experience American holiday madness, and in that time she’d been working out ideas on how to legally invade the pack once Hestia was strong enough and ready to do things in America. 
 
    Then again, Eva was so fucking strong, she could take on the whole pack herself. But she was having fun doing the siren show as well, getting to see the sights of Chicago, and spending time with her great-grandchildren, spoiling the boys left and right. 
 
    “Actually, I could use some side help,” I purred, grinding against him. I told him about my meeting with Milo. He knew about it since Milo had set it up through Brian, but yeah, he hadn’t known the details. To say he was as thrown as I was sort of understated the look on his face. 
 
    “I’ll get into it.” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to do all this extra work to get time with me,” I murmured, realizing it was sort of coming out that way. 
 
    He gave me a heated kiss. “I’ve got good people in place to help me, and while we go in more directions than you do, there is more of us and more support staff. I can handle this and that. I know I don’t have to, but if I can help, I will because I also believe in the cause you’re fighting for, Sera.” 
 
    “You’re amazing when you’re not being stupid.” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed at my veiled compliment, kissing me once more before we joined the others. 
 
    “Pilot just landed from Vlad’s flight and will be ready for yours in an hour,” Noah told me quietly. Finding a private pilot that was paranormal ended up being much smarter than the service that had people at our disposal and worked with lots of the private planes. I also learned not parking it at O’Hare saved a ton of money on fueling costs. 
 
    Yes, it seemed as if I was now spoiled, but with just fuel and paying the pilot for the flight, it ended up being cheaper than tickets for a team to go. Either way, the FBI was picking up the bill, and given we had very little budget, I went cheaper. And yes, taking a private plane was much, much nicer. 
 
    The pilot was actually in Simone’s clan now and happy with the not full time or crazy schedule work. Granted Vlad kept her much busier than I did, always sending someone here or there for something, but it worked, and she was great to work with. 
 
    “And why is my phone blowing up from Dain asking if you are okay and could I please beg you to call him?” 
 
    “I’m obviously fine, and I’ll let Dain explain the rest,” I grumbled, not wanting to get into it. “Apparently he’s having some temptations at Quantico. Hope he has fun.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Noah drawled, giving a heavy sigh before typing on his phone. 
 
    I answered the questions I needed to, signed this and that, and then headed to my vehicle. Brian stopped me as I opened the door, and I smiled at him. “I’ve kissed you goodbye several times already.” 
 
    “I know, I just needed to ask something.” He waited until I nodded to continue. “How come you’re so pissed Dain’s sniffing around someone and pushing me to hook up? You get that makes me feel like I’m not as important, right?” 
 
    “No, because he promised, he swore to me, that he loves and only wants me. Then the first time he leaves my side, really gets much of anything away from court, and Alok is sending me videos of his ‘tempting’ offers. You are human. It’s not fair to…” I trailed off, trying to think of how to say it without sounding pointed. “Part of being a vampire is feeding. It ties into sex. It’s who they are. 
 
    “Noah can’t have that with me, and cutting him off from that when I’m not monogamous because of who I am now isn’t fair. Hell, being monogamous when I’m not isn’t fair. So I’m not pushing you to be with other women, I’m saying I get that I’m not human and can’t be human for you, do human stuff.” 
 
    He searched my eyes and sighed. “You mean babies. You’re allowing me a human life with baby Havers and whatever else I might want. You don’t want me to go exclusive with you because you—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that specifically, but yeah. We’ve never talked about it, but I know you’ve said Grammy Havers is ragging on you for great-grandchildren. I know Alena and Zeno have brought up turning you. None of those are simple issues, so I’m saying don’t limit yourself. I have no idea what I want, as I’m trying to get my feet under me, and I damn well sure won’t limit you.” 
 
    I didn’t add that I was also immortal now, and that meant watching him die one day if we stayed together, and that alone might kill me. Everything was complicated, so keeping it simple and light was better. 
 
    “I can’t help she’s the jealous type who wants a fucking harem of a few dozen hot guys to do everything and anything for us. I include you when it’s the others, but yeah, so it’s not fair, and I can’t fix it all, but if you want to have fun with human women, do it.”  
 
    “You know you’re like the most amazing woman ever, right?” 
 
    “Huh?” I blinked up at him, totally confused how that made me amazing. 
 
    “The fact you recognize your fault or the problems and do what you think is best for me makes you amazing,” he whispered, kissing me as he trapped my body against the vehicle. “I’m not looking for anyone else, but I get what you’re saying, and there’s only one of you to go around, though I’m pretty sated after five hours on Saturday.” 
 
    I snorted. “My siren isn’t. That didn’t last nearly as long as I would have hoped. Take care of you, Bri, that’s all I’m saying and that I won’t judge. More just a warning that she’s a bit evil, so don’t bring it up or like bring someone in the club.” 
 
    “Got it.” He kissed me again, and I got in my vehicle and left, waving to my vampires as I drove past them. 
 
    And got all frowns. They were not happy I was going into danger again for my job, out of state, and not able to go with me. Especially after all the shit that had gone down on the Vegas trip, and that wasn’t supposed to be dangerous.  
 
    This time we knew it was. 
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    “Hey, Horton,” I greeted as I got out of my vehicle. “Everyone here and ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, Chief,” he answered as he went over a checklist. He was very big on checklists, having finished at Quantico not long ago and being new. It had been a mess to “out” him as one of us, and the brass were pissed we hadn’t warned them. 
 
    The surprise had been half the point. It had blown over and ended up being great PR that the FBI was so open to change, much better than the state governments trying to oppress paranormals, and so on and so forth. So they’d taken the win, and Horton had gotten transferred to my office. This was his first real—or at least big—assignment, and he was nervous. 
 
    Hey, we all had been there. 
 
    “You’ll be okay,” I assured him when he finally glanced at me, that look in his eyes I’d seen in my own years and years ago. That what the fuck did I agree to get myself into look of panic. “You know shifter customs for when we’re with the pack. Stay on Cooper and back him up. You’re also going to sit with Shaw and learn the techie part firsthand. Okay? You got this.” 
 
    “You bet, Chief,” he muttered, taking in a slow, deep breath.  
 
    I checked in with Cooper, Shaw, Barnes, Annis, and Walters. Annis and Walters were new to being in the field too. It almost made me laugh that I knew Brian was rolling his eyes at his newbs when really I had a whole office of them. They might have been with this branch of the FBI longer than me, but they hadn’t been trained. Now that they were, they were actually starting from the beginning. 
 
    The reason I’d picked them was they were two of the three vampires Cooper had on his team. The other was covering for Shaw, so we had more techies in house and a chance to cross train. I wanted to see my team leads in action with their teams so we could grow them, which they desperately needed, and that way it was easier to send a full team to wherever needed before we also added a team to each regular office. 
 
    So, so many plans in motion. Most days it really did make my head hurt. 
 
    “Big bust Saturday night and starting shit Sunday morning after we get there,” Cooper greeted me with a smile. “You know how to party a weekend away, Chief.” 
 
    “Yeah, because those terrorists a few weeks ago wasn’t enough to last me many, many weekends.” 
 
    “Well, at least it hasn’t affected the club. I heard you guys have all reservations booked through Christmas included Sunday brunches.” 
 
    “That’s the rumor,” I agreed with a shrug. I didn’t get involved in the day-to-day. That was up to Simone, and her hands were way more capable on that stuff than mine could ever be. 
 
    Plus, she enjoyed it while I found it tedious. 
 
    “For the record, when I fall asleep, I’m not ignoring you, I’m very asleep,” I explained to the newbs. 
 
    “She has plane narcolepsy,” Cooper explained. 
 
    “That’s not a real thing.” 
 
    “Chief, you make it a thing because it’s super trippy.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and loaded my bags and gear, glad it was a short flight so we could get to the hotel and shower. I was shocked none of them even commented on my torn and ripped clothes from where I’d needed bullets removed or anything like that. 
 
    “Thanks for the tactical gear, Chief Thomas,” Annis said quietly. “Everyone’s sort of amazed you spent so much on all of us.” 
 
    “It’s a tax write off,” I joked as I stowed my gear. Brian had been right that things change when you’re the big boss instead of team leader. When I’d realized how we not only didn’t have the budget for gear, but it would be human gear that wouldn’t move as we did, I’d taken some of the vast money I’d gotten from Igor’s estate and used it for some good. 
 
    Using it for good or the benefit of the community made it all less dirty to me somehow. It was almost like money laundering except in the literal sense where if it was used for good, it cleaned it and anything I got back from it. Investing wasn’t money laundering, I knew that, I was FBI after all, but it… Yeah, just cleaned it for me, mentally and emotionally. 
 
    I plopped on my chair and let Cooper take over, looking forward to the nap. Minutes later we were revving up, and as soon as we were on the runway for takeoff, I was out. I felt like my eyes barely closed, and I was awake when we landed. 
 
    “That is weird, Chief,” Horton muttered, having sat across from me. 
 
    “We all have quirks,” I said with a yawn. “I need a damn shower. Dried blood is itchy.” 
 
    “We were kind of wondering about that,” Annis muttered as we taxied and grabbed our gear. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, bad intel. Happens on last minute ops, but the tip was good and the drugs were—I can’t even imagine how much they’re going to recover. I’m sure the DEA won’t even give us credit when Noah probably saved the lead agent and another guy’s life.” I left it at that, not wanting to ruin their perception of working with other agencies but not willing to hide all the ugly either. 
 
    We picked up our rental and somehow managed to stuff all of our gear in the back, glad at least we got a real SUV not a cute one. Twenty minutes later we were checked in, Shaw and I partnering up for rooms, and the others doubling as well.  
 
    “Why is Dain calling me?” she wondered as she looked at her phone. 
 
    “No, wait—” I tried, but she had already swiped to take the call. 
 
    “Luna, are you with Sera?” 
 
    “Yeah, we just got to the hotel and she’s about to shower. Chief, is your phone dead?” 
 
    “No, been ignoring certain calls,” I grumbled, unlocking our room door. 
 
    “Luna, will you please tell Sera that I’m sorry and I’m not tempted at all. I was trying to be polite and not start waves or leave the perception that fairies are rude—” 
 
    “Fairies can’t lie, and he said the offer was tempting,” I grumbled, dumping my gear on the first bed. 
 
    “I meant the alcohol was tempting,” Dain growled. “You know we can get around the not lying thing, Sera. She said a drink, and while she alluded to more, she did not say it. I was being nice, but really, a drink or thirty sounded wonderful after another long week.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine, whatever,” I whispered, yanking off my ruined clothes. 
 
    “Chief, can I not be in the middle of this?” Shaw begged, worrying her lower lip. “Dain’s way older than me, and even if he’s not a noble anymore, he really is, so he’s way over me, and I don’t—please don’t make me be in the middle of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Then tell him goodnight. I didn’t put you in the middle of it. He did. I don’t want to hear his shit.” 
 
    “Sera, I cannot come all the way to you,” Dain informed me.  
 
    I yanked out my toiletries kit from my bag. “I don’t have need for him, so I don’t care.” I stormed off to the shower, glad at least my undergarments had survived the bust. I’d gone through enough losing my shit and shifting the past several months when I’d been so numb and detached. Much more of that and I wouldn’t have anything left. 
 
    I was halfway through my shower when the door opened. “Chief, he says if you won’t talk to him, he’s getting on a plane and coming here. That would screw up his training.” 
 
    I cursed up a storm. “Tell him I’ll call him on Skype when I get out of the shower.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to get some grub, so do you want me to bring you anything?” 
 
    “Yeah, where you guys going?” 
 
    “I’m sure some barbeque place, as that’s all Cooper, Walters, and Barnes have been talking about.” 
 
    “Dorks. I need meat to recover from being shot. I like sweet sauce. Coleslaw, corn’s always good. Yeah, just feed me gobs. Take my card in my bag and expense it.” 
 
    “I swear we use up most of our budget eating on assignments,” she muttered. “They need to get it how much more paranormals eat.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir,” I chuckled. “Thanks, Shaw.” 
 
    “My pleasure. I just hope the place has good dessert. You always hear about the South’s crumbles, pies, or cobbler. I want some of that.” 
 
    “Me too,” I called after her. I hurried through the rest of my shower, glad I was alone to call him. I grabbed my lotion out of my bag and my tablet, flipping the cover over so it stood on its own, and connected to the hotel’s internet before loading Skype. I double tapped his name, hating he was pushing me to do this when I was on assignment.  
 
    “Thank you for calling me,” he greeted the second he appeared on the screen. I nodded and squirted out lotion. “Are you hearing me or just nothing to say?” 
 
    “What is so important you’d get on a plane and risk your training to come here, Dain?” I asked, my tone frosty. 
 
    “Sera, I really did mean what I said,” he murmured. “I swear to you all I was interested in was the alcohol, the idea of having a drink.” 
 
    “With her. She offered to have a drink with her, Dain. You can explain that away or whatever fairy mind tricks to skirt the truth you want, but even if I buy that, you said to her that it was tempting. Hell, even she said don’t say it’s tempting if you’re involved. It’s fairly common knowledge to—” 
 
    “Sera, I haven’t been with a woman since I was sent to court almost two hundred years ago,” he blurted, and I think that might have been the only thing that got me to stop my jealous fit. I blinked at him, my hands pausing where they were rubbing lotion on my leg. 
 
    “Because of the woman you were sent there for?” I asked, wondering why else he would do that. 
 
    His eyes bugged out, then he controlled it. “You saw her? My sister?” 
 
    I gave a slight nod, remembering back to what my siren had seen. Yeah, they had looked similar. “You were ashamed you were disowned, but you didn’t regret what you did. Whatever you did. I did think she was family, but why wouldn’t you be with anyone at court if it wasn’t for love or something?” 
 
    “You saw the games at court,” he sighed, rubbing his hands over his head. “Would you trust anyone there? After all our queen suffered, if I seemed open to intimacy, I was afraid she would seek revenge for what I saw, what I didn’t save her from that her uncle did. It was smarter to not be involved, and honestly, my heart was broken at the loss of my sister.” 
 
    “She died?” 
 
    “No, but she’s still part of my family and I’m not, so she cannot speak with me.” He gave a bitter chuckle. “Funny how I saved her from a horrible arranged marriage and I’m the one out.” He twirled his fingers in a let me back up gesture. “My sister was engaged to a demon of a fairy noble. I loathed him, and she was terrified of him. She also fell in love with the son of an enemy of our family.” 
 
    “How Romeo and Juliet,” I muttered, going back to moisturizing. 
 
    “It was actually. And I feared for the same ending, and the short version was I intervened and helped them elope. My parents were furious, especially at such a transgression by their eldest son and heir. I was disgraced, and I expected that. Accepted it to save her, knowing they would be as well, and at least she was mated and that couldn’t be ignored. Instead it brought peace and an alliance between the families.” 
 
    “So you got kicked out and they didn’t? That’s just special.” 
 
    “Yes, fairies aren’t generally fair. But the betrayal of not only my parents disowning me, but my sister then choosing to stay with the family who would have sold her away like a possession instead of standing up for me when I needed the support broke my heart. I never wanted to love again, not even involve myself with women.” 
 
    “Until you met me and had that feeling, right?” My tone was pretty rude and I knew it, but I was tired of feeling like crap when it came to men. 
 
    “That feeling came when I saw you. That was for my people, my queen, and all paranormals. I think you had my heart the moment we kissed, Sera. Please believe me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I lied. 
 
    “It’s not. I can see it on your face. I am sorry I did not handle her advances better.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t that?” I challenged. “You’re free of court, not around me and what you think I am for all paranormals, away from my influence, and maybe you want to dip your toe in the waters.” 
 
    “Sera, I don’t. Why are you doubting me like this? What have I done to deserve your doubt? Have I not been at your side doing everything I could for you when you were at your lowest?” 
 
    When he put it like that, I really felt like a bitch, but then I shook myself out of it.  
 
    “It’s not doubting you, Dain. You’re not saying how you feel about me, and I’m saying I don’t believe you. I’m saying you jumped into swearing allegiance to me and everything else, and after centuries of being at court, and others have reacted strangely to my power. I think it’s valid that after you give that sort of slip to wonder if you really knew what you were getting into.” 
 
    “I hear you, but I know my heart, Sera. I swear to you that it was a slip. Nothing more. I—I am not the best with strangers or personal matters. I have not much experience with it. I wasn’t intrigued to step out of my comfort zone with a woman, and certainly not that woman if I would ever feel that way. I doubt she would make it through training, as she seems more interested in finding a lover who might be powerful one day than being FBI.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say that’s what it was,” I conceded after a few moments. I shrugged. “I believe you.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. And you’re right that I was harsher on you than you deserved probably, but you also jumped into this, me, knowing the hits I’ve taken.” 
 
    “I do, and that was why I immediately wanted to straighten this out. Alok feels horrible. He truly meant to make you laugh with something funny as my lack of grace handling women in personal settings. It hasn’t been the first time this trip.” 
 
    “Getting hit on lots?” 
 
    He snorted. “All three of us have. We’re fairies, Sera. We’re a bit alluring to humans. All paranormals are. They keep talking up our ‘legendary warrior’ status and yeah, pretty much every female here has hit on us, trainees and trainers.” 
 
    “You poor thing,” I drawled, moving on from legs to rubbing lotion on my arms. 
 
    “It is,” he sighed. “Even before court, I was a warrior and a species scholar. I have probably spent more time with humans this past week than I have in centuries. It’s nerve-wrecking for me, and I do not wish to disappoint you or ruin this chance for others to train.” 
 
    I stopped again and studied him. “I never thought I’d see the crack in your perfect demeanor. You always so have your shit together.” 
 
    He threw back his head and burst out laughing. “Oh, Sera, you have no idea how ungraceful I can truly be sometimes. The list of mistakes I made when I arrived at court almost had the regent take my head a few times, as I was raised a noble and somewhat pompous, I can admit. Then when our queen finally took her rightful place, she was a she, and that changed everything. It took me a while to acclimate.” 
 
    “I love hearing you laugh,” I admitted, giving him some mush after making him basically beg for forgiveness for something stupid. Part of it was seeing it in video and then knowing he didn’t want me to see it like he was caught. 
 
    Hell, distance complicated everything. 
 
    “Do you? You’ve never told me that.” 
 
    “There’s lots we haven’t told each other.” 
 
    “This is true. I haven’t ever told you I love watching you put on lotion. I thought for a moment I had and you were teasing me by doing it when I could see you but you’re so far away.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that.” I smirked at him and undid my towel so I sat there naked. I moved my lotion covered hands to my breasts. “Now I might be teasing you.” 
 
    “Please don’t stop,” he whispered. “Dear heavens, Sera. How could you even think I would want anything from that woman when I have a goddess who will let me touch her?” 
 
    “You apologize well.” 
 
    “Well enough you will tease me more?” 
 
    “Depends on what you want to see,” I countered, squirting more on my hands and rubbing my flat stomach. “I should be mad at you for making a fuss while I’m away.” 
 
    “I only did it so there was no risk of distracting you. I know how volatile the situation is there, and my idiocy should not be on your mind.” 
 
    “Very caring of you.” I uncrossed my legs and moisturized my hips, much to his delight. 
 
    And that night I had my first dirty fun over Skype. We finished just in time for me to throw back on my towel before Shaw came into the room. Luckily she didn’t have the nose of a shifter or she would have smelled the air to know we had fun. 
 
    “So tell me about the training,” I said to Dain as she handed over bags of food. 
 
    I listened as he talked about training, smiling at the excitement in his voice at it all. It really was the perfect role for him. Every so often I could get shit right, it seemed. 
 
    I hoped I kept up the streak because I would need all the luck I could get for our trip to Memphis. As I said goodnight to Dain, he begged me to be careful and make sure I came home in one piece. 
 
    Wasn’t that always the goal? 
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    The next morning we met the team from the local FBI office about an hour before the planned time to go in. It was awkward because people very rarely met on the bust, and some weren’t on board with the plan. But with the bust the night before and that getting thrown into the mix, everything had been pushed back. 
 
    Besides, Sunday services were the best time to bust a church at doing something wrong. 
 
    I was dressed extra conservatively as I approached Sons of the Father Baptist Church. The skirt was to my ankles, and the sweater practically choked my neck. The camera we’d put in the ugly ass cross I wore would broadcast both picture and sound, which was what we needed. 
 
    Remember, don’t heal me. We need the injuries to show for the cameras. I felt my siren and wolf agree, understanding and loving the plan. My siren for busting the hypocrisy of a church who worshiped their loving god pushing for the death of all paranormals, suspected of persecuting them behind the scenes. 
 
    My wolf wanted the hunt and getting even for all their hate against our kind. 
 
    Hey, we were all on the same page, so I was happy. 
 
    I took a deep breath and walked up to the guy holding open the door, thanking him for the bulletin he handed me. I looked around, thinking it was a basic place, more used to the grandeur of Chicago churches and some of the older gothic type architecture that really shined. I dipped my fingers in the Holy Water and made the sign of the cross as I passed the first pew. 
 
    Who said all those years of being dragged to church wouldn’t help me in the future? Then again, I wasn’t sure Baptists did that. Maybe it was a Catholic thing? 
 
    Kind of like genuflecting before moving into a pew in the middle of the church. I heard a gasp and smelled anger in the air, knowing someone recognized me. That had been why it was me going in. I counted on it after the amount of press coverage I’d gotten, especially the past few weeks with the club opening and us busting a cell of terrorists. 
 
    “She’s the one from the news,” someone hissed towards the front of the church. It only got worse from there and spread like wildfire. 
 
    “You need to leave,” a man demanded as he stormed towards me. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “You know why,” he snapped. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t,” I leisurely replied. “Have we met?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I slowly stood, not wanting to be sitting when someone was this angry at me for no good reason. I glanced around. “There are other women here. Even if it’s Sons of the Father church, there are women here. It can’t be that.” 
 
    “You know it’s not.” 
 
    Again I played the part and looked around. “There’s other white people here, so it can’t be that.” I smiled brightly at him. “No, can’t be race. That would just be wrong, right?” Yeah, saying that to a black man was sort of throwing fuel on the fire, but I needed that fire to out them on camera. 
 
    “Animals aren’t welcome here,” he sneered. 
 
    “When I see one, I’ll let them know,” I replied sweetly. “It’s a shame you guys don’t have any pets. That must be lonely for kids.” 
 
    “You’re the animal,” a woman shouted. “You need to leave.” 
 
    “Only the pastor can actually demand someone leave, as they’re in charge of the church that’s in trust,” I explained. “I came to speak with him, so I’ll wait; thank you for being so welcoming though.” 
 
    “You will leave now,” the guy ordered, grabbing my arm. 
 
    “Sir, please remove your hand from me. I haven’t given you permission to touch me, and it’s assault.” 
 
    He tightened his grip. “I’ll do what I damn well want, creature of Satan. You’re lucky I don’t carry my gun on me at church.” 
 
    “Sir, you’re threatening me with violence when I’ve done nothing but enter public services. This isn’t a private function nor closed to the community.” 
 
    “We don’t let beasts in here.” He yanked on my arm but couldn’t move me. 
 
    “Sir, please release me,” I asked again, smirking at him. Fine, that smirk wasn’t professional, but damn, it felt good when they sent a guy to intimidate a woman and there wasn’t a chance in hell he was moving me. “I’d ask you stop harassing me. You might be bigoted against shifters, but we are protected under the law.” 
 
    “No laws like that in Memphis, beast. If you don’t leave, you can join the others we’ve returned to Hell.” 
 
    I froze. “Did you just freely admit to murder?” 
 
    “No,” he growled. 
 
    “Have you killed a shifter or paranormal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t lie to a shifter,” I chuckled darkly. “We can hear your heart flutter when you lie. I can smell the amount of sweat coming off you now that you just confessed to murder. How many? One?” His heart fluttered. “Five?” His heart fluttered again. “Ten?” Nothing. So over five but not yet ten. 
 
    Holy shit. They really were killing shifters. 
 
    I went to say more, but something hit me in the head. I realized it was a book and saw what it was on the floor. “Really? You throw Bibles in this church? How Christian of you. Jesus would be so proud.” I yanked my arm away from him, his eyes shocked I could. How had he killed shifters if he didn’t know of our strength? Rifle? 
 
    “Leave!” he bellowed in my face. 
 
    “No.” I grunted as another book was thrown at my head. It distracted me, and I didn’t see his fist coming, barely registering the weak ass punch to my ribs. Hell, the Bible hurt worse being a hardcover. “I will call the police.” 
 
    “Bitch, they won’t come for an animal like you,” he sneered at me and punched me again. “They’re on our side.” 
 
    “Oh, the amount of corruption in one city is just wonderful.” 
 
    “Leave, animal!” another voice shouted, and this time it wasn’t a thrown book but someone holding the book and swinging it against the back of my head. 
 
    Followed by one to the face. Seriously? 
 
    Someone got bold and kicked out my knees so I fell. Once I did, they let the mob mentality sweep them away, and I took over three dozen hits before two of the guys each grabbed an arm and dragged me out of there. They threw me out of the door, actually tossed me so I went flying down the stairs, landing in a heap on the concrete.  
 
    And that was when they realized the shit they were in as the media we’d invited to cover the FBI trying to speak with the church’s leadership to come to a peaceful resolution to their hate were all standing there. Instead they caught two church members throwing a beat-up FBI division chief down the stairs. 
 
    I smirked up at the assholes, my back to the cameras. I moaned and grabbed my arm, playing it up. 
 
    “Chief, you okay?” Cooper asked as he raced over to me. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “They beat me with Bibles and jumped me,” I choked out. “They said they were going to murder me like they had others and the local cops are in on it. They wouldn’t let me see the pastor and promised to send me back to hell.” 
 
    He knew all of that from the camera on me, but it was for the press there. 
 
    “Round them up,” Cooper called over to the teams we had waiting. FBI jackets swarmed the church, and Cooper yelled over for EMTs to help me. Once they were with me, he joined the others. 
 
    “This is entrapment!” someone hollered. 
 
    “You really do need a lesson in the law,” one of the local FBI agents grumbled as he dragged the guy towards the waiting busses. “She warned you that you were breaking the law. That’s so not entrapment.” 
 
    “Get the stretcher,” the EMT yelled to his partner. “She’s got broken bones all over the place.” 
 
    I did, and they hurt like a bitch, my wolf and siren ready to heal me. Not yet. Let them get more footage. 
 
    They gently loaded me up and brought me to the ambulance, nodding when I reminded them I was a shifter. They told me I wasn’t bleeding badly, and honestly they were more worried about internal bleeding than the chance of getting infected. 
 
    “Chief Thomas, Chief Thomas!” several media called out. I waved the EMTs to hold off, wanting the chance to talk. 
 
    “Quickly, and be gentle,” he said to the reporters. “She’s got a fractured cheek and nose among other injuries.” 
 
    They actually did what he said, bringing down the level. The first came closer and moved so her cameraman could get me. “Chief Thomas, how did things get physical?” 
 
    “Someone threw a Bible at me, then another when I asked again to speak with the pastor, and the next thing I knew men were hitting me with them from both sides. They knocked me down and kept kicking me over and over again. It was horrible. I’ve never been treated with such hate, and I’m shocked it was from a church. I truly hoped most of the accusations against them spiraled out, but he admitted to murdering paranormals.” 
 
    I answered a few more questions, repeating some of the same before the EMT called it and said I could answer more questions later after I had a chance to heal. The second I was loaded up into the ambulance, I almost let my wolf and siren have the go ahead, but then stopped, thinking it was better to get the films and medical report listing everything. Damn, that meant being in pain longer. 
 
    A lot longer the way most hospitals took. 
 
    I was wheeled right into a trauma bay after we arrived, doctors and nurses swarming me. 
 
    “Are you pregnant? Any chance you might be?” a nurse asked me. 
 
    “No,” I answered but then frowned. “I didn’t have my period last month, but that’s common for new shifters, right?” And explains all the extra hormones and bitchiness compiling if I was that late. 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll run a panel just in case.” 
 
    I nodded, not worried and more focused on the pain radiating from my knees, itching to let my siren and wolf take over. They took lots of pictures for the FBI assault file at my request, which was always good fun. 
 
    “Why is she not healing? I thought she was a shifter?” someone asked and moved over to me. 
 
    “I’m not letting my wolf heal me until I get the full list of what was done,” I answered so they didn’t freak. I hadn’t wanted to share that part of the plan, but yeah, I couldn’t cost the hospital that much more trying to figure something out that wasn’t actually a problem. 
 
    “You guys can do that?” another nurse asked. 
 
    “I’m Alpha, comes with perks,” I groaned as someone bumped the gurney and my arm jarred. “Doesn’t make it hurt any less nor the beating I took trying to make peace.” 
 
    “We’ll get you rushed in so you can start healing, Chief Thomas,” the first nurse promised. I felt tension in the air, and she snorted. “She might be holding off healing, but we also can’t give her pain meds. Move your asses, people.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do miss pain meds. Got shot last night on a bust, and those would have been great digging out bullets.” 
 
    “Are you that reckless?” the doctor asked as he moved his hands around my stomach. 
 
    “No, I go in on the most dangerous stuff because I’m that durable.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he drawled.  
 
    Next came X-rays and more X-rays, and then some more X-rays as if all the others hadn’t been enough. I knew they were just doing their jobs and covering their asses, but I really hated hospitals. Especially since becoming a wolf and all the antiseptic and cleaners irritated my nose. 
 
    “You just come stand by me,” I told one of the nurses, and he raised an eyebrow at me like I was hitting on him. “You use spearmint and eucalyptus body wash. It’s better than all the cleaners.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you can still smell it when I’m about to get off a double,” he muttered, giving me that shocked look when people realized how different we truly were.  
 
    Two hours after arriving, I was back in the trauma bay to make sure the full everything was handled so it was in the file. I counted tiles on the ceiling, sweating from the pain and keeping myself from healing. 
 
    That actually used a lot more energy than I would have thought, as it was a default setting to heal. 
 
    “Congratulations, you’re pregnant,” the doctor announced as he came walking into my room. 
 
    My eyes bugged out, but then I shook my head. “That’s not possible. I have an IUD, and I get the every six month birth control shot. I just had one last month.” 
 
    “You really don’t want children,” he muttered, giving me a funny look. 
 
    “My job is dangerous, and I don’t want to bring children into it,” I growled, hating that I had to defend myself on that. “But I’m covered.” 
 
    “Chief Thomas, if you’re getting that shot, then you’re getting the human one,” he said gently, sitting on the edge of the gurney. “You have to get the one for shifters.” 
 
    “What?” I breathed, my heart racing too fast, deafening me. “There’s a difference?” 
 
    “Yes, and I believe the IUD came out the first time you shifted.” 
 
    “I’m pregnant?” I asked, pushing to sit up more and groaning at my arm. 
 
    “Yes, and I would suggest you let yourself heal now, as we got it all besides anything in your stomach, as we weren’t sure your status,” he said gently, rubbing my leg. I bobbed my head and let my wolf and siren do what they wanted. “I contacted our specialist for high risk pregnancies to make the exception and come in and see you because of your situation and assault on the job. She was at a function and will be here in about two hours.” 
 
    “Why drag her in?” 
 
    “I don’t know all the ins and outs of shifters, but you have some hurdles ahead of you with being pregnant. I know you’re here out of town on assignment, but please, rest here for a while, or you need food to keep healing, right? Go get some food when you’re able, you’re eating for two, and come back so she can check you out, make sure the baby’s okay after the assault and get you a referral for home. Okay? Promise me, or I’m not releasing you.” 
 
    “I promise,” I heard myself say, shocky and distant to my own ears. I was healed enough to walk by then and wanted out of there and the too bright lights and overwhelming smells. 
 
    “Chief, you okay?” Shaw asked when I entered the waiting room, most of my team there to check on me. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” I blurted and kept walking. I could feel their concern shoot through the roof as they stood there. They probably thought I was going to the bathroom or to sign discharge papers like I was supposed to. 
 
    No, I caught a cab to the hotel, not even thinking about how someone there could have driven me. I needed space. Space and a moment to think, to breathe. I was also grateful the skirt had had pockets and I had my wallet and phone on me now even after my clothes had been cut off. They’d given me scrubs to change into and the bag of personal items. 
 
    I paid for the cab, not muttering a word as I swiped my card and got out. I was going to go into the room and shower, catch a nap, but I saw a field off to the side of the hotel with a bit of trees for cover. I walked over there, moving on autopilot, and yanked off my scrubs, setting them over my wallet and phone to hide them. Shifting and going for a run was about the best idea ever when I was this confused and lost. 
 
    My wolf didn’t want to though, which I found odd. I ignored her, assuming she didn’t want me to do it while hurt, and the moment I was on four paws I took off, looping around the field over and over and over again until every muscle burned and my paws even hurt from not being used to the run. 
 
    I shifted back, yanking on my scrubs fast so I didn’t get a ticket or something for standing there naked. I had a bunch of missed calls and was about to turn off my phone when it rang. I accidentally connected and cursed under my breath. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” Hagan asked gently. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you really pregnant? Are you having our baby?” 
 
    I growled when I heard the excitement and hope in his tone. “Don’t you dare be excited over this fucking shit. Do you think bringing a child into our lives is in any way smart? How dangerous is our lives every day of the week, Hagan? I don’t want kids. I was praying my whole run that the test was wrong somehow—” 
 
    “You shifted!” he roared, and it startled me so bad I almost dropped the phone. 
 
    “Oh, Chief, you didn’t?” Barnes whispered from my left. I flinched, realizing I hadn’t felt them arrive I was so out of it. 
 
    “Didn’t what?” I snapped. “I was upset and went for a run. Why are you giving me that look?” I glanced from him and then saw Shaw go pale. 
 
    “Sera, shifting makes you miscarry,” Shaw explained gently. “It’s why it’s so hard for a shifter to go full term because they can’t not shift for nine months.” 
 
    Suddenly I was blinking up at her. She knelt and made me realize I’d fallen to my knees and missed a few moments there. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know that.” I shot a hurt look at Barnes. “You thought I’d do that on purpose?” Then I remembered the phone in my hand, my heart breaking. “You thought I shifted to get rid of the baby? Really, Hagan? I didn’t know. I didn’t know any of this.  
 
    “I didn’t know there was a different birth control for shifters. I didn’t know we miscarried if we shifted because no one tells me anything, so fuck you. Fuck all of you for not helping me or telling me shit!” I hung up on him and went to launch my phone, but Shaw snagged it from me. 
 
    “I didn’t think you did it on purpose, Chief,” Barnes defended. “I thought you couldn’t control it, and with your huge control, I would think that was a fight you could always win.” 
 
    “Not as injured as I was,” I snapped but backed off. “I have to go. I have an appointment with the specialist, and I need a shower and food.” 
 
    “Catch a cab to meet up with everyone else at the regular office,” Shaw ordered Barnes. “I’ve got the chief.” She wrapped her arm around me protectively and guided me back to our hotel room. “Men are stupid. They say stupid things and don’t think before they speak, shock making them blurt shit out. Don’t listen to them, okay?  
 
    “I didn’t know any of this about shifters and birth controls, but now you do and you can talk to Simone. Hell, get a better fucking doctor back home because they should have known. This isn’t on you, Sera. You do the best you can for all of us all the time. Whatever happens, you have a huge support system and people who love you that will help.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Shaw.” 
 
    I felt at least able to function after her pep talk and quickly showered, realizing I didn’t have much time left since my run had been almost an hour. I felt my knees buckle and caught myself from falling. Right, the run that had killed the baby that had been growing in me. 
 
    “What happens now?” I rasped, feeling so lost. I had never wanted to be pregnant or a mother, but I would never have killed any child inside of me either. I was pro-choice and to each their own; I never judged. Especially not when it was rape or medical concerns… Any of it. But for me, abortion wasn’t a choice I could make. I knew that. After the messed-up family I’d had who had abandoned me, I couldn’t have aborted a fetus. 
 
    But I had. I had done just that. 
 
    “On accident,” I reminded myself, still cursing for not listening to my wolf. She might not have known what would happen, but her instincts were saying shifting was bad. I had thought it was because of the location or knowing there were people in Memphis killing shifters. Shit, that alone would have made a smarter person not go for a run, but I wasn’t always smart. 
 
    Ten minutes later I climbed into the rental with Shaw to head to my appointment, telling her whatever sort of fast comfort food was fine. As a tear splashed on my hand as I moved to put on my seatbelt. Roughly wiping my eyes with the back of my arm, I shut off my phone that I got back from Shaw, not wanting to hear from anyone. Fuck all of them. Fuck being with men, and fuck getting involved. I wasn’t sure the fun and pleasure outweighed the pain and hurt. 
 
    I really didn’t. 
 
    And I really didn’t think it was worth coming to hate them in the end, which was what I felt right now, justified or not. 
 
    I ate gobs of Taco Bell, laughing when Luna pulled in there and simply shrugged. Someone paid attention to my crappy eating habits because they cared. She also didn’t push me, sitting in the parking lot once we arrived and having a few of my tacos as she waited for me to finish. 
 
    “Funny how I don’t even care about the investigation right now and all I can think about is you,” she murmured. “Shock can do that. I’ve seen it many, many times over my years. What you were so focused on—it’s not trivial—but can so easily be pushed aside when the really important things push forward.” 
 
    “Yeah, and make you feel like you’re in a nightmare and wonder if any of it’s real,” I added, grateful for the support. I stuffed the rest of my wrappers into the bag and opened the door. Time to face the music of my ignorance and pray I didn’t blow everything up in my life to shit. 
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    I couldn’t check in since the doctor’s office wasn’t actually open. The doctor herself opened the door and gave me a kind smile. “Seraphine Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes, I shifted. I didn’t know it would terminate the pregnancy and shifted.” 
 
    “Wow, you are new,” she whispered, reaching over and rubbing my arm. “Okay, well, we’ll handle that too. How bad was the bleeding?” 
 
    I frowned. “What bleeding?” 
 
    She matched my expression. “Were you bleeding when you shifted back? That’s the miscarriage taking place.” 
 
    “I wasn’t bleeding. Not in the shower either.” My stomach did flips. Did I not fuck up then? 
 
    “Okay, then let’s get the ultrasound going,” she offered. I nodded and followed after her, letting Shaw come into the room with me. I quickly got into the gown as the doctor got set up and looked over my file, probably from the ER, not caring if she saw anything or Shaw, as long as I got some answers because now I was back to freaking out about being pregnant still. 
 
    First came hopping up onto the table, then the gel, and finally the wand, nodding as she explained it all and doing what she asked. After several grueling minutes of her moving it this way and another, clicking things to take images, I thought I might pull out my hair. 
 
    “You’re not pregnant,” she told me, making me flinch at the sudden sound. “You never were.” 
 
    “What? Isn’t a false positive from a blood test like unheard of?” 
 
    “Yes, for humans,” she answered, giving me a soft smile. “The doctor who called me in spoke with me after what you said about not knowing about birth control differences. And I’d like the name of your doctor because they should be reported for not warning you. A shifter who has human birth control in their system can give false positives.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I demanded, glancing at the monitor. “You’re sure I wasn’t pregnant and didn’t miscarry because I shifted?” 
 
    “I would see that,” she promised, moving the monitor so I could see it better. Then she pointed to a section on the screen. “There’s nothing there, Seraphine. You weren’t and aren’t pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh thank fuck,” I rasped, rubbing the heels of my hands over my forehead as I flopped back to the table. “Oh thank fuck.” 
 
    “There is something we need to discuss,” the doctor told me after giving me a few moments to process. I sat back up and nodded. “You had an IUD in at the time of being infected with lycanthropy?” 
 
    “Yes. I got it put in a year before,” I answered, frowning. “The other doctor said I don’t have it anymore, but I guess that makes sense. We don’t just keep what’s on us the same, so something inside makes sense. Maybe? Part of it’s magic, so who knows.” 
 
    “It is gone, but as you said, it’s part magic, and when the magic was originally started or however shifters came about, there wasn’t IUDs then. It didn’t take into account for them.” 
 
    “Okay. What are you saying then? Why do you have a bad news is coming look?” 
 
    “There have been over two dozen reported cases of women being infected with lycanthropy who had in an IUD becoming infertile because of it. Something happens either during the first shift, or even before when the massive change happens to their bodies when the DNA changes occur, and they become infertile.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, rubbing my hand over my heart. “Are you saying I am?” 
 
    “I had the lab run extra tests on your blood before I got here after talking with the emergency room doctor, and your hormone levels would indicate you are. More tests would need to be done, I can recommend you to a competent doctor back in Chicago and specialist even who is doing some work in trying to reverse the effects. I would recommend at least a follow up and getting checked for sure, as you’re still new, but yes, I would say you are unable to have children as you are now. I’m sorry, Seraphine.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I rasped, wiping away tears. “I never wanted children. I was very adamant against that. Why am I crying?” 
 
    “Because it’s still hard news to get,” she answered as she rolled over and grabbed tissues for me. She had a good bedside manner; the smile she gave me when she handed them to me was comforting. “You’re young, and there’s a lot being learned every day about shifters and paranormal anatomy. You never know what’s in the future. I wouldn’t give up all hope yet. Certainly have all the tests done to see if something can be done.” 
 
    “Thanks, doc, and thanks for coming in for this.” 
 
    “Not at all. The concern was valid after the beating you took and your circumstances complicated. I’m glad you got answers right away because not knowing is the worst part.” 
 
    Well, one of them anyways.  
 
    This time I really did sign everything I was supposed to, Shaw telling me she signed my discharge papers and got copies of everything for the FBI file. Glad someone had covered that because my mind had gone completely blank. We got in the vehicle to head to the regular FBI office, and something was weighing on me. It kept me from being relieved I wasn’t pregnant even if being infertile confused me on my reaction since I’d never wanted kids. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, turning it on and seeing the array of messages from when people had learned the news I was pregnant to when I’d shifted and they’d learned that too. They all were added into the monsoon of feelings and information swirling around me, beating me up again.  
 
    I decided to get something off my chest and shoulders. I went to messages and started adding a bunch of people to what I was about to type, figuring people would sort out which referred to them and which wasn’t. 
 
    I’m not pregnant. I never was. It was a false positive from being on human birth control because I didn’t know there was a shifter specific birth control. I didn’t know shifting would make a woman miscarry. I don’t know any of this stuff because no one bothers to tell me anything. So fuck you. Fuck any of you that didn’t make sure I knew what I should to survive as a shifter or care enough about me to take care of me.  
 
    Go blame yourselves that I could have miscarried the baby I never wanted and that could have been on my conscience. Go do whatever, but leave me alone and stop jumping on me for shit like I’m a horrible person. Try giving me the benefit of the doubt for once instead of assuming all this information just downloaded into my brain somehow the moment I got infected. Whatever you do, just leave me alone! 
 
    I sent it and shut off my phone again, feeling childish but also at least like I’d gotten the first step handled in processing. “I want ice cream.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief,” Shaw agreed gently, her tone full of worry. Yeah, I was worried about me too. There were only so many fucked up whirlwinds I could get swept up into before they broke me. 
 
    I glanced at the clock and saw it was less than six hours ago that I’d walked into the church. Six hours to handle that, endure that beating, sit through all the tests that injured, heal, find out horrible news I was pregnant, to then beat up my body and run, to then get jumped all over that I’d lost the baby, to then find out I wasn’t pregnant before the massive bomb I was infertile. 
 
    For fuck’s sake! Ice cream wasn’t going to handle this. I didn’t think there was enough booze in Memphis to handle it. 
 
    That still didn’t keep me from downing two large Blizzards after Shaw went through the drive thru. 
 
    When we arrived at the local FBI office, I stuffed everything into that corner of me that compartmentalized personal crap, feeling a bit of resistance as if saying that corner was overflowing and might take over. Too bad. I had a job to do. 
 
    “Dain didn’t know about different birth controls either and wants the name and number of your doctor because that’s a serious issue if they’re not warning people,” Shaw said as I opened the door. Right, he was my attorney too. 
 
    “It’s in the phone book at the house under G for gynecologist,” I muttered. That should be handled, and I couldn’t ignore that. I also didn’t want to get into it at the moment.  
 
    One of the smartest things anyone had come up with in the house was one master phone book Leo had put together that always stayed in the kitchen. Honestly, that kid was more an adult most days than the rest of us, organizing so much so we could keep moving on what we needed to. I didn’t know how we’d survive without him. 
 
    “Can you ask him to check anything the boys might need to know like that as rabbit shifters? Now I’m worried we could miss something they need and they need us to cover them.” 
 
    “Of course. I think that’s smart.” 
 
    Good. I could have at least one smart idea a day. 
 
    When we walked into the main area of everyone working with us, people stopped talking, the room going quiet as they all stared at me, some with worried looks, other just… Yeah, that big bomb had probably gotten around, and even with the ones who didn’t know me, worrying I could have been too hurt with a baby would be valid. 
 
    “I wasn’t pregnant,” I announced, deciding to get it out of the way. “It was a false positive shifters sometimes get. Thank you for the concern I can smell in the air, but it’s fine. I’m fine, so let’s just focus on work, and someone update me.” 
 
    “Chief, over here,” Cooper called out. I went to him, and he fidgeted a minute before hugging me. “Glad you’re okay. I got really worried there for a moment.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cooper, but it’s cool. A bit too much crazy, but isn’t it always,” I chuckled. “So where are we at?” 
 
    “Nowhere. The regular guys aren’t getting anything useful and a lot of bullshit. We weren’t invited, and we didn’t want to step on toes when this isn’t our show.” 
 
    “Got it. I have no such qualms. Show me the way.” My people chuckled, loving when I acted more bull in china shop than anything. They led me to the interrogation rooms, and I walked into the first one with a knock. “How’s it going in here?” 
 
    “Get that beast out of here,” the man hollered, and I actually smiled. My ringleader. 
 
    “Oh, come on, after the beating you gave me, I don’t even get Ms. Beast? Chief Beast would be too much, huh?” I aligned with my siren and let her drape him in influence. “Did you knowingly assault me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I almost laughed at the regular agent’s face as his eyes went comically wide. “How many times did you hit me?” 
 
    “Ten. I kicked you twice in the stomach so a spawn of Satan like you couldn’t spawn others.”  
 
    I swallowed the flinch and nodded. “Have you ever killed shifters?” 
 
    “Yes. Six on my own, and I helped in four others.” 
 
    “Have you been coerced in any way in this interview? Threatened or drugged?” 
 
    “No, I’ve not even had anything to drink.” 
 
    “Wonderful, please give all the details of all the murders and everything paranormal crime related you know. Also, names of those involved and anything else this nice agent asks of you, and we’ll be sure to speak to the prosecutor on your behalf.” 
 
    “Okay.” He focused on the agent and started from the beginning. 
 
    “Annis, you stay in this one and help.” He nodded and took the seat next to the other agent, careful of the recording camera. I stepped out into the hall and locked eyes with the division chief of this office. He nodded for me to join him, and I held off my team, stepping into the observation room. “Nice to officially meet you, Chief Sands.” 
 
    “You too, Chief Thomas,” he muttered, taking my hand. “Now what did you do to that guy to make him sing?” 
 
    “Nothing illegal.” I shrugged when he shot me a look. “I’m a shifter, Sands. We give a different vibe. I’m also Alpha. I can’t use magic though, and that’s illegal. I didn’t touch him to get images, though I could. I didn’t use telepathy. We’re covered.” Still he gave me a look he wasn’t buying. “He’s a small brained bigot that let my animal magnetism influence him.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, sure he did. Will it stand up in court?” 
 
    “It has so far, as there’s nothing to prove. The right circumstances and anyone will sing. It also helps when I don’t stay in the room on the interrogation so I can’t be blamed for it.” 
 
    “Any chance you’d be willing to use this magnetism on anyone else not on your case?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it takes a lot of fuel to do it, so I need food and more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know, but we can get food, food, and more food in here for you if you can make that mojo work on a few I’ve got in county lock up we might have to let walk on lack of evidence or circumstantial shit.” 
 
    “I can do that for all the help you’re giving us.” 
 
    He nodded and went to leave but stopped. “What kind of food do you like?”  
 
    “Fully cooked and not spicy. Good blend of high sugar and meat, so yeah, desserts and protein work best if I’m going to be doing this for a while.” 
 
    “I’ll get someone on it.” He shook his head as he left. 
 
    Yeah, I had that effect on people. A lot. 
 
    I went back by my remaining team and meet Cooper’s gaze. “You know the plan. Head out and get started. Greet the Memphis Master and explain why we’re here.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief. I’ll leave Annis, Walters, and Horton with you to help with interrogations. Barnes is working with techies to get everything we need for our part of this to our office.” 
 
    “Good. Shaw, contact Alpha Virgil and let him know we’re here, and bring in any who want to file complaints of harassment. Also that I need him and anyone powerful he can lend me.” I let her see in my gaze what I was talking about. She nodded and led me over to a secluded corner and offered to let me feed. I took it, needing strength from someone fairly old like her, especially given I was using my influence on one and would soon more. 
 
    I walked into the next interrogation with Horton and draped my influence over the suspect who was the other guy who had tossed me out. Once that was going, I left Horton to help and learn. Then I did it again with Walters. 
 
    “How long can you keep this going?” Sands asked as he handed me a coffee while I watched all three rooms from the viewing room. 
 
    “Thanks. As long as I need to. How many did you collect from the church?” 
 
    “A hundred and twenty.” He smiled when I whistled. “Havers warned me that you weren’t boring, and honestly I took some of his praise at being smitten with you, but you aren’t boring, Thomas.” 
 
    “Most days I wish I was, Sands.” I smirked at him. “Smitten? Really? Did he pass you a note in class saying that?” 
 
    He threw back his head and burst out laughing, actually laughing so hard he had to lean over, and I didn’t think I was that funny. But I saw the indicators of extreme stress. He’d taken a chance on this plan, being part of it and giving us the backup. He didn’t know me. He’d taken it all on faith and belief in Brian. For all he knew, I could have gone into that church, shifted and lost it. 
 
    All paranormals owed him big time for taking the chance to do the right thing. 
 
    “Wait until you see the help and what else we’ve got coming. You’ll fucking flip shits then,” I warned, sipping my coffee. “Oh for fuck’s sake, this is awful. You guys drink this swill?”  
 
    “Yeah, Thomas, we drink that shit,” he drawled, shaking his head. “What do you guys have at your branch?” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh like a fool. “We don’t have the budget to get fucking coffee. We bought two Keurigs on our own and K-cups that everyone leaves a quarter for if they use one.” 
 
    He blew out a harsh breath. “I had no clue you guys had to deal with shit to that level. What a joke.” 
 
    “For twice the shit.” 
 
    “You guys don’t have IA,” he teased. 
 
    “I would take IA over having to justifying shit to two international councils and a queen. I’m sure we’ve cut someone out and that will bite us later, but there’s so much stumbling around in the dark I’d take IA over that.” I frowned. “And the execution orders. Those are, yeah, disturbing.” 
 
    “Yeah, those are rough,” he agreed after a moment. “We do the best we can with what we have and then do it again.” 
 
    “You are friends with Havers,” I chuckled, shaking my head. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” he muttered as he glanced at his ringing phone. “Hey, we were just talking about you. All good stuff, I swear.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, man, but can I talk to Sera? Her phone’s off.” 
 
    “Sure.” He handed over the phone and opened his mouth. 
 
    “I heard,” I assured him, taking it with a “thanks” before walking out of the room and down the hallway. “I shouldn’t have shut it off.” 
 
    “Sera, you do what you need to, okay?” he murmured gently. “I wasn’t going to lecture.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I thought about that a few moments, opening my mouth and then closing it again. “You know when you dive into the ocean off a ridge or bluff and you have that moment to think ‘that was fucking stupid’ because the undertow is trying to drag you under as you’re fighting to swim to the top? That’s how I always feel. Locked in that moment since I became a wolf.” 
 
    “You were doing better,” he argued. 
 
    “I’m not just not pregnant but infertile, Bri,” I rasped. 
 
    “Shit, I’m flying out there.” 
 
    “No, it’s—I’ll break if you do.” 
 
    “It’s okay to break. You’re not perfect, babe. Break. Let it out. No one judges you on that but you. You’re allowed to have normal reactions to bad things, and it doesn’t make you any less badass.” 
 
    “I haven’t felt badass in so, so long.” 
 
    “I wish you could see yourself from our eyes. See all you’ve done. If you ever get a minute to just breathe, not be pulled under, you’ll see it. I promise, and you trust me.” 
 
    “I do trust you,” I agreed after a few moments. “I never wanted kids, but my heart hurts, Bri.” 
 
    “I know. Mine does too.” I sucked in a quick breath, and he chuckled. “Sera, you never wanted kids, and I don’t know if I do in the life we live, but I love you. Yes, I’ve dreamed of a little girl with your big blue eyes, shiny blonde hair, and courage that would take over the world like you do. I’ve dreamed of a little boy who looks like us who is so loved that he’s not afraid to do anything or go against the norm.  
 
    “My heart hurts that we can’t have that either. It’s not that you wanted them or thought like that, but it’s a huge door closed now. Yeah, something else could take its place, and I believe that. I believe that it’s painful but will work out, just like adopting the boys was one of the best things that ever fell into your lap. Maybe one day an adorable wolf will need a mommy and you will love them just as much. 
 
    “Please keep swimming, babe. I know things want to pull you under and it seems so dark, especially after what I saw from the church. Those aren’t real people of god, Sera. You know that. Just keep swimming and come home to me so you can let it out.” 
 
    “Did you just quote Finding Nemo?” I chuckled, wiping away more tears. 
 
    “I’ll sing the whole damn song if you keep laughing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bri. Love you.” It was his turn to suck in a harsh breath. “I gotta go. I’ll turn back on my phone if you beat the idiots there to leave me alone when I’m on assignment.” 
 
    “Consider it done even if they eat me.” 
 
    “Brat.” I hung up, feeling at least better about the reaction I was having. 
 
    After the first three interrogations were done, Sands’s people took them to booking and brought in the next three. I went to two and did my thing, but the third I actually sat down, wanting in on this one. I didn’t even give my influence as I smiled at him. 
 
    “Be gone from my sight, beast,” the pastor, John Marr, sneered at me. 
 
    I studied him, my wolf relishing how he squirmed as I did. “What makes you believe we’re creatures of Satan? Where does it say that in your good book?” I waved Horton over who was holding one of the Bibles for evidence at my request. I thanked him and took it from him. “Where does it say that in this book your congregation used to beat me?” 
 
    “The Lord hates queers; there is no world in which He doesn’t hate all of you as well.” 
 
    “It says he hates gays in here? Where?” I challenged, smiling when he rolled his eyes at him. “Sodom and Gomorrah, right? Have you ever read that passage? The whole thing?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Really? Are you an educated man, Pastor?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” he snapped. 
 
    “Okay, good, then this should be an intelligent debate as opposed to idiots who simply regurgitate what they’re taught without thinking on their own.” I flipped open to Genesis 19. “Do you think this is literal or proverbial?” 
 
    “Literal, of course. Every good Christian does.” 
 
    “I would have thought every good Christian would remember Jesus said to ignore all that came before him, as he is the word and is the meaning of ‘love one another.’” He flinched, and I smiled. “‘But before they lay down, the men of the city, even the men of Sodom, compassed the house round, both old and young, all the people from every quarter. And they called unto Lot, and said unto him, Where are the men which came in to thee this night? Bring them out unto us, that we may know them.’  
 
    “That’s this translation, mind you. Do you speak ancient Aramaic or Hebrew, which the Old Testament was written in?” 
 
    “No, no one does anymore.” 
 
    “Some do,” I argued, bobbing my head. “But you don’t. You can’t read the original text.” I tapped the book. “Instead you’re taking this version. Do you think it was translated from ancient Aramaic directly to this century’s English? No, right, that would be silly, as you just said no one knows ancient Aramaic. So it’s been proven that the original book was translated in ancient Hebrew, and then into dozens of languages. But language evolves. 
 
    “Do you know the number of translations most modern Bibles have undergone? At least ten, Pastor. That’s ten different times something won’t translate perfectly. Even today there are all sorts of discrepancies, words that just don’t translate right. You’re educated, you know this.” 
 
    “Yes, but even with some latitude, it’s very clear what’s being said there.” 
 
    “It is?” I questioned, raising an eyebrow. “It says all the people from every quarter. It doesn’t even say just men. And where does it say they want sex? It says they wish to ‘know’ the angels. It doesn’t say ‘lie’ with them as the Bible says for sex in other parts. I’m getting to know you, but we’re not having sex. They wanted to get to know the outsiders. Are you so dirty you assume that is sex?” 
 
    Horton snorted and covered it with a cough. 
 
    “You’re twisting the words.” 
 
    “No, you are, which is my point. It says they wished to know the outsiders who came into their small town. You have problems with any paranormals in Memphis. Yeah, I’m sure you would have wanted to know the strangers too. Would your ‘know’ be sex?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then maybe don’t put that onto those people either.” I held up my hand when he went to say something. “Even if you’re right. Even if it’s sex, fine, say it is. There were more than men in the group, or it would have left it as only men in the group as it starts. So a group wanted to rape angels. Gay sex or not. Fine, but rape. That’s the crime, Pastor. And Lot’s answer is to offer up his daughters instead, saying ‘rape them, they’re virgins.’ 
 
    “Do you condone the rape of women? Allow fathers to whore out their daughters to whomever? Agree that women are possessions and slaves to the will of the men in their lives?” I used that word specifically to get a rise out of him, and it worked. 
 
    “My ancestors were slaves; I’d ask you not to use that word so easily.” 
 
    “Answer the question then. Do you agree with that behavior?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he snapped. “I would kill any man who did that to either of my girls.” 
 
    “What about incest? Lot has sex with his daughters later to continue the bloodline. They got some mythical wine from where they were in the damn cave in the mountains, and apparently he could still have sex passed out, but yeah, after raising them as possessions and the duties of women, that was what they believed. You for incest?” 
 
    “You know I’m not.” 
 
    “I don’t know you. I mean, not my definition of know. Not yours either, as we haven’t had sex.” I smirked at him, knowing I’d won the point. “So maybe it doesn’t say anything about gays, and people interpret what they want. Maybe, right? We’re debating it, so it’s debatable. And you’re not really following the Old Testament teachings if you’re not letting guests rape your daughters or having some incest.” 
 
    “You have a point, make it,” he bitched, speaking like a man who knew he was bested. 
 
    “My point is only the true blasphemers speak for god and all his wisdom. Only he would know if paranormals were spawns of Satan or not. You couldn’t even get one Bible passage right. You think you really can speak for him?” 
 
    “My conscious is clear, beast. I do not know all he does, but in this, I know I’m right.” 
 
    I shook my head, closing the Bible and handing it back to Horton. “I spent time going to Catholic services with a foster family I lived with. Do you believe in abandoning a child, Pastor?” 
 
    “No, never,” he mumbled, staring at me funny. 
 
    “Before paranormals were even out, they realized I had clairvoyant tendencies and brought me to the priest. I don’t tell many people this, but the priest actually tried to exorcise me. He told them it was a demon and I needed to be exorcised. His ignorance, his blind belief almost killed a child. When it failed, they dumped me back in the foster system.  
 
    “What you’re doing, spreading hate against paranormals and using this book as a reason for hate is no different. People are dying, and you might think us spawns of Satan, but when it’s time to face St. Peter at the gates of Heaven and I can list that I never hit back any of the many people of your church who were beating on me, as opposed to you who stood there and cheered, who do you think god will truly welcome? 
 
    “One who turned the other cheek as Jesus did, or you who incited the violence? Last night I was shot three times saving FBI and DEA agents at a massive drug bust that kept hundreds of kilos off the streets and probably saved countless lives. It wasn’t my bust, but I went with some of my people to help protect the human lives of law enforcement because I can take being shot three times. What did you do last night that was so worth Heaven? 
 
    “I want you to seriously think about that, because if I find out you were involved in these murders, you will be seeing St. Peter very soon, as it’s my jurisdiction and my call. So take your bullshit bigotry and apologize to your ancestors who had to suffer the cruelty of other bigots so you could be free to spout your shit. Beg their forgiveness for being as bad as the men who kept them down, but I doubt they’ll give it.” 
 
    I pushed to my feet and walked out, leaving him with his mouth hanging open. Good, I wanted him shaken. I gave Sands’s guy the go ahead to take over, and he did with Horton as I draped the room with my influence. 
 
    “Is that story true?” Sands asked me gently as he found me pacing by the back exit. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the shit childhood I had,” I chuckled darkly. “Good fun, right? And I found out recently that being clairvoyant is completely human. I couldn’t have been infected otherwise.” 
 
    “Sometimes there’s so much unknown in this world it’s terrifying if I think about it.” 
 
    “You’re still human. It’s terrifying from over here all the damn time without even thinking about it,” I assured him and walked back to the viewing room. There was too much to do and more shit to handle. One bigot wasn’t going to get me down, but one leading hate chapped my ass enough to let me preach a bit. It felt good. 
 
    It felt right and gave me the energy to keep going.  
 
    Just keep swimming, right? 
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    “Alpha Thomas,” Ross, one of Virgil’s Betas that I’d met a few weeks ago at the club opening, greeted me. He bared his throat, and so did several others with him. “Alpha Virgil has been delayed but sent me ahead to aid you in any way possible.” 
 
    “Of course, he didn’t know we would be arriving when we did,” I replied and then focused on all the FBI watching us. “If any of you would like to learn at least shifter customs, without holding it against us, you can come over here and get a good view.” I waited as several did, standing off to the side respectfully. “Now if we were in public, he wouldn’t give me his whole throat to show I was above him.” 
 
    “It would be more like this,” Ross added, lowering his chin some. “You probably see it all the time and never know it.” 
 
    “And if we were in public, I would do this.” I placed two fingers at the edge of Ross’s jaw, just below his ear, and moved my hand down until I reached the base of his throat right by Ross’s collarbone. “It’s accepting his acknowledgement and showing him we’re cool. Now, even in public I tend to still give the greeting like a hug we do when just wolves.” I leaned in and kissed his neck, closer to his chin. “That’s less conspicuous to me.” 
 
    “And less like a gang sign,” someone on the FBI side added. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” I agreed. “The fingers show that I have his throat, his vital vein in my control though, so it’s still important. And kissing his throat looks more like I just can’t reach his cheek, not too much or whatever, and it is like kissing someone’s cheek, as Ross and I have met before and we’re not leery of each other. I don’t know these other guys, but Ross vouches for them, so I might kiss their neck just to stay friendly. 
 
    “Shifters in general tend to be more touchy feely than humans. So, the fingers are a handshake, but we tend to be more huggers, and that’s the kiss on the neck. Now, if I was pissed with Ross, I would bite his neck. It’s not a love bite, it’s a warning that next time I might take his throat out. If he were my pack, I could do it with absolutely no repercussions from the law, as it’s seen as pack reprimanding.” 
 
    “Shit, I hope you all have good Alphas,” someone whispered. 
 
    “It’s why I took over the Chicago pack after being a wolf only two months. I couldn’t stand the shit the old Alpha did,” I explained. I cleared my throat nervously, and Ross smiled, baring his neck to me again. “Now, Ross and I have been intimate, so while it wasn’t a continuing thing, I could greet him differently. And let’s just say, it can get very friendly.” 
 
    “I would ask you not when you come on pack lands and the pack officially greets you as Alpha Thomas,” he said for only us to hear. “It might not be big or committed with the person I’m seeing, but I prefer not to rub it in their face.” 
 
    “Of course, thanks for warning me.” 
 
    “Were you guys just talking at a level we couldn’t hear?” Sands asked, joining us apparently. 
 
    “Yes, we tend to do it often,” I chuckled, shrugging when he shot me an accusing look. “If you could do it with your people, wouldn’t you? I’m getting a bit personal here for teaching.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Show us how you greet a previous lover or current one.” 
 
    I leaned in and licked Ross’s neck as I moved my hand over his stomach before pulling his head down to mine… That was because I needed to feed, and I did. A lot because Ross could take it. 
 
    “That last part was extra,” I admitted when Ross almost fell over from it. “It’s complicated and private.” 
 
    “Can I get some of it?” another Beta joked as he stared at Ross with wide eyes. “Shit, Alpha, you are a whole other kind of powerful.” 
 
    “Greet me then,” I challenged. He stepped up and bared his neck. “Now, there’s a way to show the person is interested as well.” I leaned in and kissed his neck, nodding to where his fingers lightly ran over my arm. “He’s offering to be my moon mate, respectfully, and gently as he should. Now if I wanted to say I want him to be my moon mate, I don’t have to be so subtle, I’m Alpha.” 
 
    “‘It’s good to be the king,’” someone quoted from History of the World: Part 1. 
 
    “Love Mel Brooks,” I chuckled. “Now if I’m not interested, I move away and he knows that’s that. If I am, I get physical.” I stepped away, and he pouted. I waved the next guy forward. “So here’s if I want him to be my moon mate.” I kissed his neck and moved my hand around to his ass, giving it a good squeeze. “Keep in mind some packs don’t say no whether they want it or not for fear of retribution, as it falls under legal punishment sometimes. 
 
    “My pack isn’t run like that nor are any of the groups in Chicago. If he wasn’t interested, he pulls away. If he is, he—” 
 
    I didn’t get to explain as he mashed his mouth down to mine and pulled me closer. I fed and fed some more from him, knowing he could take it, and then pushed him away so he fell to the floor with a thump. 
 
    “Brat. It was a visual aid, not the time to get in a good make out in front of my colleagues.” I turned to the FBI agents, most of whom had their mouths open. “Now if I wanted to make the point to all of the pack and I was really pissed, I would lean over and bite his neck. Biting besides sucking up a hickey is always that someone’s in trouble. There are a few more greetings and tricks too like when we’re at the same power level.” 
 
    “Or the Alpha is kind and doesn’t push that she’s stronger and greets an ally as equal,” Virgil added from my right. I smiled at him, lust shooting through me he looked so damn good. “Always training, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, and thank you for coming, Alpha Virgil. Could you show them the equal greeting?” He nodded and gave a slight baring of his throat. I moved closer and did the same, then we went over if we weren’t friends or I thought I was better, all the different options. 
 
    “Now can I really greet you in front of my wolves who apparently are making moves on you?” he asked, his tone deep and gravely. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s for my colleagues’ eyes. They don’t need to know how uninhibited wolves are.” 
 
    “We can handle it,” Sands drawled. “It’s to learn, not mock or whatever. We’re not judgy in this office.” 
 
    I nodded, and Virgil bared his throat to me, leaning over a bit so I had full access. I leaned in and licked it slowly, nibbling on his ear when I reached it as my hand went under his shirt and my fingers teased the top of his jeans. In return, he grabbed my ass and lowered his head to mine, giving me a fiery but chaste kiss. We stared at each other a moment after pulling back. 
 
    I licked my lips as I saw the heat in his eyes, and that was it. That was all it took for him to attack my lips and tug off my suit jacket. I yanked off his sweater and devoured his mouth, feeding too, as he lifted me up under the ass and set me on the nearest desk, moving between my legs.  
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing a skirt?” he snarled, and that brought me back around, pushing at his chest so he stopped. I flopped back to the desk and kept my hands between us. “Full moon still riding you, Sera?” 
 
    “Apparently,” I drawled. “You were no better. I think my jacket’s trashed.” 
 
    “Umm, your shirt too,” he murmured, pushing my hands aside and kissing my chest as my shirt hung open. “Nice to see them too.” 
 
    “Dick,” I chuckled and shoved him away, pushing harder this time so he had to. I rolled my head to see that all the mouths of the local FBI were open. “Welcome to being a shifter. The full moon is worse, and the days on either side there’s little impulse control. Really two or three days for newer shifters.” I sat up and narrowed my eyes at Virgil. “You’re a born wolf though. Really? Are you all hormones and—” 
 
    “Yes, Sera, I’m male,” he drawled, picking up his sweater and offering it to me. “As much as I love seeing you in a bra, I’m having a bit of trouble keeping control after hearing you were shot last night on a raid that wasn’t yours.” 
 
    “So fucking me into the desk makes you feel better?” 
 
    “I’m male, Sera,” he repeated. No, I didn’t get that one either. 
 
    I ended up being able to tie the shirt and covering my bare stomach with the jacket, Virgil raising an eyebrow at me refusing the sweater. “I am a new wolf. You shouldn’t be shirtless around me if I have to behave.” 
 
    “You are so fucking tempting,” he grumbled, taking another step away. “So, yeah, I doubt they’ll all keep quiet at that.” 
 
    “Still educational,” Sands muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    “And it turned on your office,” one of the Betas chuckled, sniffing the air with a big smile. 
 
    “Okay, don’t embarrass the nice humans who are in here on a Sunday to help the paranormal community of Memphis,” I chastised. “They won’t pick on us, and we won’t tease them.” 
 
    “I might pick on you because it was my desk you almost had sex on, Chief,” one of the guys grumbled, gesturing to the mess we’d made. 
 
    I winced. “Sorry about that.” I shrugged. “Want me to flash the office again?” 
 
    At least that made them all laugh and relax a bit since they’d stepped outside their comfort zone. 
 
    After that we got to work, Virgil speaking with Sands to outline what his people had reported to him so there was some sort of way to organize all of what was going to come in instead of the cluster fuck of the church roundup. Which was what I got back to. After the first nine who confessed and were booked, we had about three dozen who knew nothing, weren’t involved in anything, and their only crime was being assholes. 
 
    Unfortunately that wasn’t actually a crime, so we let them go. 
 
    And it was a lot of paperwork for their office, so after we started clearing out some of the fast ones, I agreed they should bring over the ones they had to cut loose soon. We went back to clearing more, and then I got the signal the first was brought over from lockup. 
 
    “Don’t judge me for this,” I muttered to Sands as I took off my jacket and walked over to the guy in the jumper being guarded. 
 
    “You talk to me, I want my lawyer,” he bitched at them. 
 
    “Really? I thought we’d spend some quality time,” I purred as I aligned with my siren, moving closer to him. “The last guy ripped my shirt, but you’re cuter.” I didn’t drape him with my influence, I wouldn’t risk that when it was about his lawyer being present or not. 
 
    He licked his lips as he eyed me over. “Yeah, baby, we can talk alone all you want.” 
 
    “You heard the man, no lawyer needed.” I winked at the guy and waved to the two officers in charge of him. “Bring him this way to play.” We went into the first interrogation room, and they sat him down as I leaned over, letting him see as much as he wanted. “You guilty?” I let her drape her influence over him. 
 
    “Of so much, baby. How much you want to know?” 
 
    I leaned in even closer. “How much more do you want to see?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “Then tell them all of it,” I countered, licking my lips. “And we can talk then. Deal?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he groaned. 
 
    I nodded to the agent with his mouth hanging open as I headed to the door. Sands was standing there with my jacket, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m not judging you, I’m thinking of how to get you here more often.” 
 
    “That’s a nice change. Most judge and then call me names,” I admitted with a sigh, adjusting my tired neck as I took the jacket and put it back on. 
 
    “We have better manners than that in Memphis.” 
 
    “I hate to disagree with you when you’re being so nice, but we brought in a whole fucking church that says otherwise.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah they do,” he grumbled, shaking his head. “Fucking bigots. You turning things around on that pastor makes me think you were good at all of this way beyond being a wolf.” 
 
    “I’m good with stupid,” I admitted with a shrug. “The smart ones I’m not so good with, as I’m not patient. That was always Brian. He’s a damn patience master, and he stays in his lane always. I’m having that problem now as division chief. It’s all on me, and we’re becoming a hub. It’s like—” 
 
    “You need to learn to say no?” he offered, and I nodded after a moment. “Part of Brian being able to do that is he’s got so much faith in the system he believes others will do their part. I’d guess you’re more like me where we’ve lived to see they don’t. I’m not knocking Brian, we need people like him to keep us impatient ones in line, but yeah, he grew up with two loving parents, all his damn grandparents and everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s such the boy scout sometimes I feel like I’m corrupting him.” 
 
    He smirked behind his coffee cup. “Like the dungeon?” 
 
    “Now how did you hear about that already? I swear the FBI gossips like an old people’s home.” 
 
    “I have a newb who knows the newb you laid into. I would gather they’re going to not let this one go. I would expect some serious gag gifts.” 
 
    I thought about that a moment and shrugged. “We can use them at the club. I mean, can you ever have too many handcuffs?” 
 
    He laughed so hard he spilled most of his coffee. I was always happy to tickle people that much. I was going to rib him about not having enough fun in his life if he found me amusing, but I flinched as I felt pure rage heading our way. 
 
    “Incoming. Someone is pissed,” I warned him as I headed for the door, my other hand on my gun. I stepped out into the hall first and realized who it was coming from. I moved aside and let Sands come out. “You invite someone else to the party?” 
 
    “No, shit,” he hissed but then stepped forward. “I’m surprised to see you here, Deputy Baker.” 
 
    “Why? Why wouldn’t I be here when you’re arresting whole churches in my county?” 
 
    “You own it?” I mocked, blinking at him. “Wow, that’s some power you’ve got, Deputy.” 
 
    “You have no jurisdiction here, missy,” he snapped at me. 
 
    “Missy?” I checked and threw back my head, laughing so hard I held my sides when they hurt. I felt the rage build and build in him as I taunted him. I took a few steps closer, my smile so wide it made my face ache. “Boy, I’ve gone up against vampires over four thousand years old and on the International Vampire Council.” I let power flash in my eyes. “You’re not the scariest person in the building.” 
 
    “Don’t you be calling me boy.” 
 
    “Don’t call me missy,” I replied. “And my grammar was even correct.” 
 
    “Not helping,” Sands grumbled. 
 
    “I warned you I’m not liked. I don’t take shit.” I studied the deputy. “Are you the corrupt cop the church was talking about?” His heart fluttered, and I sighed. “I really did hope it was a bluff or their bullshit, but apparently not.” 
 
    “I didn’t answer,” he bitched. 
 
    “You don’t need to. Your heart did.” I leaned in and sniffed him. “Hell, the sweat coming off of you tells me you’re guilty. How guilty though? Did you know they were harassing shifters?” His heart fluttered again. “You murder any?” His heart raced so fast I thought it might give out. “They are people, Deputy.” 
 
    “You’ve got no proof of any of this shit. You’re a beast and not anywhere near trustworthy.” 
 
    “You were named in one of the interrogations, Baker,” Sands interjected. That was news to me, but I hadn’t seen them all. It was hard to concentrate too much on them while using my influence in three different spots. “We’re still investigating, but I was going to bring you in for questioning.” 
 
    “Bullshit. This whole thing is bullshit, Sands. Let the pastor and the church go.” 
 
    “Some have confessed to murder, so no, we’re not letting them go, and it’s not Sands’s case. It’s mine. It’s my jurisdiction. It’s not even yours, so we’ll be speaking, but until then, stay out of it.” 
 
    “You can’t make me,” he sneered. 
 
    “Yes, yes I can, and I can lock you up,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I can arrest you too,” he threatened. 
 
    “For what?” I challenged, checking the uniform. “We’re in Memphis city limits. You’re Shelby County. You going to arrest me for not releasing confessed murderers? Right, how does that work?” 
 
    “We already warned your leech you need to leave. You don’t want another warning from us, missy.” 
 
    I smiled at him again. “Oh, I think I can take it. You touch my people though, and you’ll be in a world of hurt.” 
 
    “You can’t touch me. I’m talking to the DA, Sands. This shit is over.” He turned on his heel and stormed off, the other Shelby County police with him following after. 
 
    “Is he really a murderer?” Sands asked quietly after they were gone. 
 
    “Yeah. You saw that vein bulging just like I did. You don’t need to be able to hear his heart flutter to know he was lying.” 
 
    “I knew he was dirty, I just didn’t know how or would ever have guessed it was this bad.” He swore up a storm and kicked the wall. “I should have looked into him sooner.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the stacks of cases on desks, Sands. You’ve got your plate full, and we’re all understaffed and underfunded.” I patted his shoulder as he stood there with his hands on his hips, head hanging. “Corruption is one of the hardest investigations, and they rarely turn out well. There’s a lot for us to always be involved with.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” 
 
    “I am going to have the pack track him though. I want to see his next moves. And call Cooper. If he fucking touched my people, he might not have much movement left.” I pulled out my phone and, after turning it back on, connected to Cooper. “What warning were you given?” 
 
    “How did you find out already?” 
 
    “The dickhead came down here and threw threats around, saying you were already warned and we didn’t want another one.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Chief. Two pulled me over and yanked me out of the vehicle, threatened to use pliers and yank my fangs. I dared them to, and they were scared. I’ve gotten worse and will again.” 
 
    “No one leaves Memphis city limits,” I instructed. “Did you get with the Memphis Master?” 
 
    “Yes, but they don’t want to talk. They’re worried about their blood being fucked with again. Apparently it has been messed with a few times and they’re scared of going dry.” 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with this city?” I snarled as I fisted my hand. “Fine, did you get with anyone else?” 
 
    “Talked to one of the clan leaders, and their Alpha will come talk to you, but that’s it for now. They’re scared, Chief. They’re also pissed at Virgil for upsetting the status quo.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’re killing shifters, so I think it was worth the risk,” I drawled. 
 
    “I know, but one wrong move and things can easily turn into Texas where they’re back to trying to pass that law that they can shoot any shifter when shifted if deemed a menace, which is so open to fucking interpretation they might as well make it open season on shifters.” 
 
    “Yeah, Monroe’s all over that because a lot of it’s political. If it’s more corruption cases, we can go in, but for now, we’ve got enough of a mess here. I didn’t think it was this bad.” 
 
    “We calling for help?” he asked after a few moments. 
 
    “Call who? Our office has full caseloads finally, and we’re training LA still, getting the new training center really running now it’s built. I mean, who do we call in that could be of help and not blow this up even more?” 
 
    “Yeah, good point,” he sighed. “I’ll be back in twenty.” 
 
    “See you then.” I tapped my phone against my lips and decided to play this safe and called Monroe.  
 
    “How are you doing after that beating?” he asked in greeting. 
 
    “Fine, tired, there was shit after, but that’s not why I’m calling. They’re killing shifters, Chad. There’s Shelby County police involved, and one gave Cooper a warning that they were going to pull out fangs if we didn’t leave.” He started cussing up a storm, and I sighed. “I’m not even done.” I told him what we knew so far, and I actually smiled at the interesting curse combinations he came up with. “I don’t know we’re enough for this.” 
 
    “You’re not, and if they’re immediately starting with the threats, you know it’s going to be way worse than you think. Vegas was just stupid and fucking up. This is dangerous, Sera. Send your plane and pilot back to pick up help. I’ll call Galvin and get it cleared. Email me some of the interrogations so we can get it started.” 
 
    “Good deal,” I sighed in relief. “Thanks, Chief.” 
 
    “Don’t get hurt. I’ve got enough headaches besides the line of people who would beat me if you get busted up again on an out-of-state assignment.” 
 
    “I don’t try to get hurt,” I reminded him, rolling my eyes when he hung up laughing. I went over to Sands and knew he wasn’t going to like what came next. “I need to speak with your AG office. If he’s going the DA route because he knows someone, we need backup. I’ve got more coming in, but that’s first. Also, can you forward some of the worst interviews to Monroe? He’s going to talk with Deputy Director Galvin.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re going nuclear.” 
 
    “You think that dick is going to back down, or is this going to get worse?” 
 
    “He won’t back down,” he sighed, nodding he would handle it. 
 
    Next I went to Virgil. “This is way worse than we thought.” 
 
    “I’m gathering from what I’m hearing,” he sighed. “I didn’t know they were killing. There were threats and rumors but, yeah, we mostly get shit from the three churches, not the county police themselves.” 
 
    “It might have been too visible if they did, but I bet they were doing this and that behind the scenes to make things go away. Can you send a few to tail him? I don’t want to risk your people, but I could use a tail.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can handle that,” he agreed, nodding for Ross to go. 
 
    But Ross didn’t, frowning. “Alpha, if things are worse than we feared and the FBI is just scratching the surface, I’m not sure your guards should be leaving you.” 
 
    “I’ll keep him safe,” I promised. “You guys just watch your asses. This guy’s not playing with a full deck.” 
 
    “Most assholes don’t,” he snickered. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    We kept flying through church people, having kept them for several hours already and risking some serious flack if we didn’t clear more of them out. In between, Sands would bring in one of his own problem cases and, like I did that other guy, I’d flirt them out of asking for an attorney and then drape them in my influence. 
 
    Which was why I ended up inhaling dinner, using so much power I was getting lightheaded. 
 
    “Chief, take some energy,” Cooper pushed me as he cornered me. I nodded and fed from him, thanking him as I got another of many, many winds. 
 
    But on and on we went until we finally at least cleared out who we weren’t able to arrest and processed the ones we knew were dirty and we wanted to talk more with, we could hold. By the time we got to that point, it was after midnight and people were dragging some serious ass. Sands and I called it, knowing we’d get right back to it in the morning, as we could only hold people for seventy-two hours before charging or letting them go. 
 
    I sure as fuck wasn’t going to let them go, so we had to work through the interrogations. 
 
    “The church is done for, Thomas,” Sands comforted as we gathered out stuff. “You took out a huge threat to the community in one swoop. The pastor is dirty along with all the board and heads. They’re done. So are several other criminals you helped us get rid of. Tomorrow, we’ll do some more.” 
 
    “You know it won’t be that easy.” 
 
    “Fuck, none of this is easy. Check your ass on the way to the hotel. I don’t trust Baker.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel you, believe me.” I told my team to go ahead, wanting to walk Virgil out now that most of the agents had cleared out to get some sleep. He still had two Betas with him, so I really wasn’t worried about him getting home, but I wanted to thank him for the help. We were quiet the walk out, and then he nodded to where he was parked, so I went with him and we could talk quietly there. 
 
    Instead, he pushed me up against the vehicle blocked from the front door by an FBI van and kissed me stupid. I dropped my bag and threw my arms around his neck, feeding heavily I was so wiped. My jacket came off as he tore my shirt off while I was still catching up. Then he spun me around and pushed me over the car. “Say yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” I gasped, moaning as his lips moved all over my back.  
 
    “You are so amazing,” he praised as his hands went to my belt, undoing it before handling my pants. Cool air blew across my back and now my ass. “Thongs are so sexy. You are so sexy, Sera. Watching you command them all, do all of this for us and Memphis. Gods, you have no idea how amazing you are.” 
 
    I was going to tell him I was just doing my job, but instead I moaned as he pushed two fingers in me. Then he dropped to his knees and whimpered as he tasted me, bringing me an amazing orgasm before he stood again. I bit my hand to keep quiet as he pushed in me, missing how he got some of his clothes off but apparently we were having sex in the parking lot while his Betas kept watch. 
 
    That was always smart or safe given what was going on and how exhausted I was. 
 
    I stopped caring because the sex was amazing, completely passionate and crazy. I was close to coming again when he kissed the nape of my neck. 
 
    Then licked it, long, slow licks that made my wolf stir like something was going on and given I didn’t listen to her before, I damn well was now. 
 
    “Virg, what’s going on?” I asked in between thrusts. 
 
    “My wolf wants you to be ours. You help Memphis, my Betas adore you, and you’re so, so fucking amazing. I want you, Sera.”  
 
    I flinched when I felt his teeth scrap against my nape, getting it now. “Virg, you bite me and it won’t go like you’re thinking. I won’t move here and be your Alpha Bitch. You’d come to Chicago and be mine. You ready to give up Memphis?” 
 
    “We won’t ever find anyone better than you,” he snarled, snapping his hips faster so my thighs banged against the car almost painfully hard. 
 
    “Virg, you can’t do this,” I snarled right back, reminding him who I was no matter if I let him take me this way. I let out my power, panting I was so weak from using way too much. “Don’t ruin what we’re doing here. Don’t ruin the fun we can have. I won’t be your mate.” 
 
    “Don’t say no,” he growled, his teeth scratching me this time, not just scraping against my skin. 
 
    I panicked and threw my head back into his, wincing as he stumbled away, pulling out of me roughly. He snarled and came back towards me. I yanked off one pants leg so I could move better and tripped him so he landed hard on the asphalt. I followed him down and lowered myself onto him again, snarling in his face. “I am Alpha here. Don’t you ever forget that just because I like to have sex that way. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, sorry,” he whispered, letting out a shuttered breath. “Sorry, Sera. I lost my head.” 
 
    “Fucking men,” I growled before kissing him, moving my hips because I wasn’t not going to finish when the fun started. Hell, flipping the tables on him revved me up. I bounced on him so fast and hard I knew his butt had to be all cut up. I finished first, and he followed me over. When we were done, I gasped for air as I stared down at him. “What the fuck was that, Virg?” 
 
    “My wolf flipped shits when he heard you were pregnant. Not just wanting to claim you for the chance the baby is mine, but also that someone could take you away from us, and after all you’ve done for us and Memphis, you are the ideal mate, Sera. You have to get that and I’m—” 
 
    “I’m not pregnant, Virg,” I said gently. 
 
    “What? I heard someone in the office say the doctor at the emergency room told you that you were pregnant.” 
 
    “It was a false positive because I was taking human birth control. I didn’t know there was a difference.” My chest ached, and I quickly pulled off of him, standing on shaky legs. “Tell your wolf that I’m infertile. He won’t want me then.” 
 
    “What?” he breathed, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Yeah, after I found out it was a false positive, the specialist told me that women who get infected while having IUDs in them become infertile somehow, and my hormone levels say I’m one of them. So, yeah, I’m not a perfect mate. You, a born wolf, will want lots of babies.” I turned away as I realized tears burned in my eyes. God, what was wrong with me? 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry he freaked, I wouldn’t have bitten you without permission,” he murmured, and I heard him moving behind me. “But you’re still a perfect mate for anyone, Sera. There’s always surrogates or—tons of options.” 
 
    “I don’t want kids, Virg.” 
 
    “Then why are you crying?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted, wiping my eyes before reaching for my shirt to clean up with. “I never wanted kids, I’ve always said that, especially with my job, but being told it can’t happen after a pregnancy scare and then thinking I lost the baby because I didn’t know not to shift—I’m all over the fucking place. Then you’re trying to claim me and make me move here to be your cute little mate; we both know that’s not how it would go.” 
 
    He kissed my shoulder as I heard his zipper. “I’m sorry. I gave you a bit too much energy to help, and I’m all over as well. I wouldn’t have done it. My wolf might ride me, but I am a born wolf, and we don’t just go against the other side. I shouldn’t have let you show me your nape while I was like that. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I accepted, still shaky as I fixed my pants as best as I could given there was a huge tear in them now before putting on my jacket. “So, I forgot what I was going to talk to you about. Thank you for the help. See you tomorrow. My team’s waiting.” 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” he worried, turning me to face him. 
 
    “Yup. I can compartmentalize like a boss. I’m wiped though, so time to go. Get home safe, okay? There are targets on all of us right now.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek before grabbing my bag and getting the hell out of there. I hadn’t meant to crack in front of him like that, but I had, and I couldn’t keep doing that. 
 
    Then again, it might take even me more than a day to process what I’d learned personally. Maybe. 
 
    Fuck a duck. This was not what I needed, especially in the middle of such a dangerous investigation.  
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    The next morning, I started my day at a meeting with Sands, the Memphis DA, and someone from the Tennessee AG’s office. And it was not going well. 
 
    “I’m not a witch. I’m not a fairy. I’m not a telepath,” I repeated for the fifth time. “I’m not doing anything illegal. I’m Alpha. I’m a powerful Alpha, and even humans know pecking order on this kind of stuff.” 
 
    “That is the stupidest bullshit I’ve ever heard,” the DA drawled. 
 
    I shot Sands a look, sort of to apologize for what I was going to do, and draped my influence over the DA and put power in my voice. “Are you involved on this? You buddies with Baker or something?” 
 
    “I hate that church, but Baker I played football with in high school,” he admitted, blinking at me in shock when I pulled back.  
 
    “Did you want to really tell me that?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    “Maybe? I mean, I wouldn’t hide either part, but I don’t tend to blurt things.” He blinked at me again. “I definitely wasn’t drugged or anything, and you didn’t touch me. That’s all you did?” 
 
    “That’s all I did,” I promised, holding up my hand as if it mattered. “Once people open the flood gates, they do a pretty good job of letting it all out. Some of the church were ready to sing to beating on me, if they did, after learning others were killing. Others confessed they were killing and hurried to name names in hopes they would get deals.” 
 
    “Which we told them that the more they gave us, we’d speak to the prosecutor,” Sands added. “She wasn’t in most of the interrogations. She got them started, and a few were stupid and talked to the pretty lady who outsmarted them. They spilled their guts in hopes she would play with them. I mean, does that sound like a drug?” 
 
    “No, but most don’t interrogate that way,” the DA said in a judgmental tone. 
 
    I laughed. “Well, in Chicago we flirt, promise coffee, and all sorts of stuff to get bad guys to confess to bad things. Like I give a shit if they looked down my shirt if it got them to spill their guts?” I glanced at Sands. “Would you care about flashing your abs to a woman if she sang on crimes?” 
 
    “My abs aren’t all that great, but I get your point. I’d even show her my ass.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I let out a heavy sigh when the DA still gave me a look. “I’m part animal. I know the animal magnetism thing is a stupid pick up line, but it’s true. I’ve seen it with fairies who don’t even bat an eyelash, and every woman or every man in the area is drawn in. And I’m not talking glamour. It’s why they’re so well liked. Bigots don’t get close enough to us to let it affect them. 
 
    “Then they’re screaming everything from claws to stupid shit about bestiality because we’re part animal, like we’re not people too.” I gave him a hard look. “But your buddy is dirty. Even Sands could see it. You don’t believe me, we can play the game I do with humans to show them it’s for real.” 
 
    “Fine, Chief Thomas, let’s play your game and show me why you’re so much more wonderful than all others.” 
 
    “I never said I was more wonderful. I have the patience of a damn fruit fly,” I grumbled, Sands snorting. It was no secret or people figured it out fast. I studied the DA. Then I went in closer and sniffed him. “Get laid last night?” 
 
    “No,” he scoffed, stepping away from me. 
 
    “Lie.” I smiled as his eyes went wide. “Your heart fluttered, and you’re sweating more. I can smell her on you. Cheap perfume and hairspray. Hell, I can smell the apricot body wash or moisturizer on you that she probably used or someone does you’ve been touching. You believe me now?” He gave a slow nod. “Let me be clear though that I don’t need to get your approval. 
 
    “They’re killing shifters. It’s no longer just harassment and getting people fired. This now could be Global Shifter Council territory. Believe me when I say you do not want them coming in and handling this. They are the hammer. They will blow Memphis up, and they’re allowed to. I don’t want that. Sands and I don’t want that. This isn’t anyone’s fault this shit has slipped through. 
 
    “It was out of your hands. It was out of Sands’s hands.” I met the AG guy’s gaze. “Can you get this under control and everyone on the same page that it’s happening, or do I have to call in the hammer?” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of threats, Chief Thomas,” he snapped. 
 
    “It wasn’t one, I promise. I’m asking if your office can really handle this big of a cluster fuck. I don’t know you guys or what you’ve got. This whole church has to go down. We’ve got forty people we’re filing charges against. They’ve implicated a shit ton more including Shelby County Sheriff’s Department. There are two more churches we’re going all in on. Can you do this?” 
 
    He shared a look with the DA who sighed and scrubbed his hands over his head. “If Baker’s dirty for real, playing football with him in high school means shit. I think he’s a dick, but our fathers were friends and, yeah, we’ve got history. I knew he hated paranormals and wouldn’t help one if they fell down, but killing them? I had no idea.” 
 
    “If the DA’s office officially won’t get in our way, then yeah, I’ll call the AG, and he might call in help from the US Attorney General’s office if it’s that big. Do I have to worry about any other huge spectacles besides you being thrown out of a church and beat to hell?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, we’ve got more,” I chuckled, shaking my head when they asked for specifics. No, they didn’t want to know the line into gray I was crossing this time. 
 
    The rest of the day was my people working with Sands’s people to take reports from Virgil’s people and the one panther clan leader that would come down. After he talked to me, he agreed to offer to his people once he heard we were going after Shelby County Sheriff’s, as they’d had a lot of trouble with them. 
 
    I also fed my siren and my body a lot, recouping from the day before. I also agreed to help Sands on some of their shit since his people were getting buried under mine. 
 
    We called it earlier than the day before since tomorrow would be a late night going after another church that had their services on Tuesday nights. The vampires of my team and Shaw got to go to the hotel and crash with my warning to sleep with their guns because we weren’t out of trouble. 
 
    Horton, Barnes, and I had a date with Virgil’s pack. They weren’t wolves, but they were shifters and welcome on their lands, expected to make a formal greeting and play nice, maybe have tea. 
 
    No, I didn’t think there would be tea, but my wolf was ready to stretch her legs and get some easy running in after my meltdown the day before and too much stress. I was ready for an informal night too, as we just had to say hi, go for a run, and head to the hotel. Fine, I would have to carry Barnes, but Horton could shift back within an hour he said, something polar bears did easily. 
 
    I could run for an hour. 
 
    Except nothing ever went according to fucking plan. 
 
    “Whore,” someone mumbled as we reached the edge of the group, Horton and Barnes on either side of me. They both flinched, but I was long since used to shit. 
 
    And apparently every wolf pack giving me shit every time since it had happened with Chicago when I’d joined them and then Vegas. Hell, all I needed was some bitch getting in my face about my looks or something stupid and it would feel like Vegas too. 
 
    No wonder other shifters had such low opinions of wolves. 
 
    The insults continued. I got “whore” a few more times. Slut. Witch. Alpha Bitch. Piece of shit… Always a classic. By the time we made it past them, I was about to lose my shit. 
 
    “We should leave, Chief,” Horton said quietly, giving me worried looks about the murmurs of the crowd. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with Memphis, Virgil?” I snarled instead. He turned to look at me, his eyes wide. “You asked me to come and help. I had my people taking reports to help your pack and city, and this is the shit we arrive to?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked, and I stepped forward to get in his face. 
 
    “Chief, he wasn’t listening. He was on the phone,” Barnes interjected, nodding to what was in Virgil’s hand. 
 
    I backed down some but then waved for Barnes to answer Virgil. 
 
    “Your pack is less than thrilled with our chief,” Barnes explained, disgust in his voice. “They were calling her all sorts of names, most thinking ‘whore’ was best.” 
 
    “I got a lot of ‘witch’ over here,” Horton complained. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of a witch wolf, but well, apparently your pack thinks she’s bewitched you and not in the hearts and flowers kind of way, but she’s seriously dosed you with something.” 
 
    Virgil glanced behind us in horror, frozen in shock maybe? Except that wasn’t the right way to handle the situation. 
 
    “Fuck this. We’re leaving. I don’t let people treat me this way, and I’m certainly not Alpha Bitch. I am Alpha of a bigger and more powerful area than yours. I would have flattened anyone who spoke to you this way, and they didn’t. My people were happy to make an alliance with Memphis. I guess your people aren’t.” 
 
    “We were until you drugged our Alpha, you whore,” a woman sneered, stepping out from among the rest. 
 
    Oh, so this was just like Vegas after all. But worse really. Awesome. 
 
    “Shut up, Rachel,” Virgil growled. “She didn’t fucking drug me.” 
 
    “Then explain it to us, Alpha?” she begged, shooting him a pitiful glance that I was sure she thought flirty. “Why is the one woman who works for the government that has failed us, let so many hurt us, the woman you have so much faith for? She’s nothing but an Alpha Bitch bureaucrat who is leagues below our Alpha and whores herself out for an alliance her shit pack needs and—” 
 
    Virgil intercepted me when I went to backhand her, Rachel gasping as we were both suddenly there. His eyes met mine. “Don’t.” 
 
    “You’re right, you should be doing it. The fact you let her speak that long is a fucking joke.” I yanked my arm away from his, staring down the woman. “I’m not Alpha Bitch but Alpha. I’ve never been mated. I don’t know where you got your shit information, but you want to pick on me?  
 
    “Fine, I can take it and you, but if you start shit with my pack as a representative of your pack, I will lay your ass out. My people are good people and have more respect for visiting Alphas, better manners, and pride as to how they receive guests.” I glanced around at the group. “You don’t want our help? Want to keep going as you were?  
 
    “That’s fine, as I had to pull strings to get you this help. Others want our help as well, but your Alpha asked us, begged me—” 
 
    “Our Alpha doesn’t beg,” she sneered. 
 
    That was it. I was done. I nodded at Horton and Barnes that we were going and took a step right back the way we had come.  
 
    Virgil darted in front of me, his hands held out in surrender. “Don’t go. We didn’t even get to greetings or anything. We want your help. This is just—” 
 
    “If any of my pack had treated you this way, how fast would you have left?” I challenged. “And here I am because you asked for my help. You know I can’t just let this go. Not professionally and certainly not as Alpha. I’d have another hitter coming after me in a day, maybe one a day for a while.” 
 
    “What can I do?” he asked, his eyes full of worry. 
 
    “You stopped me from handling it. Stud made someone who talked to me like that beg for my forgiveness since I didn’t claw her. You let a lesser wolf speak to me this way as a visiting Alpha who’s more powerful than you, Virgil. And I’m still not thrilled with you after last night, so what do you want to do to fix this?” 
 
    “Let me greet you,” he pleaded after a moment. I gave him a slow nod, and he bared his neck to me. 
 
    And I took a fucking bite of it. I mean, I broke skin, blood in my mouth, the whole deal.  
 
    Before I could say anything, he turned around and moved next to me, showing everyone. “I took this bite for all of you that insulted our guest. She is right that I would have left or flattened her wolves. I don’t know who started all of this, but it ends. You all knew I went to Chicago to make an alliance with their new Alpha. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you guys? We wanted that, and it worked. We have help. Two weeks later and she’s shutting down the church that is killing shifters. Fucking kiss the ground she’s on because more are killing us and it could be anyone we know next without her help.” Then he narrowed his eyes at Rachel. “Run your mouth again and I will punish you, woman or not. 
 
    “I’m sorry your fucking pride is hurt that I’ve denied your advances and you want to be Alpha Mate. We don’t even use Alpha Bitch here, and you call a guest Alpha that? I don’t know what insanity has gotten into your head or what you thought would happen here, but you will be reprimanded by our female elder for this, Rachel.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” she bit out, giving me a look that could kill if I cared. 
 
    “Are we good?” Virgil asked as he turned back to me. I gave him an incredulous look. “Sera, I apologized. I took the bite in front of everyone. What else do you want?” 
 
    “Beg my forgiveness as you should,” my siren said for me. “You let weaker wolves speak to me, accuse me of drugging you and more. Show them how it really went, Virgil, and maybe I’ll forgive you.” 
 
    Ohhhh, I was so going to smack her later. I didn’t disagree that he needed to do more, but she was being a petty bitch.  
 
    Then again, he had pushed things too far the night before. He needed a bit of learning his place. It was mean, but sometimes that was needed to keep everyone on my side safe. 
 
    “So be it,” he agreed and dropped down on his knees before me. His pack gasped as he moved his head under my skirt—which I’d worn because we were going for a run and it was easy on/off when getting naked in front of strangers. He gently put my leg over his shoulder and submitted to me, treating me as he should after he let another woman speak to me that way. 
 
    She took things too far after I orgasmed, Virgil fixing my skirt and standing.  
 
    “Whatever, whore. You’re infertile. You’re not even a real fucking wolf or woman.” 
 
    Virgil reached her first, backhanding her so she went flying. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Rachel?” 
 
    “I love you, and she can’t even give you children!” she sobbed, holding her cheek. 
 
    “Fuck you, Virgil,” I choked out, moving my hand in front of my face to hide my pained reaction. “I told you that in confidence, and you blabbed it to your pack! Oh my fucking god.” 
 
    “No, no, Sera, that’s not what happened,” he swore, grabbing my arms, but I shook him off. “My Betas heard what you said. They weren’t gossiping. They—we thought we should tell people, women it could happen. We’ve had some women infected. We didn’t go blabbing it was you. We should have said something later, because people put the pieces together, of course, but—” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I rasped, shoving him off of me. Everything he said was logical, I got that. I would warn my pack too, but fuck, that was like the most horrible thing someone could have thrown in my face. 
 
    He grabbed for me again, and we both slid on the wet grass, falling fast. He turned us so I landed on him, cushioning my fall. “Please, please, Sera. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I submit, okay? I submit.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I admitted, going to push off of him. 
 
    “He’s telling everyone in the pack he’s yours,” Horton explained gently. “It’s like, um, how women submit to men and get, well, mounted. Saying that in front of the pack makes him, well, Alpha Bitch, or they say Mate, but yeah, he’s—” 
 
    “I get it,” I interrupted, thinking poor Horton might pass out if he had to keep talking.  
 
    I studied Virgil’s pretty, pretty eyes and saw it was more than that. His people had thrown salt in my wounds, and it hurt him that they had. He didn’t like me hurt. He was showing all of them that even infertile, I would still be his pick over all of them. That I was still better mating potential. 
 
    “Fine, but I want you naked for them all to see as you submit to me while I’m not,” my siren hissed. I knew it was like a level thing, some seeing whores get naked before the ones with the power, but I also knew right then, she didn’t want to strip in front of those people.  
 
    I didn’t really want to have sex in front of them either, but she’d already accepted for us. 
 
    Virgil gave a slow nod and yanked off his sweater. I moved so he could get off his pants and shoes before he laid back down. I looked away from him as I straddled his naked thighs. But he saw it. He saw what was going on with me. 
 
    He sat up and kissed the corner of my lips. “It’s okay. It’s okay, Sera. I’m offering. My idiots did this, and if it were your idiots who did something bad, you’d do it too. That’s being Alpha.” 
 
    “I don’t like this shit, but we both know that I can’t back down being a female Alpha.” 
 
    “I know and I will still adore you a bit too much after I submit to you. I have before.” He said that last part louder so his people heard. “I told you my wolf wants you for our mate.” 
 
    I kissed him and fed, loving his hands on me and his desire helping me to block out all the eyes. I really did hate this sort of dominance and submission crap in the paranormal world. I hated how it twisted sex up in it and ruined things that should just be all about fun. 
 
    “Can I?” he asked as he fingered the hem of my sweater. I gave a nod, and he moved his hands under it to play with my breasts. I lowered myself on him and moaned loudly, the angle perfect and hitting that amazing spot. As I moved, I licked my bite, healing it, as something to do with Alpha bites didn’t heal as fast as other wounds. 
 
    Virg thanked me as he praised me, adored me in front of his pack. It was actually very romantic if I ignored the dozens of people watching, some hating me for sure.  
 
    I finished and stopped moving, giving him an evil smile. “I could just leave you hanging like too many guys do when women submit.” 
 
    “Could you really do that to me?” he asked, his eyes filling with shock. 
 
    “No,” I sighed and glanced at his people. “Because I’m not actually a witch or bitch or slut or whore. We wanted to make an alliance for our packs and had sparks. Shut the fuck up about anything else, or I will lose my temper.” I glanced back at Virg. “You can even change the position because your ass has to hurt.” 
 
    “It does,” he agreed, easily standing with me wrapped around him. Guys were better at balance and stuff like that or maybe because he’d been a wolf longer. I wasn’t that coordinated. I would have dumped us both on our heads if the situation was reversed. 
 
    “Hey, Ross,” I greeted as I felt the Beta move to us to hold me up for his Alpha since there wasn’t like a wall around and a tree would cut me up. 
 
    “You are so fucking awesome, Alpha,” he chuckled, kissing my neck. 
 
    Then Virgil finished what he started. 
 
    And me two more times. 
 
    And then himself, moaning loudly as he did. We were gasping for air as I wrapped myself around him. “I still like the dungeon bed better.” 
 
    He laughed so hard he almost dropped me. “If you’re a witch, you are the best kind, woman.” 
 
    “Don’t start that again,” I drawled. “I’m not a witch. You’re just good in bed.” 
 
    “Are we really okay now?” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly, the tension rising in the group as his face fell. “You said you would send me chocolates after the last time we got together, and you never did. I was already pouting when I got here, and you’ve been bad, your pack was bad, your jealous whatever was—don’t get me started or I’ll beat her.” 
 
    “You were coming so we didn’t ship it,” Ross explained when Virgil started laughing at me again, floored I said that in front of his people. “And we wanted to give you a tour of the factory, talk specifics about your lip candies. There’s a lot he has for you and Queen Laila.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I sighed. 
 
    “Chief, apparently the backup has joined us,” Horton cut in. I glanced at him and then to where he was pointing.  
 
    I opened my mouth and then closed it as Hagan, Reagan, and Theon jogged towards us. I hadn’t had a chance to follow up with Monroe on who he was sending, so much shit going on and he was starting crap to get us help. All I knew was the plane had picked people up and had headed back a few hours ago, so I thought they’d all meet at the hotel. 
 
    Whoever he had sent. 
 
    Hagan’s head snapped to the right as Reagan flinched. Virgil’s Betas reacted to the twins, and people moved. Reagan tackled me to the ground, covering my head with his body, as I heard the shot. All the air left me in a rush, but he cushioned my head with his hands, turning it to the side. 
 
    I saw the shot land because of the angle, tears immediately filling my eyes as half of Ross’s head exploded, the Beta protecting Virgil as he should have. I rolled Reagan and I and took off in the direction the shot had come from, the fastest and strongest. Theon was right on me, having gone straight for the shooter. 
 
    I got to the guy first and knocked the rifle away as he pulled the lever to reload the shot. I picked the guy up by his jacket and flinched as I recognized him. 
 
    He had come to the Sands’s office with Baker. He was Shelby County Sheriff’s Department. Fuck. 
 
    “You’re a dead man,” I snarled in his face and then knocked him out. Other wolves hurried towards us, including Virgil who reached for the guy. I yanked him away, much to their anger. “I need him alive to get things rolling with the Tennessee Attorney General’s office. He will die, I promise. But I need his confession to get the rest of them.” 
 
    “And we need to call in the authorities onto pack lands,” Horton added. 
 
    “We do,” I agreed, giving Virgil a look. “I need this official to make this end. I’m sorry. I know—I’m sorry about Ross.” 
 
    “Me too,” he rasped, turning away. “Call who you need.” 
 
    “Don’t move the rifle from where I knocked it away,” I warned everyone. “Horton, watch it until we get crime scene here. Don’t move Ross either. This has to be by the book.” 
 
    “Can we cover him at least?” a guy choked out, a few hugging him. 
 
    “Yes, if someone has something, that’s fine,” I said gently. I moved closer to the guy and touched his arm, getting he was the one Ross had talked about. “I’m sorry. Ross was into you and liked you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, turning into his friend and breaking down.  
 
    I dragged the Sherriff’s department guy after me, wanting him close because people were so upset. 
 
    “Theon and I checked the perimeter, and no one else is here,” Hagan informed me. “We found the guy’s car but didn’t touch it.” 
 
    “Good.” I pointed to the unconscious human. “Watch him. I don’t want him hurt yet.” Then I walked over to Reagan and pulled him down for a kiss. A real kiss like we hadn’t had since everything went to shit and he’d called me a dead fish. He blinked at me when it was over. “Thank you. I didn’t even hear any of it; I was distracted. Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    “I love you,” he replied as if that said it all, and it probably did. Still, I thought being willing to take a bullet for a person was better than flowers to show he really did. Hell, it healed a lot of my hurt. 
 
    “This is all your fault,” Rachel accused, trying to get in my face. 
 
    “Don’t! Don’t you dare use Ross in whatever shit now,” Ross’s lover yelled, pushing her hard. “He loved this pack and Virgil. He did his duty to protect our Alpha. Don’t you dare use that in your petty jealousy that Virgil doesn’t want you!” 
 
    “You’re right, I’m sorry,” she said after a moment. “I didn’t mean to, and that wasn’t my intent. I was saying he wouldn’t have gotten hurt if she wasn’t here.” 
 
    “They weren’t aiming for her,” Horton informed them, his tone firm. He sighed when a bunch of people gave him disbelieving looks. “Killing a fed would bring a massive shit storm to all of this. Killing the Division Chief here, called in to handle this would—fuck, I don’t even know what it would bring.” 
 
    “A lot of everything,” I agreed. “He was here for Virgil. It was a warning to shut up and all the paranormals to clam up since he started this.” I met Horton’s gaze. “Which means we need protective custody for him. Who’s called who?” 
 
    “I called Chief Sands,” Barnes informed us. “And I guessed it was Virgil too and said we’d need protective custody.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, that’s a whole new way to die as Alpha,” Virgil whispered, slowly sitting on the ground before he fell down. “I thought it was for you.” 
 
    “No, sorry. That’s a rifle people who know how to shoot use. It’s not just a distance or hunting rifle but a real sniper one that idiots can’t use. You were the target.” I knelt before him, rubbing his knee. “I know this is bad, but I need to ask you some personal stuff that’s hard.” I waited until he nodded, noticing he was already redressed. “Who do you have that anyone could use against you? If they’re willing to go this far, those people are in danger.” 
 
    “My mom is out of town on a vacation with my aunt,” he whispered, scrubbing his hands over his head. “London. My sister moved to Little Rock where her mate is. I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Call it in and get the local office there to check on her,” I ordered Barnes. “Call Chief Havers and ask if he has anyone he knows there that he can ask for a favor since it’s not their branch. I’ll owe them or whatever.” 
 
    “Got it,” he agreed, walking off already tapping his phone. 
 
    “Who else?” I asked Virgil. 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Now who would they think to use?” I pushed. He simply blinked at me. “Ex-lovers. Best friends. Think if you were going to come at me, who would you go at, and then give me that list.” 
 
    “That’s a bit twisted, Sera,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I know, but so is my job sometimes. It helps if people stay a bit removed, and that keeps them from panicking.” 
 
    He listed a few more people. A vampire he’d gotten hot and heavy with that now was actually in Vegas, so Hagan called Levi Sosa just as a heads up. A few cats out of range we warned just in case. That was it. He seemed a bit embarrassed he didn’t have more, but I thought it was kind of cute he wasn’t a massive slut like some Alphas. 
 
    Heck, he was more like me before I had become a siren. 
 
    People started arriving and handling the massive mess, including our culprit. A bit of chaos broke out when local Memphis police tried to take him. Sands stepped in there and very clearly said “no fucking way in hell.” 
 
    I did one better, called my councilwoman friend, and informed her that Virgil’s Beta had been killed in an attempted assassination of an Alpha. That was something they took very seriously, as the rules of Alpha had to be followed. She immediately dispatched a transport and said if we needed help, she’d send in teams. 
 
    The fear in the local guys’ faces was priceless, but I declined the help, as we had more coming.  
 
    I gave an evil smile at the asshole when he came around. “You just buried all your friends with this. You didn’t try for me because of the shit it would bring down. You tried to sniper shot an Alpha, dumbfuck. The Global Shifter Council hurts all involved then.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was such a big deal,” Sands admitted when we moved away from the others. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s like fire and brimstone time if people try to take out Alphas,” I admitted. “There are rules and rules to taking over the pack or what can be done to us because we got our jobs the way we do.” I snorted. “You should hear the shit for messing with children of the Alpha. If the boys I adopted to protect them tell someone who they are to me and they still mess with them, I can end them.” 
 
    “Wow, so yeah, don’t fuck with the kids of Alphas,” he murmured, shaking his head. “Wish the lines were so clear for our families. I think that’s what stopped me a few times from settling down. I knew a Division Chief who got his family used against him by a cartel. His wife—what they did to her there aren’t words.” 
 
    “People forget that part and all the risks for us when they lay into us all that we don’t do our jobs and suck,” I comforted, getting it better now that I did have people I loved. 
 
    “Oh, for the record, I heard about your bust the other night,” Sands informed me. “Agent Atkins sang your praises on national television that it was because of your division that there weren’t any casualties on our side.” He smiled when my mouth dropped open. “They got thirty pounds of cocaine, hundreds of pounds of methamphetamines, and like a ton of hash.” 
 
    “I hate pot is still illegal,” I sighed, shaking my head. “That’s a lot of fucking drugs.” 
 
    “It is, and him giving you guys credit for the bust should help your budget. He was saying it would be nice if all local FBI offices could have teams like yours that DEA could work with.” He chuckled softly. “They interviewed one of the EMTs who watched your friend pull out your bullets right there like it was nothing.” 
 
    “It wasn’t nothing,” I grumbled. “They still hurt just like they did before. Believe me, they hurt, and we can’t have pain killers. I’m just not as quick to pass out or fall over from getting shot. We can take more, yeah, but they fucking hurt.” 
 
    “I heard you saved Havers’s life taking those. He better kiss your feet for that.” 
 
    “I think there are a few things getting kissed if I make it home safe,” I teased him, smiling when he flushed with understanding. “Still good that DEA didn’t stiff us. Atkins was a pain to let us in, so yeah, good he gave us credit.” I might have said more, but Ross’s lover broke down bad when Ross’s body was loaded into the morgue van. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend,” Sands whispered gently. 
 
    “Thanks. He was a nice guy. I mean, I only knew him a few weeks, but he was good people.” 
 
    “That’s rough.” 
 
    It was. I wasn’t sure I’d ever slept with anyone who had died before. Virgil looked wrecked, absolutely devastated. Sands handled what we needed with the safe house, and I took Virgil’s keys from him, much to his surprise. 
 
    “You’ve got the target, you’ve got me with you too then.” 
 
    “Okay,” he whispered, letting me settle him in the passenger’s seat and handle everything. Yeah, he was a mess that he’d lost his friend by a bullet that was meant for him. 
 
    I would have been too. I actually didn’t think there wasn’t anyone who would have been okay after that. 
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    The next church we were going after, we had a warrant this time. Their pastor was implicated by the other church, and there were a bunch of people we were bringing in. However, arresting a few wasn’t enough to get a church shut down. 
 
    Which was where my adding a bit of gray into the mix came in so it was a much, much bigger story. 
 
    “Give me ten minutes before you roll in and don’t ask,” I told Sands as I jumped out of the van several blocks away from the church. 
 
    “Keep the cam on you so there aren’t any questions later,” he muttered, handing me one of their shoulder cams.  
 
    I shrugged. Fair enough. There wouldn’t be anything they could see on it that would get me in trouble. It was metaphysical powers. And I’d made sure to charge up big time to do it. 
 
    It hadn’t been just Hagan, Reagan, and Theon but also Zlat, Goran, and Noah. Monroe was trying to swing more, but we were spread thin and taking on a lot already. Brian wasn’t happy he wasn’t coming, but he had some big cases already he was closing up, and the good PR for us on the DEA bust needed to be saved for another day. 
 
    Besides, it was too much like him rushing to his lover he was worried about. It could make us both look bad professionally since the FBI here wasn’t the problem. 
 
    I reached outside the church, smiling at the sign on the door saying it was private services, not open to the public. They and the third church had pulled that shit after our ploy with the first one. Smart. 
 
    We were just smarter. 
 
    I aligned with my siren, glad she was happy to have some evilish fun. She pushed our power out and hard, draping almost the whole building in excessive pheromones.  
 
    I felt it reach each person and start to work, glad there were no children, as that had been my biggest concern. I had a feeling there weren’t this time, as it seemed the group had gathered to discuss what to do about the other church. 
 
    One by one they lost their inhibitions, giving in to their deepest desires and naughtiest thoughts. Those were some repressed people because the waves of energy coming back at me were enough to make me feel a bit drunk. It worked so well that I thought ten minutes might be too long and told them on the shoulder cam to move in. 
 
    They did, Sands giving me a funny glance as he jumped out of the van. Media vans pulled up just as we reached the church, a well-placed tip if I did say so myself. He shot me a dirty look, as the media always complicated things for us. 
 
    Yeah, but we’d be in trouble if we leaked what they found. The media could put enough together from what they’d see when we dragged people out. 
 
    “Don’t have a heart attack on me,” I warned Sands as I kicked opened the door, breaking the lock as I did. He went in first. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” he exclaimed as we followed him in. 
 
    Yeah, that was one word for what was going on. “Orgy” would have been another. 
 
    “It’s not a church but a sex club!” one of the other local FBI called back to the others. “My eyes. I want to wash my eyes.” 
 
    I didn’t blame him because the first fun we came across was a very, very large naked man with a woman sitting on him as he begged for her to slap him harder. Which she seemed to really like. 
 
    Beyond him was a woman getting triple teamed. 
 
    The best and what brought me the most giddiness was the pastor, the paranormal hating and all-should-die believing, ultra conservative who hated the LBGTQ community too… Was getting gang banged by five of his male congregation. And by men half his age no less, screaming in joy at their young dicks inside him. 
 
    That was just fucking awesome, as it all got recorded on our cams. What was even better was one of the media snuck in through the front entrance of the church and got a whole lot of footage before Sands caught on and sent people to get them out. 
 
    “That was not my fault,” I assured him, holding up my hands in surrender. 
 
    He gestured for me to follow him, turning off both our shoulder cams. “Did you do this? I’m not okay with going this far, Thomas.” 
 
    “I didn’t force anyone to do anything, Sands,” I told him firmly, not taking offense. “I did exactly what I do at my club for the shows. I sent out a little seduction into the church so they lost a bit of inhibition. I had no fucking idea it would turn into this. Those were some repressed, repressed people who jumped on getting some.” He shot me a disbelieving look. “Ask Havers, I swear.” 
 
    He studied me carefully and rubbed the back of his neck. “Is it like that thing you did where he, um, that night of the tasting?” 
 
    “Did me on the table his subordinates were sitting at?” I filled in for him, smiling when he nodded. “Yeah, I did that. It’s what we feel around the full moon. It’s like wearing some pheromones. It keys people up.” He nodded again, and I grabbed his arm. “I have lines too, Sands. I wouldn’t ever force people, which is rape.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. This just, wow, Thomas.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I giggled, actually giggled, and he gave me a funny look. “It was a big damn area to cover. That takes energy. And it hits me back. A lot. You thought me greeting Virgil was heated. I’m like a fucking rocket about to go off when I do this stuff.” I groaned as another wave hit me. “Fuck, I want sex right now.”  
 
    I stormed back to the church to handle the mess while Sands burst out laughing. Again. I was fun like that apparently.  
 
    I shut it all down when I saw our side was having trouble rounding people up. Reagan jogged over to update me, and his eyes went wide. “You’re like one big—” 
 
    “I know,” I cut in, realizing Sands had caught up. 
 
    “One big what?” he pushed, glancing between us.  
 
    “Hormone,” Reagan finished when I nodded he could go ahead. “She’s vibrating practically.” 
 
    I saw his chest moving faster and pointed for him to turn around. “Don’t you start. There’s media here. No jumping Sera.” 
 
    “Can we once we get back to the safe house?” he growled deeply as he reached for me. Sands stepped in front of me as if trying to break the influence. It worked, Reagan shaking his head. “Sorry, sorry, shit, sorry. I wasn’t ready for that. I’m good.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to Sands after Reagan hurried back to the church. 
 
    “You are so not boring, Thomas.” He shook his head and made his way to his people. “I just cock blocked a werewolf from doing another werewolf at a church after walking in on an orgy. I have now officially seen everything.” 
 
    I laughed that time. Shit, he was fun too. 
 
    Some of the congregation resisted arrest, so they got their naked asses dragged out to the waiting bus. One woman started screaming “rape” when they tried to let her redress, so on went the cuffs and she did her perp walk in her birthday suit. Not the best time to hassle law enforcement or make up shit when naked… Or ever really. 
 
    Others were well behaved and got the chance to put their clothes back on. Everyone there was who we wanted, so they really had used Tuesday night service to get together and discuss what was going on with what we had done to the first church. 
 
    So sad it worked to our advantage. 
 
    The pastor was the best, the guy sobbing we’d ruined his greatest fantasy and what he’d wanted all his life. The media got it loud and clear what had been going on from his mouth, blabbing about how they all hadn’t done him yet. 
 
    That group had been a tightly wound bomb ready to go off that I wasn’t sure I even had to light a match for. A bit of dry air and sunlight might have started that fire. 
 
    The news coverage was insane the moment the story broke. What I didn’t know was the church was a branch of one of the huge activist churches that had locations in lots of hot spots. Texas included. So I hadn’t even meant to but gave a big hit to them as well. The accusations were flying even on CNN by the time I got back to the safe house, exhausted and keyed up at the same time. 
 
    Virgil’s nostrils flared as he laid eyes on me, probably smelling the pheromones still since he was strong. I wanted to, I did, but I was wiped. He came over to me and swooped me up in his arms. “Let’s get you a soak in the tub. It’s the least we should do for the crusader saving paranormals.” 
 
    “Don’t let me drown if I zonk out,” I mumbled, snuggling against him. “I gotta figure out what to do with the third church to ruin them. I’m out of ideas.” 
 
    “We’ll come up with something,” he promised, sounding more confident than I felt. I couldn’t pull out the same tricks or it would be obvious. They’d also be on their guard more.  
 
    However, they were the least threat of the three. We’d taken them in order of badness. The last one was mostly fraud stuff, calling PETA on the cow farm to try and ruin them. Health department on the chocolate factory and shop. Same with the cotton and tobacco farms, though I didn’t know who they’d called there. It was in a report somewhere.  
 
    The point was a lot of that was hard to track down and handle.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one who zonked out in the bath, Virgil did too while I was lying on him. Unfortunately he was having a nightmare about Ross, and I got it all too. He’d had a worse angle and, yeah, splatter. I woke crying on his chest, waking him up. He apologized, but it wasn’t his fault. 
 
    I felt horrible for him.  
 
    We finished up, and he knew why I couldn’t crash with him, seeing it for himself now. Hagan intercepted me as I got to my room. I couldn’t even look at him. We’d been working on fixing things, but then with the pregnancy scare… We hadn’t had a chance to talk. 
 
    “Please? Just a minute?” he begged. I nodded and let him in, closing the door behind us, staring at my feet. “Sera, you would never, not ever shift to abort a baby. I know that. I know that. I didn’t mean it at all as if you would or you did it on purpose.” 
 
    “What did you mean then because it sounded pretty accusatory and yelling at me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t. I was destroyed at the idea it happened and it could have been our baby. I wouldn’t ever blame you for something like that. Not ever. None of us would.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. I could see that. “You didn’t warn me of any of this.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. “We’re guys, Sera. None of us knew about the different paranormal birth control. I did think you knew shifting would miscarry the baby. Joan was talking about it with Gayle since it happened to her and the Martins are trying to get pregnant. You were right there for it. Simone thought you knew too. It’s not like there’s a list to go over of this stuff.” 
 
    “There should be is the whole point I’m making.” 
 
    “You’re right, there should be,” he agreed after a moment. “Reagan and I are born so we didn’t think of it. Simone too. We’ll get that going. Sort of a ‘welcome to being a shifter’ besides the stupid government pamphlet about the horrid safe houses.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, good, that’s a good place to start,” I agreed, clearing my throat before hitting the next topic. “You sounded so happy I would have our baby, Hagan. I don’t want children.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I do, certainly not with our life as it is, but I wouldn’t be unhappy if we made a baby, Sera. I would be happy for the gift of a baby. So, yeah, that’s where I’m at.” 
 
    “I can’t have them,” I whispered, not having broken that news to them yet. “The specialist said me having an IUD when infected made me infertile. My hormone levels show I am. I can’t have kids, Hagan.” 
 
    “I don’t love you any less,” he rasped, suddenly hugging me. “I’m sorry, Sera. I know you didn’t want kids, but getting that choice taken away from you is devastating. I’m so, so sorry you had this happen to you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I leaned into him, feeling better. I wasn’t sure what the others would say. I was sure some thought I said I didn’t want kids because I was young to them or whatever, or having the boys softened me up to it. Brian was right and maybe there would be some wolf or shifter baby who needed me one day, but other than that, I just didn’t want kids. 
 
    My life was hard, complicated, and I didn’t want to bring a kid into that. The world was overpopulated, and there were so many kids already that needed love. I’d rather adopt foster kids until I died to give them a real home than bring more babies into the world. Yes, after talking to Brian, I could imagine that little boy he spoke of. 
 
    But we could have a child we adopted that we could love. If that ever became something we wanted. I didn’t think I did. 
 
    I thought he wanted them and would badly one day. Which was also why I put that sort of buffer between us. He would die one day and wanted normal human things. Well, wolves had babies too, but… Yeah, the point was the same. 
 
    I glanced up at Hagan, wondering where he and Reagan stood. “Are you really okay with no babies?” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh and kissed my forehead. “I think I would love to have a baby with you. I’ve had thoughts about it. I’m upset you can’t have them like this big door was closed in our faces, as maybe we would want them one day over our immortal lives since I’m a born wolf.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I feel,” I admitted. To get immortality and lose the biological clock then… Only to lose being able to have kids without pressure was a double-edged sword to be sure. 
 
    “But I love how we helped the boys, our little brothers,” he murmured against my hair. “I think our world needs more of that than worrying about the DNA and how cute a little girl who looked like you would be.” 
 
    I chuckled against his chest. “Havers said the same thing, and I hate to burst your guys’ bubble, but I was not an adorable child. I was hit with the ugly stick a lot. My teeth were all screwed up. I got glasses early. My hair was a disaster because no one cared to help with it. I had several hideous haircuts foster families gave me to deal with it. I mean, a mullet would have been better.” 
 
    “Well, we could get her braces, fix her hair, and kids look cute in glasses,” he argued. “My point is I’m not itching to have a baby, so I don’t think it would ever be an issue with me. I didn’t flinch away or rethink my feelings for you when you told us you didn’t want kids. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, it helps too.” 
 
    “Good. Can I still keep hugging you though?” 
 
    “For a bit, but I am really tired.” 
 
    “Can I hold you until you fall asleep? I won’t crash here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we can’t do that.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighed, hugging me tighter. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you why we hurried out of your bed. I was terrified you’d get a nightmare from me, and you get so little sleep that—I couldn’t be the reason.” 
 
    “You guys are idiots. You get that, right?” 
 
    “Yup. Totally.” 
 
    We crawled into bed, and I about purred in his arms as he played with my hair. Except that seemed to turn him on because his hand left my hair and went under my tank top. 
 
    “Can we mess around a little?” he asked as he teased the area under my breast.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I checked, not exactly stable with them or ready to jump back in. 
 
    “A little second base,” he murmured, lowering his head to mine. I let him kiss me, a zing going through me I knew he felt too. I nodded, and he rolled me onto my back, smiling as if I gave him the greatest gift ever. 
 
    I didn’t know second base could be that big of a deal, but it ended up being one. Then again, it was a step to doing better, right? 
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    I woke the next morning sprawled out over Noah, as he was the only one I could crash with, our bond protecting me from seeing inside his head and dreams. Apparently he’d decided to crash with me after I’d zonked out. 
 
    And stick his hand down the back of my shorts. It was hard not to burst out laughing, but he had such a peaceful look on his face that I couldn’t even get mad at him or wake him. I snuck out and headed for the kitchen, praying someone thought to get at least essentials. 
 
    “One of Sands’s people brought some basics for us,” Virg informed me as I walked into the kitchen, scaring the shit out of me. I nodded, glancing at him and having noticed his voice. 
 
    “You sleep?” 
 
    “No, not after the nightmare that woke me that was real,” he chuckled darkly, gesturing to the coffee pot. “It’s fresh.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about Ross.” The words sounded hollow even to my ears, but I really did mean it. “He was pretty awesome, and I barely knew him.” 
 
    “He was amazingly awesome to those of us who did,” he murmured. “He’s been my best friend forever. Like we were born a week apart friends, our parents friends and everything. He was my brother in all the ways that mattered.” We were getting into uncomfortable territory, so I simply nodded, but he noticed. “What? What do you know?” 
 
    I sighed. “If he were alive, I’d never tell you, Virg. It seems wrong to tell you now that he’s gone.” 
 
    “You knew how he felt about me.” 
 
    I spun around so fast I almost fell on my ass, even more shocked when he had a sad smile on his lips. “Sera, we’re wolves, we smell and hear and know way too much. I knew. I loved him too, I just—men don’t do it for me. He was bisexual, and what we did with you was about as close as I could ever get to taking a man to my bed, and most women, especially southern women, are not open to what you were.  
 
    “I was happy when he tried to find love and dated. He knew that. He knew my stance, and I knew his. We didn’t keep secrets, and all he asked was I not let it affect our friendship because it was his feelings for him to handle as he saw fit, not for me to try and manage. I let him have what he wanted and pretended I knew nothing. I will say it’s why I was very selective in who I dated. Jumping every woman who wanted me when he loved me would be cruel.” 
 
    “You’re a really good man, Virg,” I complimented as I turned to pour coffee. “Most wouldn’t be that considerate or have issues with him being gay.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. “I know my pack showed you their absolute shittiest side, but I promise they’re good people. They’ve never heard me get a bit swoony over a woman, and looking back, I was pretty swoony over you. They should have talked to me before you came, but we’ve been pretty busy trying to get this all into place and information for you. So I kinda agree. Rachel is…” 
 
    “A fucking bitch?” I offered as I put in sugar and cream, needing to muck up the coffee a lot to handle non-espresso. 
 
    “We weren’t out as wolves in high school. I’ve got about six years on you, and so does she. She was head cheerleader and belle of Memphis, winning Miss Memphis, for fuck’s sake. Then we were found out overall, but it’s only been the past few years people here know about us. She went from Miss Belle of Memphis, courted by all and hot, hot shit, to just a fucking demon spawn wolf. I knew it hit her, but shit, she’s going a bit nuts over it.” 
 
    I let out a huff as I walked over to the table and sat down. “I want to say I feel for her or use that as any sort of excuse for what she did, what she risked for your whole pack. But I can’t, Virg. Other Alphas wouldn’t have given you the chance to apologize. She could have fucked it up for everyone because she was used to being fucking Regina George and her perfect life was blown to shit. The perfect life the rest of us don’t ever get.” 
 
    “No, I get that and—who’s Regina George?” 
 
    “Mean Girls movie reference,” Hagan muttered as he stumbled into the kitchen. All the adults in my house were a bit useless before coffee. “Shit, Sera, why did you have to get us addicted to lattes and not always let us have them?” 
 
    “You poor thing,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “It’s not bad with cream and lots of sugar. It’s strong at least.” 
 
    “I do want sugar,” he teased, changing directions and heading to me. I smiled as he got goofy with me and kissed my cheeks and neck as he hugged me from behind. “I couldn’t find toothpaste, and Reagan’s still out.” 
 
    “I’ll risk it.” I turned to get his lips and gave him a gentle kiss. “Morning.” 
 
    “Morning.” He ducked his head against my neck but not before I saw his grin. “I’m a dork.” 
 
    “You are, but I like that about you. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m just so fucking happy that I think we can fix things,” he confessed. “I know things are shit and Ross died and lots of corruption and the news you got, but all I keep thinking about is I felt like us last night and now this morning. You kissed Reagan, and he’s over the moon. I feel like we can fix what we did wrong. Like this can be how we should have been after Vegas. Morning kisses and feeling like we’re on the same page.” 
 
    “It is nice,” I agreed, not sure what else to say that wouldn’t sound confrontational. Part of me wanted to remind him that what had happened wasn’t forgotten though, so not to act like it was a completely clean slate. 
 
    They’d hurt me bad after all. 
 
    “Here, you caveman,” Reagan greeted, smacking toothpaste and a toothbrush against his twin’s head. 
 
    “Hey, I couldn’t find it,” Hagan grumbled. 
 
    “Hey, I couldn’t find mine either,” I bitched, echoing Hagan. 
 
    “Well, you’re cute enough to get away with it,” Reagan teased me, giving me a cautious look. I made myself smile, wanting us to move over this awkwardness if nothing else. He leaned in and gave me a nice kiss. “Yup, worth the stinky breath.” 
 
    “Brat,” I chuckled, shoving him away. The three of us laughed at the goofiness but cut it when we remembered Virg and what he was going through. 
 
    “Eggs okay?” Reagan asked as he checked out what was in the fridge. 
 
    “Since when can you cook?” I wondered, glancing over at him. 
 
    He cleared his throat nervously. “I hadn’t meant to break my promise to you, and I did. I honestly forgot handling the pack, but I take my promises seriously. Alok’s helping me with basics at least. Leo and Jared are all into it, but I can handle basics or help.” 
 
    “Yeah, eggs would be great,” I agreed, biting back a smile that he took his promises to me so seriously. It seemed stupid to get upset that he hadn’t really learned to cook anything, but yeah, he’d made a promise. He shouldn’t make them unless he planned to keep them. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    “Your phone’s been ringing nonstop,” Noah complained as he trudged into the kitchen a few minutes later. “Why is there no espresso?” 
 
    “You guys are like a comedy show,” Virg drawled, smirking behind his coffee mug. 
 
    “You should see us at home with the six teenagers we also have and Eva staying with us. It’s  a trip.” I took the phone from Noah, seeing missed calls from Brian and Shaw, going with him first. “Hey, sorry. No espresso in this place.” 
 
    “Shit, will Memphis survive?” he teased me, Hagan and Reagan overhearing and finding it funny. “We made contact with Alpha Virgil’s sister, and she’s got a detail on her from the Little Rock office. They offered and wanted to help. I get the feeling they’re hoping you head there next after Atkins sang your praises and you took out two crooked churches.” He chuckled deeply. “I talked with Sands. He was—oh fuck, it was funny.” 
 
    “He’s a good guy. I get why he’s your friend. He should come visit Chicago and see the fun of what I do, not the crazy he saw that I can’t even erase from my mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, he said the same. He also threatened he might keep you.” 
 
    “Not happening,” I told him firmly, hearing the edge to his tone. “What’s up?” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “I realized I might not be okay with you adding other humans to your love life. I get Jason, and he won’t be all the time, so yeah, if he’s in town, I’m fine with him being your moon mate or whatever. He brings out something in you that I like to see. I just… Sands was talking about how taken his office is with you, and I got jealous.” 
 
    “I can promise no other humans, Bri,” I murmured, leaving the kitchen. “None there even remotely caught my eye in anything but professional capacity, and I’m not—I shouldn’t be with humans at all. You know the risks, and with the way I feel about you, I’m always careful about accidental claws.” 
 
    “I do miss you having your hands on me more during sex, and the way you used to scratch was hot.” 
 
    “Sorry but I clawed up a few backs doing it as I am now,” I confessed, having had several repeats of my first time with Tristan when I lost control during sex. “Does getting to restrain me make up for it?” 
 
    “Sera, we are who we are,” he said gently, patiently. “There are things I can’t do for you that your non-human lovers can. Does that upset you with me? Make me lacking to you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I gasped. 
 
    “Exactly. Same for me.” 
 
    “I hear you.” I let out a heavy breath. “I just don’t get why you all put up with this and me. Another thing to add to Phobie’s list, huh?” 
 
    He laughed loudly, and I didn’t think it was really funny, so I was lost. “Babe, if you become perfect, we’re all screwed because you could so have your pick of any guy you want. I’m only human, feeling lacking against some of your lovers who are hundreds of years old with that long of experience pleasing women. I think I’m lacking every fucking day, so it’s not just you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not,” I assured him. “You’re not lacking, Bri. And you speak Sera so amazingly well sometimes I just want you to interpret for the other knuckleheads and—you’re not lacking, Bri, I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I don’t want any other humans, I promise. If that changes, I swear I’ll talk to you, but my human needs are very, very well met.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Hurry home to me, Sera. I miss you. I love you, babe.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted, my cheeks heating. 
 
    “Are you blushing?” he murmured in my ear. “Make my day and tell me you’re blushing because I said it.” 
 
    “How do you know these things?” I hissed, smiling when he chuckled, that full of joy chuckle he did once in a while. 
 
    “It’s like I’m FBI and I’m good at my job, good at paying attention.” 
 
    “Most days,” I drawled, not wanting him to get a big head either. “I gotta call Shaw. She was blowing up my phone too, and I guess she’s not at the safe house if she is.” 
 
    “No, she’s up to something with my techies. I got a call from them asking permission to help her and Jennings and some of the guys in that office, as the geeks came up with an idea for the last church. I approved it, and she rambled she’d tell Queen Laila they helped unpaid overtime so they could get a Vegas vacation or something. That woman gets jittery around authority.” 
 
    I shivered, knowing why. “You’d understand if you went to fairy court. It’s not a nice place even if Laila is. It’s—even I don’t want to go back, and she’s had to be there many times. How Dain survived that long with the games played there is astounding. All of them. I get why they are so happy to be free. There might not be light and dark fairies like the legends, but I believe they have them.” 
 
    “You mean just mixed together? Some are dark and some are light?” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of like humans, but their dark goes a bit dark… Sort of like humans actually.” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of like humans,” he agreed with a sigh. “Call Shaw and let me know if I’m needed or what’s what.” 
 
    “I always do.” We said goodbye and hung up before I connected to Shaw. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We’ve got the third church by the balls, Chief. I mean, totally and utterly, and I don’t know who to call for it all, but it’s not just PETA and the health department they’ve been making bogus calls to. We’ve got DHS and DEA. I mean, they were going nuclear routes. We’ve got it all and—” 
 
    “Shaw, chill. Have you slept?” 
 
    “No, well, like an hour at the safe house, but then I realized what we could do and started calling people, and we’ve had a lot of coffee, and I keep making more appear for us, and the guys are totally thrilled about that, and I think they’re going to try and keep me, and I like Chicago, and will you tell the queen I did good again because I’d really like for her to stay happy with me and—” 
 
    “Oh my god, Shaw, would you breathe?” I burst out laughing, never having heard her like this, and given she was always pretty unshakable or even, it was a trip. “Yes, I’ll tell Laila you rock. Take a nap, and we’ll be there in a bit.” 
 
    “Gotcha, Chief.” She hung up without saying anything else, and I shook my head as I ended the call. 
 
    I texted Brian what I knew as I walked into the kitchen, smiling when I saw scrambled eggs, toast, and bacon. “Remind me to thank whoever Sands got to get us grub.” 
 
    “It was actually one of the SAiCs who you helped finish his case with a confession,” Virgil told me. “They all really want to keep you it seems.” 
 
    “So they told Brian,” I sighed and glanced at Virg. “You heard what he said about your sister? She’s in good hands.” 
 
    “Thanks, yeah, good. I called my mom and told her to extend her trip so she’s out of all of this. My cousins went with them, so I’m pretty covered with family.” He took in a shaky breath and looked at me then. “Was the guy who shot Ross one of them we lost the tail on?” 
 
    My heart fluttered. I’d forgotten about that with everything else going on. “No, the tail was for Baker, the deputy, but this guy was with him that night. Virg, none of this is on you, okay? I’m sorry about Ross, and it’s horrible, but I know in my heart he would rather it be him than you. He would have given his life to bring this home and protect all the paranormals in Memphis, and he did in a way. This is huge, I mean way big now. Give him that.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, okay, I can do that,” he agreed after a few minutes. “I just keep wondering what comes next? How do I go—where do I go after this breakfast? What happens?” 
 
    “That I can answer,” I promised, and I did. 
 
    An hour later we were back in the Memphis office, and I was smiling from ear to ear, practically giddy with what I had in my hands. I leaned over and kissed Shaw’s head. “You little genius. Yeah, I’ll call Laila tonight and tell her how totally awesome you are. How did you guys do this?” 
 
    “Agent Shaw had the idea of trying to backtrack with the numbers we had of the third church since the warrant was limiting on them, as they’ve not been implicated in deaths or much more than rumors. We wrote an algorithm to extrapolate the—” 
 
    “SAiC Jennings built a program to run the church members’ phone records against tip lines,” the other Memphis agent cut in when he saw our eyes started to glaze over from techie speak. “It’s a full running program that we got all their phone records scanned into so it was readable data instead of printouts. He—this is a useable program for other fraud cases, Chief.” 
 
    “Fuck, more than that,” the first guy chuckled, shaking his head. “If you change the parameters to whatever numbers you’re looking for, even like cartel burners, he’ll find them as long as you get the phone records. It’s sort of awesome, way beyond what we’re working with now on full databases or having to type in numbers manually.” 
 
    “Cool,” I agreed, bobbing my head. “So these are confirmed DHS and DEA tip lines? What else do you have?” 
 
    “That’s all we’ve got so far,” Shaw admitted. “We weren’t sure what else to look for besides PETA and the health department. Who else could they have called that would work to get the pack in trouble?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. I would have thought DHS was out, but shit, they went big. Okay, let me make some calls, and I’ll figure out where we go next. Get me someone from the local PETA and health department. I want a conversation to clear the pack and figure out how to backtrack what’s been done at least.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief.” 
 
    I connected a call to one of the last people I thought I’d willingly call, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    “So you saw the press conference?” Agent Atkins greeted me. 
 
    “No, but I heard, and thanks for the credit, we need it.” 
 
    “I might be an asshole every other day, but I know when my ass was saved, and your team did, so thank you, Thomas.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Glad you are only an asshole every other day. Maybe next time I’ll get you on one of the off days.” I pulled the phone away when he burst out laughing. I had that effect on people sometimes. “I’m calling to maybe do you a solid or at least, well, I don’t think DEA is happy with bullshit.” 
 
    “No, but we get a lot of it,” he sighed. 
 
    “Would they want to make shit or an example over people making fraud calls and tips? And do you know anyone good at DHS who would want to?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah we would because chasing down bullshit tips eats way too much into our budget, and we don’t have the time to get into it all, as FBI does more of that and fraud, so we don’t have the structure in place. I know ATF has been dying to get in on a real fraud investigation that has legs.” 
 
    “Oh, it has legs,” I promised with a smirk. “A church down here has been calling you guys, DHS, PETA, and the health department on a pack to try and get any and everything on them. ATF is a good one to check. I’ll have them get on that.” 
 
    “They didn’t try the FBI?” he asked, and I had wondered that too, so I had the answer. 
 
    “No, they apparently weren’t completely stupid because they could have been transferred to one of the few Non-Human offices, as Memphis is aboveboard like that.” I let out a slow breath, knowing there was something else I had to fill him in on. “But there’s a lot of dirt here, Atkins.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” he muttered. “How bad?” 
 
    “Shelby County Sheriff’s Department for sure. One took a sniper shot at the Alpha who asked for our help. Got his Beta, but taking shots at the Alpha is huge bad. You feel me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know a guy in that office who’s clean. I mean, he stood up at my wedding, I know him that well. I don’t know anyone else down there I can vouch for, but he can. He’ll know who to help you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that. I give good credit too.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that about you,” he chuckled. “I’ll send him over to the FBI office there looking for you. They might already be expecting a call after the splash you’re making.” 
 
    “Didn’t find any drugs.” 
 
    He snorted. “You found a fucking orgy at a church. I don’t think drugs are out of the realm of possibilities.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you’re talking to a shifter, Atkins,” I drawled. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” he confessed after a few moments. 
 
    “‘Orgy’ isn’t far off from ‘full moon’ to us. You should stop by my club while you’re in Chicago. It’s educational in how paranormals are. Might loosen you up.” 
 
    He grunted. “I don’t give a shit if a whole club is having a huge orgy. My problem is having it at a church, Thomas. Don’t hide behind god and then do that in his house.” 
 
    “My bad. I feel you on that. I’m not a church goer, but yeah, I don’t have sex in other people’s houses without permission, and I’m pretty sure no one’s talking to god to check.” 
 
    “Exactly my point. Okay, let me make calls. Stay safe.” 
 
    “I do try no matter how people are making it sound like I can have bullets popped out of me and never blink.” 
 
    He laughed so hard I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, they were, well… It looked easy to them apparently.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. It hurts. We don’t get dull pain receptors. It just takes more to take us out.” 
 
    “Well, don’t take that much down there.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” I hung up and shook my head. Sometimes friends could be found in the weirdest places. Then again, if things hadn’t gone well, he would hate me. 
 
    That was the business we were in. It was full of grudges and people getting reamed for shit that wasn’t our fault. 
 
    My five seconds of relief and happy died as I rejoined everyone and found too many were about a moment away from rumbling. The air reeked of anger, and the tension in the room made my wolf squirm. 
 
    “This is why people don’t like wolves,” I growled, glancing between my people and the other side, Virgil and a bunch of his people… Who were supposed to be on our side for all of this. “No fighting by the humans.” 
 
    “We advised them to stay back,” Hagan told me as his wolf eyes came out. 
 
    “You tear up my office, and I’m going to be pissed,” Sands warned us. 
 
    “Me too,” I told them. “Now what happened in the minutes I made one phone call?” 
 
    “We found out Virgil submitted to you last night before we arrived and you accepted,” Reagan explained, shaking with rage. 
 
    “Did you explain to her what that meant?” Hagan demanded of Virgil. “Or did you take advantage of our Alpha and try to steal the woman we love, have a home with? The woman who publicly has said she accepts our submission.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, signals are getting crossed,” I assured them as I slipped between the groups, moving so Hagan met my gaze. “This was for his pack’s offense. Horton explained Virgil was calling uncle or whatever.” 
 
    “Um, no, Chief, it’s more than that,” Horton said nervously. “I told you it makes Virgil Alpha Bitch.” 
 
    “Right, of the two of us because we’re both Alphas.” I glanced at him and saw that wasn’t it. “Okay, someone start talking. That chick insulted me as a woman. Virgil was calling uncle and submitting that I was top dog and he still wanted me sexually or whatever. And for the record, I’m loving that we’re doing this here in front of my colleagues.” 
 
    “It also means you accepted his attentions, Sera,” Reagan said, ignoring I was upset. “It means he’s courting you. Officially. He submitted sexually, another Alpha, that’s offering to be your mate.” 
 
    “Virg?” I breathed, slowly looking at him as my heart raced too fast. 
 
    “I told you I wanted you as my mate, Sera,” he murmured, his eyes full of heat. “I didn’t mean it like that, as the situation was different, punishment submission, like taking the bite. That was how I meant it. Given my Betas heard me say I wanted you for my mate, I wanted to bite you, they asked what my next move was in courting you, thinking it was more like your Betas do. In hindsight, what I did blurred the lines.” 
 
    “You think?” Hagan snarled, and I was shocked he seemed to be the ringleader in all of this. 
 
    “Look, she wouldn’t have ever done other shit to make the point. She doesn’t have a mean bone in her fucking body. It was a bit humiliating for me too, but she mattered more than that, okay? Yes, I want her as mine. Yes, I was apologizing for my pack’s behavior and showing them she was my choice and my lover.” 
 
    “Wait, time out!” I called when they both seemed to ramp back up. “What other options were there? I bit you.” I held up my hand when everyone seemed to want to answer at once. “Horton, you were there and not wolf. What other options?” 
 
    “Chief, it was a really big insult, several of them,” he muttered, glancing around at the humans to let me know he wasn’t going to speak plainly. “We’re talking everything from him taking Rachel’s throat out to you giving him a permanent wound so he always had to walk with a cane or couldn’t shift without pain, making him unmatable to most wolves and dead to the next challenger.” 
 
    “Jesus, the bitch just ran mouth. I was going to smack her a few times, that’s it.” I stepped back, shaking my head. “You guys are a bit too crazy for me most days.” I met Virgil’s gaze. “Is this true? Ignoring you’re another Alpha and you don’t want to give me ideas in case they insult me again—what would you have done if you were in my spot in that situation?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me that, Sera. You won’t like the answer,” he admitted, scrubbing his hands over his head. 
 
    “Tell me anyways, Virg, and I’ll accept that as your penance for not explaining this better to me. I have to know this kind of shit or I’m dead one day. Please tell me.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath with his eyes closed before opening them and giving me a sad look. “You’ve got money, Sera. You’re the only female Alpha in North America. You’ve got rare and endangered rabbits you’ve adopted. You’ve got the club that all of us are jealous of that you got it when others couldn’t. You’ve got one of the biggest and best areas and it’s protected by the law, not ignored. You’ve—” 
 
    “I know what I’ve got, Virg. What is your answer?” I snapped, annoyed again we were letting too much out in front of the Memphis office. 
 
    “I would have said one of your Betas’ heads. For the insults and what they did, to protect all I had and my very precarious position—which yours is, especially with what you are—to make sure the next hitters didn’t start when word got out, I would have demanded one of the Betas’ heads to keep me from taking out those who insulted me while on strange pack lands or a fight between our packs.” 
 
    He went a bit fuzzy, and then I was out. I blacked out as his answer hit me and I realized, once again, I was so far out of my depth every day of the damn week. 
 
    Fuck a duck. 
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    “She’s going to flip shits when we explain that him courting her means he takes over,” Reagan grumbled as I came back around. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sands asked. 
 
    “Males dominate in wolf law,” Hagan sighed. “If they mate, if she accepted, Virgil would be Alpha. She would become Alpha Bitch or they say Mate. He can’t be her Alpha Mate.”  
 
    Fear shot through me, and the wolves turned to me then, realizing I was awake. 
 
    “That isn’t the rule anymore,” Virg told me firmly. “It was changed about a decade ago because there are other female Alphas, one in England that started shit and demanded the rule be changed everywhere, not just Greece, or she would never mate, and she was the last of a powerful bloodline. The council changed it. The stronger wolf is Alpha.” 
 
    “Thanks for the update, but we’re not mating, Virg,” I grumbled, grabbing my head as I pushed up. “I officially decline whatever I accidentally agreed to.” I held up my hand to him and focused on Hagan and Reagan. “New priority is you both get updated on all these sorts of fucking rules, and I promise no more going by other packs without you to guide me, work or not.” 
 
    “Agreed,” they said together, Hagan continuing. “I think Dain too, as he’s not going anywhere and knows a lot of the history of all the rules where we don’t.” 
 
    “Fine, talk to him,” I accepted after a few moments. I glanced at Sands. “Aren’t you glad you’re human?” 
 
    “Immortality and being able to take bullets like you do is pretty fucking awesome, Thomas. I don’t know. I get a bit older and I might take the extra bullshit to get the perks.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I just wouldn’t recommend being Alpha,” I drawled, lying back down on the couch when my head throbbed. 
 
    He snorted. “Fuck being a Beta if my Alpha could offer up my head on a platter if the pack fucks up. I’d rather be at the top and have a target than be a pawn.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point,” I sighed. “Nothing is ever easy.” 
 
    “Now that we agree on,” he chuckled. “You okay?” 
 
    “Migraine,” I mumbled, closing my eyes. “Can someone get my medicine?” 
 
    “We don’t really get them as wolves,” Virg worried. 
 
    “Extreme stress is extreme stress,” I grumbled. “Besides, I’m also partially clairvoyant. Everyone was so agitated with your answer it about shorted a damn fuse in my head. I’ve never been in a room with so many loud broadcasters that went off at once. Fuck, that hurt.” 
 
    “I overheard part of your call with Atkins,” Sands informed me, sitting on the couch in the break room where I was at. “I had Shaw and the techies add ATF numbers, and they were making those calls too. So we might have one big party soon.” 
 
    “Awesome. Who doesn’t love a party?”  
 
    “I’m looking for Chief Thomas? I was told she was in here?” a voice I didn’t know asked from the doorway. I tried to open my eyes, but all I did was hiss, my head hurt so bad. 
 
    “Someone make sure it’s not a hitter, and if it’s not, I’m Thomas,” I mumbled, moving my arm over my eyes. 
 
    “Funny, funny woman,” Hagan drawled, moving by my head. “I got your pills. What do you want to take them down with?” 
 
    “Coke,” I answered after a minute. 
 
    “Isn’t caffeine bad for migraines?” Sands asked as he stood. 
 
    “The best thing about migraines, next to my wanting to vomit all over your shoes, is most of what can cause a migraine can also help them, so it’s a great juggling act,” I bitched, taking the bottle from Hagan that he put in my hand. I heard him leave, probably to go get the pop. “I tend to stay away from drinking stuff that takes off rust or cleans everything from a toilet—not saying Mountain Dew really is better—but stress migraines do well with Coke.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sera,” Virg sighed. 
 
    “Virg, go sit in the corner until I know what to do with you,” I grumbled. “Seriously, just give me some space. I get it. It wasn’t a proposal, but like fuck, man, I’m not coming anywhere else you ask me to for help because this is—it’s too much. Job, personal, and pack this could have all fucked up. I’ll spank you later.” 
 
    “He might enjoy that,” Hagan complained as he came back. “You owe someone a Coke I found in the fridge.” 
 
    “Should I come back?” the mystery voice asked, his voice a bit tight. 
 
    “No, sorry, you walked into a mess,” I answered with a tight tone. 
 
    “His badge says DEA,” Hagan whispered in my ear. I nodded and handed him the medicine bottle; he put four pills in my hand. 
 
    “People normally take two, right?” Sands asked. 
 
    “Wolf,” I chuckled and tossed them in my mouth before downing half the bottle of pop. “Okay, Mr. DEA, who sent you and why? You’re faster than I expected anyone, and we’ve got some dirt on the problem already.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Exactly what Atkins told me, so I came right here. I wasn’t far. I’m Agent Rico Lovia.” 
 
    I swallowed down a laugh. “That sounds like a great porn name.” 
 
    “You are not the first to make that comment, and I love hearing it,” he drawled. 
 
    “Can you text Atkins for a name of who he sent?” I asked Hagan, handing him my phone. I sighed as the meds kicked in, our fast metabolism working in our favor most times. “If some of the lights get turned off, I can try for a real conversation here.” 
 
    “And more clothes,” Rico Lovia suggested, his voice deep. 
 
    “You were burning up when I caught you and kept you from cracking your head open,” Hagan defended, hurrying to button up my shirt I didn’t realize was open. “Sorry. It was closed when you were laying down.” 
 
    I smirked at where I knew Sands was. “I’m so telling Havers you were a dirty, dirty man and he won’t be happy.” 
 
    “He wasn’t happy when I told him you flirted a few guys out of their lawyers and misses you pulling that trick on idiots,” he said with a chuckle. “He’s too far away to beat me up for checking you out with an open shirt. I’ve already seen that, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I bitched, annoyed with Virg. I blinked my eyes open when the pain lessened again, sighing that they’d killed most of the lights. Then my heart flopped when I saw Mr. Agent Rico Lovia. 
 
    Fuck, he was hot. 
 
    “Nice to see your eyes,” he chuckled, taking a seat at the table, setting down his briefcase next to him. “So you’re in charge of this party? I know Sands, and this is his office, so what didn’t Atkins tell me because he only had a second to talk?” 
 
    “Can I ask you a few questions first?” I checked as I reached for my suit jacket, worried about this guy that, between the porn name and the actor good looks, someone had thought sending a hottie to a siren was smart to get her to spill her guts.  
 
    Yes, I was always paranoid. 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “You guys can smell lies. Sure, go ahead.” 
 
    We didn’t really smell the lie, but I wasn’t going to correct him on something small. I slid on my jacket and acted like I wasn’t as nervous as I was that it was a trap. “So you’re DEA?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How long you been with them?” 
 
    “Thirteen years.” 
 
    “As an agent?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “No, Special Agent, but since we’re all special, we tend to drop it whereas you guys get difference with the special.” 
 
    I smiled as I shook my head. “Yeah, you’re DEA. I swear they tell you guys to say that to every FBI you meet.” 
 
    “Standard OP, for sure.” 
 
    “Atkins gave you the same name,” Hagan confirmed. “And Shaw about passed out when you did. A few of the techies that helped her said they’d drop her at the house after they handed off what Jennings was doing with them to the next shift.” 
 
    “Good deal. Can you get the rest of our people in here so I can fill them in with Lovia here?” I glanced at Sands. “Can your people start with the warrants for what we’ve found? My people will do the round up.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “You don’t want our help with that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We take bullets better, and Shelby County Sheriff’s Department already shot someone on our side.” I studied Lovia as I said it, but he didn’t react. “You knew.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard about the shit storm you’re in,” he chuckled. “Word got around fast, and Memphis isn’t small, but we’re not as big as Chicago, Chief Thomas. Most everyone has heard.” 
 
    “And you’re still here?” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Word gets out you arrest this church for fraud calls and some to DEA and we weren’t all over it or in on it, and wow, will we get the next shit storm or every troll will start calling us with bogus tips. I’m all for getting out any corruption, not our deal, but if part of your beef against this church trying everything and anything against paranormals involves a way to help DEA, we’re with you.” 
 
    Sounded like music to my ears. 
 
    Even better, he had a close friend in Memphis ATF, and when we showed him the proof the church was making calls to them too, he called his friend over. 
 
    “I got that other one we asked your help with here,” Sands let me know a bit later before ATF guy showed up. 
 
    “Right, got it,” I sighed, adjusting my neck to get some of the tension out of it as I stood and took back off my jacket and hung it over a chair before opening my shirt a few more buttons. I glanced at Hagan. “Makeup fine?” 
 
    “You look great as always,” he murmured, taking out my hair clip for me. “Go get the next idiot.” 
 
    “I always do,” I promised as I rolled my skirt up to way higher than professional length. “Good thing you guys brought me more clothes. I can’t say I’m shocked at what you packed, but I know my Betas.” I glanced over my shoulder to catch Lovia checking out my ass. “I’ll be back in a few and we can get down to details.” 
 
    “I’d love to see what it is you’re doing,” he said instead, getting to his feet. He grinned when I raised an eyebrow. “As I said, Memphis talks, and we’ve all been talking about you and what you’ve been up to while here. If Sands is asking for your help on his cases, especially after there was a meeting with the DA and AG’s office, I want to see the show.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not the fucking circus. I get Atkins likes me because my people saved his, but we’re not a freak show, Lovia.” 
 
    “Not what I meant,” he promised. “I want to get to know your office and how you guys operate because Atkins is serious about the DEA pushing to help you guys get a team in each local FBI office. I want to see what that means before I throw in my voice.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, knowing it was smart to see we were assets, but something about him made me think there was more up his sleeve.  
 
    That or he was just too hot to trust. 
 
    “Are you the one who wanted to talk with me?” I asked the guy in handcuffs outside the interrogation rooms. 
 
    “Um, yeah, I do,” he agreed, bobbing his head so fast I thought it might bounce off. I’d spent enough time in law enforcement to know criminals came in all shapes, sizes, and lifestyles, but something about the kid before me didn’t scream crook or bad. He looked like a little geek that played those dirty computer games to learn about girls. “I have to get my lawyer first. I can’t talk to anyone without him.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t you then,” I sighed, rubbing my neck so my shirt opened more. “I don’t deal with lawyers. So who was asking for me?” 
 
    “Why don’t you deal with lawyers?” he whispered, glancing around. “Do you make the deals and help people who aren’t supposed to be here?” 
 
    “I can,” I agreed after a moment. “How about we talk and if I ask something you don’t like, you call your lawyer?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he agreed after a few moments, looking like he might cry. “I don’t like him anyways.” 
 
    “Then why did you pick him?” I asked, nodding to the guys who’d brought him over from lockup that I had the kid.  
 
    “I didn’t,” he admitted.  
 
    I led him past everyone watching, ignoring Lovia’s interested gaze, and brought him into the first interrogation room. I sat him down and even went out for a couple bottles of water and his file. 
 
    “You didn’t ask for the other files,” Sands muttered as he handed it over. 
 
    “Something’s not right here, and if I’m involved, I want to know I’m doing what’s right. Those other guys I could smell the crime on them. This kid—just let me check this out, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, fine,” he agreed, handing over the file. “Good luck.” 
 
    I took the file and headed into the interrogation room, noting that Sands and Lovia went into the observation one. I offered the kid a water as I sat down and opened his file. Two seconds into reading what was there, I almost fell off my chair. “You were laundering money for the mob?” 
 
    “No, I swear to you I wasn’t,” he whimpered, giving me huge puppy eyes. 
 
    And he wasn’t lying. His heart didn’t flutter, but it was racing from fear. 
 
    “Okay, start from the beginning because what you just said was the truth,” I instructed, glancing at the mirror and nodding so they could see my reflection in the observation room and know I wasn’t kidding. “How did you get involved in all of this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I swear I don’t know,” he rasped, shaking his head. “My grandpa died a few years ago and left everything to me. Awesome, I get a paid for house and a nice one. Sucks he didn’t get to take care of it as it should have been the past few years, but I can handle that. The memories there and missing him are way worse. Awesome, he’s got lots of cool stuff. Sucks it’s mixed in with all the junk old people sometimes hang onto, you know? Like all grandparents do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get you,” I lied, having no clue what grandparents did, but wanting the conversation to move along. I glanced at the file again and saw where this was going. “So you got an eBay account and thought you’d sell stuff when you could instead of doing a garage sale with crazies?” 
 
    He snorted. “eBay has crazies too, believe me. But yes, that’s what I did.” He let out a heavy sigh as he opened his water. “I hated to do it, but I needed the money to make repairs on the house, and I really wasn’t into coins, so I sold some of his rare coins. Made a good amount from the bidding and didn’t touch the account for a while. Got through some of his other stuff that wasn’t junk and I looked up could be worth something. 
 
    “I couldn’t get into my account. Weird because I’m good with my passwords. Fine, I email for a new one and get my account unlocked only to find lots of bids on my account now. I contact eBay that those weren’t mine and what the fuck, you know? But they say it’s gotta be an error and someone’s bids got attached to the wrong account, no big as the payments were made to the right parties and it didn’t hurt me or my stuff.” 
 
    I frowned. “That’s the first lie you’ve told, so want to try that again?” 
 
    He twirled the bottle. “It didn’t hurt me, it helped me. It helped my seller profile to have all those awesome auctions so, um, I sort of didn’t make a big deal about it when they said it wasn’t my fault or whatever. I mean, I could have demanded they clear those from my account, but, well, yeah, so that was stupid, but a better account gets viewed and trusted more, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know eBay, but you believe in what you’re saying, so okay, I’m with you. So you sell this next stuff of your gramp’s?” 
 
    “Yeah, and all fucking hell breaks loose,” he answered, wiping his eyes. “Next thing I know, I’m getting arrested and charged with all this shit I don’t understand. Then some attorney shows up and tells people I’m his client, but I never hired him, and he was so busy fighting with the guy who arrested me that no one was listening to me, and seriously, that guy scares me. He’s who I would think is mob, and I seriously don’t want to end up in cement boots.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “Sands, the kid isn’t lying, and I’m getting so much terror off of him he’s about to have a panic attack. I think your real bad guys sent their attorney to handle this kid as your fall guy. He been pushing for bail so they can get him free and in their hands?” 
 
    “Shit, shit, I’m so dead,” the kid started crying.  
 
    I stood and went around the desk, rubbing the kid’s back. “Naw, that’s not on the docket today. I told you I could make deals and help, right?” 
 
    “You don’t get it. That guy is so scary,” he rasped. 
 
    I squatted down next to him, waiting until he was looking at me, then I smiled at him, letting my power flash in my eyes as I changed my teeth and hands. “Kid, I promise you that he’s not as scary as our side. You keep telling me the truth and I got you, okay?” 
 
    “Shit, you’re still hot when you’re scary,” he whispered, his eyes a bit too wide. “Am I fucked in the head to think that?” 
 
    “No, because you know I’m a woman, not an animal,” I chuckled, changing back. “When my Betas are fully shifted and chasing after me, I know it’s them, and I see their eyes and it’s still fun, like if they were chasing me now. Doesn’t mean I’m hot for wolves. It’s them.” 
 
    “Oh, so yeah, you’re taken. Makes sense with as pretty as you are,” he mumbled, his cheeks heating up.  
 
    “You’re cute though, so don’t worry about getting a girl,” I assured him, rubbing his shoulder as I stood. “Hang here for a bit while I go figure out who fucked up what, okay?” 
 
    “What if someone called the attorney?” 
 
    “I’ll stick one of my people at the door or to come sit with you, and believe me, the mob is not scary to them either.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he sighed, looking younger again. 
 
    Noah was waiting at the door, and I didn’t even have to ask him why. Our bond worked so he could sense any extremes I was feeling, and right then, I was pretty worried about the kid. “No one gets in this door before I say it’s okay, and no one takes that kid from where he’s safe.” 
 
    “Got it,” he agreed and slipped into the room before anyone could argue. 
 
    I met Sands down that back hallway, noting that Lovia was watching us but we were too far for him to hear. Sands held up his hands in surrender. “Guy has a known mob lawyer, and you get the idea he’s with the fucking mob, Thomas.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I huffed, losing my anger. Shit happened, and it wasn’t like they were twiddling their thumbs in between this one case. I hadn’t been kidding that I saw the stacks of case files on desks. They were overworked and underfunded… Just like the rest of us. “He wasn’t lying to me, Sands. Something stinks here, and I want to have a conversation with the agent whose case this is.” 
 
    “You’ve already talked to him a few times,” he told me, going into details of when. “Cyber flagged the eBay account as being linked to mob bank accounts, and blah, blah, we moved when we had something. No offense, we would have gotten more and further with this, but we’ve been overly busy. It’s why I don’t feel bad asking you to do this for stuff we can even handle as you get it done like a hot knife through butter.” 
 
    “True,” I sighed, hearing the compliment even if it meant more work for me. It was fair given all the help we were getting. “You got this with the kid then? Did you have someone else for me to interview?” 
 
    “Yes, and yes. This one’s up where you got the kid, and I promise you will smell the crime on him like we all do.” 
 
    “My favorite type,” I drawled, heading back and telling Noah to let Sands in and whoever he said, but I didn’t want the kid alone until we got more handled. The whole time Lovia was watching me, especially when I went over to the next guy and batted my eyelashes to get him to not demand his lawyer. The jackass strutted after me like we were going to a hotel rented by the hour instead of an interrogation room. 
 
    It took me a whole two seconds to get him to jump right into confessing after I draped my influence over him. I let Sands’s guy take over and ducked back out. 
 
    Only to find Lovia practically falling over laughing in the observation room. I raised an eyebrow as I leaned in the doorway, fixing my skirt and shirt. 
 
    “He’s just such a—” Lovia said in between gasps and laughs. “Fucking moron. Did he really think you were going to fuck him right in there? Does he believe porn is real?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many men think porn is real,” I drawled, smiling that he was at least a good enough guy to know when men were being stupid. “So what are your thoughts now that you saw the show?” I had thought it to be an easy question, but his heart fluttered. I growled and stepped into the room, closing the door behind me. “What? What did I say that’s got you so worried?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he lied through his teeth. 
 
    I opened my mouth to chew into him as I stormed over to him… And instead caught a huge whiff of hormones. The dirty kind. My cheeks flushed, and I hurried to step away even as my siren was thrilled at the idea of banging the sexy DEA guy. I reminded her of the promise we’d just made to Havers and pushed her into her corner, as I was working. 
 
    “So yeah, you can smell it, huh?” he chuckled, scratching his head. “Guess that part’s true. I know porn’s not real, of course, but we all have our own fantasies or, um, meet people we think of doing stuff with and—” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” I cut in, clearing my throat. “Your mind went in the gutter. Happens to the best of us.” 
 
    “Does it?” he asked, his tone gravelly.  
 
    Yes, I heard him loud and clear, he wanted to know if I had the same inclinations. I ignored it and focused back on work. “What did you think of the interview?” 
 
    “I think you’re impressive, and I wish we could borrow you too,” he answered, giving me a heated look. 
 
    I turned away before I rolled my eyes. Dear lord, I had enough males on my plate and even in Memphis… Which needed to be handled.  
 
    We had the meeting with the ATF and DHS representatives, who were surprisingly in on the bust. Warrants started coming in, and we geared up, splitting the church members between groups so we could make the sweep bigger and catch more. 
 
    “You get the feeling these guys are more interested in you than this bust?” Noah asked me at a level the humans couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Yes, and I want you guys to be rude and listen in. Tell Goran and Zlat the same. I want to know of any surprises before they become problems.” 
 
    “Got it,” he agreed. 
 
    I walked over to Virg who was sitting off in the corner like I’d told him to. I met his worried gaze. “Call your pack to your lands tonight. We’re going to finish this. I’ll have my people on the perimeter to make sure there are no repeats of last time.” 
 
    “Or catch any who try it,” he murmured, slowly nodding. “What are you planning, Sera?” 
 
    “To keep my people safe,” I snapped and headed out with the first team.  
 
    Sands ended up sending out teams as well given we had DHS, ATF, and DEA so the regular FBI couldn’t be the only acronym to not go. It ended up being fine because we spent the next few hours rounding up the idiots who had stooped to making basically prank phone calls because their conviction was so firm all paranormals were bad. Yeah, that’s right under too lazy to bother to vote. I mean, they didn’t even organize a damn protest or anything. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stood up when I came in with my third arrest and saw obvious bosses that weren’t Sands’s office. Shit. That was never good. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked Sands as he gestured for me to follow him off to the side. 
 
    “Big wigs from a lot of three letter agencies, and I don’t think they care about the case so much as you. It might have been a bad idea to use your influence on people outside of Chicago even for different offices.” 
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished,” I bitched before walking over to the group, noting Lovia was with them while the guys who’d joined us from ATF and DHS were out making more arrests. “Any of you FBI?” I waited until they all shook their heads. “Awesome, then none of you are my boss. To the conference room then.” 
 
    “We’re still above your paygrade,” one reminded me, bristling at my demeanor. 
 
    “Great, did you speak with my paygrade before showing up for whatever you want?” I asked, knowing Deputy Director Galvin wouldn’t have been okay with party crashers when under this much shit. Their hearts said it all, and I gave a firm nod. “Right, so if you want to talk to me or whatever you’re gathering for, then to the conference room.” 
 
    “Our divisions are involved,” that same one argued. “We have every right to see your interrogation techniques and ways you’re handling this case.” 
 
    “No, actually you don’t because we’ve found dirt in this, so I could close ranks so fucking fast it would take your breath away,” I snapped. “Don’t bullshit someone who can tell when you’re up to shit, and this will go better. I invited you to my party, so don’t be rude guests and get your asses in the conference room for a quiet discussion or leave.” I headed off in that direction, not waiting. 
 
    “What do you need?” Cooper asked as he fell into step with me.  
 
    “Food since it’s way past lunch, and maybe looping in Monroe,” I said at a paranormal hearing level. “Some of these guys are DHS. I’m a bit worried one might find me a national security threat and disappear me to some black site to interrogate for them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that vibe too. I’ll get both and fast.” 
 
    “Your lips were moving,” one of them accused me as I opened the conference door. 
 
    “And?” I challenged, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “You were speaking so we couldn’t hear,” he pushed. 
 
    “And?” I repeated, shooting him a look that he should spill it out because I wasn’t stupid. “Did I break regs, or what are you looking for here?” 
 
    “To share what you said,” he answered as if saying duh. 
 
    “No because I could have said the same thing away from you all, but I’m being accepting we’re all busy and not making you wait when you crashed my day.” I didn’t even give him a chance to reply, taking my seat at the head of the table and gesturing for them to sit as well. “Now what are you all here for besides punishing my good deed of helping the DEA and local FBI and making me rethink ever helping any other agency again?” 
 
    I liked to start meetings with a bang. 
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    They started with giving me names, but I noticed they left off ranks besides the comment they were above my paygrade. I knew why they did it. They didn’t want to make it obvious how interested they were, but Agent James from the State Department gave it away. 
 
    I held up my hand to stop whatever else he was going to lie to me about. “One, I’ve worked with CIA before and know when I’m with them, so don’t start with me that you’re State Department because insulting my intelligence annoys me.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m covert, so that is my official bio,” he said after a few moments.  
 
    “Fine, but you’re about to get all up in my shit, and for me to answer you with anything other than my badge number, play it straight with me.” 
 
    “Are you always this appealing to work with?” “Agent” Colbert of DHS demanded, complete with huff. 
 
    I raised a slow eyebrow at him as I sat back in my seat. “You’ve come outside my chain of command to catch me off guard and when I’m not in my own backyard, so I thought I was being pretty damn friendly taking this meeting.” I pointed to the guy who screamed NSA. “And he just wrote something down about getting a blood sample from me, so I’m about thirty seconds from calling my damn attorney in too.” 
 
    “Why would that raise your hackles?” Mr. NSA challenged, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Because there is no reason for you to have one.” 
 
    “Actually, if we were going to make you an offer of coming to work for us, it would be standard procedure to get a physical from you,” he said, which wasn’t a lie, so he was good. 
 
    “I decline; still want it?” I smirked at him when his heart fluttered. “So you do, and it has nothing to do with a job. Try again. And don’t give me some bullshit about physicals or anything else. It’s on record and in my file that I was human and tested for wolf lycanthropy after a work related injury.” 
 
    “But you weren’t human,” he argued. “You were clairvoyant. That cat’s long out of the bag.” 
 
    “Actually, I was human or I couldn’t have been infected,” I assured him. “It’s already been discussed with my chain of command. And I’m not a full clairvoyant; I have some tendencies because of my genetics. That’s all I know, and no, I won’t become your lab rat, not ever.” I snarled when his heart fluttered. “Try it, asshole, and you have no idea the shit storm that would rain on you. I’m Alpha and protected from lots by the Global Shifter Council, as I’m needed.” 
 
    “You could be replaced,” he argued, his eyes going wide when my hands and teeth shifted. “Someone else could take the position, Chief Thomas. That’s not a factor.” 
 
    “You’re ignorant to say that,” I snapped, shaking my head and getting myself back under control. “Alpha fights are to the death. There is no rehiring for the job. And everything I have goes to that next Alpha. So the kids I adopted would go to whoever took over. Don’t speak on things you don’t understand, or this meeting is over because that was a serious threat you just made without even getting it.” I waved Cooper to come in when I saw him at the door. 
 
    “I couldn’t get Chief Monroe on the phone,” he told me as he set down a bag of food on the table. “Order was already in, so here’s something to start with.” 
 
    I gave a slow nod, seeing the worry in his eyes as he took in the room. I pulled out my phone and without even asking or letting them know what I was doing, I called Councilwoman Diandra Haton directly. 
 
    “More problems in Memphis, Chief Thomas?” she asked as greeting. 
 
    I put her on speaker and set it on the table. “Yes, because someone from the NSA wants me to become their lab rat, is trying for blood samples, and said I could be replaced as Alpha of Chicago, so that wasn’t a factor in whatever I’m getting blindsided with.” I smirked at the table as she burst out laughing.  
 
    “No good deed really goes unpunished, does it?” she asked when she settled down.  
 
    “Apparently not,” I grumbled, opening my food. 
 
    “Ignoring the problems taking you or ‘removing’ you as Alpha would cause with the Global Shifter Council, I’d be more worried about what your mother and grandmother would do. It would spark an international incident with Greece, as you’re of their bloodline and for all intents and purposes, their daughter even if born American. They have filed all the paperwork as such to help protect your adopted brothers, and I believe you will all have dual citizenship if not already. 
 
    “Add to that the friendships you have with a councilman from the International Vampire Council and Queen Laila who is queen of the fae, and I’m not sure which group would scorch the ground and all in the way to keep you protected. It was the only reason we agreed you could use the full scope of your abilities in your professional capacity.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that or about any conversation,” I muttered, worrying I’d stepped in other shit. 
 
    “Your mother had it on your behalf as mothers do,” she chuckled. “I as Council backed the play as working with Naval and Israeli Intelligence to help the world we all live in and was good publicity for our cause. We foresaw this as a problem though and agreed it was worth the risk, as no one would be stupid enough to try something insane with all the big players backing you and watching the situation very, very carefully. 
 
    “We want to help this country and catch criminals as well, but we will not risk one of our people to do it and certainly not allow any to become lab rats. That’s very clear in the agreement we have with this and several other governments. Tell those people there to check the ramifications should they break it because they are severe and not something they’d want no matter how wonderful you are.” 
 
    I sniffed the air and smiled. “Thank you, Councilwoman, they’re officially scared and lost their attitudes that they were boss of this situation. I appreciate you immediately taking my call and helping me with this.” 
 
    “As I said, we foresaw this coming, and given the problems already in Memphis with what’s been allowed to be done to American citizens—whether they be human or not—there are talks that the agreement hasn’t been met as it should. I thank you for stirring up as much as you have to protect those who could not protect themselves, and I promise you that you have the full support of the Global Shifter Council in your mission.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Nice when someone backs me instead of hangs me out to dry or apparently snatch me up for a lab rat.” 
 
    “That was not our intent,” Agent James assured us, shooting NSA guy a dirty look. “Our position is finding out what it is you do and how. Maybe integrating some who could do it too into our agency.” 
 
    “I leave you to handle that, Chief Thomas,” she chuckled, amusement in her voice.  
 
    I said goodbye and ended the call, studying James. “I don’t break the law, let’s start with that. I don’t touch them, so I don’t get images, I’m not telepathic, and there’s no magic. Do you all understand and accept that?” A few verbally answered, but I was only interested in their heartbeats, which told me the truth. “How I do it isn’t your business, just like asking me how I keep myself in shape or my workouts aren’t professional to ask.” 
 
    “That’s a stretch,” he argued. 
 
    “Sit here and say that because what you are asking me is incredibly personal, and honestly, it borders on sexual harassment.” Several of them flinched, more worried about that in today’s PC climate. I gave a firm nod I wasn’t kidding. “It’s a female trait some very powerful Alphas have. The Alpha here can’t do it. I was turned from a royal sort of bloodline who’s always been top wolf family. I don’t get it all, but yeah, it’s really personal.” 
 
    “We didn’t realize that,” ATF guy “Agent” Beal murmured, glancing at a few others.  
 
    “I know, which is why I’m not blowing my lid,” I conceded. “I’m telling you now, so hear me. What I can do—wolves are a matriarch society. The Alpha female is big boss.”  
 
    I went through the explanation I’d had with the DA and the guy from the AG’s office, the official line I told of it so it never touched on me being a siren or anything close to other than my power and bloodline. After I was done, I dug into my food as I let them sit with it. 
 
    “Now, keep in mind we’re a bit alluring as paranormals; it’s a survival thing. I didn’t change besides my eyes with the change, and believe me, the reaction to me has.” I snickered at their disbelieving and somewhat affronted expressions, draping my influence over Agent NSA. “What was your personal hope in this meeting, not lab rat for the NSA, but what do you want from me?” 
 
    “To bang you and bang you so hard,” he moaned, his eyes wide at what he said, unable to stop himself. “I know DOD that knows Lt. Commander Jason Roberson, and he was a bit mouthy about his visit. To hear him talk about you, not just your abilities or being clairvoyant, how the whole thing went down and how good it was for our country, but you, and he’s been with a lot of women, everyone knows that with his looks and voice, but he says the best sex he’s ever had was with you in the shower at your club, and shit, do I want that after laying eyes on you.” 
 
    I pulled back my influence, trying to not react like a goober like I always did. “Remind me to smack him for running his mouth. The fact that women are known for gossiping is a joke when you all talk more than old people in a home.” I took comfort in the fact NSA guy looked like he wanted to melt into his chair. “Did you want to tell me any of that?” 
 
    “No, but I had to, I wanted to tell you and like bare my throat to you, make you happy with my answer.” 
 
    “I’m Alpha, I’m the female you most want to please because I’m the biggest and baddest in the room,” I purred as I put all my wrappers into the bag. Several rolled their eyes at me. 
 
    So I showed all of them. Pompous jackasses. Why did I have to keep proving this shit all the time? Why couldn’t people—men mostly—accept there was more than they knew or they didn’t know everything? 
 
    I didn’t think that was ever in question, but apparently it was. 
 
    After the meeting, I booted them all out of Sands’s office, ignoring their whining, bitching, and moaning. There was no way I was letting them stay for the “show” after how they acted and outside my chain of command like sneaky assholes of the brass who came to gang up on a woman to try and throw their influence around to get what they wanted… Including me in a fucking cage as a lab rat. 
 
    Even the very fine Agent Lovia. 
 
    “You could have used your credentials and paygrades to throw your weight around to help Memphis and the paranormals here. People—including on our side—have been killing them. But instead you use it to intimidate the woman who pulled strings to come help your city and away from her brass that would protect her. You all, and this boys’ club you think should still exist, make me sick. 
 
    “This is over, and you have no play next but to leave.” I narrowed my eyes at two specifically. “We’re supposed to be the good guys. You’re not using me for political gain and to bump up your careers. People are dying, and that’s what you’re most worried about? Get out of here, and I bet you’ve got calls to return from Deputy Director Galvin.” 
 
    And then the FBI there did what the FBI does very well and closed ranks on them. I might have been from another office and a shifter, but I was FBI first, and we did not tolerate people—friend or foe—disrespecting ours or leave them on their own. I barely blinked, and they were all shown the door. 
 
    The first thing I did when the situation was temporarily over—because I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was fully handled—was leave a long, scathing message for Jason. That the next time he visited Chicago, I was going to drown him in the river or lake for almost getting me locked up in an NSA lab and to shut his mouth before I shut it for him. I was seriously pissed and didn’t hold back any threats or punches because he was my first love. 
 
    Hell, I laid into him harder because of that, hating when reality ruined my memories and fantasies of anything ever being perfect. 
 
    Then I called Eva, warning her of the situation. Mostly because if I was undercover and checking baddies out, the next thing I’d do was head to the club to get as much intel as I could while I was out of town with most of my security and protection. She said it sounded like fun. 
 
    Oh good, my new family was as crazy as I was. 
 
    Noah went one better and sent the photographs of the problems he’d secretly taken to the security at the club to scan for any of them that tried to patronize the place. He was so getting a reward for being smart and a bit sneakier than I would ever have been.  
 
    By the time we got all the “good guys” who wanted to use me out of the office, we were swarmed with everyone we wanted from the third church and their attorneys. Instead of having after work meetings to plan that I could turn into an orgy, they were smarter and had found the best attorneys in Memphis to represent them. 
 
    Too bad that wasn’t going to help them. I had to give them credit for being sharp because they also figured out it was me making everyone sing their sins. 
 
    “She needs to leave,” the attorney said firmly to Sands’s guy when I entered. “My client’s religious freedom isn’t being observed if she’s involved.” 
 
    “Well, since he’s in handcuffs, freedom wasn’t on the table at the moment,” I drawled, leaning against the door, studying him. “That doesn’t work, and you know it. This isn’t a doctor thing where he can request a man to be more comfortable. I’m lead on this case, and if he didn’t want to be in a room with me, he shouldn’t have committed crimes that are my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “The constitution covers certain regulations for people, and you aren’t a person but a creature,” his client snapped. 
 
    “Except the federal government doesn’t agree with you,” I sighed, scrubbing my hand over my tired neck. “So just because I call you a chicken shit to make fraud phone calls instead of forming a protest if your convictions were so strong, that doesn’t actually make you chicken shit.” I focused on the attorney, knowing there was more going on than some defense of fraud calls. I draped my influence over him. “Why try this? You knew it wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “My parent office told us it was the main point we would fight for so you couldn’t come to New York and try any of this on our big clients,” he blurted, his eyes going wide. “If we got a backwater, hick court, even after the federal level, to name just one of you as creatures and not people, then we could work on getting you all booted off investigations and court cases thrown out. We could give a shit about this church, but it was our way in.” 
 
    I glanced at his client who looked horrified. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m the monster in the room.” I changed my influence to him so Sands’s guy could take over before stepping outside and getting on the phone to warn Monroe and Deputy Director Galvin. 
 
    To say they weren’t thrilled was an understatement. 
 
    “And as to your impromptu meetings earlier, I’ve already received irate calls from the Global Shifter Council, the International Vampire Council, and a queen, yes, and actual queen,” Deputy Director Galvin informed me. “And I told them in no uncertain terms that I wouldn’t ever allow DHS or NSA or anyone else to just abscond with you, Thomas. You’re one of us, no matter the division, and you are an excellent asset the FBI will protect. You have my word.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it, sir,” I admitted, letting out a heavy sigh. “And I’m sorry you got so many calls. I had seconds to figure out a move that didn’t included beating them all up, as the NSA was writing notes about how to get blood samples and talking of replacing me in Chicago, as that wouldn’t be an obstacle for what they wanted. I might have left a bit of a miffed posse too.” 
 
    “Well, I’m fucking pissed they tried any of it, so I can handle that, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Thomas, get word to Queen Laila as to the shift in climate,” Monroe suggested. “She’s plotting something big for PR, and this could help.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Laila wasn’t concerned, promising she had this, which really made me want to know what she and her nobles—who were the awesome lobbyists for paranormals—had up their sleeves. I didn’t ask, enough on my overflowing plates at the moment. 
 
    Like the warrants on half of the Shelby County Sheriff’s Department that had taken way too much to get after one of their snipers shot at an Alpha—which they didn’t care about at all, which was stupid. That and we had confessions from several church members that all pointed fingers at the ones we asked for warrants on. 
 
    I ended up feeding deeply from Zlat to keep everything going and to charge up for when the next criminals—even if they wore a badge, they were the bad guys—started arriving. I waited until they were all in holding and looked around at the amounts of agents. “If you want to learn more, you are welcome to ask my people, and they will answer as long as it’s educational and not over any lines. None of you need to know what bubble bath I like.” 
 
    “What could they teach us?” one of the guys asked, not in a confrontational way but more he wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “What it feels like to be bitten by one of us,” Noah offered with a shrug. Even I shot him a look on that one. “When I’ve trained with special forces, all of them wanted to know in case they ever came up against a vampire on a mission and they didn’t panic, which can always make things worse. Knowing as much as you can and preparing for it can save lives. There is a vast range on how humans react to our bites.” 
 
    I agreed when he put it like that, but there was more too. They were thirsty. I’d been feeding and feeding from them, and while resupplying us all with food, they might not have brought enough blood, and the local master was pissed at us.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s smart,” Sands approved, bobbing his head. “All field agents experience it while they visit. In private is fine if you don’t feel comfortable with all the eyes.” 
 
    “Chief, we don’t shoot ourselves to make sure we get how to handle being shot,” one guy argued, giving the vampires a bit of a leery look. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but even other vampires say drinking straight from someone is like putting blood in the water in front of a great white.” 
 
    “Someone’s fucking with you,” Noah firmly told him. “You said something or did something or someone’s being a smartass just like humans can be too when asked questions that agitate them. It’s not right, and I’ve even done it when people freak because there’s a damn paper cut by me. I have seen very few vampires act like that in my hundreds and hundreds of years, and they were feral, just like humans who eat other humans.” 
 
    “We’re wolves, and it makes us a bit worried too,” Hagan interjected before anyone got upset. “You’re the cow when they feed from you, in our point of view, and it’s disconcerting, but it’s really nothing. It’s easier and better than giving blood to the doctor because they can hear your heart, taste things in your blood.” He offered his neck to Zlat.  
 
    Everyone watched as Zlat bit him, and even I did, but it—for me there was always sex involved because of Tristan and Noah and sex. Or the horrid memories with Igor, and that coming to the front of my mind didn’t make me want to watch anymore. 
 
    “You’re dehydrated,” Zlat informed Hagan when it was over. The shocked and disbelieving looks at his critique were almost hysterical. 
 
    “Okay, try me,” one of the guys offered, and we all shot him a nasty look. “What?” 
 
    “You’re diabetic and know it, so testing us with something like that isn’t funny,” Zlat answered, keeping the growl out of his tone even as I saw the annoyance in his eyes. “And you have high blood pressure. You should be donating never.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” he whispered, his eyes bugging out. 
 
    “I can smell the pills and insulin you take in your blood just being near you,” Zlat explained. “I am ancient. So is Goran. We are older than the Christian god these jokes of churches worship.” 
 
    I gave him a look to back off a bit, and he gave the barest of nods. We were on the same side after all, and he wasn’t used to law enforcement being the biggest ball busters always. Plus, everyone was especially cranky since we’d only gotten half of the Shelby County Sheriff’s Department we went for because they weren’t stupid enough to hang out when they realized the shit was hitting the fan and getting the warrants took too long. 
 
    Including the damn sheriff I hadn’t even met yet. He was in the wind. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    But at the moment, I had Deputy Baker, and I was going to make the most of it. I headed to his interrogation, not surprised when he was sitting there smugly like he still had a card to play. 
 
    “If you’re expecting the DA to come save you, he doesn’t even like you, Baker,” I informed him, smirking when his demeanor cracking for a second. “Over a dozen people have implicated you in killing shifters, and I busted you when I asked. He can’t save you, but the only chance you have on the heat coming down is to tell me where I can find the sheriff. Where are he and the others?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, and I wanted to curse up a storm when he was telling the truth.  
 
    I growled and got in his face, flinching when I smelled desire coming from him. “Oh, it’s not that you hate us, you hate that you want us. What is it with you Bible thumpers and your repressed crazy? Killing us won’t change you wanting to experience what we can offer.” I purred as I leaned in and touched his cheek as I draped my influence over him. “And you want it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” he whispered, his eyes glazing over. “I only killed the guys after one stole my cheating whore of an ex-wife. She told me he did things to her—things I could never do, but she never let me do anything fun. Why did he get to? The guys should all die, but I bet the women are freaky and amazing.” 
 
    “We are, but you won’t ever find out where you’re going,” I chuckled, sitting down across from him. “Did you order the hit on Virgil?” 
 
    “Yes. He started all this shit, and I wanted to shut him up, warn the others to shut it. I’ve got a badge, and the shifter whoever can’t touch us. The sheriff was pissed though, saying it was much better to go the lawyers route he contacted to help name you and your people as dangerous animals in court so none of this could stick. He hired them for the third church, knowing full well they wanted an in for their crook clients.” 
 
    “Wow, so he’s a serial killer who is so dirty he’s willing to let human criminals perform whatever crimes if he can too. Awesome. Seriously, awesome. Memphis goes right after Vegas in places I’m not going back to like ever again.” 
 
    Baker filled in a few other blanks, like how the first church were killing shifters with them, and yet that guy was shocked I could easily shake him off when he grabbed me. The victims were all young, like some infected and running away from home and not even turning yet. They were drifters who kept moving so they didn’t have to be in a pack or group and the crap that came with it.  
 
    They had been totally lost and gotten pulled over or had gone to the wrong place and gotten caught. That was how they were able to get so many and still had no idea how powerful we could be. 
 
    They would find the fuck out and soon. 
 
    “Lock him up with the rest?” Sands’s guy asked when we wrapped up. 
 
    “Nope, he’s separate, and the transport should be here soon for him and the shooter. He ordered the hit on an Alpha; that goes far above our paygrades. The Global Shifter Council will extract every ounce of everything out of him and enjoy every second of it.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with Alphas, got it,” the guy muttered, shaking his head. Yeah, the stakes were high, but so were the stakes of being an Alpha. Something had to balance that out when people could kill you for your job and everything you had without any ramifications unless they cheated, and the price for that was big. 
 
    I didn’t care because the people they were ending were dirty, so less scum in the world when we were overpopulated and with scum most days especially. 
 
    I fed big time from Goran in between interrogations, but I was seriously still charged up when we finished work for the night. Sands’s office was running thin, and now a lot of it would be left up to the lawyers and AG’s office, so we could breathe before the next wave of bullshit. 
 
    Professionally at least. The next wave in wolf stuff was already on me, and this time I planned to not only ride it but conquer it so my pack was never, not ever in trouble because of what I did or didn’t do. 
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    I hated to bug Shaw when she was still resting from her genius and crashing hard after it, but I needed to dress the part to effectively smack the pack. I’d already seen the games of fairy court along with hearing stories of how stuff like this was handled in Greece and lots of tips from Simone right after I’d become Alpha and how to be a female Alpha in such a sexist society.  
 
    It was a bit bass ackwards, but the one person who was never the whore or weak in any female roles was the one who dominated others. I hated all the submission and dominant crap that paranormal society revolved around along with blending it into sex, but I had no problem playing roles after years and years of undercover work. And if they couldn’t respect or behave around someone nice, I could be the biggest bitch and badass they’d ever seen. 
 
    Yeah, I had no problem with that. 
 
    The outfit was killer, and honestly, I liked it, which surprised everyone on my side. It wasn’t leather overkill like when people sought to be top dog, as not everything dominant had to be leather. That was trying too hard like little tiny things with four inch heels or more to reach the rest of us. If people were short, so what, they could be badass. 
 
    Their height wasn’t the gauge of how lethal they were, or they were doing it wrong. 
 
    I did have boots on, and the heels were a couple of inches, but the fat heels… No one went to kick ass in stilettos unless it was an action flick to really make everyone drool over the actress instead of focusing on the fighting. Except maybe when it was Charlize Theron. Then it could be anything and she would still rock it like us mere mortals couldn’t. 
 
    The shorts were short, barely covering my ass, and the corset wasn’t bad, certainly not as crazy as some of the ones worn in our burlesque show at the club. But my breasts looked like they were being served up as an offering. What I loved was the cloak. It was sort of like the fairy court cloaks but not green, instead blue to match my eyes. It had sleeves too and was actually super comfortable and thick since it was getting pretty cold out even in Memphis.  
 
    All my people came with me this time, even my vampires. But not anyone who worked for me, as mixing the pack with professional had been what knocked me off my game. They were however watching the perimeter in case someone tried to repeat the last attack or worse. 
 
    The second we stepped onto pack lands, I let out my power that I’d kept locked down last time, all of them feeling it. Even Virgil.  
 
    “Now let’s try this again since apparently our packs are nowhere near as friendly as I thought,” I about purred, smirking at Virgil to let him sweat it out. He didn’t think it in me to be cruel, and it wasn’t, but I would do a lot to protect the people I cared for, and if that meant smacking his whole pack around, I would. “Which of you disrespected me when I came to greet you previously?” 
 
    Hagan, Reagan, and even Theon growled when over three quarters of the pack raised their hands and admitted guilt. The look on Virgil’s face was priceless. He hadn’t thought it was so many of them, and the punishment suggestion he’d given me was for when it was less. 
 
    “I am not a woman, an Alpha, who hold grudges, as those are what the weak do to act like they’re more than they are,” I said loudly, meeting Rachel’s gaze to let her know I put her in that category. She needed to get over herself. Women were more than belles of the ball, and if she acted like that was all she’d been, all she could ever be, she made us all look bad. “So I’m giving you the kindness of apologizing individually. Take it because the other options aren’t fun.” 
 
    Over two dozen immediately did, taking the bites I gave in punishment for being jerks. Only one did I abstain from, as he would have gotten in trouble at work, and he offered me anywhere else on his body to bite that wasn’t visible. That was going a bit overboard, so I let it go. 
 
    “Apologize,” Virgil growled, staring down the others who were holding out. “Even if you fully believe you were right, our pack is not the sort of people who treat a guest as horribly as you all did. While I was distracted on the phone and working hard to keep us safe, you embarrassed us, so offer the apology publicly and understand why you should give it, or deal with me privately, and my wrath will be much, much worse.” 
 
    “That’s how you should have handled it the night it happened,” I chastised him. 
 
    “Honestly, I was so fucking shocked they acted like that, never having seen it before, I thought maybe my pack got drugged.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve had moments like that,” I accepted, thinking more about my old team after I was infected. 
 
    The remaining bulk agreed with what Virgil said and apologized. By the end of that group, my jaw was honestly a bit sore from biting. Ahh, the issues werewolves could have were so much fun. 
 
    “No one else?” I checked, smiling when that left Rachel and five others. I moved faster than they could, maybe even could track, and laid them all out. I stood over her, my boot planted in the center of her chest and pressing down until she wheezed, staring up at me with terror in her eyes. “You aren’t a fucking kid anymore and belle of whatever fucking ball is going on. You’re an adult and representative of your pack and female wolves. 
 
    “You could have started a war with my pack you cannot win, as we’re almost three hundred strong and growing.” Her face went pale, and I shook my head, thinking she was seriously stupid to not have known that before poking the bear. “I am the only female Alpha in North America. We have one now. Instead of supporting that as you should, especially as a female born wolf, you made us all look bad, petty, and stupid. Do it again and I will rip out your throat. Get it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed, not in a hostile way, more like that was all the air she could get into her lungs. 
 
    “Do you have something to say to me, or are you going to have to worry if parts of you can grow back when I’m done?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” she challenged. 
 
    Stupid bitch. 
 
    “I would fuck you up just for the whispers that would spread that I was hardcore instead of what’s being said now that leads you to think I wouldn’t. It’s stupid because I would. I have. What I’m not is cruel nor a tyrant. So apologize like you should, like your Alpha has ordered you to, or I will not only fuck you up but leave here without the alliance that would not only bring jobs but much more to your struggling community.” 
 
    She hesitated longer than was polite, and I lifted my foot and brought it down hard on her stomach.  
 
    “Huh, we could see if I could make you less of a woman and wolf like me. That’s what you said to me among other things, right?” 
 
    “She did what?” Reagan seethed, the rest of my party having matching reactions. 
 
    I smirked at Rachel again, understanding filling her eyes that she was seriously in deep shit and not just with me. “She called me a whore among other things and then said I wasn’t a real woman or wolf since I’m infertile, as if giving babies is all females are good for. I still thought it was way, way over the line.” 
 
    “Something she should be drained for,” Goran hissed. 
 
    “I apologize profusely for my hurtful words and petty actions, Alpha Sera,” she wheezed, baring her throat to me from the ground. “I know I deserve for you or Alpha Virgil to tear out my throat, but I beg you for mercy. Not for me, but my younger sister, as I’m all she has left.” 
 
    “Fine, but teach her how to be a better woman than you have become. We are more than our breasts or giving kids. Fucking do better.” Rage filled me when she nodded but I saw she thought she really wasn’t lacking in anything. I kicked her in the face and knocked her out instead of the bite because the mood I was in, the amount of bitch she was, and I didn’t know I wouldn’t take things too far. 
 
    Fuck, my siren was screaming to end her and the others who held out. 
 
    They apologized after my show though, and that at least helped appease her. I was about to be done with it when I heard a loud broadcaster practically screaming for me to notice him. After glancing around, I locked eyes with a younger guy who hadn’t insulted me so I hadn’t paid him much attention. 
 
    “You said you would have taken one of my Betas’ heads for the insult if my pack did what yours did,” I said, more for the pack’s ears than to repeat Virgil’s words back to him. 
 
    “I did,” he confirmed, hearts of the pack racing at the news. 
 
    “I would never waste life over an insult, and your pack is already devastated losing Ross, so I will be forgiving in the wake of that tragedy.” 
 
    “Your kind heart is why your pack adores you so,” he accepted, sounding relieved it was over. 
 
    Silly Virgil. 
 
    “I want to know which are your Betas and enforcers though.” I shot him a smirk. “I said I wouldn’t kill. I didn’t say I wouldn’t take from the pack after the insult.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod, getting a signal from me that must have made it clear I was up to something but not being a jerk. Good. He was smart enough to get it. 
 
    They were mostly born wolves in his pack. I was sure Memphis was great, but it wasn’t as big of a hub as Chicago or Vegas, so there weren’t many infected shifters flocking there for the anonymity a huge city could give. No, they were mostly born and generations of them. I hated to be cold, but life went on, and someone would need to fill Ross’s place. Just thinking of him my heart hurt, and I couldn’t even fathom how the rest of them were holding up. 
 
    Most of the males of the pack were enforcers. I got a bit annoyed at the sexism that there weren’t but a few females… But I had no room to talk with my pack, though I was working on that. Either way, he could afford to lose someone, and I needed more enforcers and muscle.  
 
    I went over to the guy who’d been calling in my head, getting he was at the bottom of the enforcers. He immediately showed me his neck, and I leaned in, giving it a soft, extended kiss to find out what I needed. 
 
    And did he ever want out of Memphis. Holy crap, he was as loud of a broadcaster as Mike Harris. He was twenty-two, dedicated to the pack, but he wanted more from life. He was a good guy who had always lived in Memphis, from a conservative family who was pushing him to marry his high school sweetheart. She wanted it too and to start having babies, make a home with him… And he wanted none of that. 
 
    The kid wanted to live and have fun in his immortal life, see the world, figure out what he wanted to do beyond his parents’ path they laid out for him. He was willing to do just about anything to help. 
 
    And I was a way to make it happen.  
 
    “I’ve decided to buy an apartment complex near my club to offer housing to some of the pack who work there, need better housing, or even other female paranormals who are vulnerable in the wake of the takeover. I need a manager and someone to work on fixing it, overhauling, or whatever.” 
 
    “I’m a licensed contractor, carpenter, and all around handyman,” he said, answering my unasked question.  
 
    “Good. You’ll also train with Noah to protect the ones that reside there, maybe some escorts after the club closes to make sure our pack gets home safely so late.” 
 
    “Wait a minute here,” his father growled, stepping towards me. “You can’t just—” 
 
    “I can and I will,” I snapped, shooting him a scathing look. “Your whole family insulted me, and that alone made him vulnerable. This should teach you a lesson about starting shit you cannot finish. I came here as a friend, and you almost made me an enemy. This shit needs to stop. We are all in trouble. I get now why packs keep to themselves, act like everything is a fight when this is the sort of shit you pull between each other. 
 
    “We have bigger fucking problems, people! Cops have been killing drifters, the young, the weak. There’s a law they’re trying to pass in Texas that gives normal humans the legal right to shoot us on sight if we shift and they feel we’re being aggressive. Do you get it? We have serious fucking problems besides losing jobs. Pull your heads out of your asses and fucking grow up.” 
 
    “We’re engaged though,” his girlfriend argued, the bite on her neck making me not give a shit. 
 
    “No we aren’t,” he breathed to me, and I gave a slight nod I heard him. 
 
    I walked right over to her, stroking my hand against her cheek and getting what I needed. “You want his DNA, his family’s standing. That’s not love. You want to show you bagged a quality guy. Become a quality woman who doesn’t need a man to stand next to her, love yourself enough to understand you are more than that, and then you’ll find love. You’re immortal and twenty-two. Getting married then is just insane.” 
 
    She lowered her head, totally busted. 
 
    “I’ll take him for the insult,” I told Virgil, guessing he smelled the excitement coming off the kid as I did. “Now, let’s get to the tours and good stuff to see if I’ll still keep the alliance. Queen Laila is waiting on me to decide if the quality of the chocolate coming from your pack is up to Vegas standards, as I made that deal happen.” 
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes when I felt so much shock from his pack. He simply shrugged. “There was a lot to do in less than two weeks because we wanted the help, Sera. I said our alliance was making a lot of deals and potential good to happen, but I didn’t have time to go into specifics.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but from this moment on, your pack and people better fucking wow me because others heard, and others have chocolate and farms that want and will work for an alliance with me.” 
 
    “We’ll live up to it,” he promised, dipping his head in acknowledgement that I wasn’t being a bitch but reacting to his pack’s shit. 
 
    Fucking politics and crap. I just wanted to go to bed with all the crazy and work. Instead I went to my first cattle ranch. I did notice none of the owners of the places that employed the pack had insulted me, and I’d seen a lot of them giving dirty looks to the others who had. At least they got how big of a deal it had all been. 
 
    “Umm, I don’t want to pet the cows if they could be my dinner one day,” I admitted as the owner gave me something to feed them with so I could see the cows. “I have no idea about any of this. All I know is Alpha Simone and I would like to switch from the beef provider we’re using now for the club and her other establishments.” 
 
    “City girl,” Virgil teased me, and I nodded. Yeah, and? It was a bit desensitized to me to pet dinner.  
 
    I held up my hand to cut off what they were going to send me home with as samples. “If the chocolate is up to par, we’re making an immediate order so it can go on the truck that will deliver, right?” 
 
    “That depends on how much you’re going to order,” Virgil answered hesitantly. “We have ideas and proposals for you, but we were going to wait on shipping for that.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought we’d have one truck coming to us or Vegas for chocolate and meat,” I admitted, shooting Hagan a nervous look since that was what we’d sort of discussed with Laila already. “Or come to us, give us stuff, pick up for Vegas from us too for the nectar factory, and head there. We don’t have transportation stuff set up, and we need to. You’re still planning to sponsor some elves and fairies to make this happen, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and we have a few out of work drivers who could absolutely make that happen if we agree,” he promised, looking happy with the possibility. 
 
    “And these fae will be treated better than I was?” I checked, willing to forgive what happened but not forgetting. While making it damn clear it better stop. 
 
    “Yes, you have my word if I have to bash some heads in.” 
 
    Awesome. We left the cattle ranch—which was really silly to go to at night even—and headed to the candy factory. 
 
    “You’re vibrating with excitement,” Reagan chuckled under his breath as we walked in. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see one,” I admitted, hurrying after Virgil and the owners. They hadn’t shut down the factory for the night since they knew we were coming, but had paused the production lines, their auto mixers keeping the chocolate… Something. Honestly, I didn’t hear it all as I was distracted by way too much like a little kid. 
 
    “We have a sampling for you based on what Alpha Virgil described to us along with some idea of possibly expanding,” the owner, Millie, explained, leading me over to a table off to the side. It was her family’s business, and her husband had mated into it. They were seriously in trouble after people had found out they were wolves, so I got that they needed this deal. 
 
    I smiled brightly when I saw the array of chocolate lips waiting for me. “What are they?” 
 
    “We started with milk, dark, and white chocolate lips filled with caramel,” she explained, pointing to each in turn. “We ordered a few lip trays that match our machine, and no offense to handmade chocolates, as they can be lovely, but making them by hand doesn’t improve the taste. We prefer cost efficiency.” 
 
    Sounded good to me. As long as they used the good recipes, yeah, what would be the difference?  
 
    I moaned as I bit into the milk chocolate one. “This is amazing. Crap, this might be better than even Long Grove chocolate.” I wasn’t a white chocolate fan, but Hagan was. Reagan liked dark chocolate, and so did Noah, so they tried those. I shrugged. “Between the adults in my household, we cover all the chocolates in a variety box.” 
 
    She smiled politely. “Now caramel is always a good option, a staple, but we thought you might like a variety for your regular customers. Or plain chocolate all the time and switch monthly with the other options. Along with having them all in a variety pack your store will sell along with the lingerie and costumes we’ve heard,” she continued, showing a lot more options and a very pretty box of lips in different flavors. 
 
    I liked how they thought, as the boxes came in milk, dark, or white chocolate or a variety. 
 
    “For now we kept them in unlabeled boxes, as of course you would want to design that yourselves, but we do have the printing abilities here and the contact to get the nicer boxes,” she continued as I stuffed my face, whimpering they were so good. “Alpha Virgil said he was going to suggest a month pass to the club or discount for frequent quests, and we thought that would be a nicer thank you that could also be purchased in your store.” 
 
    I gasped as she set down a huge chocolate lips, like those big, filled chocolate Easter eggs. “Is it solid?” 
 
    “No, it’s filled with a variety of the smaller lips.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s cool,” Hagan chuckled, checking it out.  
 
    She showed how it worked and the molds that would then be melted together. I studied them and nodded, something else on the edge of my mind. They were starting really strong, and I knew I’d totally recommend them to Laila already. Everything was top quality. 
 
    “We’re actually proposing a whole line for Siren’s Kiss,” Virgil clarified.  
 
    I glanced at the mock up designs, liking the label that was part of our logo but Siren’s Kiss Decadence instead. It was hard not to laugh when I saw the tagline on it saying “for when you want your lover to moan in delight.” That might be a bit much, but it worked and was tasteful. 
 
    What came next was over my comfort zone, but I knew Simone would love it.  
 
    Siren’s Kiss Elixirs—which was a line of edible body glazes, chocolate, caramel, and cherry to start with and could be mixed and matched. I blinked at them and then at Millie, wondering why the sweet woman was going down this road with the presentation. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve known this recipe for years, my momma passing it down. We make it for newly mated couples as gifts, but it’s not something that can be marketed here without flack. There’s more if you’re interested. I’m a fan of the one that you heat a bit for massaging fun or another that hardens like those chocolate shell products for ice cream. Except you don’t pour it over ice cream.” 
 
    It was hard not to blush when I got her meaning, especially when too many people in my group were very interested in the idea. 
 
    She finished what had been on the edge of my mind. “Could you put these inside of the big lips for like a date night gift to use at the end of the date?” I checked, smiling when she nodded, looking like she might laugh. Yeah, I was a weirdo. 
 
    They had a good range of ideas, which I really admired too, like those chocolate spoons for hot cocoa… Basically anything that was about luxury and relaxing.  
 
    Next I tried a huge assortment of bonbons and truffles, basically everything they offered as they gave us the full tour. 
 
    “Our hope is to offer you the finest chocolate covered fresh fruit if everything goes well and we work with the fairies if a greenhouse is built here like Alpha Virgil was saying Chicago has,” she added, stopping at a station. She smiled when I groaned at the array of chocolate covered dried fruits. I dove right in, moaning at how good they were and nicely priced as opposed to like Harry & David nummies that were an arm and a leg. 
 
    Reagan handed me my tablet with the list of what Laila was looking for as I tried every variety. I went to open my mouth as to what was missing, but before I could, she assured me there was more. 
 
    Was there ever. They had fudge, chocolate covered everything and… Oh. My. Gawd awesomeness.  
 
    I was about to give them official numbers of orders but then growled, giving Virgil an annoyed look. “Seriously, you owe me for this.” He was about to ask, but I just shook my head as I pulled out my phone and called someone I didn’t want to. “Remus, hey, it’s Sera. Can I talk to Vlad a moment if he’s not busy?” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Noah checked, frowning. 
 
    “No, but he’ll want this,” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose when Remus told me to hang on. 
 
    “Seraphine, what may I do for you?” Vlad greeted, and I hated how he always phrased stuff like that now that we weren’t friends, like it was a fucking favor he even took the call. Hell, I almost hung up. 
 
    “Actually, it’s what I can do for you,” I answered, rolling my eyes at how everything was a dance or problems. “You met Virgil when he visited and probably heard about what we were talking about with getting chocolates from him and Queen Laila.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware,” he agreed, his tone going stiff. 
 
    “They’re good. I’m in the factory now, and they’re like holy fuck good.” 
 
    “And you wish to promote your new fiancé?” 
 
    “Fiancé?” I hissed, shooting Virgil a look like I might murder him. “Who said that?” 
 
    “Word reached the local vampires who thought I would be interested to know. Are you saying they are mistaken?” 
 
    “Yes, very,” I drawled. “Virgil said he’s courting me, but I’m not leaving Chicago, and he won’t ever leave here, so we’re at a bit of a stalemate even if I was interested. And I’m not promoting him. We’re being civil for the good of Chicago. You offered us some tips and advice for the show, and I’m offering you the same as I have before with Nina’s stuff. This chocolate is better than Long Grove, and I think Remus said that’s where you get yours from?” 
 
    “We do. Mostly,” he murmured. “But that is local and then shipping is not a worry.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I’m bringing this up because we might have a truck coming to us anyways with chocolate and beef if we finish it all out. What would you be interested in that I could bring back as samples to play nicely between areas and help paranormals play nicer?” 
 
    He let out a sigh. “I would have to look into specifics. For Timequake we handle our own chocolate covered strawberries and apples in house, but a better provider for chocolate to dip is not unwelcome.” 
 
    Millie nodded, hope in her eyes. “I’m getting a solid yes they could do that.” 
 
    “Then I would welcome samples, yes.” There was a long pause, and I knew his mind was turning. “My current beef provider has ‘jacked up the prices’ given the climate, saying other organic ranchers will not sell to me, which is nonsense, but if we have a better option in our paranormal family as you put it, I would entertain the idea as well. If there was a truck heading to Las Vegas, I know the LA Master was looking for options as well.” 
 
    I spent the next few minutes explaining the hopeful plan of Laila buying foreclosed farms for elves to help expand and build a greenhouse there too. 
 
    “I would also offer such financing,” he said after a moment. “If they have the people who knew cattle, I would finance an expansion with a guaranteed contract of so many years of meat with a discount on price for the land purchase. You are very right that it is time to help each other, which helps us all overall.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll mention it to Virgil, and you guys can discuss that. I just wanted you to know the chocolate was better than expected.” 
 
    “I thank you for it and thinking of my coven.” 
 
    “You’re a goddess,” Virgil praised as we got off the phone. 
 
    “You don’t know the numbers of what we’re ordering to start,” I chuckled, handing over the tablet to Millie. She studied it a moment, and her eyes rolled up into her head. Luckily her mate caught her and Virgil my tablet, giving me a shocked look when he saw it too. I shrugged. “We’re a new business and it’s the holidays. We’ve got lots of people we’re giving gifts to, so is Laila, and she owns several Vegas hotels and casinos. It’s a lot.” 
 
    “Thank—” 
 
    I reached out and fisted Virgil’s shirt for everyone to see. “But let me be very clear on something before I make this official. Your pack fucks this up for my pack and pisses off the fae, Queen Laila, or any of what we’ve going on that hurts my people, and I will come down here and rain fucking fury and pain. I don’t care if they think me an evil whatever or if we don’t carry on anything physical. Time to decide if their bullshit or helping the pack comes first.” 
 
    “I agree,” he promised. “And I will make that crystal fucking clear and how we need this or we will be in trouble. Getting those bad churches out won’t change all the hearts and minds around here, and we need to show them that we’re not going anywhere even if they try and freeze us out.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page then.” 
 
    One of the Betas raised his hand. “Alpha Sera, um, my cousins own a basket making company in New Hampshire. They’re really nice. You might want to offer a picnic basket with a bottle of the fairy nectar and treats and those body glazes like an anniversary basket.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I admitted, nodding. 
 
    “Nina was looking for a basket option too,” Hagan added and then sighed. “I just gave myself another job, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, talk to Nina on that. She—we need to delegate a bit better or each hire like five assistants. We cannot keep handling as much as we are or we’ll all break.” 
 
    “I know the Alpha,” Virgil cut in. “I can handle this and help to show we’re in on this better networking idea. You help protect too many people and now getting others out. Let some of us who are born and know more people, which are the good ones, to handle some of this. We should have a fucking directory of what each pack has and can offer.” 
 
    “She’s said that several times,” Reagan chuckled as I shook my head. Glad someone else finally was getting it. 
 
    But it would probably happen now that a male Alpha suggested it. Whatever, at least it might get done. 
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    Virgil kept insisting his house was next on the tour while my people could handle all the personal gifts we had a list for and needed to buy. I didn’t get why he was being so pushy… Until I saw him sneak the body glaze samples into his pockets, and then I wanted to go too. 
 
    “There are still several warrants of people that haven’t been found,” Zlat reminded me when I went to tell them I was going with Virgil. 
 
    “Okay, then you’re with me. Goran, you stay with them and make sure everyone’s good at the safe house. I’ll meet you guys there later.” 
 
    “Leave me a lick or two,” Hagan murmured in my ear, knowing what was going on. I couldn’t help but shiver at the desire in his tone, loving the idea of some spoiling.  
 
    Two of Virgil’s Betas came with too, not wanting to leave him alone either when we were going to be distracted. I liked it when everyone was smart. 
 
    We could have had sex at the safe house though, so I didn’t get his insistence at first. Then it hit me. He wanted my scent in his house. He wanted it to be a new level for us where I saw his home. Guys were so complicated sometimes. 
 
    I also understood he wanted to show how alike we were when I walked in and saw the framed puzzle on the wall, a few more on the way to the dining room where he was putting one together. He smiled at me when I chuckled. Okay, we were a lot alike in some ways. Hell, even his house was like the one I’d picked when I had to move out of my apartment. 
 
    The décor was different though. Nice, comfortable, very comfortable and inviting. It had that lived in feel that came from being somewhere a long time. I’d gone to a few people’s houses like that, and it was always a house someone had inherited or stuff from their family that just had lots of history and loving juju seep into the walls or something. 
 
    “It’s great, Virg, and really inviting, but I want to make it clear I’ll never leave Chicago. I won’t leave my job, and I won’t—” 
 
    “I know. I get it, Sera, I do. I don’t know if I could ever leave Memphis, but there is life beyond here and the pack. I thought all I ever wanted was to be Alpha like my dad was, but I saw the toll it took on him and my mom. I don’t know I want to do that forever.” He bobbed his head, realizing I was missing connectors on those dots. “My dad died in an accident, and I took over the pack.” 
 
    “A lot of paranormals die in accidents. Do we think those are really all accidental?” 
 
    “Yeah, they are,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “You know how many people die in plane or car accidents every year, stuff like that. You just don’t hear of us dying of heart disease. My dad was a few hundred years old. Those odds still hit us, or there would be a ton of immortal shifters around.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I accepted after a moment. He slid his hand in mine and pulled me towards the stairs. I swallowed a laugh at his lack of patience akin to my own. “Why, Virgil, are you dragging me off to your room for something dirty?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” he drawled. “There are more sweets up here.” 
 
    “I would have guessed you were more salty honestly.” I did laugh when he tripped up a step, getting the innuendo. Once we were up the stairs though, I saw something in a room he passed and stopped, nodding in there when he looked back at me. “Are you a techie?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m into computers and stuff.” He ducked into the room, and I followed. “I mean, I’m not like your techies at the FBI, but my degree is computer science. I like computers for sure. Our pack isn’t as crazy as yours, but things have been bad since we got found out, so I picked up some gigs building websites to make up for the dip in this year’s tithe so my Betas could get the amount they need.” 
 
    “You’re a good Alpha, Virgil, a good man.” 
 
    “You are too but a woman,” he purred, moving behind me and kissing my neck. “Why did you want to ask? To torture me some more?” 
 
    “Actually, I saw something that made me think of something a bit wild and fun if you’re up for it?” 
 
    “With you? Always,” he promised. I pointed to the serious looking webcam and smirked at him over my shoulder. He frowned. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Wanna show off what you’re doing to me to some others?” 
 
    “Like livestream on a porn site?” he asked, his tone telling me he knew there was no way I’d ever do that. 
 
    I snorted. “No, like Skype. I did a bit of teasing to Dain the other day, and it was seriously fun. I didn’t believe the whole exhibitionist thing of being wolves, but I’m starting to.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah I want to do that,” he groaned, giving me a searing kiss. “Let me get it set up. Text whoever and give them my Skype name. I’ll send them an invite.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone, shaking my head as I typed out the message, wondering how much I’d really changed by getting infected and how much was the dirty girl who had always been inside of me like Brian said. Either way, it was fun, and I didn’t care if people thought it weird or whatever. I liked it. 
 
    “Don’t tell them what’s going on and we can mute them,” Virg suggested five minutes later when he was accepting friend requests from who could get on. That made me laugh, appreciating his evil streak as I put my phone on silent and set it next to his laptop that had the Skype conference. Faces started appearing on the split screen, and I gave a wave, feeling a bit awkward and shy suddenly. 
 
    I thought that might be normal too. Maybe? 
 
    “Hey, there’s a recording indicator,” I complained as I pointed to the screen. “No recording. I’ll end up in some hacked cloud or bullshit I do not want to deal with.” 
 
    “I don’t save shit to the cloud,” he promised. “I know what I’m doing, I swear it.” He moved closer when I shook my head. “They get you all the time. Let me have something to watch when I’m lonely.” 
 
    “I could invite you to conferences if someone figures out how to do this at home,” I countered. 
 
    “I want it with you in my bed,” he murmured. “Sera, I promise it won’t ever go anywhere or get seen by anyone but me. I’ll burn one copy on a CD that I keep in other stuff someone will get rid of if I die and remove every trace of it from my laptop.” 
 
    “Will you really rewatch it?” I sort of liked the idea, and my siren loved it. 
 
    “Yeah, I will,” he chuckled, his voice going deeper. “Someone else will have to accept other calls if the others join us because I can’t wait anymore.” 
 
    “To show me your sweets?” I teased. 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t what he did. Not at all. He covered me in sweets and then licked every inch of me as he diligently got it all off. Hell, he put the shell chocolate on my breasts and never cracked it, taking his sweet time licking the chocolate like a damn lollipop while his hands teased me with sweet and sticky stuff in the best spots possible.  
 
    “I think I might keel over from sugar high if we use anymore,” he admitted, hard and wanting. I glanced over to the computer and saw the call was already going for over an hour, so yeah, he’d had a lot. 
 
    “My turn then,” I growled, rolling us so we were at a good angle for the camera and he was under me before sitting on him. I licked my lips and stared at the camera as I rode him faster and faster. Then I leaned over and fed him power, loving how that felt—either giving or getting—during sex.  
 
    “Should we take requests?” he asked when we finished that round, both of us panting as we stared at each other. “What was that, Sera? That wasn’t like when you fed from me.” 
 
    “No, I gave you power. You’re good for your pack, and I want all the good guys stronger.” 
 
    “You are so amazing,” he whispered. I yelped as he rolled us this time, totally forgetting about the camera or conference as he took good, good care of me. 
 
    A few more times. 
 
    When we finished, I was about to say goodbye and end the conference but saw they were typing now and again, my cheeks heating at the praise and compliments they lavished on me. My siren really enjoyed it.  
 
    “So you guys want to do this more often?” I chuckled, the comments making that fairly clear. 
 
    “Oh, again?” Virg growled, grabbing me from behind and tossing me on the bed. “I’d love to.” 
 
    I thought he meant sex and I was about to admit I was at my limit, but that wasn’t what he meant. No, another few times of taking care of me.  
 
    I was fine with that. By the end, the call was three hours and I was a pile of mush. Virgil gave me a smirk only men could have after thoroughly sating their partner as he ended the conference and carried me off to the bathroom to clean me up. I barely remember it, zonking out sometime during the relaxing bubble bath.  
 
    Wow, he was good. 
 
    The next morning was crazy, and I barely got to grunt at Hagan, Reagan, and Noah, much less ask how they’d liked the conference. The moment we arrived at Sands’s office, the shit started with asshole attorneys and trying to sort out piles of clusterfuck for the AG’s team working on deals off confessions and whatnot. 
 
    “I’m looking for Chief Thomas,” someone said loudly as I passed the main area. 
 
    “Get in fucking line,” I snapped but then flinched, scenting something I never had before. I slowly looked at the guy attached to the voice and swallowed loudly. The guy had to be seven feet tall and was just… Girth. The guy was huge. Something about his eyes made me instantly think of a white tiger I’d seen at the zoo once. They weren’t blue nor green, but something in between and a bit iridescent. 
 
    His lips twitched. “Never met a tiger before?” 
 
    “I’m new,” I answered, shrugging. 
 
    “I’ve never met one of you, and I’m not,” he chuckled then gestured behind him. “I apologize for the delay, but we’re your transport. Councilwoman Haton wanted to send a team that normally doesn’t do transport.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed, reading between the lines. “She sent me help anyways, huh?” 
 
    “She’s fond of you, and I didn’t think she was really fond of anyone.” 
 
    “I grow on people, sort of like a fungus you just can’t get rid of,” I joked. 
 
    “Is that why I want to keep you?” Sands drawled as he walked into the room. “Who are the huge guys?” 
 
    “They work for the Global Shifter Council, and they’re here to help.” Then I really smiled. “You’re trackers, aren’t you?” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “We are. We just finished another assignment, which was the delay in getting here. The councilwoman thought the hold up on the warrants would give too much time for people to rabbit, so she called on us.” 
 
    “Damn, I don’t think we got her a big enough holiday gift,” I admitted, smiling brightly. I went over to him and offered my hand, which they all looked at like I was off my rocker. “Professional setting, guys. I’m working.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we’re also in our professional setting, and we do it formally so there aren’t any questions later.” 
 
    In pecking order. That was what he meant. He wanted to make damn sure if he was taking orders from me, he should and not take over so his ass was covered. I let my power out and cranked it up, most of them giving me comically shocked looks as they bared their necks. 
 
    “I need a damn step ladder to reach you, and I’m not a short woman,” I grumbled. He leaned over, and the moment I got a better whiff and moved closer, my wolf and siren wanted some fun with this tiger. I rolled my eyes at them and kissed his neck, reminding them it was work time and all the wild we’d had the night before with Virgil. “Names?” 
 
    “Axel, I’m Axel, Alpha,” he murmured, his tone going a bit deep. I really wanted to roll my eyes but then remembered I had my power still out and pulled it back in. I stepped away and gave him a look like I was going to need a full name, but he glanced behind me. 
 
    Right, there was no way the council wanted their people registered to them or outed from their probably covert status. Interesting. 
 
    And smart given the attention always around me and from the government. Well, that made me feel better that paranormals weren’t as stupid as they kept seeming now and again. 
 
    “Chief, you’re going to want to see this,” Cooper announced as he came jogging into the room. “We need a TV and fast.” 
 
    Sands brought us to the conference room and went for a remote. 
 
    “So what happened last night?” Cooper asked, giving me a curious look. “I mean, what did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I blurted, shooting Virgil a look like I would kill him if we were on the news. He gave a slight shake of his head like it wasn’t that, and I cleared my throat. “Nothing. Nothing happened.” 
 
    Every paranormal in the room slowly turned and looked at me, totally busting me. I covered my face, unable to even look at them, my heart raced so badly. 
 
    “So apparently you did something really interesting last night,” Cooper muttered, sounding like he was having a hard time not laughing. “But you’re also confused, so you weren’t involved in this.” 
 
    I looked up to ask what but saw the TV and the news broadcast going on. 
 
    “We’re getting word of similar reports at other large ports across the country,” the reporter said, gesturing over his shoulder. “At least seven of the biggest ports in the US, including here in Houston, have a media presence at the invitation of something magical. That was all we were told, but given who the invitation was from—oh, I’m told it’s starting.” 
 
    The camera moved from him, and my eyes about popped out as Laila moved in front of the group, flanked by over a dozen fairy warriors in court garb, swords showing and scanning the crowd as her protection detail should. She walked up on a makeshift stage, stopping in the middle, and smiled brilliantly at the cameras. 
 
    “Her glamour works for me,” I muttered, confused on that. Like when Dain covered Jared and I could still see it. I had never asked how he’d managed that given there had been terrorists and a lot of other things going on. 
 
    “Cameras don’t differentiate power levels,” Axel of all people explained to me. “And when they don’t use it on themselves, it’s more a spell so it works for all but not for long.” 
 
    Okay, that explained Dain’s power then too. Nice to always learn more. I nodded that I heard him and got it. And seeing her glamour, I got why people were totally captivated by her. Ethereal didn’t even cover it. 
 
    “For those of you who do not know me, I am Laila, Queen of the fae,” she greeted regally. “I appreciate all of you for coming out and taking time from your busy day to cover this conference. I and some nobles of my court have traveled to the ten busiest and thus, most polluted ports in this country we live in, on this planet we share. I picked Houston, as it has been a long, long time since I visited here and it was always beautiful. 
 
    “The scenery still may be, but there is an ugliness spreading in the hearts of some. This land that you stole from the native people who lived here you have not taken care of as you should. I was alive before any of you ‘settled’ here, and I suggest people remember that as they shout that this country is yours as humans. We are not aliens. We have always been here. I have been here longer than any of you present here or watching at home. 
 
    “Instead of asking questions about what you might want to know most, learning, you are letting those full of hate fill your ears with nonsense you should be too smart to listen to.” Murmurs started in the crowed, sounding pretty negative. She held up her hand to silence them. “There are people who have met your god, your Jesus, and yet none of you ask what his words were from someone there, listening to only your preachers who read from a book written by men. 
 
    “I do not understand the logic in this, but as apparently some of you will only listen to miracles, let me give you some.” She waved her hand, and a table appeared next to her with filled water goblets. “Who here is thirsty? Would you like some water? Oh no, it should be wine.” People gasped as the water changed to wine. “And food as the story goes, but I believe we can do better than fish and bread.”  
 
    She waved her hand, and a huge breakfast spread appeared on the other side of her. The murmurs turned to amazement. 
 
    “Your Jesus was one of us. He was not fae but a truly powerful warlock.” Several people shouted that she was lying, and she raised her hand again. “There were people who met him that know this. That does not mean he was also not the son of your god. The two are not mutually exclusive, and if you do not think that god or the gods—whichever you believe in—gave us these powers, these abilities, then you are wrong. 
 
    “And as your Bible says not to judge, saying they come from the devil is not only judgmental, but wrong. There is nothing evil in our powers, as they can do good.” She gestured to what was before her. “But this is something human illusionists can do, yes? That is what many of you will say?” She smirked at people to clearly say she wasn’t stupid and knew how it would go. “Then let me show you a miracle no magician can do.” 
 
    She turned away from the cameras and held her hands out towards the water. I watched, hoping whatever she was up to worked out, as we needed the win. A glass bottle came flying out of the water, and one of her guards caught it, dropping it off into a huge garbage bag that appeared in each of their hands. At the same time, they each caught another one, and then another, next cans. 
 
    “Oh my god, look at the shore!” someone called out, and the camera angle changed and my breath caught. I rubbed my hand over my heart as I watched what was certainly a miracle. Pounds and pounds of garbage came out of the water like crabs coming onto shore, rolling over one another until the entire beach was full. There had to be a couple tons there, everything from plastic bags to huge truck tires. 
 
    She turned back to the cameras. “This is who we are. This is what the fae can do. We are just as special as every human in this country. If you have not bothered to learn that, the fault is with you. We have always been who we are, and there is nothing evil or shameful about it. And we are not the only ones. I have seen vampires jump in the line of bullets not meant for them to protect human lives because they can. 
 
    “I know wolves who risk everything to keep the citizens of this country safe. There are witches who help those modern medicine cannot. And some of you want to treat them like the enemy? Starve vampires because you think them evil? Shoot shifters like rabid animals when they are sentient? No, we are not the evil ones. Just yesterday a clan of cheetahs closed their club and went in search of a kidnapped child.  
 
    “There was no evil on our part. They saved that child because they could, because children are precious no matter what species. The world did not change, you simply are no longer ignorant to the wonders in it. We will not apologize for that or if that makes you uncomfortable. We did not invade your world, you were born into the world we already lived in. 
 
    “That is who we are. So remember that as you go to vote on this new proposition to inflict pain on other citizens in this state because all that will do is make us move to another area where we can perform such miracles.” She gestured to the still growing mound behind her. “Especially when we didn’t put these pollutants in the waters we all rely on. Thank you.” 
 
    “She is so my hero,” I whispered, watching as she walked off the stage, inviting people to eat their fill. 
 
    The camera went back to the reporter who was standing there in shock. He shook himself out of it but seemed a bit off his game seeing something like that live. “I’m not sure I have the words to explain what just happened here. We’re told that trucks have been provided by Queen Laila that will take the recyclables to the correct area and the rest to the dump.” He pointed to his right. “It’s not just behind us. It’s along this huge section of shore.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Hagan gasped, and I nodded as the camera showed the long stretch of beach. “She really wasn’t screwing around.” 
 
    “Go big or go home,” I agreed. “Man, she just showed how powerful she is to everyone, not just the humans. Smart Laila.” 
 
    Reports came in that nobles did the same at the other ten biggest ports in the country. Multiples of them went to each one while Laila did Houston all her own and the media focused on her. She seriously was awesome. 
 
    There ended up being a few problems in Georgia and Virginia, but the locals arrested the humans who were the problems. That was good at least, but overall, everyone was talking about how awesome it was. CNN started showing clips from British media and translating reports from around the world as to the reaction. 
 
    “So back to whatever you did last night that worried you so much,” Axel muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Not your business,” I drawled, glad to amuse another person on or who worked for the shifter council. “We have work to do, and if you’re going to help, so do you.” 
 
    As much as I would have liked to bask in the moment and enjoy the praise being thrown on paranormals instead of the flack and bullshit of normal, too many were still in danger, and Memphis wasn’t safe. We would fix that. We had to fix that. 
 
    So we jumped right back into the shit. When lunch came in, I took a breath, looking out at the office, and saw people who cared working hard. It wasn’t paranormals or humans, but FBI and those committed to helping us. 
 
    “You did this,” Axel said, nodding to what I was watching. “You, a brand new infected one of us, pushed over the first several dominoes to turn the tide in a fight you knew nothing about. That is just as miraculous as what Queen Laila did today. That is who you are, and as a shifter, I’m honored you are one of us.” 
 
    “Thanks, sometimes it’s really hard to see it while struggling to catch up with what I am.” 
 
    He snorted. “I was born and went through that. We all do.” He let it go when I nodded I heard him but obviously didn’t want to talk about it at work. “We’ve formulated a plan on who to hunt first. The lowest and youngest on the hierarchy is normally the most prone to making mistakes. We start at her house and track from there, hoping she leads us to the rest.” 
 
    “Smart. What precautions are you taking?” 
 
    “Sands said Memphis PD offered us escorts. Apparently they’re furious that the county cops tarnished the badge when there’s enough protests and claims of police corruption and abuse of power. They want to make it clear that Memphis PD does not stand for that kind of crap.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nice to hear,” I sighed. “They tried to get involved when Ross was shot, and it seemed fishy.” 
 
    “Apparently they acknowledged that and in the confusion came off confrontational. They thought the implication was they were dirty too and got upset. They wanted to be the ones to throw the asshole into lockup and not be gentle about it.” 
 
    “Good deal. Happy hunting.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod, taking in the group of lawyers off to the side. “I would much prefer my task over yours.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” I admitted after he left, probably still close enough to hear me. Still, I had to handle it, stuffing my face before heading back to my stacks of files and reports to match all up. We were doing everything by the book, even if I used my influence. That meant tearing into the lives of everyone we arrested and their residences, vehicles—all of it. No one was slipping through the cracks or cases getting thrown out. 
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    “Deputy Director Galvin approved the overtime for the lab,” Sands informed me, chuckling when my eyes went wide. We hadn’t expected that. “They’re talking about starting a RICO case on that law firm that sent people to try and get you named animals or whatever because whatever they’re hiding is big and not all that legal. You guys have closed a bunch of our big cases including getting that kid to testify from the eBay thing. 
 
    “That’s a huge score, so yeah, the lab’s all over helping too and are thrilled for the overtime before the holidays, as there hasn’t been the budget for any the past two years. Plus, with so many confessions, this won’t drag out into court cases, which is seriously awesome. The first group from the third church with all the fraud calls goes in front of a judge tomorrow since the AG signed off on the plea deals.” 
 
    “That’s fast,” I worried, shooting him a concerned look. 
 
    He simply shrugged. “This is a massive pile of shit, and everyone agrees the faster some of it is cleared up, the better it is for Memphis. The ones making the deals asked for it to be expedited so they’re out of the news faster and their families not put through more hell. They already confessed, so it’s smart to get out of the news if they can.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I just don’t want it to bite us in the ass later that something wasn’t done right and steps were skipped.” 
 
    He snorted. “With this much attention and being under the microscope? I doubt I’m the only one triple checking everything and asking for extra eyes I’m so wiped.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, good point,” I sighed heavily. “It’s just so deep and far reaching, I’m having a hard time digesting that we’re winning or it’s really going to all be handled.” 
 
    He leaned against the doorway and gave a slow nod. “Need a Havers pep talk that this is the way the system is supposed to work? Oh, wait, his one about all the training we go through and well-oiled machine the FBI is that it just seems too easy, but we’ve put in the time to get here?” 
 
    “I do miss his pep talks as the boss. I should record them for when I need them.” I felt my cheeks heat thinking about what else was recorded last night. 
 
    “Seriously, what did you do last night that everyone is poking at you for?” 
 
    “That wasn’t about last night,” I drawled, guessing he was observant enough to bust me. When I was Sera, I was a horrible liar. Undercover and I could make myself believe the sky was dark green and be confident in my character to sell it. But when I was me, I couldn’t fib to save my ass. 
 
    Fuck a duck. 
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    The wins we were getting weren’t making up for the losses and heartache. Not even close. 
 
    We got the third church to all plead out, and that was done, the AG’s office happy it went so smoothly with the judges who even stepped up to hold extra court to make it happen. Awesome. Huge win. 
 
    Except the murderers weren’t entertaining pleas. Even if they’d confessed and were totally busted, they wouldn’t do it, demanding to stand trial, completely sure a jury of their peers wouldn’t convict them for killing animals. I’d been in the FBI most of my adult life, the Navy before that, and never had I seen such a cesspool of all consuming hate. And why? Because of what I was? 
 
    It actually gave me a better appreciation of what black people and other races could go through. I’d thought I understood that pretty well as a woman, treated as inferior, stupider, and lacking compared to men… But the hate was never like this. I could not get over people filled with such hate over things that didn’t matter. 
 
    Who the fuck cared about the color of someone’s skin? Why, just why, did that ever matter? 
 
    As much as I hated my parents—and I did and with good reason—I found myself thanking them for at least dumping me in Chicago so I hadn’t grown up as some of these people did. And that wasn’t to say everyone in Memphis or even the South were bad people… They just weren’t as open minded as a community as other areas of the country, of the world. And it hurt. Not just because of that hate, but I hurt for them. 
 
    There was so much more of the world that they couldn’t see with such huge, bigoted blinders on. 
 
    “We have seen protests and are concerned,” Eva said when I called her after leaving the courthouse as the last of the third church’s plea deals finished. “Your mother is beside herself with worry.” 
 
    I smiled, knowing that meant Eva was too but she wouldn’t admit it. “We’ve got a lot of friends too, I promise, Grandma. The Memphis police are clean. Their boss asked my people to clear them of any involvement so they could help and make the statement they were cleared. It’s just hard.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” She sighed when I paused, wondering if she really did. “This is not the only time we have been hated, Seraphine. It is not even as volatile as I have seen, but with world media that everyone has access to unlike the last wave I witnessed, I do not know how to guide you through this minefield.” 
 
    “Thanks for wanting to, but I’ve got this. As long as you have everything there, protect the boys and any problems, I’m fine. I promise. Has everything been okay?” It was my turn to sigh when she didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    “There were some protests at the club,” she admitted.  
 
    I had a feeling that wasn’t the part she didn’t want to tell me, smiling as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “And how did you handle that?” 
 
    “They started fighting among themselves, people full of hate easily hating each other as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that’s all that happened,” I drawled. “Can we send out anger as we do lust?” 
 
    “You are too young, but desire and lust is an agitation to the body. If you take away the sexual desire, you can ignite flames. We do not normally, as it is a dangerous slope, and we are hunted enough.” I went to ask more, but she kept talking. “But let us talk on better topics. The boys are very excited for you to learn they have all passed their eighth grade standardized tests. After the holidays, Brutus will begin their education for freshman.” 
 
    “That is good news,” I rasped, wiping my eyes as tears formed, needing the good news. The boys had been working so, so hard to get caught up. After so many years of neglect in a broken system—and not just DCFS but Chicago Public Schools—they were vastly behind. “Awesome. That is seriously awesome.” 
 
    “Out with it,” she murmured, getting there was something she’d actually stepped in. 
 
    “Did you know women infected who had an IUD become infertile?” 
 
    “No, no I did not,” she rasped. “Granddaughter, there are not words for the pain you are suffering through so much hate. Your family loves you, and nothing, not an infertile womb or anything else could make you lacking or defective in our eyes. You are a wondrous woman who gives love to six adopted young ones. You may adopt more. Family is family.” 
 
    “Okay,” I choked out, exhausted and letting my emotions get the better of me buried under so much shit. I got myself back together and decided to talk more about the situation keeping me from coming home. “We can’t get them to take pleas. They don’t think others will convict them, even with confessions. Any prosecutor will say it’s damn near impossible to get convictions on murders without any bodies. 
 
    “Hell, I can’t turn them over to the shifter council—as some killed kids, actually under eighteen years runaways—without bodies, as everyone would throw a fit. I can send a bunch there if I can find them. Get confirmation besides names given in a confession they didn’t want to give. It looks shady that they say they didn’t want to give the confessions and then won’t take pleas. One judge could throw them out and fuck all the others.” 
 
    “You cannot track the ones you hunt?” Her voice sounded disappointed, like we were messing up almost. 
 
    I let out a huff. “They were smart. Like evilly smart. They drove from home and into the city. They’ve been tracked onto public transportation and then to car rentals and then… They get lost in all the other trails and rain that’s happened since they fled. We don’t think they’ve left. Maybe left Memphis, but they’re still in the country. We tracked the rentals and found them parked in the city. So they covered their tracks well, but they’re flagged everywhere. 
 
    “They can’t get on a plane, didn’t before we tried for them. No trains. Nothing. So we think they’re waiting us out because we can’t go door to door in Memphis and the surrounding counties. It would be chaos.” 
 
    “Do you wish for advice?” 
 
    I snorted. “I’ll take ideas, sure, because we’re running out and exhausted.” 
 
    “Use your influence to make them talk, make them happy and—” 
 
    “They’ve all lawyered up. It would be way too suspicious and ruin chances later.” 
 
    She sighed. “You need to touch one and get images of their lair, their home camp or wherever they would hide. If you can see it, you can narrow down locations. I assume you have already checked records for land. That is your next step.” 
 
    “I could do that on Baker. He’s going to the council for shooting Ross. I can do what I want with him, lawyer or not,” I murmured, thinking it was a pretty good idea. “Yes, we checked property records. We were expanding the search given what we knew and looking for any foreclosed or strange corporate holdings that hide real ownership.” 
 
    “Good, you have a path. It is patience you lack.” 
 
    “You are not the first person to say that,” I drawled, smiling when she burst out laughing. “How are you enjoying the holiday craziness?” 
 
    “You Americans are a strange breed, for sure. The young ones wanted a certain decoration, which we purchased. You now have a six foot inflatable turkey on your front lawn. They’re plotting Christmas decorations since you admitted you love that time of year even if you hate your birthday.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Everyone’s nicer around the holidays. Everywhere you go people wish each other a ‘Merry Christmas’ or ‘Happy New Year.’ It’s like for two months people are nice, and I like that. It always gives me hope that maybe we can always be like that to each other.” 
 
    “That would be a future I would fight for,” she agreed. 
 
    We went over a few more things, and hearing how much power she’d been feeding to the pack made me feel better as well. She could do it easily. Apparently she was also having fun with her fling with the Martins so… Yeah, that wasn’t weird for me to talk about. I’d thought it had just been that one night, but no, apparently it was going to be the whole time they were in town. 
 
    My life was so weird. 
 
    As if to prove my point, Theon intercepted me, his frown speaking volumes as to whether I would like what he would tell me. “My father is coming.” 
 
    I scrunched up my nose. “Here?”  
 
    “No, to Chicago. He has not given his permission for me to infect the men you wish to join the pack.” 
 
    I let out a huff and leaned against the wall. “I didn’t know this was a thing. You’re an adult. Why the fuck do you need his permission?” 
 
    “It is the way it is done,” he explained. “The head of the bloodline decides such matters of who will become family.” He shook his head when I went to argue. “You have become a Dorcus for all intents and purposes. That is how shifters are of notable bloodlines and the seriousness taken with infecting someone. You know the ramifications and responsibilities that leads to.” 
 
    I sighed, nodding. Right, Alena and everyone had basically adopted me and were blamed for anything I didn’t know. Like family actually. “He’s not asking for my permission to visit or anything? Or is that what you’re asking for?” 
 
    “No, Father would never ask that,” he answered, clearing his throat as he looked away.  
 
    “Great, a sexist guy, awesome. So does he know Eva is there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I growled. “Theon, I get you don’t want to bash your family, but you’re Beta of our pack. I need to know what’s what. Especially when we’re in the shit.” 
 
    Anger flashed in his eyes for the first time I’d ever seen, but he lowered his head again. “He is no danger to our pack, Alpha. I know my responsibilities more so than you, as I have lived in the strongest pack in the world my whole life. My family squabbles, or the reason I did not wish to stay in Greece, are my own. With all due respect, it is not your business, the matters I disagree with my father on.” 
 
    I softened my tone, reaching out and moving my hand to his arm. “Theon, I’m not asking for gossip. I’m asking to make sure I don’t get trapped into something. I don’t care if your dad brags about whatever or boasts or postures. I want to know if I’m walking into something sticky.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod, rubbing the back of his neck. “It would be unwise to lower your guard around him. He does not believe that female minds have the strength of male ones, even if our strain makes the females stronger otherwise. He resents that.” He turned and walked away, obviously done with the conversation. 
 
    I let out a huge groan as my head thumped back against the wall. Just what I needed, another snake slithering into town. Granted, Eva could handle him, was probably prepared to handle him, but it really wasn’t something I wanted to fucking deal with. I quickly shot her a text in warning, flinching when my phone rang the second after I sent it. 
 
    “Thomas,” I answered. 
 
    “My team has called in that they have safely secured the six witches from Damascus. The soon to be seven witches, I should say.” Milo chuckled when I started cussing up a storm. “Yes, one was pretty pregnant. She says it’s not the third trimester yet, but they’re almost to Greece to fly right here anyways.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Shit happens on missions. Nothing can be done if people don’t tell us everything. She didn’t think anyone would come for her and her husband if they admitted they were pregnant.” 
 
    “I can see how that might have been a factor for others. You were going for five though, if memory serves.” 
 
    “We were,” he confirmed. “We were able to get one an escort we know to the extraction. That was not cheap, but given where she was pinned down, it was a fucking miracle really. They were actively looking for her, knowing her parents were paranormals. Ms. Jezebel already said she would cover that cost, so I’m just updating you.” 
 
    “Good. Thanks. I could use some wins. Theon just let me know his father is coming in for an unscheduled visit.” 
 
    “Problems with the plan?” he asked nervously, and I didn’t blame him. He needed to be turned to survive. 
 
    “Yeah, but I won’t screw you, Milo. I’ve already talked with Eva, and if you keep your end, I’ll infect you myself. I don’t think you want to be infected by my bloodline though because of all the headaches and hoops from being family to the queen if you get me. I would be all over this, but it’s bad timing. I’m giving you permission to talk to Jonathan or one of the Betas there to talk to the other visiting Greeks. 
 
    “Maybe there’s like a commoner bloodline or something where it won’t be such a thing. I don’t get all of this, but it’s sort of like marrying into the family I guess, and that comes with shit if it’s certain families. They’re doing me, my bloodline, a favor by giving me what we want, but that’s the price for immortality. You can’t add it later so… Yeah.” 
 
    “I get you,” he grumbled. “I may speak directly with Eva. She has been vastly interested in the ops we’re working. I honestly think she was a bit bored being the matriarch figurehead in such a set and smooth running pack. I know a good adrenaline junkie when I see one.” 
 
    “Part of it is being a wolf. We like to hunt,” I admitted, shaking my head. I could absolutely see that of Eva. “Shit, take her with if she wants when I get back. She—you can’t feel her power like we can, but it’s vast. I mean, I can’t even think of something to compare it to besides how standing in a nuclear reactor might feel if there wasn’t the death thing. When she lets it out fully, even humans stumble away from her.” 
 
    “I’ll bring it up because with as fast as she is, she definitely wouldn’t be a hindrance. She might make a mess, which hurts extraction, but well, I’m okay with assholes dying, so damn, drop her into a terrorist cell and let her hunt all she wants.” 
 
    It was a bit mass murdery for me, but that had less collateral damage than even a tactical air strike so… Another plan for another day. 
 
    “We got word that the two families of fairies got all their belongings on the container out of Uruguay. That route is secured and looking for business, if you get me. I would recommend that being how we handle any extractions in that area. The more clean money they have coming in, the less chance cartels try to move in and take over that port. Stuff doesn’t draw as much attention traveling, as they did a good job hiding it with… Something. I didn’t catch what.” 
 
    “They can glamour stuff like they can themselves and it works like a spell, but I don’t get all of that either. And the families?” 
 
    “On schedule to be extracted out of the airstrip we paid to borrow and no one notice. Queen Laila handled the funds for that along with the shipping container. Her people are extremely well trained but not the best at blending. They are too used to making themselves prettier, which draws attention. You know this from undercover. Sometimes the person that gets missed most often is the ugliest.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear you. Talk to Davis at my office. Her family is mostly protection magic. I’m wondering if she knows something like Jedi mind tricks, you know?” 
 
    “Right, ‘these are not the droids you seek’ stuff. Got it. I had the appointment with the paranormal doctor you’re looping in, and he’s gotten everything from my doctor, so thanks. I didn’t think of working with someone who understands what will happen. He’s got some ideas that might make us have a higher success rate.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I confirmed, wanting to reiterate that we wanted this to work too. Milo and his people were way more valuable than I’d even known using them undercover. They had people and contacts everywhere they’d built up over decades. 
 
    We talked a bit longer about what came next and then hung up. It made me realize there was one more call I needed to make to continue getting so much off my brain. 
 
    “I’m not engaged,” I told Tristan when he answered. 
 
    “I know,” he mumbled, and I realized I’d probably woken him up given he worked nights. “Why would I think that?” He let out a deep groan before I could answer. “I was there when Vlad took the call. That man… Everyone knows the Memphis coven tries to act like they’re at the center of all types of information, their hot commodity, but they gossip like elderly humans in group homes. They rarely know shit.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I realized I talked with Vlad and meant to call and make sure you knew—” 
 
    “But you’re in the shit there. Yeah, I’ve been watching the news and covered an extra security shift at the club since so many went to help you.” 
 
    “Thanks, really.” 
 
    “Officially you’re good for Chicago, and several of us from the coven did make clear that we feel that way and we want you in charge. Unofficially you know I’d do anything for you, Sera.” 
 
    “I still appreciate it. I’m glad I got you something nice then for Christmas.” I smiled when he burst out laughing, loving when he let out the rare full belly laugh. 
 
    “That Skype conference was the best I think I’ve ever gotten. I thought I’d get blisters on my hand it was—” 
 
    “On that note, I’ve got to get back to work,” I chuckled, shaking my head at how vocal all of them had been about me doing it again. “Thanks for making me smile when I needed it.” 
 
    “I always will. Just call if you need another one. Promise?” 
 
    “Yeah, I promise.” I sighed as we hung up. It was sort of fun to have so many suitors if they didn’t all demand shit from me. Want, sure, good. But demand was too much. 
 
    Hell, it made up for all the years of being a non-dating dork who’d had no game. I liked feeling sexy. Who didn’t? 
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    The next morning, I took a break from the office and headed to one of the houses of the ten Shelby County Sheriff’s Department people evading us. I was speaking with a Memphis PD Lt. who had volunteers helping us comb through every piece of evidence that could lead us to a place specifically. 
 
    “We have your techs and ours scouring every electronic that’s been found to find pictures so we maybe can pull metadata for locations. It’s a shot, but it’s another route besides scouring every tax record and bank statement to find this place.” 
 
    “Good, yeah, that’s—” I let out a huge, obnoxious yelp as something freezing touched my upper thighs and almost dropped my coffee. I spun around with my hand on my gun only to find a gigantic white tiger sitting there with mirth dancing in his eyes. “Don’t make me shoot you, Axel.” I reached out and bopped his nose. “Huge, cold, wet noses do not go under skirts in winter. If you stuck your hand up my skirt, I would have beat you to a pulp.” 
 
    “You okay?” the Lt. asked, having a hard time not laughing along with the others working. 
 
    “Skirts in winter are not fun even if it’s warmer here than Chicago, but I didn’t pack for myself—which should teach me to do it. I can’t think of the last time I yelped like that.” I growled when several of them bobbed their heads like sure, sure. “It was like sitting on an ice skating rink buck naked.” 
 
    Yeah, then they winced. 
 
    I swatted his face when he tried for the side. “I get it, the tension is too much and you guys don’t like it, but I’m working here. Can you stop trying to get me to flash someone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” someone asked, glancing between us. 
 
    “We can feel what everyone around us does,” I explained, wanting another several breakfast sandwiches if I had to be patient and teach. “Everyone involved is pissed and tense and frustrated and—we feel it. It’s like ants crawling over us when we’re around it. Some are more sensitive to others or like me, I’m more powerful so I can block it out. But noobs? Kids? It’s really hard on them like when parents are always fighting around them.” 
 
    “Wow, you guys would be awesome friends to have,” she praised. “No one could ever get anything by you.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I admitted, shrugging. “And it’s not exact with a lot of interpretation. It took me a while to get what fear smells like.” I got several looks like they wanted to know, so I told them. “It’s like ice. When the ice storm or super cold storm system comes in and you can feel that chill in your bones and everything is just frozen. That’s what it smells like to me.” The nose came back, and I thumped my fist on his head. “Don’t act like a dumb cat. We know you’re a man.” 
 
    “Oh, I think the man wants to stick more than his nose under your skirt, Chief,” she drawled, walking away with another box to bring back to the office. 
 
    “And he wants to talk to me alone,” I added, searching Axel’s astounding eyes. “I get it. You don’t want to show your junk to my colleagues. Thanks, but we were talking.” He got more insistent, and I sighed, heading around the detached garage off to the side. 
 
    He shifted back and corralled me against the wall, leaning in and sniffing me. “Feed, Sera. I can smell how tired you are. I can take it, so feed a lot. We need you at your best.” 
 
    I agreed, and he made me give a stupid chick yelp, so I accepted the kiss, moaning when he deepened it and not just because he was an amazing kisser who seemed to want to map every inch of my mouth. No, it was the very vivid images I was getting from him. 
 
    None of them something that could be seen on regular TV. Hell, HBO was probably out. 
 
    “Take out the clip,” I ordered, smirking when he shivered. He wanted to do it so badly and loved my hair that I was willing to change the mood of my day and tease him a bit. He did it, and I shook out my hair, adoring the way he touched it, how he saw me. 
 
    He cupped my cheek and gave me a deep stare. “I never believed in the allure of sirens. I thought it was all bullshit men say because their little head rules them. I still think it’s bullshit. But your allure is undeniable, Sera. Your body is—there are no words for it, but you are so much more than that. Your heart is so big, so kind in a world that is not. Being around you, I can feel hope I have not in a long time and do not know if I believe in. 
 
    “The determination you have, unfailing determination, is like no one I’ve ever worked with. You would never leave here, never quit, never stop fighting for justice. So many give up, on politics, on fighting, on caring, and yet it’s what drives you. You have to do what’s right. It’s admirable, and I absolutely believe your allure, your song, would lead any moral man to follow you anywhere.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, not sure anyone had said something quite so beautiful to me before. “I was always like this before I was a wolf, Axel. That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “I know, and your wolf is just as moral, which makes you even more amazing,” he purred, leaning in and giving me another kiss. I fed, and I fed big, not just because I needed it or he would enjoy it. He was tasty. Not just powerful, and definitely not like my ancient vampires, but different. His energy was so different as a tiger, and my siren liked it a lot.  
 
    “You can see them,” I breathed as I kissed along his chin. His breath caught, and I bit back a smile. “You can see them, Axel. Do you want to unwrap them?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, his hands moving to my blouse as he moved away. He slowly unbuttoned my shirt, licking his lips when he revealed more skin. Then his fingers skillfully undid the front clasp of my bra and he pealed back the material, letting out a soft, deep moan. Then he just stared at them. “Are they real?” 
 
    “Of course they are,” I chuckled, not having thought that’s what he would say. “Most FBI don’t get breast implants or whatever.” 
 
    “I’ve never touched someone who can see everything I want to do to them, how I want them,” he admitted, almost sounding embarrassed. 
 
    “You’re a loud broadcaster, and I get a bit swept up in it,” I admitted. I leaned in and pulled his head back down to feed more, rubbing my chest against his in a way he very much enjoyed. I kissed up to his ear and gave him a bite. “Find who we’re looking for, and I’ll let you touch them the next time I feed.” 
 
    “Taste too?” he panted, itching to see if I was wearing panties because he didn’t think I was. 
 
    “Yes, and yes, I’m commando.” I didn’t tell him Hagan forgot to pack me more and we were already over how long we’d thought we’d be there, but let Axel think I was always naked under whatever I wore. He buried his face against my neck and groaned, his hands moving to my hips. “Find them for me, Axel. Please? I need you to find them for all of us.” 
 
    “I will, I swear it. I think we might be getting close.” He cleared his throat and moved away. “I have a lot to offer you too, Sera.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow in challenge before looking where he wanted me to, taking in a slow, deep breath as I inspected it. I smirked at him as I met his eyes again. “I have an elf at home that can stand up.” My heart rate picked up in excitement as he growled, moving aggressively to box me in against the wall. “He worships me anytime I want. Massages every inch of me, teases and pleasures me before always tasting all I offer.” 
 
    He groaned, kissing me. I fed, feeling him spasm against me. “I would do all of that and more. An elf cannot give you the power I could, Sera. I would take you like no one has before. I would make you scream for me as long as you could hold out. Hours. Hours and hours if you wanted.” 
 
    “Maybe after we finish if you ever visit Chicago,” I accepted, wanting all of it and more, but we were working and I had enough on my plate. 
 
    “I would make the trip any full moon you wanted me to,” he swore. 
 
    “Back to work then,” I chuckled, parts of me excited at the idea and needing to cool it. “Do you want to wrap them back up?” 
 
    “No,” he sighed after a moment. “I couldn’t not touch them.” He moved away, still wanting to watch the show it seemed. He moaned and actually fisted his hands as I reclosed the bra and adjusted myself in it. “One more feed? Take more. I can recover before we head back out.” 
 
    “You are tasty,” I praised. His lips were instantly on mine, and I took what he offered while moving his hand to my ass, knowing he wanted to see if it was as firm and perfect as he hoped. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    I headed out after that, wound up but completely fed, my siren seriously happy with that given how much stress we’d been under. I was about to hit the main road when my phone started beeping. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I read the text from Sands that we’d found their location. The next text had the address, and I tapped it, pulling it up on Google Maps and setting the navigation. I floored it, praying we could end this, take them in and find out more as they seemed to be the ones who knew anything. 
 
    The ringleaders for sure.  
 
    I made it in less than ten minutes, glad the directions were pretty basic and even the country roads were well labeled… Except I was the only one there. I slowed to a crawl the moment I turned into the long drive. How was I first on the scene? 
 
    Fine, I had been closer to it than the office and certainly anyone coming from inside Memphis as opposed to where I’d been on the outskirts. But people on our side were checking others of the ten locations and they were closer. 
 
    I picked up my phone and growled when I saw I didn’t have service. Funny, because I’d needed it to get the GPS directions. Rolling down the window, I was hit with more than cold air, but excitement. I parked about halfway down the drive instead of up to the semi-circle of buildings, which was probably their kill zone. 
 
    “How stupid have the people you’ve been working with been to fall for such an obvious trap?” I called out as I got out of the car, noting where I got racing heartbeats from. Only one was very steady, and he was most likely the boss. 
 
    “You came, didn’t you?” a deep drawl chuckled. “But you caught on before I would have guessed.” He was the steady heartbeat and Sheriff Hardin, if I had to put money on it. 
 
    I heard a click and dropped, the window above me in the door shattering. “Not so easy to shoot when I’m not young and powerless. I also come with more tricks, Hardin.” I opened my mouth and let out a howl as if I had people close enough to hear it and shake them up, but instead screamed when intense, scalding pain lanced my chest.  
 
    And I knew it wasn’t a bullet. Riley’s face flashed in my mind, and I knew it was bad. Really bad as I coughed up blood all over the ground, barely having enough attention on the shit I was in to keep covered. I heard several bullets land on the door, them thinking I was up to something, but I couldn’t seem to process it. No, Riley was dying, and nothing else mattered. 
 
    More and more blood came out of me, and then just like before when Vlad had rebound Tristan to him, it stopped, the echoes of it beating me up badly. Except this time it was worse because I knew Riley was dead. It wasn’t only the bond dying this time, but Riley, and the pain that caused me had nothing to do with metaphysical siren stuff. 
 
    I snarled as a bullet landed in my arm that had been covered, knowing they were moving positions while I was down, figuring someone got a shot. I felt another hit my leg that wasn’t covered by the door, and I dragged myself behind the car, barely able to move, I was so beat up and shaky. I couldn’t stop sobbing, yanking off my jacket as I dug out the bullets, the pain nothing compared to what I was already feeling.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t run. I couldn’t do much but sit there and try to recover. I was going to give a big, fat, fucking thank you to Axel when I saw him next. The feeding he’d given me might be the only thing that made me survive the hell I was in.  
 
    One thing at a time. One fucking thing at a time, Sera. Push on. You have to push on, or everyone back home is dead too if you aren’t there to protect them! 
 
    Finally that was enough to make me regain some focus. I locked onto the heartbeat nearest me as I pulled out my gun. My left side was shaky from still healing, so I moved to the right bumper where I could peek out my right hand enough and found my target. I put three in the guy before they even realized what was going on.  
 
    One down, nine to go.  
 
    I rolled my eyes as their hearts flipped out, the pain still echoing inside me and making my head throb, so it was hard to lock onto one of them. I couldn’t throw my influence over the area and fuck with them, it was my siren that was hurt most. My wolf howled at losing one of ours, but I reminded them both we were going to die if we didn’t get it together. 
 
    Who knew the human part of me was the best at prioritizing and compartmentalizing? 
 
    The wounds healed from the bullets, and my head cleared a bit, enough to realize I wasn’t going to take out ten hunters this way. The best thing on their side wasn’t just their sniping skills, but whatever was keeping me from getting help. They wouldn’t have kept that on them, too much risk if I was shooting back, and they had to assume I would even if I’d gone into their designated kill zone. 
 
    No, it must have been a remote control for when they saw me pull in. Which meant it was in one of the buildings. I locked onto the heartbeat above the building nearest to me, a barn structure. I checked with my wolf that she was with me, aligning with her while my siren recovered, and took off, knowing they’d never hunted anyone as fast as me. 
 
    The barn doors were locked, but that was nothing for me. I barreled through them, turning to face up as I moved under the heartbeat and fired until I didn’t hear the heart anymore.  
 
    Two down, and eight bullets used. Each gun had a clip of seventeen… And I’d just left the place that had the extra ammo. 
 
    “Coughing up blood, Sera,” I growled, shaking off the landing on so much broken and splintered wood. “You were just coughing up blood and not able to move. You get a pass.” 
 
    I might have laid into myself about more, but I smelled gas, smiling.  
 
    Gas burned.  
 
    Fire brought firemen. 
 
    Which meant help. 
 
    I found several cans in the back of the barn and hurried to dump one as I found something to light the fire. I flicked the old lighter and heard the zip of the bullet too late to move, hissing as it landed in my upper right arm, which was my best shooting arm. Then there was the problem of the fire I’d just started before I’d gotten out of the way better because of course the lighter had lit and I’d dropped it on the gas when shot. 
 
    I darted to the back of the barn as I dug out the bullet, shivering not just from the cold but the blood loss. I checked the bullet, thinking of something, and sighed in relief that they weren’t gold. At least these assholes didn’t know enough to use gold bullets. 
 
    I smiled as someone smelled the smoke or saw the flames, realizing there was another on the barn. I ducked out the door and smiled up at the asshole who was climbing down, my gun out when his wasn’t since he was holding onto the ladder.  
 
    One head shot and seven left. 
 
    I saw a flash on the roof closest to me, my gun not having a silencer, so I was pretty obvious when I used it. But it took them a moment to line up the shot, whereas I didn’t need that, firing in the direction once to keep them startled while I locked on. The second was a direct hit through his chest, his heart stuttering and stopping before I took my next breath. 
 
    Four down and eleven bullets used. 
 
    I turned and locked eyes with someone across the kill area on top of the extra structure that was newer built but not part of the house. I raised my gun, and he rolled to the side to get out of the way… And rolled off the roof. I watched as he dropped the two and a half stories and landed in a way he wasn’t getting back up. 
 
    Clearly these guys weren’t all the highest quality of hunters. 
 
    Five down and eleven bullets used. I shrugged. Better for me. 
 
    One of the gas cans blew in the barn, and I instinctively turned to get away and took two shots. I hissed and darted over to a fat tree that would block me from all the buildings and away from the barn. 
 
    “Boss, we’re not taking her in alive,” one of them called out. 
 
    “We need her alive or we don’t get the way out,” Hardin snapped. “That was the deal.” 
 
    Oh, good, so this was a whole other shit storm and rabbit hole I had no idea of. “Who wants me?” 
 
    He snorted. “Wouldn’t you like to know? No, I’m not as dumb as the ones you’re used to getting everything from, those with weak minds and hearts.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. If my siren was how she normally was, I would gladly show him how weak his mind was, and his heart was missing. 
 
    I heard a car engine and peeked around the tree; my mouth fell open as someone shot the guy trying to flee. Well, apparently you were with Hardin or you got dead. Damn, that would have been the one who would have told us everything. I sat back against the tree and sighed, getting the other bullet out finally. There was a pool of blood from taking so long, my clothes just covered in it.  
 
    Was there any blood left in me? Or hydration at all as the waterworks kept going? 
 
    Six down and eleven bullets used, but now I needed one of them alive to question. Probably Hardin to get all the answers.  
 
    Fuck a duck. 
 
    I got enough air and moments to rest to do the original plan, throwing back my head and letting out the deepest howl I could. “Who do you think will find us first? The firemen or my people?” 
 
    “No one around to call them,” he snapped, sounding agitated things weren’t going to plan. 
 
    I smirked as I checked on the smoke. “Oh, I’m pretty sure they can see that from at least the nearest suburb. I give it about five minutes until we hear sirens. Was the cell jammer in the barn?” 
 
    “No, it’s—” 
 
    “Shut up, idiot,” Hardin yelled. “No one talk to her. She’s just an animal.” 
 
    “Fuck and you.” Fine, not productive, but I felt better. 
 
    “Northern rudeness. Even the animals have it.” 
 
    “You’re shooting at me, and you seriously can lecture me about rudeness? While calling me an animal. Are you fucking kidding me? I’m going to pull your intestines out through your nose and show you rude, you fucking sociopath.” 
 
    “Try it, girlie. There are still four of us, and you’ve been shot multiple times.” 
 
    I laughed, waiting until I was done to launch the bullets over the building nearest me and into their kill zone. “Oh, those bullets? I dug them out and healed already, dickface. You were picking on kids and babies. I’m neither, so seriously, you’re fucking dead if someone doesn’t get here and arrest you first. Your choice.” 
 
    “I’ll choose my freedom and you in a cage.” 
 
    “Even if you win here, you won’t be free. Not ever, and we both know it. You have a global council after you, plus the FBI if you take me to whatever.” I was going to say more, but the wind blew hard and the smoke away from me… And something else towards me. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it was bad.  
 
    And I knew I had to see it with my own eyes. 
 
    I pushed off the tree and raced all the way to that other building across the kill zone the guy had rolled off of. The one that wasn’t part of the house or outbuildings. I rammed the doors and realized what it was.  
 
    A clubhouse for all their trophies. Not animals they stuffed like douches did, but actual heads mounted of the shifters they’d killed.  
 
    In. 
 
    Human. 
 
    Form. 
 
    It took everything I had not to vomit all over the floor. Rage filled me, not just at how sick it was, but that people would treat us like prize kills, which I found sick enough. I couldn’t stop the shift, which lost me my ability to shoot. I heard one on the roof and dove out the window, grabbing onto a drainpipe since I was in my third form. I vaulted up onto the roof and leapt at the woman up there. 
 
    She turned to get the rifle pointed at me, but I knocked it away and tore out her throat, smiling as she gurgled for air. I tossed her into the kill zone like the trash she was. 
 
    And got another bullet. This time in the lower back. Damn. That was going to be hard to reach. 
 
    Seven down, and limitless uses of claws. I could do this. I had to do this. 
 
    I jumped off the building just in time to see one changing positions to the garage close to the house. I reached behind me and picked up one of the shattered doors of their clubhouse and launched it at her.  
 
    Yeah, she was dead after that. With a very loud plop as she landed. 
 
    Eight down, and the last two were up on the house. I darted for the front door and skidded to a halt as I smelled the explosives. Clever fuckers. It wasn’t enough to blow up the house they were on, but enough to send me flying and knock me out as a shifter if I’d opened the door. 
 
    “I can smell them, asshole,” I snarled. I dove through the window instead and headed for the stairs to get up on the roof, too beat up to scale another building. Right as I reached the second floor, they started shooting through the roof, and I took two more bullets. Unfortunately one in the thigh as I was stepping up, so I tumbled down the stairs, groaning at the abuse I was taking.  
 
    My right arm was going numb, which wasn’t good, so I hurried to dig out the two new bullets, swearing up a storm when the wounds weren’t healing very well. Fuck. I was really on my last leg. 
 
    And both of them had been shot. Awesome. 
 
    I lost patience and turned on the gas oven, finding another lighter in a drawer after a few tries. Apparently I was a bit of a pyro when exhausted, beat up, and crying uncontrollably.  
 
    I went out the window I’d come through just in time to watch one fall off the roof and land five feet in front of me still alive. I fixed that by kicking him into the rigged door, the explosives finishing him. 
 
    “Just you and me now, Hardin,” I called out, the boom from the oven and explosives done echoing in my ears and probably his by then. I leaned against their clubhouse out of sight from the roof.  
 
    “Yeah, but you need me alive,” he yelled, his voice echoing and hard to locate because of all the destruction and roaring fires I’d started. 
 
    “No, you need me alive,” I drawled. “I know a necromancer who can bring you back and make you tell me everything I need to know.” 
 
    I smirked as his heart finally raced. It was a lie, of course… Actually I had no idea what Miles Remington was capable of. I knew the basics, sort of, but not everyone knew what I could do. 
 
    Let me help! 
 
    I nodded for my siren to take over, glad she was recovered enough to jump in. The three of us aligned, and I felt a pulse of power shoot out from me. It was just the one pulse, and I had no idea what it was, but it seemed to take the rest of the energy out of her… And us. Shit. 
 
    He moved around the clubhouse as I tried for that last bullet in my back, something sharp poking me in the ass as I tore myself up worse before giving up. Keeping it in was better than the blood loss of trying to get it out. Spots formed in my vision, his heartbeat echoing obnoxiously in a way I could focus on it. 
 
    “Nine good officers to get you,” he sneered as he came into view.  
 
    “You mean nine serial killers?” I drawled, rolling my neck to meet his rage and hate filled gaze. “You’re done, Hardin.” 
 
    He snorted. “You’re sitting in a pool of your own blood. I might be the only option to save you.” 
 
    “Yeah, not happening,” I chuckled, coughing as it became hard to breathe. “Whoever wants me will just have to try again later, but I’ll get them first.” I shifted back so he was distracted by a naked woman spread out before him. It worked because he started to lower the rifle. 
 
    And I threw the rock I’d been sitting on at his head, the force of it snapping his neck. He collapsed to his knees, and then to the ground.  
 
    I had a moment to regret not keeping him alive for information, but I didn’t have long left conscious. Sure enough, as the adrenaline started to recede from the fight being over, everything was going dark. I fought to push to my feet, too close to the fire spreading at the house. I needed to get to my phone, guessing the jammer had been there and was done now. 
 
    It didn’t happen. I made it as far as the door to the clubhouse I’d shattered before everything went dark and I had a moment to wonder if I was dead like Riley. 
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    Every inch of me hurt. I felt a hand squeeze mine as I struggled to swim to consciousness. Finally I opened my eyes and met the cobalt blue ones I knew so well. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Tears filled Tristan’s eyes. “He started remembering more. He was working with that trauma counselor Phobie knew in Greece and started remembering. She said he was upset, understandably, as some of what he thought were weird nightmares over the years were real parts. He didn’t want to remember anymore. He left letters for you and Jesse. He didn’t want to remember, Sera.” 
 
    I swallowed a sob as what he was telling me sank in. He killed himself. “We were never supposed to lose people, not like this. How did we miss this?” The wail came out as I curled into myself, Tristan hurrying to hug me. 
 
    “Sera, Sera, this isn’t on you, okay? He was sick.” 
 
    “We should have—” 
 
    “Riley knew, Sera,” he choked out. “Sera, he knew. He was a nurse. He knew what he felt wasn’t normal.” 
 
    “Don’t blame him,” I snapped, hating when people did that. If someone was mentally ill, it wasn’t their fault! 
 
    “I don’t. I don’t, but you cannot blame yourself either,” he begged, moving me so I was on his lap. “You guys weren’t even speaking. It’s not my fault. It’s not Jesse’s fault. It’s not the counselor’s fault even. He was new to her and seemed like he was coping. He was sick and didn’t want to know everything he thought was a lie. He chose that, and it’s not on us.” 
 
    I felt his guilt though even as he said it. It was hard not to feel it even if Tristan was completely right. We held each other and sobbed at the loss. He was right that Riley and I hadn’t been on speaking terms. He wouldn’t even look at me after the opening and refused to talk to me once it was decided he take a break in Greece. 
 
    We didn’t even like each other. I mean, I thought we had, but the more we’d gotten to know each other, there was nothing, no shared ground besides some attraction and a bond my siren had made.  
 
    That didn’t mean it wasn’t still horribly painful. He was mine. I was supposed to protect him even if I’d never meant for the bond. Even if he’d sort of tricked me into it.  
 
    I was supposed to protect him, and I hadn’t. I couldn’t protect him from himself. 
 
    Tristan lay with me when we calmed down, and I zonked back out. I woke again when someone fed me energy, my eyes popping open to see Eva standing over me.  
 
    “Rest, Granddaughter. Rest and know the threat has passed.” 
 
    “It hasn’t,” I warned, my voice heavy. “He said I was their ticket out. Someone wanted me, and they would get all ten of them to freedom. I didn’t find out who.” 
 
    “I will tell your people.” 
 
    I thought I thanked her before I passed back out, but I wasn’t sure.  
 
    “You’re okay,” Brian said gently when I woke again, his hands holding mine. 
 
    “I’m not,” I admitted, wiping away more tears. “We weren’t supposed to lose people, Bri. Ross? Now Riley? And like that? I’m failing everyone and—” 
 
    “No, you’re not, babe,” he whispered, kissing my hand. “You’re not. You—there were so many they killed, Sera. You saved the ones they would have killed next. The ones those churches would hurt. Ross did what he did to help the fight, protect Virgil who was doing what was right. That’s not your failure but his sacrifice.  
 
    “And Riley. I don’t know. It’s not on you, but I just keep thinking if I’d be strong enough to learn every good memory I had was a lie. I don’t know that I am. I think I would have jumped too… You didn’t know.” I had flinched at the idea of Riley going that way and shook my head. “He told them he wanted a quiet day to take in the scenery, and I guess went for a run one last time with his wolf before jumping off some really high cliffs while the sun was setting.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that makes it hurt more that he planned it out so well or take the guilt that he made the choice like people who opt for assisted suicide,” I admitted, wiping more tears. “Jesse?” 
 
    “He’s a mess,” Brian sighed, kissing my hand again. “I guess Riley ended things before he left, apologizing to Jesse and taking the blame for everything, setting the kid free and saying he deserved better. Part of me wonders if he agreed to Greece so he didn’t do it here. Both Jesse and Tristan said Riley’s mood swings were getting worse and worse. Maybe he just didn’t want to live like that, and when he realized his past was all a lie, gave up fighting.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it was probably that, but we’d never know. What I knew was I couldn’t handle that letter. Not yet. Maybe not for a while. Not until the pain from the bond dying healed at least.  
 
    “You’re not going to ask about being back or what happened?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t think I can explain how the bond dying feels. I fought to survive, I’m glad I did, but I feel tethered to his death still, Bri. My hold on him, that bond, it feels not fully gone, but like I’m being sucked in after Riley. I felt it when Vlad resovereigned Tristan, but this is worse because he’s really gone.” 
 
    “Tristan felt it,” he said gently, nodding when my eyes went wide. “Whatever was left of your bond, he said it echoed in him. It wasn’t like what you went through, but he felt clawing panic, knew it was Riley. He’s how you were saved. He called everyone to warn them. I got to Sands right away, and they realized no one knew where you were. Shaw tried to ping your phone and hacked it to see the spoofed text they sent you. 
 
    “Your people arrived at the same time the council team did. They felt some sort of power flare you sent up. They didn’t seem to know what it was, but they had to go to you. And then the fire department showed up moments later. Apparently you’re a bit of a pyro—” 
 
    I snorted. “I worried the same thing, but I can’t tell you—the pain, Bri. I couldn’t get my feet, and I know it was horrible to destroy that much evidence we needed, but I couldn’t—I didn’t think I’d make it out.” 
 
    “You did, and fuck the evidence,” he whispered, moving to sit on the cot. He leaned over and gave me a loving kiss, cupping my face. “You came home to us, Sera. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing a little piece of me had broken off and would stay in Memphis just as it always happened after a bust or something traumatic happened. “And I figured out I was home since they don’t have a paranormal hospital. The bodies and everything was there on display in their fucking clubhouse. Sick bastards.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” he agreed. “The papers published a few photos, blurring anything that could give away who it was. A church—a good church—down there took up a collection to pay to bury those poor shifters once the case is over, so I think not only busting hypocrite churches, but showing how extreme they were helped the hearts of some down there. Others realized which side they were on and didn’t like it.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” I sighed. 
 
    He bobbed his head. “It is. But you found the bodies, so with them and the confessions, the rest took plea deals. After they heard the rumors of how you ate some of the sheriff’s men, they didn’t even want to be out on bail awaiting trial.” He chuckled when I gave him a crazy look. “You know how people talk, and apparently Southern people talk like kids playing telephone in preschool.” 
 
    “Dear god, that’s a hike from what happened. Glad they caved. That helps Sands and the mess I left.” 
 
    He snorted. “He’s got so much praise and good light shined on him for the cases you brought home plus all the help they gave you, he’s not upset at all.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a first when I leave somewhere,” I chuckled, wincing at how Vegas still really hated me. 
 
    “Apparently you have some other new fans,” he purred, leaning over and giving me another kiss. “And Jason’s been trying to get in touch with you to apologize. He even called me, and when I heard why you were mad at him, I said I’d shoot him next time I saw him.” 
 
    “Thanks, please do,” I murmured, kissing him again. “Hop in?” His eyes flashed shock, but he just nodded, getting onto the cot with me and pulling me against his chest. No, I didn’t normally seek comfort, but I really, really needed it. “Wait, what fans?” 
 
    “Agent Rico Lovia for one,” he teased me. “Dude, that’s such a porn name.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I chuckled, kissing his chest to thank him for making me laugh. “And he was part of the panel who wanted to cage me.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” he whispered in horror, and I realized how behind we both were on too much. He hugged me tightly after I filled him in. “I won’t ever let that happen, Sera. I would find you. I would never stop searching and find you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think you’d have company, but thanks. Nice to know people like me enough to very adamantly say they won’t let me become a lab rat.” I leaned up and kissed him. 
 
    “I’m not complaining, but you’re being very affectionate and snuggly,” he murmured gently, worry in his tone. 
 
    “There was a pregnancy scare, and I’m infertile.” 
 
    “Shit, that feels like months ago,” he admitted, and I nodded as he kissed my hair. 
 
    “I watched Ross die right before my eyes and then saw how much worse Virgil’s view was. Seeing that clubhouse. Feeling the hate from those people for what I am, what we are, Bri. It’s terrifying people can hate like that. Riley.” 
 
    “You had wins too,” he reminded me gently, which was why I could turn to him for comfort. “What Queen Laila did turned the tide in Texas. Other states have been fighting that they could make such a crazy proposition when the protection of paranormals is federal. I heard you have stacks of applications to join your division now that your training facility is done.” I looked at him with wide eyes. “You started something awesome, babe, and people want to help. 
 
    “You’ve had wins. I know that doesn’t make up for the losses, but you’re not losing, okay? And for the record, that guy does not want you in a cage. He might want to tie you up in your dungeon, but that’s my job.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed, knowing he was teasing me. “Crap, I owe Axel a huge fucking thank you.” I felt him go tense, wondering at the topic change. “He pushed me to feed right before. I seriously owe him big. I—that’s the only way I survived, seriously. Maybe I could have held out for help if I’d stayed covered, but the way it went down, it was the power that kept me alive long enough to be found.” 
 
    “He was also the one who found the last bullet you couldn’t get,” he admitted. “I guess it was in a bad spot too. He got it out and called for the evac to Chicago. We met.” 
 
    “He’s here?” 
 
    “No, he had to head back and collect his prisoners and additions once the bodies were found as proof of who killed kids, finish his report for the council. He passed on a message for you though.” 
 
    “I can’t even guess,” I drawled, thinking there could be a lot of ways that could go. 
 
    “He said he didn’t find them first, you did, so admits defeat and accepts he failed you, but there will be another time and soon that he hopes you make your offer again, and he will not fail. I’m not saying it verbatim, but the idea was clear. What was the offer?” 
 
    “To touch my breasts if he tracked our baddies.” I laughed when he shot me a look like he wasn’t sure he was buying it. “I swear. I was feeding, and he’s a loud broadcaster.” 
 
    “And you’re learning the fun of flirting and being naughty,” he finished for me, nodding. “Fuck, that Skype conference was hot. I mean hot. Will you really do that again?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you all got so into it. I mean, I was with another man for you to see. I wouldn’t be tuning in if you were screwing some bitch.” 
 
    “You’re Alpha, you don’t share,” he chuckled, repeating what others in my life had said before. “Will you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do it again,” I agreed, feeling a bit shy about it and ducking my head. “I have something planned for Thanksgiving since we’re hosting it. Or after really, but I can do that conference again if someone else figures out how.” 
 
    He burst out laughing. “That’s not a problem. Virgil already got you that same camera for Christmas, and you can plug it into your damn tablet to do it anywhere.” 
 
    “Wow, I can’t believe—I feel like a sex kitten. Not sure I’ve ever felt like that so strongly.” I was going to say more, but then it hit me how horrible it was to tease about that when two men I’d had sex with, one I’d lived with, were dead. There was another crying jag, and Brian probably figured out why. 
 
    After I settled, he told me Laila was also thrilled with the quality of chocolate. Even Vlad was pleased with the samples he’d received. There was now going to be a truck that came here and then drove stuff to Vegas or they went to Vegas and stuff was brought here if there was anything. I didn’t know what there would be besides ostrich feathers, but whatever. As long as there was a plan and I didn’t have to do anything for it. 
 
    I took another nap, but after that, I was released, thrilled to get out of the hospital. Brian stopped for food on the way home, and I had a moment to wonder why it was him there. 
 
    “Everyone’s wiped after that trip,” he explained. “You were out three days, and not everyone could fly with you, so they raced to finish up what they could to get back. They crashed and crashed hard. You woke before they thought, so I’m not sure they all know, but they were like walking dead, and even the boys said they weren’t driving to the hospital in that condition.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I’m even happier to get the hell out of there, but yeah, there’s no point for a party in the hospital.” I shook off my lingering feelings of resentment as to the last time I had woken in that paranormal hospital to find Brian there. 
 
    That was the past, and we’d moved beyond that horrible time. 
 
    “Are you buttering me up or something?” I asked in between stuffing another taco supreme in my mouth, happy he’d suggested Taco Bell. 
 
    “No, I’m just really glad you came home,” he rasped, looking away and clearing his throat.  
 
    “I’m hard to kill, I promise,” I mumbled, feeling bad they were all worried and had been upset… Again. 
 
    I didn’t push it, Brian not the best at letting out his feelings. Neither was I, so I had no room to judge, but he was always so good at getting me to work through mine, and I felt deficient I couldn’t do the same for him. 
 
    Home never looked so good as when we pulled up. The boys had done a good job trimming back a lot of the foliage over the summer, and it made the place look better. Lived in. Loved.  
 
    And the inflatable turkey was awesome. 
 
    “It’s so weird just being done with a huge clutter of cases,” I admitted as he let us in with my keys. “I mean, I’ve done the hospital thing before, but normally I don’t wake up back and it’s just done.” 
 
    “Do you really want to handle the fourteen tons of paperwork?” he teased me. 
 
    “Fuck no. It’s why I said I need to thank Sands.” I went to say more but noticed something, turning course and ending up in the living room. “Nina, hi, what…” I trailed off, seeing the rest of them and frowning. “We’re not giving this address out to strangers.” I glanced at Eva, wondering why she’d allowed that. 
 
    “They’re not,” Nina explained, getting to her feet and giving me a hug. “And I apologize for the bad timing, but we’re on a clock.” She gestured to the pregnant Mrs. Evans from the baby shower she’d had at the club.  
 
    “Nice to see you both again,” I greeted, still missing pieces. The air in the room was a bit tense, and I sighed. “Spit it out. I’m nicer if people do and don’t make me figure stuff out when I just left the hospital.” 
 
    “And we should take this to the dining room so you’ll keep eating,” Brian said gently, gesturing with the bags more of food I needed to eat. He raised an eyebrow at me when I held out my hands for the food like I was just going to sit with it. “You spill, and you’d be upset if you did on all the nice stuff Alena chose for you. They can move their butts to the next room when they need you and you’re recovering.” 
 
    “She’s pregnant,” I argued. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “He plays for the Bears. He can carry her.” 
 
    “You’re not normally so protective of me,” I murmured as I headed to the dining room, leaving them to follow or not. 
 
    “You’re letting me and initiating snuggles. I love you did, but everyone’s worried.” He leaned in and stole a kiss, which was when I snagged my food as if I wasn’t getting it anyways. 
 
    “Mrs. Evans contacted me after you gave her my number,” Nina explained a few minutes later after they joined us. “I didn’t meet her right away, as we’re all so busy. I did yesterday and—she is of my blood.” 
 
    “Cool.” I smiled at the Evans. “Talk about hitting the genetic lottery. You’re related to one of the most powerful witches ever. That baby just got a kickass protector.” 
 
    “Yes, but there is more,” Nina warned. She laughed when I sighed and set down my taco. “Keep eating. You need it. You need tea too.” 
 
    “I’ll get some,” Brian offered. 
 
    “Already on,” Leo said as he came in from the kitchen. “We missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you too. Congrats on acing some tests. I’m so proud of you guys.” I kissed his cheek as he set down my tea. “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “Hanging out in our room until after company leaves,” he answered carefully. 
 
    I nodded he did the right thing. No need for more people to see the boys. He offered drinks to others, and I got they hadn’t been here long. Okay then. 
 
    “My sister and I had a falling out centuries ago,” Nina continued. “When I heard she died, I searched for her human husband and the child they had. The fight was over her mating a human when I kept miscarrying.” 
 
    I froze with the taco on the way to my mouth. “Is this kid the last Jezebel?” I sighed when she nodded, hating when I was right. “That you know of, or we know the last?” 
 
    “I could not say with a hundred percent certainty,” she admitted. “Genealogy is not something I’m good at, but I have searched. My sister’s child was hid from me even though I know she told her husband I was to be involved in raising her if she died.” 
 
    “You want to do something before the baby’s born?” I checked, remembering the clock comment. Then I glanced at Eva. “They asked you?” 
 
    “In your stead,” Eva confirmed. “There is a clock, and Nina was a bit hesitant as to asking for something so personal. So potentially problematic.” 
 
    I sighed, rubbing my neck, noting the Evans were confused. “If you go running your mouths we were involved, it’s another target on us. Someone could think we could turn babies into witches. That’s not how it works. It’s not like scratching someone to make them wolf.” 
 
    “We understand and we—this isn’t for people to know,” she said firmly, him nodding as well. 
 
    “Do we know this will even work?” I checked, glancing between Nina and Eva. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Eva admitted.  
 
    “I’m missing a piece or five,” Brian cut in.  
 
    “Nina wants me to give power to Mrs. Evans in the hopes the baby will be more of a witch,” I explained. “You have to think of the power as chi. We have more of it as paranormals, it’s what gives us the extras. We’ve talked about this.” 
 
    “Yes, and I very adamantly told you not to ever do it with humans,” he hissed, pressing his lips to my ear.  
 
    “She’s not human, Bri. That’s what you’re missing. She’s part witch. Even if it’s a tiny, tiny bit, I can smell it in her. The baby would be too. They’re asking to help make sure the baby isn’t like no witch blood left or however it works.” I glanced between the Evans. “Do you get what you’re asking?” 
 
    “Not really,” Mrs. Evans admitted. “Not the logistics. Nina said it was about upping my battery of chi basically, potentially bringing out my witch side so the baby is one too.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the logistics,” I agreed, stuffing another taco in my face as I thought about how I wanted to rephrase what I meant. “I just left Memphis, a place in the US where they were killing shifters, cops mounting their heads like trophies. There are whole parts of the world we can’t travel because they’ll kill us on sight. Are you sure you want to push that for your child instead of being human?” 
 
    Nina didn’t look happy with my question but didn’t say anything, knowing it was fair to ask. 
 
    Mr. Evans reached over and took his wife’s hand. “I get what you’re saying. It’s not like how you were scratched and infected. We wouldn’t do that to our baby, but this is part of her DNA, just like my wife’s. We might never tell anyone and keep it quiet. We probably will for safety like you say. I just think as parents, telling our child one day that we didn’t even discuss this when she could have been more than human would be failing her before she’s born.” 
 
    When he put it like that, I understood completely and thought they’d be great parents. I looked at Eva. “You’re the matriarch.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I am, but you are Alpha, and these are your lands, Granddaughter. This is not a decision I would make without even consulting you.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, inhaling another taco. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I was really hungry and cold tacos—while completely acceptable always—weren’t as good as warm ones. After another, I worked out a few things. “Are we sure it won’t hurt her? Could she miscarry or something?” 
 
    “No, nothing remotely risky like that,” Eva assured me, Nina nodding. “You’ll probably help her swollen ankles and back pains. Maybe make her labor go easier. There is no risk to her or the baby. Of that we’re sure. If it will work, we do not know. This is very different than what we have now started with taking energy from those pregnant so they lose the need to shift and hopefully take more babies to term.” 
 
    I went back to bobbing my head and eating.  
 
    “Are you too tired to figure out the potential pitfalls?” Nina asked gently. 
 
    “Yes. It’s taking my brain more to work. I want to say yes. I do because yay babies and carrying on bloodlines and all of that. I’m sure they’re great people, Nina, and they’ve been nice, but this is a risk. Those cops were trying to snag me in Memphis to give me to someone who promised them a way out if they did. I had three letter agencies all up my ass wanting to make me a lab rat. I really don’t need more bad or risks.” 
 
    “I know, and I know this is even selfish of me to ask,” she rasped, quickly wiping her eyes. “I failed my sister and her child. I could not carry on the Jezebel bloodline. I promise this won’t be a problem. I would never ask unless it was this important. Please, I’m begging you to help for the chance another Jezebel witch be born and I am not the last. I wish to meet my sister when my time comes and know I did my best by her descendants, her family.” 
 
    Well damn, I couldn’t say no to that.  
 
    “Can you bring him to the locker room one day?” I asked Mr. Evans, gesturing to Brian. He sighed next to me, and I smiled brightly at him. “You’re not normally such a loud broadcaster, but wow, do you really want to go meet them all and see it all for real.” 
 
    “Mind reader,” he chuckled, leaning and kissing my forehead.  
 
    “Yeah, come by anytime,” Mr. Evans agreed, shrugging his big shoulders.  
 
    “I think I only have one more thing I need to work out,” I admitted, glancing at Eva. “You understand giving pack protection better than I do. Nina has it and the coven she started. How does that—can it work for humans?” 
 
    “It can, as your Brian has it,” she chuckled, and I had to give her that. 
 
    Right, tired brain. 
 
    “Normally it would only apply if she was my child residing with me,” Nina answered. “I would have to ask to add her and her family, and I will, yes.” 
 
    “What does that entail?” Mr. Evans asked… At the same time Brian pushed to know when he got pack protection. 
 
    I cleared my throat, knowing we were getting into a bit personal territory. 
 
    “She has publicly said in the ways of us that you’re hers,” Eva answered for me, shooting me a look that she got I was uncomfortable. “So yes, though human, you are one of the pack, as you are hers.” 
 
    “Do I get like a membership card?” he asked, doing his serious Brian voice and face when he was totally pulling everyone’s leg. I burst out laughing, choking on the sip of tea I’d taken. He patted me on the back until I got myself together again. While I was doing that, Nina and Eva explained what it meant for them to be under pack protection. 
 
    Honestly, I would take the burning in my throat from choking for the chance to laugh. I needed to laugh after all that had happened and the hurt in my heart. 
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    “You’re awake and here already,” Noah greeted as he rushed over to me. He picked me up out of my chair and kissed me silly. “Oh thank the gods.” 
 
    “I’m fine, hungry.” I had meant food, but he kissed me again and I fed, knowing I needed it and he offered. 
 
    He handed me over to Reagan and then Hagan who had the exact same greetings, so I was really well fed when I ended up back in my chair. 
 
    “It’s good to be the queen,” Mrs. Evans murmured, glancing at the men around me. 
 
    “It’s not all kisses and greetings,” I chuckled. “And I love Mel Brooks. I’m also in charge of keeping everyone safe.” I rubbed my hand over my chest, not even realizing I was doing it at first. I decided to switch topics. “If you’re fine with it as Matriarch, I’m fine with it as my area. I would think someone with better control than I have, as I’m sure Nina will oversee it.” 
 
    “Yes, and it will take multiple times, and you have enough on your constantly overflowing plates,” Eva agreed. “I was Alpha of a much larger pack and for centuries, but the range of your attention split is astounding, Granddaughter. You are truly one of a kind.” 
 
    “Thank you. Let me know how it goes, and I wish you guys luck. Nina, you’re coming to Thanksgiving, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I will be at your orphans’ party,” she chuckled but then elaborated for the Evans. “They’re having a huge feast at the club since it’s closed and everyone in the community who doesn’t have plans with family or a standing tradition is welcome.” 
 
    “I’m just glad I wasn’t in charge of who’s bringing what because there are a lot of people coming. I think Simone said she ordered twenty birds that are thirty pounds each?” 
 
    “How many people are coming to this thing?” Brian asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Have you seen what we can eat?” I drawled, gesturing to dozens of taco wrappers. “Besides, there has to be leftovers.” I don’t know what his reply was going to be because Luca appeared, relief coming off of him when he laid eyes on me.  
 
    “Milady, I am so glad to see you better,” he greeted, bowing formally since there were guests no matter how many times I said not to worry about it at home. 
 
    Or ever. I wasn’t a fan of the bowing stuff. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He nodded but then dipped his head to Eva. “Matriarch Dorcas, is she finished?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you may whisk her away to her relaxing,” she chuckled. 
 
    I gave a yip as Luca moved his arms under me and lifted me up. “I can walk, and what are you planning?” 
 
    “The massage table is set up in your suite to aid you in your recovery,” he said, not setting me down. “Chief Monroe said if you try to go into the office tomorrow, he would lock the doors on you. You are to have at least a few days’ recovery this time.” 
 
    I glanced at Brian with a frown, but he nodded. “You were at the end, Sera. You got the bad guys, found the evidence, and now it’s the rest of the plea deals and the paperwork. You’re the boss. Let the others do the paperwork and clean up.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed heavily, smirking as I snuggled up to Luca. “Massage away. Is there a bubble bath and maybe a glass of that strawberry wine Alok shared with us? That stuff is super yummy.” I glanced at Brian, knowing he did have work tomorrow. “You want to crash here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do actually,” he sighed, rubbing his hands over his head. “Can I call your couch?” 
 
    “Whenever you want.” I cleared my throat when I got weird looks from the Evans and Nina. “My clairvoyant tendencies make it hard for me to sleep next to someone. I invade their dreams or they project stuff to me, and then it’s not sleeping.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Mrs. Evans said firmly, always good at reading the situation, and she really was nice. “Someone snores like a damn bear and has freezing cold feet he always tries to warm up on me.” 
 
    “I cannot deny it,” he agreed, all of us laughing. “Can Chief Havers show me this new sauna I heard you put in? We’ve been thinking of getting one at our house, but I thought they were a pain.” 
 
    I got annoyed he wouldn’t stay and support his wife, but I realized she didn’t want him hovering, worrying. I nodded, letting Brian go have fun with one of the Chicago Bears. I wished everyone good night and let Luca carry me upstairs. We swung by the boys’ room, and I got to check on them before our end destination. 
 
    Immediately I yanked off the hospital scrubs and laid down on the massage table. I’d never been all that much into the pampering, and I still didn’t see myself getting my nails done, but the massages were amazing. I always felt better. So if someone wanted to give me one, there was now an area I wasn’t a pain in the ass. 
 
    Just the one. 
 
    There was also a selection of Nina’s teas ready for me, iced and sweetened how I liked. I sat up when Luca came near me and kissed him. “Thank you for always taking such good care of me.” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me,” he chuckled, kissing the tip of my nose before gently guiding me down. “One of the places I trained at, sort of like an internship, the couple always whined, always found fault. I didn’t know until much later that it was also sort of a hazing, that no one could please them and we needed to understand that to serve was never about the praise.” 
 
    I sat with that a moment as he rolled me over and put a glass of hydrating tea in my hand. “That’s bullshit. I serve the community, the citizens I’m sworn to protect, and yes, it can be thankless, but that’s not what anyone should ever expect. I don’t demand it, but it’s nice. People should be appreciated even if it’s their jobs. No one should accept being a doormat.” 
 
    “As I said, I love that you let me and lavish compliments on me.” He leaned over and gave me another quick kiss when I opened my mouth. “Rest. All you should be doing is resting, Milady.” 
 
    “My brain is mushy,” I agreed. “But I do want to catch up with you later and hear about your plans, if you’re happy.” 
 
    “I am, and it touches me you care, but yes, it can wait.” 
 
    I finished the iced tea fast, and he took the glass away from me, giving me a rest while he massaged, but about ten minutes later another glass was in my hand. The passion fruit cleansing tea that was selling out the moment Nina got it on the shelves. The whole time I didn’t really rest in just letting my mind go blank, but letting my tired and still injured mind put pieces together. 
 
    “I’m sorry, there are some things I have to remember to check or they will bug me later,” I sighed, taking a sip of my new tea. “I can delegate it, but I can’t be neglectful and just push it aside.” 
 
    “I understand.” He called Reagan to join us. 
 
    He came in and gave me a gentle kiss before showing me the tablet. “List away. I was thinking of ideas for holiday presents and shopping.” 
 
    “Good, that was on my mind too,” I admitted. “Did we get that food photography class for Alvin?” Simone had mentioned to me after the opening that she kept seeing Alvin with the professional photographer she’d used before to take a series of shots for the website and social media. He’d gotten really into it and had asked for a camera for Christmas. 
 
    “He got that for passing the exam since we wanted to keep educational presents for doing well in their studies,” he reminded me, and I nodded. Right, that was the plan. Too many plans sometimes, and it was hard to keep them all straight. “Do you think we’re pushing them too much to each have their own thing? Is it weird?” 
 
    “I worried about that too, but no, it’s not. I talked to Alena and Zeno who have actual kids, and they said it’s really healthy. Kids can blend as the kids of a family, and she said supporting their individuality is important. We didn’t flop a college directory in front of them and demand they pick something. They’re finding what they like, and we’re supporting that.  
 
    “They missed out on so much, and it’s not like I want to shove them learning musical instruments down their throat, but they need some help to be well rounded. Leo might have a knack for languages because he was the one who picked out the dialect when those questions on Zach Brown came up. He’s picking up French from Jacqueline, but that might be more a reason to spend time with her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he does seem to like it and working with the chefs,” he agreed after a moment. “I think he’s got a lot of manager type qualities. He’s really good at organizing and directing traffic of the house at his age, which is pretty cool. Hell, he reminded us to change our driver’s licenses to Illinois ones after we moved in and printed out all the forms to do it.” 
 
    “That’s so funny. I’m more worried about Ben and Tommy who don’t seem to be leaning in one area or another. I mean, they’re doing great in their training with Noah, they all are, but they seem lost still.” 
 
    “Ben really likes the greenhouses,” Reagan argued. “We went that Sunday you were gone, and he was asking the manager all about the green energy engine they installed and, something, something, something with solar I seriously didn’t understand. He was asking all about what Laila did with the bottles and the plans to recycle them to make new ones.” 
 
    “Maybe we have a little engineer?” I chuckled, thinking it would be great for him. 
 
    “So that leaves Tommy.” 
 
    “I would not worry about young Tommy,” Luca interjected. “He seems interested in everything, and not apathetic. I think he is a cautious soul who soaks up information and likes the idea of being well rounded, able to help on multiple things. He is the youngest after all.” 
 
    “Good point,” we said together and left it at that. It did make sense and took the worry off of me. The last thing any of us wanted to do was screw up with the boys when they’d been through so much hell. Fuck, Alvin was nineteen and had just passed his eighth grade standardized tests. I would have been mortified, but it wasn’t their fault. 
 
    We talked about several more things for presents before switching topics and listing every loose end I wanted to check up on. Then he wrapped with updating me on the witches that were safely at Nina’s and the fairies that had landed earlier in the day.  
 
    Awesome. Wins were always awesome. 
 
    It took the last of my brain power though, and I started to doze after he left.  
 
    “Milady, may I?” Luca asked quietly, his hands sliding along my upper thighs, stopping before he touched everything intimate between my legs. 
 
    “No, thank you though,” I said after a moment. 
 
    He flinched. “Have I offended you?” 
 
    “No, not—” 
 
    “Have my attentions not pleased you?” 
 
    I rolled over and sat up, taking his hands in mine. “Luca, it’s not you, okay? You’re great and seriously pamper me. Yes, your attentions have pleased me.” I felt silly saying it like that, but he was so formal sometimes it was nice to not be blunt always. “I’m reeling after…” 
 
    His eyes filled with understanding, and I knew he felt what I did. He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I understand. I wanted to ease your stress, but of course you would need more time. I did not mean sex but to make sure you slept well.” 
 
    “I will after the massage, I promise.” I really wasn’t in the mood, and even my siren wasn’t given the bond dying hurt her worst. I felt her, but she was basically curled in a ball and crying out the pain and loss.  
 
    It was sort of hard not to do the same. I knew that Luca wanted me to be happy, and all the feeding had helped me after Tristan, but this was different. I was mourning and not just the feeling of the bond. I was mourning two deaths. 
 
    “I really am happy with you. I was even going to ask you for a favor.” 
 
    “Anything,” he agreed. 
 
    “Keep an eye on Jesse? I know I should, but I just can’t, and I want to make sure someone’s really watching him.” 
 
    “Of course. Consider it done.” He moved his hand over my arm in a comforting way. 
 
    I saw something else when he touched me though. He didn’t want to bring it up, but he’d met someone at the club that was interested in him and he… He was curious. I slid to the edge of the table and pulled him between my legs, giving him a real kiss. “You should take her up on her invite.” He flinched, and I kept him where he was. “I’m not angry, Luca. If you want to go out with the puma, do it.” 
 
    “You told me only you, Milady,” he whispered, confusion and a bit of hurt in his eyes. 
 
    “I did, and that was rash,” I sighed, leaning my forehead against his. “I was hurting, badly, and… It was rash. You are mine, you pledged yourself to me and you want me, love me in many ways, but you are young and curious. Go ahead. You have my permission. You can still be mine and have fun. If it becomes more than fun, we can talk about it. I suggest you talk with Noah though about how he handles such things, as my siren gets jealous.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding, Milady,” he breathed against my lips and then kissed me silly. I fed from him, smiling when he groaned loudly. 
 
    “Am I interrupting, or can I watch?” Brian chuckled from the doorway. 
 
    “When did you become such a damn voyeur?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted, looking a bit uncomfortable with it and that he clearly liked it, so I let it go. 
 
    “You’re not interrupting, and the discussion is over. Did you have fun with your new friend?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” he chuckled, holding up a bottle of the strawberry wine and two glasses. “Bubble bath?” 
 
    “You don’t have to twist my arm.” I gave Luca another kiss as a thank you before sliding off the table and stretching, knowing I had their eyes on me. 
 
    The soak was great, very intimate and comforting with Brian. He ended up washing me, and the playing with my hair made me doze. The hair dryer woke me up, and I realized we were done and Hagan was showing Brian the right way to handle my mane. It seemed a bit spoiled to have such help, but I was recovering. 
 
    And they all really wanted my hair longer, and once they heard how big of a pain it was, they’d all jumped in to offer. Hell, Noah was pretty much a hot roller genius, and it was always easier to do it for someone than trying to handle it all when it was your own hair. Plus, I normally let them pick what I would wear then, and they liked that. 
 
    Worked for me because I hated it and was a fashion dork. 
 
    When I had visited Vegas and “entertained” Laila before we became friends, the deal had been bolts and bolts of fairy material. Also a ton of clothes for me that I loved, but I had ignored the fabric since I’d been so numb and depressed. I hadn’t realized it took up one of the huge closets in the basement and one of the garages.  
 
    I’d admitted to Laila I’d not even touched it yet during opening weekend, and Gayle Harper had said one of the women I’d freed from her abusive mate was an amazing seamstress. She sold lots on Etsy and had been doing that on the side to hopefully make money to run from her mate, but now did it to survive. I hadn’t known Tammy had been the one who’d helped get flare and stuff added to the costumes last minute. 
 
    I hired her to help me use the material and make presents; two birds, one talented wolf to make it happen. The astounding thing about fairy material was that it could be weaved to be as fine as silk or as thick as wool for sweaters. I didn’t know how they did it, but it was all machine washable too on the right settings, so yeah, it was amazing.  
 
    I said good night to Hagan once my hair was dry, noting that Brian was still in a towel and deciding to swallow my nerves and do something I’d been plotting. I took Brian’s hand and brought him over to the gun hold, showing him how to access it so he could store his gun in there since he’d come over armed. 
 
    “This is seriously cool,” he muttered, checking it out and asking to see the safe room too. We’d gotten back together kind of but not had a chance to spend much time together since we had. 
 
    Besides the five hours in the dungeon. I meant more catching up. 
 
    “Do you want your Christmas present early?” I asked him as I led him into the first closet with my growing collection of clothes and shoes given I kept needing to dress up and with everything Laila had sent. “But you can’t tell anyone because some of it others are getting too.” 
 
    “Yes, as long as it’s not some exact copy group gift,” he murmured, studying me closely. Whatever he saw he liked because he smiled. “Present please.” 
 
    I went for cheeky first and pulled a shoe box off the shelves. He moaned as he opened them, pulling out one of the super sexy, black, ultra high heels. He had a thing for heels, and I’d known that since our first time together when I’d been in undercover clothes and kept them on for him. He’d wanted a repeat of that, and after how much he’d helped me lately, I couldn’t not give him another fantasy. 
 
    “I’ll wear those if you want to take me out to dinner sometime and keep them on when I show you my adult fun room,” I purred, smiling when he set them down and pulled me into his arms. “There’s more.” 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered, brushing his lips over mine. “I do, Sera. You are so wonderful.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I admitted, finally to his face. “Thank you for saving me when I needed it a few weeks ago. I don’t know if anyone else could have pulled me back or helped me in Memphis the way you did.” 
 
    “I will always save you, Sera,” he breathed before giving me a deeper kiss. “If things were different, I would make love to you all night on every surface of your huge room.” 
 
    “If things were different, I would welcome it,” I promised, knowing he got I couldn’t with the pain I was feeling. “And thanks for understanding.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heels,” he chuckled against my lips. 
 
    “There’s more,” I reminded him, ducking out of his hold and opening one of the bigger drawers under all the hanging clothes. 
 
    “You got a sexy matching outfit too?”  
 
    “No, um, this is yours. If you want it, I mean.” I cleared my throat nervously, never having hit this level of intimacy… Which was crazy because I’d lived with Tristan and Riley and now Hagan, Reagan, and Noah, but that was so different. I’d never just given someone I was dating a drawer before. 
 
    “I want it,” he blurted, looking a bit embarrassed he was so obvious. He moved over there, and I saw the confusion that it was full. 
 
    “I had some fun stuff made with the fairy material. So yeah, you guys all got pajamas and boxers, but I picked out what colors for each of you and stuff. I asked for ties for you since it’s like silk but cooler.” I shrugged. Dear lord, I was a dork.  
 
    “Thanks, that’s really awesome.” He gave me another kiss before picking out some pajama pants and putting them on. “Can I pick what you wear too?” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, not getting why the guys got so into it, but they did. He picked out some very tasteful and comfy fairy pajamas, and I heard the message loud and clear. He wanted me comforted even if he couldn’t hold me all night. 
 
    I showed him how to set up the sofa and where everything was. When I’d picked a sofa for the relaxing area of the master suite, I’d made sure it was a super comfy sleeper. Now that everyone knew I couldn’t sleep next to someone—as I’d always hid that and my clairvoyant tendencies before—I was trying to make it not as awkward as it was when I had to kick people out of my bed. 
 
    He was nice and told me how comfortable it really was as we settled in for bed. “How come you can sleep with the boys around you? They’ve done it a bunch of times when you needed it, or they have like a puppy pile and it’s okay.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Noah’s protected by our bond, so was Tristan. I never slept next to Riley.” Pain flared in my chest just saying his name. “Nina suggested it could be because rabbits are naturally nocturnal, but so are wolves. That kind of kills the theory. Someone else said since they hop here and hop there that—” 
 
    “But cheetah are fast too, and you get tons from Harris,” he cut in, getting it. “Maybe something inside of you recognizes they’re your kids, even if they’re your little brothers, and protects you from seeing what a parent shouldn’t? I bet even your subconscious is a good mom like that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bri,” I rasped, tears forming in my eyes. I had never wanted to be a mom, but having that choice taken from me was seriously hard, much harder than I’d ever thought. “I’m sorry I can’t ever have your kids.” 
 
    “We can have all the kids we want, babe. We both know DNA doesn’t make family. If we ever want them, there are lots of ways or adopting more who need us. Don’t ever apologize for that again. There is nothing to apologize for.” He sounded a bit choked up too, so I let it go, especially when I saw him wipe his eyes even in the dark. He didn’t know I could see that well, and he would hate if I pointed out he was crying. 
 
    Loss was loss, and we’d lost that chance even if it was never meant to be. 
 
    I woke screaming, drenched in sweat. I leapt out of bed and raced to the bathroom, turning on the lights and checking my pants. I yanked them off and wiped a wash cloth between my legs, my heart racing too fast to be healthy. 
 
    “Sera, Sera,” Brian shouted, shaking me. I blinked at him, forgetting he was there. Seconds later Noah was there too, gun in hand. “She had a nightmare.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Noah whispered, rubbing his hand over his chest. “I felt her terror and thought someone had broken in or I didn’t know.”  
 
    I let Brian move me to the seat at the vanity, watching him kneel in front of me. “Sera, what happened?” 
 
    “Riley,” I choked out, throwing the wash cloth away from me. “He said I had to come with. I was—everything was liquefying inside of me.” That wasn’t all, but they figured out what I wasn’t saying the way I was holding my stomach. “He said it’s my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Reagan said firmly. I glanced up and saw Hagan next to him. “We heard you scream and went to the boys first just in case because Noah was coming here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, unable to calm down. That was our plan if anything ever happened, so it was good they could stick to it even when I woke them like that. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Hagan moved to kneel next to Brian. “You’re not the only one having nightmares. We knew him too. There’s nothing to apologize for. You’re not the only one.” 
 
    It helped to hear it, but I hated we were all hurting too. I wasn’t sure either way made sense, but it just hurt all around. A small part of me was angry at Riley for doing that to us, leaving us with such guilt. I knew it wasn’t his fault, but I couldn’t help what I felt. None of us could. 
 
    Neither could Riley, which was why I knew I didn’t really blame him. 
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    The next morning, I woke feeling much better. I’d fed a ton, and while I probably should have had more food, drinking so much iced tea and the massage did wonders for me. I headed downstairs, smiling at the laughter and happiness I heard in the kitchen.  
 
    Jared had gotten a haul for his birthday, and I swore he was determined to use it all at least once a week to show he appreciated it. It made the adults laugh because he’d mostly gotten stuff for our kitchen. We would have bought it all for him if he’d just asked. Besides, what sixteen year old asks for a damn skillet? He was so adorable. They all were. 
 
    He was also mortified when Harris had come to his birthday, and months before he’d said he was already sixteen, so yeah, busted. 
 
    “Muffins. We have chocolate zucchini, carrot, and a selection of fruit, oat, and cream cheese, which is a new recipe, so let me know if anything didn’t cook right,” he said as he set down a huge tray of them on our large kitchen table.  
 
    “What’s this?” Brian asked, pointing to a platter of pancakes. 
 
    “Those are turkey and pumpkin fruit whole wheat pancakes,” he answered. They were cute because he’d put the batter into cookie cutters so they kept that shape. He had shaped baking cups and all kinds of stuff he’d asked for. “That’s an apple passion fruit braid.” 
 
    “Oh, my favorite,” I cheered as I joined them. “This is awesome, Jared. Thanks.” 
 
    “We’re glad you’re home,” he said, his cheeks heating at the praise.  
 
    “And he wants something,” Hagan warned me. 
 
    Reagan shot me a look that they didn’t know what to do as he set down what was next. “This is an onion, pepper, tomato, bacon, egg, and cheese scrambler. He made the potatoes, but I did the rest.” 
 
    “Do you guys eat like this all the time?” Brian asked, glancing at the huge spread. “And why does everything have veggies or fruit? You’re making me feel unhealthy.” 
 
    “We didn’t even get to the protein shakes,” I chuckled, nodding to where Leo and Alvin were loading the blender. “And yeah, they’re awesome and spoil us, but we also have to. We eat so much that we have to load up.” 
 
    “Also, that thing about how much rabbits eat of fruit and veggies is true for shifters,” Hagan added. “They’re supposed to eat like a ton. We have the sun room for them to shift now with those grass boxes since it’s so cold out, but they eat more then too.” 
 
    “We cost a lot,” Tommy joked, always sounding nervous with that. 
 
    “Please, you guys do so many chores and help out around the house that you’re so worth it,” I drawled, immediately brushing it off like we always did. “And which of you cleaned my bathroom while I was gone because it was super shiny and pretty. So thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Tommy and Cory said together. 
 
    “So what’s up?” I asked Jared after we all sat down with coffee and protein shakes, plates loaded. 
 
    “Jacqueline invited me to come learn from her and work with her since it’s our break from schooling,” he admitted, fidgeting with his napkin. “I know Alvin got his license, but downtown to the club is too much.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I said. “Not when it’s cold and we keep getting freezing rain. Plus, you need a guard, Jared.” 
 
    “That leads us into something else,” Hagan cut in, wiping his mouth. “We need to have dominance fights.” I flinched, and he sighed. “Sera, they’re not like what you did. It wasn’t like that when we were kids, or even Stud said it’s not like that at his pack.” 
 
    “It’s more like sparring matches,” Reagan assured me, and Noah nodded. “I mean, they’re real matches, but there’s normally a ref, and if people foul, they lose. Yes, there are rules about shifting and whatever like you learned, but they’re safe. None of this pounding on people to beat them into submission.” 
 
    “It’s needed after all the changing and upset and bringing in new people—Theon and even us shouldn’t technically be Betas without ever having a fight to show we’re really one. It’s really cheaty that we didn’t, Sera. It sets a bad example that we don’t want,” Hagan continued. “Fine, there was a lot of crazy and confusion and fuck, we turned over a huge chunk to the council, but now people want to join our pack because it’s good. 
 
    “That’s the word about us, but we still look like there’s too much confusion and crazy that we’ll lose that good vibe and go back to being blood in the water if we don’t fix this. It’s good for everyone’s wolves that there are clear lines and pecking order even if we never, not ever, run the pack like Engle did that anyone under them is a slave to their will.” 
 
    “How did you get there from Jaqueline?” I asked after a few minutes sitting with it. 
 
    “She’s one who asked because she wants to be an enforcer,” Reagan answered, smiling when my eyebrows shot up. “She’s a born wolf of a powerful bloodline. She won’t want to be bottom in rank. She’s pretty badass too. She could maybe make Beta if we decide to expand like we’ve been talking, but she doesn’t want the responsibility.” 
 
    “Okay, set it up. How are you guys thinking about it?” I glanced between them when I felt the tension. “Spit it out.” 
 
    “It would be best if we made it a big thing like your fight with Noah,” Hagan admitted. “It would explain why it took us so long to do it, like we plan to make it a quarterly thing, organized and safe, as opposed to just street brawl mentality anytime anyone wants.” 
 
    “Vlad would be open to that,” Noah said after a few moments. “He’d ask for club vouchers or something to use his ring at the casino.” He elaborated when I shot him a confused look. “It’s good for the coven to have somewhere to get out and have fun away from his watchful eyes, but they won’t get into trouble at your club, so it’s sort of win-win. It would also be a cool livestream to push for packs to be safer, not hide so much of what you do that looks shady.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Brian agreed. “Your fight with Noah was a good bridge between your office and a lot of the human ones. People like to have fun like the cook-out. Have a holiday dominance melee thing.” 
 
    “Fine, but you guys and Theon should only have to beat the other Betas, so each of you pick one and do that beforehand so we know for sure. Jonathan still wants to go back to being an enforcer, but we haven’t had someone to replace him. He’s been patient because he couldn’t get his old job back, but he’s doing well running security of the club, and I think that should be his fulltime gig.” 
 
    “He’s said as much too,” Reagan agreed. “He wants to be in charge of all of the properties, factories that are the fairies’ even, and report to us on recommendations so we’re all not hopping and dashing. It would also help us solidify how many are needed so the pack isn’t covering shifts once every two weeks forever.” 
 
    “Okay, done. Ask Vlad and see if we can have another circus.” I looked back at Jared who was trying hard not to give me puppy dog eyes that he really wanted to go.  
 
    Reagan knew where my mind was. “Eva is helping Nina and Mrs. Evans again today and at the club tonight.” 
 
    “Is Jacqueline badass enough to guard him?” Brian checked, glancing between the adults. “I can give him a ride down there. If he doesn’t mind waiting until I’m done, I could bring him back. Even if she’s done before then, there will be security there by then.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you staying here again tonight?” 
 
    “If I’m welcome.” He shrugged like it was no big, but we could all feel and smell the worry coming off of him. Yeah, my nightmare and everything had freaked him out. 
 
    “You’re welcome, of course, but didn’t you want me to interview someone once I got back?” 
 
    He cursed under his breath. “Yeah, shit, I forgot about that. Our case is flimsier than we thought, and there’s talk of dropping the charges. I could use you.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I need to meet up with Milo and the doctor, so if you can drive Jared down there and we’re sure Jaqueline is enough, I can bring him home after I finish at your office, and you can just come whenever you’re done with work instead of rushing. I know we could bug the ancients, but Zlat and Goran were with me, and Brutus has been working as hard as the boys to get caught up, so they deserve a break too.” 
 
    “We’re not getting one,” Hagan teased me.  
 
    “No, but meeting with the new witches and fairies that fall under pack protection and sniffing them out is a light day for you,” I drawled. “Noah…” I actually had no idea what Noah was doing. 
 
    “I’m back at the new training facility to finish working on getting the rest of the equipment in. Jerome Curtis and a few of the other Quantico trainers are coming out next week to inspect, remember? We need everything locked and loaded by then.” 
 
    “Crap, right,” I sighed, scrubbing my hands over my head. “How far behind did coming to Memphis make you?” He didn’t answer, but I felt the worry coming off of him. “Call all the leaders and tell them I’ll give a hundred dollar gift certificate to the club to any of their people who come help you for a couple of hours to move shit or whatever they can do to take more off your plate. I’ll buy them. Dain wanted me to do more with the something, something.” 
 
    “Spend more deductible money to help your taxes, as you’ll have to report all of your income from the deals you made that were broken,” Noah reminded me, careful not to say Igor’s name when I was already hurting. 
 
    “Yeah, that stuff,” I grumbled, waving him off. They’d tried to explain it all to me way too many times, and I didn’t want to hear it. They were the adults taking care of it all with Alena and fine, let them. I had overflowing plates most days. 
 
    Brian hurried to finish, needing to pick up a suit on the way, Jared hurrying as well. His brothers were nice and promised to do the dishes, but I was more focused on what Brian was saying about the case in between bites. I smiled and nodded, waving as they left. 
 
    “Can you do my hair?” I asked Noah before any of them asked why I was so upset. 
 
    “Sure. What happened there?” he wondered, gesturing between me and Brian’s empty chair. 
 
    “I need to pee on my territory in front of a bitch,” I growled. 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Jenkins was that one who started the shit at the drug bust?” He looked like he was having trouble not laughing. “Never seen you jealous.” 
 
    “I warned you guys not to let me see it. I’m not, but my other side is. Besides, there are a few triggers given Brian and I used to work closely on my undercover gigs right when I was new and… Fuck, she even sounds like me minus the catty part but hotter. I was never hot like her.” 
 
    “Sera, you were always hot,” Noah argued, shaking his head. “Your siren doesn’t make you attractive, just more open. I’ve heard from others that you were closed off. Always hot but not easy to approach.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I agreed about the insult, but I wasn’t sure I agreed with the compliment. Funny how women could feel that way.  
 
    Hagan and Reagan said they’d handle the other stuff, knowing Eva had ended up going to have fun with the Martins since I’d come home and the boys were safe. So she would meet us at the hospital with the other people I needed for the first part of my day. 
 
    I picked a black pencil skirt with a slit and matching black stilettos. After a few minutes of thought, I went with a blue satin cowl neck top that was sleeveless and would show off my toned arms. The whole outfit was on the very edge of professional, but I wasn’t working and coming in to be sexy and do my thing. I could push it a bit. Noah just shook his head as he pulled out the rollers as I finished my makeup.  
 
    “Stake your claim on me like this someday, okay?” he murmured in my ear, kissing my neck. 
 
    “How about I just go on a date with you like this and don’t give me reason to feel like a petty, jealous bitch like I do now?” 
 
    “Deal. Though I think any of us would leave off the petty and just feel special.” 
 
    “I’ll think about that.” That was about all I could say with so much on my mind. I’d never been the jealous type. Brian was the first one ever, and even when I was human a few times, I hadn’t liked him near other attractive women. But I would never admit that. 
 
    Sometimes my siren was a good scapegoat too. Not fair, but well, neither was life. 
 
    I drove to the paranormal hospital, taking the time to make some calls and getting pretty much everything off my “loose ends” list I’d discussed with Reagan. So I walked into the next drama a bit lighter and ready to play the game as I needed to. 
 
    The group was gathered when I arrived, and I skipped the man who was clearly Theon’s father and greeted my Beta before Milo and his team. Which was a huge insult to the guy. 
 
    “Alpha, my father—” Theon started to introduce, but I cut him off. 
 
    “I don’t greet people who don’t ask for permission to come into my territory. He’s currently lucky I don’t count it as a challenge and forgive it because he’s friends with my family, but the intended slight still needs an apology.” I turned away and felt his power flare. 
 
    “You are the third and adopted daughter,” his father growled. “There is—” 
 
    “I am Alpha,” I snarled, letting my power flare and turning it up so they both bared their throats to me. “Remember your place in life, or you could lose your head. You pull this shit like I’m too stupid, and I’m not. And you do it now when Eva’s not around because she would lay you out.” I toned it down when I felt Eva arrive, pulling my power back in and smiling widely at her.  
 
    She looked like she was going to burst out laughing, which was great. “Granddaughter, you look divine.” 
 
    “Thank you, I have another meeting after this.” I leaned in and kissed her cheeks. “Thank you for coming and helping so much. You kept handling more and more, and you wanted excitement, so I figured we’d make sure to give you more.” 
 
    “Yes, it has been fun,” she agreed. “Has he greeted you as he should and offered his apologies for only calling me after he was in the air?” 
 
    “He was just about to I believe,” I lied, knowing they would all sense it. 
 
    “Alpha, I am Giannis Barlos, Patriarch of our bloodline,” he bit out, keeping his neck bared. “And I do apologize for the miscommunication and confusion, as you were out of town on assignment when I would have made the normal inquiries.” 
 
    “I wasn’t in the North Pole,” I chuckled easily as I leaned in and touched his neck, not giving him the kiss. “My phone still worked in Memphis.” 
 
    “Of course.” He smiled brightly at Eva. “I’m thrilled you are here for this discussion as her elder and obvious advisor, as she’s so new.” 
 
    “She needs little of it but listens to experience as the wise always do,” she praised, volleying the proverbial ball back into my court when he made it sound like only the adults would talk. She was so cool and poised like that. “But let us sit and find out why you have come so far when it was a simple matter.” 
 
    “I would have thought a more intimate setting,” he countered, looking around the cold hospital lobby. 
 
    “We’re busy, and you’re unannounced,” I purred and jabbed my thumb over my shoulder. “And he’s dying of cancer and busy rescuing paranormals whose lives are in danger. So, let’s get to it, shall we?” 
 
    “Of course.” He said it like he was being gracious, a bit like he was talking to a child who’d made a crazy drawing and then said it was clearly a horse. That placating edge to it. 
 
    We sat, and I noticed how uncomfortable Theon was. Actually he looked like he was ready to hide under the table. Oh, this should be good. 
 
    “Given the large favor that has been asked of my son, after the favor he gave the Dorcuses by aiding your adopted daughter in coming and taking a leadership position in her pack in a strange country, I don’t feel comfortable granting it without a firmer alliance between our families,” he said to Eva. “You understand of course.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I growled, fisting my hands to keep control. “Did you seriously fly all the way here to use someone dying of cancer to try and mate your son into the Dorcus bloodline? Tell me I’m incorrect as you address the idea to my grandmother and not the grown woman before you.” 
 
    She moved her hand to my arm. “You are American. This is more the old custom of powerful bloodlines. I went through very similar meetings when Alena became of mating age. However, it is normally once the man approaches his parents and tells them of his interest. Unless a great distance is between them to bring new blood in a pack, and then it is a family visit and discussion. However, I believe Theon has a love interest.” 
 
    “She is a cat,” Giannis dismissed. 
 
    “And my business partner,” I snapped. “Theon has never made any advances towards me.” And I smiled as I saw who I wanted approaching, glad he was running late and his timing was perfect. “You seriously overplayed your hand. Theon is a grown fucking man and my Beta who chose this for himself, a chance to move up in a pack where he wasn’t even an enforcer in Alena’s. It was not a favor but his request. I now see why he would want an ocean between you.” 
 
    I stood, ignoring his protests, and turned to greet our new addition. 
 
    “Alpha, I apologize for being late,” Christos, a Greek wolf on loan, greeted, baring his neck to me. “Your traffic is a bit more challenge than I’m used to.” 
 
    “Your timing is perfect,” I chuckled, giving his neck a long kiss. “Have you decided?” 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, Alpha. I would love to join your pack. The chance for someone like me to be an enforcer would never happen in Greece, and I very much enjoy your city, the people of your pack. They are all wonderful. I spoke with Noah, toured his facility, and look forward to training as security to protect the pack, the extended pack you have here.” 
 
    “And the other matter?” 
 
    “Yes, it would be my honor to make the men who are working hard to save more of us into wolves. My grandmother gave her permission as long as they swear never to dishonor our family and commit crimes.” 
 
    “Um, you might have to specify that,” Milo cut in. “We technically committed a bunch of crimes getting the witches out of a country where the law said they were to be burned at the stake. I’m sure lots others too.” 
 
    He smiled at Milo. “I will, but you did not break wolf laws. You hurt no children nor abused those weaker than you. Never used your strength for your pleasure against the will of others. Immoral actions our wolves cannot stand, not the laws of countries that change severely depending on which one you’re in.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t do any of that,” Milo agreed, sounding relieved. “Let’s check the list just in case because most have killing people on there and…” He trailed off when all the Greeks there burst out laughing. “Okay then. Not an issue.” 
 
    “No, not to hunt or punish,” Eva promised. “Killing to steal or for selfish reasons isn’t allowed.” 
 
    “Never done that,” Milo confirmed, his crew nodding in agreement. 
 
    I turned back to Theon and his father, smiling brightly at them. “So I’m sorry you flew all this way to piss me off, but Theon wasn’t the only option. I only asked him because I knew him best. So good you screwed that up for your son, but don’t ever dismiss an ally of this pack as ‘a cat’ again because that doesn’t fly in Chicago.” I glanced at Eva. “We’re going to see the doctor if you don’t mind finishing here?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there shortly.” Mirth danced in her eyes, and Theon’s dad was not happy. Yeah, well, he shouldn’t have been a dick.  
 
    Milo fell into step with me after we rode the elevator up to the right floor. “When you said people would push for favors from you, I had no idea it would be like marriage.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I admitted, sighing. “I told you being a wolf is tricky, Milo. I meant it.” 
 
    “I believe you, but we still want it. If this kid is one of yours now and you agree he’s good to do it, we’re in.” 
 
    “I’m over a hundred,” Christos chuckled good naturedly. “You will have to adjust what you think of as children.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Milo muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    Ten minutes later Milo, the doctor, and I were in a testing room while everyone else waited outside. He was hooked up to a bunch of machines, and the doctor was looking over his file. Then he nodded for me to go ahead, and I fed Milo a bit of energy, next to nothing for me, but it helped him. After the initial heart rate jump and stuff, the doctor studied a bunch of the machines. Eva slipped into the room and checked things out, not getting that stuff any more than I did. 
 
    “I’m going to take blood, but I don’t think you’re curing cancer,” he declared after a few minutes. “I think you’re making his body forget it has cancer. So his blood pressure is better. His lungs sound clearer. You might be stopping the progress, but really he’s just stronger.” 
 
    “So don’t delay anymore and give him as much energy as I can today before Christos infects him?” 
 
    “Yes, and I would recommend it for any you turn. I would say weeks up to infecting them,” he answered, checking out a few more things. “The stronger the body, the more chance we make it unless there are some of the few genetic conditions we know don’t let lycanthropy infect them. I will do testing on all of them, but Milo has none of them. He’s had full panels on a lot of everything, and that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Okay, good, good,” Milo whispered, his breath shaky. “So where are we doing this? How?” 
 
    “A bite to your neck will be best along with deep scratches to your left arm, as it will pump the infection to your blood first. It’s not fun, so here would be better so we can monitor you. I say as much energy be transferred over the next several hours as you can handle, but I’m not comfortable waiting until tomorrow with as fast as your cancer is.” 
 
    “Go, I will handle this, as my power has more layers than yours,” Eva told me. “It cannot be constant, so I will meet Nina for a break. I’m feeding at the club tonight, so this is nothing for me.” I went to thank her, but suddenly she was in front of Milo, grabbing his chin. “But if you ever hurt my granddaughter, our family, or her pack, I will take the life we are giving you.” 
 
    “I understand. I promise. I just want to live, and she’s the best Alpha I’ll get. We want to stop traveling out of suitcases and risking our lives for thankless jobs, the injuries adding up with our age. We’ll appreciate this life, you have my word.” 
 
    “Good, you believe that,” she confirmed. 
 
    “See you on the other side,” I said, leaning in and giving him a hug. It was weird because we weren’t friends, but he was about to become mine.  
 
    “Thanks. I hope so.” 
 
    I told his people the plan, thinking for a moment when they asked if there was anything they could do. “Get him good food. Not his last meal, but just relax. Ask Christos any last minute questions you might have. Talk about the perks. You guys know mindset is half of what gets you through the shit. Get him through the shit.” They nodded, and I turned to Christos. “Thank you for this. This will be huge for our pack and lots of paranormals.” 
 
    “Thank you for giving a poor no one a chance to elevate his station and have a better life, Alpha.” He dipped his head, excited for his new life. I leaned in and kissed his cheek, glad everything had worked out, and hoped with all my heart Milo made it along with all his people when it was their turn. We needed the muscle and strength.  
 
    With so much hate in the world and focused on paranormals? Yeah, we needed the strength. 
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    I walked into Brian’s office an hour or so later with a couple of bags of food from our favorite burger place near there. I smiled at a few people I knew as I passed them, my jacket and bag over my arm so my outfit was nicely visible.  
 
    Brian did a double take when he saw me, heat flashing in his eyes. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” I greeted. “You needed me, and I came.” I felt anger from my left and looked just in time to see Jenkins open her mouth to say something to the person standing next to her. “Remember I’m several paygrades above you. So if you like your career, I would be very careful of your next words.” 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. “Just wondering if you’re here to help on our case, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    “I am. I heard you couldn’t get the job done, so he called me,” I purred, turning back to Brian and basically dismissing her. “Do you want to have lunch first in your office? I made sure to bring your favorite.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet you did,” he breathed, knowing I would hear him. He nodded, taking in a slow, deep breath as he eyed me over. “You know the way.” 
 
    “I do.” I headed that direction and set everything down, about to take a seat when I caught a whiff of something. I booked it back to the door and locked eyes with the problem who was in cuffs being led to the nearest interrogation room. His eyes went wide as he caught my scent, and he glanced towards the elevator. 
 
    That Brian was in the way of. He’d have to go through Brian to get there. 
 
    “Don’t,” I growled, getting his focus back on me. “He’s mine. Don’t even think about it.” He looked to the elevator again. “He is mine. I’ve claimed him.” 
 
    “Your mate?” he checked, looking back to me as he sniffed the air. “No, not your mate.” 
 
    “No, but he’s mine, smells of me, and all of us in Chicago know it. He’s protected by my pack,” I warned. His eyes went wide, and I nodded. “Yeah, I’m Alpha, birdie, so don’t be stupid. You hurt what’s mine, and you know what that means.” 
 
    “You can hurt what’s mine, all my family even; but you’re law enforcement, you wouldn’t,” he argued, not sounding so sure. 
 
    I threw out the biggest bluff I could. “I know a tiger who owes me a favor or six. Fabulous tracker who works for the council.” Then I let my power flare as I darted in front of Brian while the guy was distracted. “Get away from him,” I warned the two agents holding him that hadn’t caught on. “Someone didn’t declare he wasn’t human.” 
 
    The guy panted, dropping to his knees under the force of my power. “Their case is shit, and I was about to walk. I’m not giving them the way to get everything from me.” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately for you, he’s smarter than you and shares the bed of the fucking Alpha,” I growled as I advanced on him. “You should have smelled me on him!” 
 
    “He didn’t smell like no one when I saw him a few days ago,” he whimpered, baring his neck to me. “I swear it. I didn’t hurt any of them. I didn’t do anything when they nabbed me. I was just going to wait until the clock ran out or whatever like my lawyer told me to.” 
 
    I was already pissed and barely holding on to almost witnessing Brian getting hurt, so I was less than gentle with my power, keeping him in that painful stage where he wasn’t shifting but I was basically smacking him around. “Did you ask Noe to come into his territory?” 
 
    “Hawks aren’t like that. As long as it’s not during the full moon and we don’t go by their nest, their lands like your pack lands, no one cares if we pass through.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “How long have you been passing through if there was enough of a case built against you to get arrested?” 
 
    “I pass through a lot, but I’m not located here,” he whimpered. “I didn’t hurt anyone. That’s not my thing. I’ve never hurt a human, I swear it, Alpha.” 
 
    I pulled back my power but then gave one flare at Jenkins, letting her feel it and see it in my eyes. “Do I need to warn you off too?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good,” she whispered, her voice shaking with fear. “He’s yours, and I won’t touch.” 
 
    “Glad you’re smart enough to get that.” I turned back to the guy I was supposed to interrogate. “I’m going to put you in the right room and leave these agents on the door while I call my people. You so much as try the knob, and I will rip out your throat and tell the council you were a threat to humans. Do you get me?” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha, I’ll behave. Don’t kill me.”  
 
    I picked him up off the ground, knowing where interrogation was and quickly stuffing him in there. I turned back to Brian and realized I might have a mess to clean up when he was just standing there with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    We just stared at each other for a few moments as I calmed down. Finally he smiled. “I love you too, Sera.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it because I would be so pissed if a frigging hawk scratched you. They might be top of the bird predator ladder, but they’re birds, and I’m an Alpha wolf.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’d try to eat me?” he teased, his lips twitching as he closed the distance between us. 
 
    “You are yummy,” I murmured, smiling when he did. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    He escorted me to his office like I didn’t know the way but really just wanted a reason to have his hand on my lower back. “So am I and not for food. You look mouthwatering, Sera.” He closed the door behind us and leaned against it. “Why are you wearing that? You were going to meet Milo at the hospital.” 
 
    I let out a huff and crossed my arms over my chest, basically showing more cleavage. He raised an eyebrow, and I huffed again. “Maybe don’t mention Jenkins over and over again at breakfast after sleeping over, okay? I warned you my other side was jealous.” 
 
    “Fuck, do I want you,” he panted, his eyes glazing over. 
 
    “How about I just remind you why you want me and not her?” I countered, closing the distance between us and dropping to my knees. I stared up at him, his eyes going wide as I undid his pants.  
 
    I was a bit shocked the boy scout didn’t say no. 
 
    He cupped my cheek when we finished, looking at me with such love it healed my jealousy. “Even if I never met you, I wouldn’t look at her. She’s petty and a brat. She might make a good agent one day, but she’s not a woman I would ever want in my life. I want you, Sera. I only want you, werewolf, siren, or human, it’s always been you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I rasped, covering my face with my hands, a bit mortified I’d made such a scene and acted this way. 
 
    He knelt down and wrapped his arms around me. “I’m not leaving you, Sera. I know he’s gone and Tristan didn’t work out how you—Jason fucked up and—I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    I knew he’d get it even if he couldn’t put it all into words to make sense of it. Riley was dead. Tristan wasn’t mine anymore. We might secretly see each other, but it would never be like it was. And that hurt. Jason had hurt me horribly by almost getting me to be a NSA lab rat. I was doing better with the twins, but they had hurt me too. Brian had hurt me when I’d gotten infected, and somewhere in my mind, I expected him to walk away because I wasn’t human anymore. 
 
    Or because I couldn’t give him children maybe? My mind wasn’t exactly working with all the logic gears at the moment. 
 
    “I love this outfit,” he murmured in my ear when I settled down. “We should have dinner after Thanksgiving, and you wear this with those heels, and I will follow you around anywhere. I never wanted any woman the way I want you, Sera, and that’s been true since I met you, will never change.” 
 
    “Okay, you can feel me up then,” I teased, laughing when he immediately grabbed my boobs. Goof. 
 
    We ate as we waited for my people. I wasn’t surprised when Cooper arrived with his team and they were all frowning. 
 
    “Chief, you were shot how many times a few days ago? You’re supposed to be resting,” he complained. “I’m telling Monroe.” 
 
    “He said I couldn’t come into the office. I didn’t break the rules,” I drawled, gesturing where the guy was at.  
 
    “How many times, Chief?” he pushed. 
 
    “Eight?” I counted them in my head and nodded. “Yeah, eight I think.” I held up my hands in surrender when he growled. “It was a light day. Quick meeting at the hospital and a quick interrogation. Not my fault it never goes according to plan. I’m picking up Jared and going home to rest, I promise.” I winced. “Okay, so maybe help Noah at the training center.” 
 
    Cooper snorted. “You don’t need to. He got a ton of help with what you offered. Heck, the fairies are so far ahead on the numbers for the nectar already for the month, Queen Laila said they can work to help Noah today. Some of us are going after work to handle the check list of each room, so we got this. We’ll get everything perfect before inspection.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll go home and sit on my ass then,” I agreed. I mostly kept my promise, making one quick stop to thank the techies who had been teaching Cory on weekends. He was loving all he was learning, and it pushed him to do better, excited to learn and for school.  
 
    Awesome. Seriously awesome. 
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    “Division Chief Seraphine Thomas?” a woman asked loudly as she walked into the main area of our office the second day I was officially back to work. 
 
    “That’s me,” I answered as I stepped out of my office and walked towards her. “And you are?” 
 
    She pulled out her badge as did the guy behind her. “Chelsey Pickens, Internal Affairs. We’re here to ask you some questions. I’ll need your badge and gun.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “The badge and gun don’t go for questions but investigations, so am I under investigation for something?” 
 
    “Several things actually,” she answered, giving me a blank face, but I saw the joy in her eyes that she had reason to announce that now.   
 
    “Harris, call Dain and get him here to act as counsel,” Monroe ordered as he stepped up next to me. I wasn’t sure Dain was back yet, as they had just finished at Quantico that morning. 
 
    “That’s not allowed under our directive,” the guy argued. “No one outside the FBI.” 
 
    “Funny you put it that way, as Dain is also FBI, he just happens to be my attorney as well,” I sneered, annoyed they would try to rail me like that. “It’s not like we have a union rep in this division, right?” She flinched, and I knew that was what they were counting on. “Yeah, you guys are here for anything fair if you don’t want me represented. What is this really about?” 
 
    “Badge and gun, Thomas,” Pickens demanded, holding out her hand for them. 
 
    “No, not until I know you’re vetted, as we don’t even have IA in our division, so I really want to make sure someone has checked into this,” I argued, glancing at Monroe. “Any chance you’d call Deputy Director Galvin and check this is legit? All I need is another hitter that figured out this time it was better to get me unarmed and alone.” 
 
    “Are you accusing us of being assassins?” the guy scoffed. 
 
    I slowly looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “You’ve not even told me your name, and this isn’t normal procedure from when I was even with the regular FBI. I would hope you’d be glad I’m not gullible and covering my bases.” 
 
    She studied me carefully and held up a hand to the guy. “Make your calls. Everything is aboveboard.” Monroe left to do that, and the tension in the air was so thick I knew we needed to cut through it or there could be a problem. 
 
    “You can have a seat in the conference room until we get this all squared away,” I offered, gesturing to the door. 
 
    “No thank you, we’ll make sure the situation stays as it is,” she said firmly, and I had trouble not laughing, but it wasn’t me who replied. 
 
    “Lady, if the chief wants out that door, you two standing in her way ain’t going to stop her or even slow her down,” Cooper drawled as he walked over to me with something. “This is the official order that you relinquished your right as Alpha to handle those terrorists as you wanted and let Naval Intelligence and the Shifter Council take custody. There was some confusion as to which office it should come from, so that’s the delay.” 
 
    I nodded and went to sign it but stopped when the guy snorted. I looked at him and raised an eyebrow as steam was about coming out of his ears. “Say your piece.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to allow me to speak,” he snapped. “I find it horribly egotistical that you would flaunt your conflict of interest in front of us like that.” 
 
    I kept his gaze as I signed where Cooper wanted me to, thanking him before turning to face this jackass full on.  
 
    “There wasn’t a conflict. I got first dibs as Alpha since the threat was against the children of the Alpha, not only endangered shifters, which would have made it an FBI issue. I allowed the Shifter Council to take over, as they have seasoned and talented interrogators and they allowed Naval Intelligence to sit in or shared what they found with them because it was them who brought the connection to light.” 
 
    “One of which you’re sleeping with,” Pickens sneered. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow. “And?”  
 
    “And what?” she asked, anger in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve slept with Jason. We have history. So what? Why does that factor into anything to do with my pack capturing and handing over terrorists to the government? I’m still not seeing the conflict of interest. If the threat was against the bear Alpha’s children, he would get to handle it. I would have had to turn over anything I found as FBI to him and let him deal with the threat.  
 
    “Because I knew Jason and trusted him, I pushed for the Shifter Council to work with Naval Intel for the first time ever. I’m pretty sure they and DOD want to send me a fucking fruit basket for that score and all the intel they got off those guys that’s well above my paygrade. So it’s not a conflict, but it’s great I’m FBI and could make that happen. Otherwise—” 
 
    “Chief Thomas, stop talking,” Dain ordered as he came into the office. I blinked at him, shocked he took that tone with me or would tell me that, also that he’d gotten here so fast. I saw something in his eyes that made me listen though, shutting it. “I’m Dain Morton, Chief Thomas’s attorney and acting in my role with the FBI. I can substitute as a union rep would even if this division are not allowed the curtesy of them.” He extended his hand, but neither of them would shake with him. 
 
    “Wow, insulting much,” someone mocked behind me. 
 
    “They check out,” Monroe muttered as he moved back up by me. “There was an investigation opened, but it’s not taking her off active duty, so no badge and gun turning in.” 
 
    “My apologies, I was told she should,” Pickens offered, not looking sorry at all. She gestured to the conference room. “If you would, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    Dain and the guy went in first since I was further away and it took me several steps to get there. I stopped when it was just us by the door. “What is your problem with me? The anger coming off of you is ridiculous for a normal IA check everything’s aboveboard.” 
 
    “You want to know?” she seethed, giving me a look of hate a weaker woman would have flinched at. 
 
    “I don’t ask for lies.” 
 
    “You disgust me,” she hissed under her breath. “Whores like you who sleep their way into their position make all women look bad, and the fact you’re in charge of anything with your not only questionable but slut morals makes me sick, and I plan to fix that, no matter what it takes.” 
 
    I smirked at her, knowing it only threw fuel on the fire. “You also should have done your research better before coming into the lion’s den.” I didn’t even raise my voice from a whisper. “How many of you heard that or took what she said down?” I gave her a full grin as I saw over a dozen hands go up. “I’m blonde, not stupid, Ms. Pickens. I’m not a whore. I didn’t sleep my way to anything, and I’ve never even slept with anyone in this office. ‘Slut’ is relative, so I could give a shit if you think I am one.” 
 
    “Stop pushing her buttons,” Dain hissed before I ramped up to another round. I nodded and went into the conference room, sitting next to him. He leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear. “It was good to score the point with witnesses, but stay on task and let me handle this.” 
 
    They both sat, and at least we got the guy’s name, Peter Douglas, when we all identified ourselves for the recording they were taking and the one Dain demanded we have on his phone. 
 
    The guy also started with a bang. 
 
    “Now, this is Dain Morton, as in one of the fairies you won from Queen Laila in a sex off?” 
 
    My mouth fell open so fast I couldn’t even stop it in time. I growled, and only Dain’s arm kept me from taking the guy’s head off. 
 
    “As publicly stated before and recorded on my application that was approved and my interviews when I trained at Quantico, Queen Laila offered three of the trained warriors in her court to Lady Seraphine—our way of speaking of an Alpha or group leader—who works for the FBI in an effort to support the FBI Mystical and Non-Human division and the personnel they needed so more offices could have appropriate teams. 
 
    “Vegas did not have one, and Chief Thomas coming in helped our community in undeniable ways and showed the need for such a team to be at every office.” There was a knock on the door, and Dain waived in Harris, taking something he offered. “Now, I don’t know where you’ve gotten your faulty information from, but I would ask you not only refrain from such pointed and blatant insults as to the professionalism of my client, but ask what source you got that from.” 
 
    “That’s not important,” Douglas said, waving off the idea of sharing sources as Harris left again and Dain opened the file folder. “If that was not how you came to be in her possession, then why has it been reported that you swore an oath and allegiance to her?” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” I asked, glancing between them. “I swore my allegiance and oath to the FBI, to the country when I was in the Navy. You make it sound dirty.” 
 
    “In this instance, they are making it so that I look like a submissive or BDSM slave contract,” Dain explained, giving them both disgusted glances. “I am a US citizen, but I was born before this was a country. I am also a fairy and serve at the behest of my queen. When Queen Laila offered our services to Lady Seraphine for her position with the FBI, I went a step further and swore my allegiance to her, in fact, making her my new queen as recognized by our sovereign.” 
 
    “So he’s your slave?” Pickens pushed, smiling as if she’d won something. 
 
    “Is that how you see a pack or clan? They’re all the Alpha’s slaves?” I asked, not hiding my shock at her ignorant comments. I went to say more, but Dain moved his hand to my arm to stop me. I nodded to it. “Yeah, he’s so not my slave, as he tells me to shut it and I do.” 
 
    “Not always,” he snickered but then put back on his professional face. “Before we get into your disrespect and ignorance on paranormal groupings and leadership, how is former Division Chief Hull, Ms. Pickens?” 
 
    I shot him a confused look, but he kept his eyes on her. What did any of this have to do with Hull and the trouble he’d gotten into for how he ran the Vegas office? “He’s suspended, right?” 
 
    Dain answered, which surprised me. “No, he was forced into early retirement for the colossal mess he made in Vegas of the whole office, pushing to investigate paranormals in the area that there was no reason to, not only taking cases that were out of his jurisdiction. It was part of the agreement made by the FBI higher ups and paranormal leaders, as his incompetence led to several extra murders to make us look bad as a community, whereas if he’d called your team or LA in, they could have handled it. 
 
    “More than that, I ask because Ms. Pickens went through Quantico with former Chief Hull.” He handed me the folder, giving me a sad look. “We expected this sort of retribution.” I frowned as I took it from him. “You are young, bright and shiny, and trust in your government and those you work for and that everyone has the right reasons for what they do, focused on helping and not wanting to hurt others. The rest of us are not so trusting.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I murmured as I looked over the background on Pickens and Douglas that Harris had pulled and given him. 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t have believed the FBI would allow some bullshit IA investigation into you as retribution or to stop progress to help paranormals.” 
 
    I shut the folder and sat back in my seat with a huff. He was right. I wouldn’t have. I narrowed my eyes at Pickens. “I didn’t try to get him in trouble. He did it to himself. I did everything but grab my ankles with the way that office treated me when I arrived. They screwed up all over the place. I helped. My team helped.” 
 
    “And that had nothing to do with your intimate relationship with Gearmo Stud, former mob boss and Alpha of the wolves down there?” she accused. 
 
    I actually gagged. I couldn’t help it. I gagged at the idea of being intimate with Stud. “Not intimate. Gross.” 
 
    “Be nice,” Dain chastised lightly. 
 
    “You be nice. I saw who he sleeps with, and she was trash. I might be a slut to some, but one thing I’m not is trashy.” 
 
    “Debatable,” Pickens muttered under her breath, Dain and I easily able to hear her.  
 
    “Look, I have no idea whatever connection you’re alluding to between Pickens and Hull, but there’s no way this whole stack of questions has anything to do with the shit storm that happened in Vegas,” Douglas argued. 
 
    “A shit storm I didn’t create, I fixed,” I growled. “And I’ve never slept with Stud. Our packs have an alliance, and that’s no different than any friendships you have with other offices or buddies at church. I didn’t so much as fix a parking ticket for him.” 
 
    “But you did do him a favor,” she pushed, and I sighed. 
 
    “Yes, a personal favor of allowing one of his pack member’s kid into my area to attend college. You act like that’s a conflict and it’s not. You as human don’t have to worry about wherever your children go to college. There’s not an extra set of rules that limits them. After some dancing and pushing Stud to do more for the community to clean up the old mob picture painted of him, which he’s not in anymore, I agreed to let the kid come here. It’s not the kid’s fault his Alpha was a mob boss.” 
 
    “Fine, so you weren’t sexually involved with him,” Douglas cut in, writing it down. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. I don’t see the problem if I was? Stud wasn’t under investigation. There was nothing to do with any of the files or cases we solved that weren’t mine that was to do with the pack. So who cares?” 
 
    “Did you have sexual relations in Vegas to gather any of the information you did?” he asked instead of answering me. Jerk. 
 
    “No, but if you think the FBI hasn’t asked me to do that before, you’re wrong. I’ve been told multiple times to get information when I was undercover by any means necessary, so I don’t know why that would be a problem now,” I answered with a huff. 
 
    “Did you?” Pickens demanded, looking like she knew the answer. 
 
    Too bad she was wrong. “No. I did my investigations without it and did them well. I’m not a whore. I might have gone undercover as a call girl to bust and close huge corruption cases, but I never had sex for information.” 
 
    “And you didn’t whore yourself to Councilman Starodubtsev as many have accused and as how you received your now vast wealth after you killed your lover?”  
 
    “Stop talking,” Dain demanded when I opened my mouth. I nodded, rubbing my hand over my chest at the pain the whole situation still made me feel. “You’re going too far with these accusations; certainly the wording of them is far from professional.” I glanced up and saw Douglas agreed from the look he gave Pickens, so Dain glanced at him. “What is the actual concern of conflict of interest in that situation?” 
 
    “That she was sexually involved with the councilman and it not only led to the financial gain she received but the order of execution she then carried out against him,” Douglas explained. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to start answering that if they think all of my pack are my slaves,” I whispered, blinking back tears.  
 
    “I do,” Dain assured me gently, patting my knee under the table. I listened to him cover the order of execution the other councilman had signed because of Igor’s assault on my house and attempt to steal endangered shifters. “Any agreement Chief Thomas had with Councilman Starodubtsev is completely irrelevant unless she was hesitant to carry out the order of execution she was obligated to fulfill because of them.” 
 
    “But she did have sex with him, yes?” Pickens pushed.  
 
    I jumped as the door flew open and Monroe came storming in. “He raped her! He forced her into a corner of her giving him sex or he’d kill me and Agent Cooper that he had hanging by hooks and was torturing.” 
 
    “Is this true?” Douglas asked gently. 
 
    “Yes, that is part of what happened that night,” Dain answered for me, rubbing my shoulder as I hid my face with my hand. “The councilman almost drained my client. In an attempt to limit the aggression against the FBI and endangered shifters in her care because of FBI investigations, unable to call for help or do anything that would bring in anyone capable of handling a crazed vampire that was over four thousand years old, Chief Thomas offered herself up. 
 
    “There were several agreements made that if the councilman got what he wanted from her instead of the continued torture of Chief Monroe or Agent Cooper he wanted, along with abducting the endangered shifters and members of her pack she could not all protect, he would leave them alone. This is all outside your jurisdiction, as it is a matter handled between the vampire and shifter councils along with the council in Greece.  
 
    “Unless you have some report from the councilman who issued the order of execution she carried out on behalf of the International Vampire Council, this is way out of your jurisdiction. Internal Affairs doesn’t investigate every whisper of any member of the FBI doing something they might not agree with, but actual missteps of those who work for the FBI in their work.” 
 
    “But you were a whore then,” Pickens sneered. “You had sex to get what you wanted. You went to a meeting as Chief Thomas and whored yourself out to get what you wanted while wearing the badge.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I went through that night,” I choked out, getting to my feet. “Excuse me, I need a moment.” 
 
    “No, I’m not excusing you yet,” she snapped, but I ignored her and left the conference room, her accusations hitting me so hard because it was how I felt about myself and it hurt my heart. 
 
    “This is going too far,” Monroe growled. “Dain, email me that recording, and I’m sending it to Galvin. He said there were some valid questions and things to hash out just as IA would do after an officer involved shooting. This is too far and complete bullshit.” 
 
    That was the last I heard as I reached the bathroom, my blood ringing in my ears. I yanked off my suit jacket and splashed so much water on my face I practically soaked my top. 
 
    “Why are her completely ridiculous questions upsetting you this much?” Dain’s gentle voice asked me. “I’ve heard you stand up to much worse and from much scarier than that dipshit human. Why is she getting to you like this?” 
 
    “Because she’s me before I became a wolf,” I whispered, hanging my head in shame. “She’s just like me and how I hated women who slept their way to the top, used their looks and bodies to get what they wanted like all women are whores.” 
 
    “That is not what this is about. She’s in love with Hull,” he argued, grabbing my arm and spinning me to face him. “Oh, Sera.” He brushed his lips over mine. “You’re not a whore. Please, please see that you had no choice that day. If you hadn’t done what you did, you’d be dead maybe. Cooper and Monroe would have been, as they stood no chance without your help. No one in our world thinks you’re a whore. Stop this.” 
 
    “Everything she said is how I feel. I went in there as Chief Thomas and threw sex at him when—” 
 
    “That is not the picture Cooper or Goran paint, and they were there too, Sera. You were traumatized, and that is why you hurt like this. You’re not a whore. You didn’t go to him and say ‘hey, I could use some gems or a new house, so why don’t you give me that big boy and you can have my body.’ What happened is so different than that and complete vampire bullshit games that go way past what fae even allow. Trust me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, bobbing my head. 
 
    “Have you discussed this yet with Phobie?” he asked gently as he pulled me to him, kissing my hair as I laid my head on his chest. 
 
    “We’re stuck on my guilt of killing Engle instead of sending him to the shifter council like I wanted to. Killing him with claws instead of a valid shoot. That and my fear that everything I had with Tristan was all in my head because of the bond and I’m scared to get that close to anyone again because of it. And Riley. There’s a lot of Riley since I got back from Memphis.” 
 
    “You’ve just started with her, and you’ve had several traumas. Do not lose hope, as all of us have so much faith in you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I muttered after a moment, hugging him tightly and soaking up his strength.  
 
    Dain let go of me as we walked back out into the office. He moved in front of me protectively when Pickens and Douglas were outside of the conference room arguing with Monroe. “If Mr. Douglas has any more questions to ask of my client, I’ll allow it as he is the reasonable one here, and Ms. Pickens is only here because of her love for the former Chief Hull and their quiet affair his wife doesn’t know about.” 
 
    “How did you…” she trailed off, realizing she’d almost outed herself. Then she narrowed her eyes at us. “Using paranormal gifts on law enforcement is against the law, Mr. Morton. I will not only have your job but you disbarred.” 
 
    “I’m a fairy, Ms. Pickens. It is not something we can stop doing. I didn’t use glamour—which is illegal. I felt all the emotions coming off of you and your desire to make Chief Thomas pay because you love Hull. I felt it when his name was said just like every shifter and vampire in this office heard your heart beat when I busted you. The affair was a guess, as I knew Chief Thomas had busted Hull on having cheated on his wife.  
 
    “So stop with the threats, as you have no move here. And I will be pushing for you to lose your job, as this is not the role of Internal Affairs, and you give all your colleagues and women a bad name by using the power you have to go after someone who did their job as they should because she got your lover in trouble and he lost his job.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry that Hull lost his job,” I added, much to the shock of everyone there. “He screwed up, but he’s mostly a good guy, and I bet he was good at his job before paranormals came out. He messed up trying to prove humans were still top dog or whatever and offices don’t need our division, could take on paranormals. He was wrong. That office wasn’t even up-to-date on the guidelines we put out.  
 
    “He also wasn’t trained as he should, as we’re trying to do now so more people don’t get hurt like I did or Harris did or countless others have. But he also shouldn’t be boss when they were treating vampires like rabid zombies or not paying attention to what shifters can do. If he had sent his people in after the cheetahs that were doing the robberies, they would all be dead.” 
 
    “Instead you got a casino,” she sneered. 
 
    “That I sold and gave the profits to the fucking FBI,” I snapped, her and Douglas’s eyes going wide. “Oh, did someone leave that out of the accusations? Yeah, I took possession for the sole purpose of getting the new training facility built to make the lives of all law enforcement safer, not just our division. I can’t even—” 
 
    “You’re all ignoring the hypocrisy here,” Davis interjected, and I had a feeling she was trying to get me to stop talking along with whatever was bothering her. “The woman here from IA from the Vegas office that was having an against regs affair with a married man, the Division Chief of that office, is calling Chief Thomas a whore and slut. Seriously? I’m pretty sure mistress is the highest level of slut there is.” 
 
    “How dare you stand there and—” 
 
    “Enough, Pickens,” Douglas cut in. “The original complaint and investigation started in your office in Vegas, but my office in DC was the one to give it legs, which makes me lead on this, and I agree with them that your conflict of interest is what started this whole thing. Now there have been legitimate claims and worries that need to be cleared up, and I will continue that with Chief Thomas and her representation.  
 
    “Chief Monroe, I suggest you have a conversation with Deputy Director Galvin about the conflict and unprofessional behavior of Agent Pickens. I also would suggest explaining to him the situation you were a part of, as I would like to keep that over my clearance with the international players and implications.” 
 
    “No need to be vague, everyone in the office heard what happened in the conference room and what she said about me,” I muttered, staring at my feet. I could feel Douglas’s questioning stare, and I shrugged. “Paranormal hearing. Assume we hear it all.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I’d like to have a real interview of some of the questions raised, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    Crap, that meant I still had to go back into the conference room. Suddenly I was very, very tired. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    21 
 
      
 
    “Do not say another word to her now that she’s been sidelined,” Dain warned me when Pickens tried to start shit as we went back to the conference room. I nodded and took my seat again. 
 
    Douglas restarted the recording, identifying who we were and to begin the official questions the DC office had. “Chief Thomas, did you receive any monetary compensation from the death of Joseph Engle?” 
 
    “No, Alpha Engle was killed in an official and legal challenge for pack leadership,” Dain answered for me. “My client went to great lengths to turn him over to the Shifter Council alive to be charged for his many crimes, and she challenged him. The pack lands are held in trust, and my client then became trustee, as she’s Alpha. However, she also added his personal accounts into pack funds, which is unheard of.” 
 
    “Why did you do this, Chief Thomas?” Douglas asked as he wrote down notes. 
 
    Dain nodded for me to answer. “I didn’t want it. He’d done enough to hurt the pack, I wanted whatever he had left to help the pack heal. I wanted to turn the Alpha house into a safe zone for any shifters. Instead of safe houses with bars and what our animals would feel like cages, let them change in a remote area like there with help. It’s not shifters that run those safe houses, and I’ve heard horror stories about how much worse they make things.” 
 
    Douglas stared at me a moment. “You were legally entitled to the money, and you basically donated it?” 
 
    “You could look at it that way. I didn’t want it. He was an evil bastard, and I didn’t want it.” 
 
    Douglas reached over and stopped the recording. “I can tell you that some of the questions in DC about the thing with Engle is there aren’t any reports. You mixed badge with shifter when you handled him as a shifter but then allowed your pack to file reports. It’s the first time that’s happened, Chief Thomas, and at that scale. You can understand why IA would have questions as we would over a valid shooting.” 
 
    I waved Dain off this time because he didn’t know FBI politics and ass checking the way I did. “What do you need? It was a valid kill even if it bothers me. Would you like to talk to some of the pack?” 
 
    “What pushed you to suddenly and very quickly take over the pack?” 
 
    “I don’t want her name in the report, as she still has nightmares, but you can talk to her parents.” He nodded, and I told him what Engle had done with his fucking inductions for females in the pack and how needing to save Ashley from that fate had been the straw that had broken my back. 
 
    “My word,” he whispered, rubbing his forehead. “That is, there aren’t words for that depravity.” 
 
    “He was also forcing pack members to turn women during their first shift so the women would be weak and controllable. That might be tricky to let bureaucrats and haters know because the Shifter Council was all over that. It is their turf.” 
 
    He nodded and started the recording again. “Could you give me names of people who can attest to this and the laws Alpha Engle broke?” 
 
    “Yes, dozens, but let me make sure they’re out officially as wolves first because we both know how being outed could mean loss of jobs or worse.” 
 
    “Of course. Next, at the time of your recruitment of Noah Drake, were you intimate with him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” he checked, raising an eyebrow. “We have on his application for trainer as listing you as an intimate relationship.” 
 
    “You said at the time. At the time I wasn’t,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “It’s not a conflict. I’m not his direct boss professionally.” 
 
    “But you are his Mistress, yes?” 
 
    Dain gestured to his recording, and Douglas rolled his eyes and stopped it. “You could get Sera killed if people find out about that. It’s not supposed to be possible for Masters or Mistresses of a city or Master or Mistress vampires to be anyone but vampires.” 
 
    Douglas’s eyes flashed shock. “Are you saying you’re at a power level of the Master of Chicago and that’s how you’re Noah Drake’s Mistress?” 
 
    “Yes, but if everyone knows that, you’ll get me dead. I don’t know who’s saying what, but it’s not some sort of BDSM thing. Even if it was, I don’t get why that matters. I’m not his boss. Who cares?” 
 
    “Lots of conservatives,” Douglas chuckled. “To our office it falls under a ‘how the hell are they running things in Chicago if she’s bringing her submissive into the FBI employment?’” 
 
    “When he puts it like that, I sort of see their point. Okay, answer honestly, as it’s not a BDSM thing,” Dain suggested, nodding for the recording to start again. 
 
    “No, I’m not. Noah and I do not have a Dom/sub relationship. Other than that, what we do in our bedroom is not anyone’s business. I recruited him because of his resume and there were some sparks after the crazy publicized fight to help our office.” 
 
    “Do you receive any payment from members of your pack? A tithe?” 
 
    “No, I waved my part of the tithe, as I’m not a full time Alpha, and my Betas are basically my Vice-Alphas, so they split it, minus the money taken out to upkeep the taxes. The Alpha house we demolished I’m going to rebuild from my own funds since I can and all of the pack had too many memories of that place and what happened there.” 
 
    “What is a tithe exactly?” 
 
    I gave the explanation Eva had to convince me it was needed. “It’s so the Betas can be Betas and not in between working. Mine do everything from helping new wolves with their change and full moons to helping if there’s a problem with someone’s business to going to pick someone up from a bar because they drank too much and are worried either about the area or if they could change if one more idiot gropes them.” 
 
    “And you do none of that?” 
 
    “I do some of it. I mean, yeah, but really the part that falls under my job as Division Chief or things I would do for a friend.” 
 
    “And that is how you reversed the ruling on Simone Lefevre’s application with the Cook County Zoning Commission?” 
 
    I opened my mouth and closed it, glancing at Dain who shook his head. “I think that’s going to go above your paygrade again, as it ties back into what happened before. I got involved to help Simone because someone was inadvertently breaking the law. I got into business with her after that, technically, since she lost her partner and to defuse the situation of an endangered and rare shifter being in Chicago alone, unprotected.” 
 
    “The siren you mean? That’s what the Siren’s Kiss is all about, yes? You partnered up with Ms. Lefevre to subvert attention on the siren.” 
 
    I let power flash in my eyes so he saw it and felt it in the room. “Yes, yes I did.” 
 
    His eyes went comically wide as it sank in what I wasn’t saying. Yeah, I was the siren. 
 
    I was the one who needed protecting and the damn subterfuge.  
 
    Dain reached over and turned off the recording. “Do not write down your suspicions or insights. A siren is an endangered and rare shifter, and the danger you would bring on anyone you named as such would be laid at your feet.” 
 
    Douglas slowly nodded and started the recording again, looking a bit like he wanted to go home and not be involved anymore. It actually made him good IA. He wanted to bust me when he thought I was crooked but wanted it over when he realized he was more the pawn. 
 
    We went over what had happened in Vegas and how I’d sold the Tropicana. Next was the terrorists who’d wanted the boys and how that all had gone down. Most would have thought it was a bit late to be investigating now, but I knew how a bureaucracy worked, and everything took time and steps. 
 
    They wouldn’t even touch Memphis because the dust hadn’t settled. The making sure we didn’t fuck up came after all the reports came in. 
 
    “How many lovers do you have, Chief Thomas?” Douglas asked, his tone not hiding his disgust at having lost count. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll answer the moment you tell me you’ve ever asked a male counterpart when in an interview. Lie to me and say you have, and I’ll tell you. Because I know several with way bigger numbers than I could ever hit, juggling several at a time that didn’t know they were one of many and thought it was all real. That’s shady and immoral. I’m neither.” 
 
    “I withdraw the question,” he muttered, noting down something else. “The last issues I have to clear up are some complaints made about your lack of interoffice and agency cooperation. Also that you involved non-government personnel in the joint fraud investigation.” 
 
    “Interoffice can shove it,” I growled. “I did everything I could to help Vegas and Sands in Memphis, and I have no issues. This is about agencies who went to his office, and I suggest you take that up directly with Deputy Director Galvin, as he knows what happened and is chewing on them still. And I involved Councilwoman Haton in a meeting that had nothing to do with the investigation and everything with multiple three letter agencies wanting me to be their lab rat.” 
 
    “Wait, I don’t know about this,” Dain murmured, shooting me a worried glance. 
 
    “You were at training, and I didn’t want you distracted because that was important too, Dain.” 
 
    “Sera, goddamnit, if you don’t tell me this stuff, how can I protect you?” he snapped, leaning away from me.  
 
    “Hey, I have a chain of command,” I argued. “They came while I was out from Monroe’s protection, in the midst of too much shit and corruption, and cornered me, writing down they wanted blood samples and talking about easily replacing me as Alpha so that wasn’t an issue to hinder their agendas. I had seconds to decide what to do before one of them tried something seriously stupid and I had to resort to defending myself. 
 
    “She reminded them of all the rules in place, who would come for me if they tried anything, and I spoke with Monroe and Deputy Director Galvin immediately after to warn them. I was going to tell you, but if they try again, it won’t be in court. The best way to help me on something like this was to finish your training and start teaching at the new facility so we get the help we need, okay?” 
 
    “You were going to tell me?” he checked, studying me closely. 
 
    “I didn’t even know you landed yet, and then this happened. I’ve been…” I trailed off, remembering we were on the record. 
 
    Douglas gave a nod, getting it was personal and not his business. “I will speak with Deputy Director Galvin. I’d prefer not to get carted off to some black site because I knew too much.” He jotted down a few things and then turned off the recording, looking like he was packing up. “I admit I’m ignorant to shifter and paranormal ways, but you have to admit that a lot of it looked fishy from what we’re used to.” 
 
    “Yes, but you also came in pretty half-cocked,” I shot right back. “I’ve had many talks with IA because of my undercover work, as we both know that tends to get sticky. Pickens might have been the crazy one here, but you weren’t all that professional with me, and trying to get me without a union rep is uncharacteristically shady of IA. We’re drowning here most days on lack of budget and bullshit.  
 
    “I’m using my personal funds to get the right tactical gear for my people because we don’t have the budget nor is it the same stuff humans use. We’ve fought for every inch of ground we gained to get everyone field trained, and we closed tons of cases in Vegas. How that got put to the bottom of the priority stack for you to fly out from DC and ask me who I’m sleeping with completely chaps me.  
 
    “I had a handler on an assignment in Germany who was pissed I wouldn’t sleep with the guy we were investigating to get in closer to his inner circle. It didn’t matter that the guy liked to whip his fucking whores, but whatever, if I have a relationship with Noah or a history with Jason, let’s absolutely shit rainbow kittens.  
 
    “It’s insulting and sexist, and as someone who’s proud she’s FBI, I want it on the record that I’m furious this is how what could have been a reasonable and understandable interview went. I’ve never been a problem for IA before, as I appreciate checks and balances. It’s why I’ve not worked with other agencies unless absolutely necessary. Who shares my bed is not the boys’ club’s business, or next time I’ll file sexual harassment reports.” 
 
    “Understood and I will pass it along with a notation I want a review ordered into the budget because having to provide your own tactical gear is a joke,” he muttered, writing some more notes down. “And I thank you both for your time. I also apologize for coming in with such preconceived notions. You’re absolutely right that it was unprofessional of me. I will say it’s not because you’re a woman. I think the same should be asked if you were a man but isn’t.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I accepted. If he thought the FBI overall should crack down on what could be seen as immoral—like Hull having an affair with a subordinate—I was all for it as long as it wasn’t Puritan rules. It was the double standard I couldn’t handle. 
 
    We said our goodbyes, Douglas just about dragging Pickens out of the office. I didn’t feel bad at all. If Dain could look into who Pickens was, Douglas should have too. His apology went a long way with me, but that didn’t mean I’d ever trust the man. I wouldn’t. He’d burned a bridge with me to ever be an ally. 
 
    “Sorry,” Monroe said once they were gone. 
 
    “Not your fault. I told you I was used to this kind of stuff coming from the regular FBI.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry what I told everyone in the office. I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that and announced what you went through.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Most pretty much knew, Chief.” 
 
    “I’m still sorry. You didn’t deserve any of this. Not after the time in Memphis you had. You should get at least a few easy weeks.” 
 
    Probably, but I wouldn’t. Instead, I’d get a funeral and lots more. 
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    Reagan had stepped up with Luca’s help to get everything ready to bury Riley. Jesse had wanted to be involved, but was too new to know the traditions. I had immediately wanted any other Beta to do it, given Reagan knew since it was his parents he’d had to bury—which was why Hagan didn’t want to be involved. But he assured me it was okay, that he was glad to help give Riley peace, and he knew his parents would help with that. 
 
    I had nodded, not having a clue as to what he was talking about. I felt like a huge dipshit when I found out what I was missing. The pack had a graveyard on our lands. I had figured they were getting a plot in a cemetery in the area, but no, we had one on pack lands I didn’t know about.  
 
    In my defense, there were a lot of rules and traditions to being a wolf. More to being the boss, and I hadn’t been either all that long.  
 
    So it was a bit shocking to find that out, thinking it was a bit of weird lore that werewolves would be buried on pack lands instead of like humans. As long as they didn’t consume them or something cannibalistic, I guess I should be glad with some of the weird shit people wrote or even weirder shit that was true. Wolves did believe it was good juju for the land though, like those gone would help protect the pack and what was ours. 
 
    Sort of like family graves at castles or manors. Mausoleums on private estates or traditions like that. I guess it made sense. 
 
    Some of the other traditions I actually thought beautiful. A shifter funeral wasn’t a dress up affair because we were going to get dirty. We dug the grave.  
 
    Everyone. We each took our turn with the shovel and helped dig out his final resting place. We did it as a community, as pack, to show we were all affected. It was also why we didn’t put flowers on the grave, but each pulled out a few hairs and put them over the casket before shoveling in some of the dirt. A piece of ourselves went in with him because it was a loss to all of us. 
 
    For all of my criticism of paranormals, shifters and wolves especially, some of their traditions were truly amazing. Thoughtful and loving even if they were pains the rest of the time.  
 
    In the letters Riley wrote—Alena reading mine as she’d found them, as he’d been staying with them—he was very clear he didn’t want some big deal. He definitely didn’t want someone to give a eulogy, as he’d thought that cruel to do to those left behind, especially with how he’d done it. I was honestly relieved. It probably would have fallen to me as Alpha and… What the fuck did I say about all of this? 
 
    Oh, I know we weren’t on speaking terms and were furious with each other, didn’t really like each other. He didn’t trust me because I worked with the council, and I didn’t trust him because he’d pushed me when I was new and didn’t fight the pull when I sirened him and he admitted he could have, whereas I had no clue what was going on. But I’m sorry he had a crap childhood and didn’t want to remember it.  
 
    Right, that was an awesome eulogy. I knew there were good things I could say. He definitely hadn’t been all bad, and we’d had some good times, even if not as many as there should have been. I was angry though. 
 
    I was irritated it hurt the pack. 
 
    I was angry Jesse was a mess. 
 
    I was peeved at the guilt I felt. 
 
    I was furious we’d missed his mental illness. 
 
    The waves were wide and far reaching. Tristan came into the club and got shit faced, calling into work even, which I’d never known him to do. Gayle told me later that he’d kept repeating that he’d never thought Riley would ever do something like that. He’d known people with severe depression, and Riley hadn’t shown red flags besides mood swings. And that could have been a lot of things… We thought the bond itself. 
 
    That and he’d been more worried about me hurting myself after Igor and Vegas. I couldn’t argue with that. I’d been in a really bad place, but I’d known someone in college who’d committed suicide when they’d failed out, and I’d seen how devastating it was for everyone around that person. I couldn’t ever do that to people; even when I hadn’t been sure they really cared for me, I couldn’t consider it. 
 
    We ended up deciding to do it Thanksgiving Day morning. He hadn’t wanted a big thing and an awkward funeral gathering afterwards, so we wouldn’t. Instead we’d put him to rest and celebrate his life, being thankful for what he’d given the pack and appreciate what we had in our lives. We’d toast him and remember to keep moving. People had the day off and could attend before they went to their holiday plans or meet us at the club for the big feast. 
 
    Except everything went to shit when there was a problem. Of course there would be. 
 
    “Where the fuck is Engle?” Freddie hissed as we arrived. 
 
    I blinked at him. “Dead?”  
 
    He sighed, realizing I was missing a lot. “Sera, what do you think happened to Engle after you won the challenge?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” I admitted, shrugging. “I figured Monroe handled it and sent him to the…” I wanted to smack myself. “Oh, so right, there’s a pack cemetery. He was buried there.” Then my eyes went wide. “Are you saying he was buried there and isn’t there anymore?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jessica, his mate, said quietly. “He was dug up along with where Joan thinks the Alpha before him was buried.” I shot her a confused look. “It’s not a mass grave, but we don’t mark individual plots. It’s too disturbing if we do that given how well we scent too much.” I winced, and she nodded. Right, decay and death we could maybe smell six feet under. It made sense not to get too specific. 
 
    I glanced towards the area we were going, mentally groaning when I saw the snow. “There won’t be any evidence to collect. Do we have any idea of when?” 
 
    “No, and I only noticed because I was one of the diggers,” Freddie admitted, scrubbing his hands over his head. “We didn’t have a real service for that bastard. We basically dug a deep hole and rolled him in there after we straightened everything out with who was going to the council. No one comes to this corner of pack lands because, yeah, it smells of death. I doubt anyone would notice the old Alpha is missing, but Joan thought to check if any other areas were disturbed.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to handle this,” I sighed, rubbing my tired neck. “I think we obviously need to get cameras put in because something fishy’s going on. I will quietly talk to Virgil or maybe the councilwoman off the record. This is not the sort of thing we want to draw attention to like we’re giving ideas to freaks or whomever to raid other pack lands.” 
 
    So we ignored that there were two bodies missing… Which of course we couldn’t ignore, but pretended we weren’t upset over that and didn’t tell people. I was freaked out, and I hadn’t been a pack member all that long. It was extra creepy for me as Alpha, and my mind reeled with reasons someone would want their bodies. 
 
    Eva had heard us, and I was glad she knew, seeing she was as disturbed as I was and she’d seen a hell of a lot. She shook her head when I glanced at her, as if saying she’d never heard of that happening before either. Awesome. We just found all kinds of new crazy in Chicago. 
 
    Actually, no, Memphis still took the cake with mounting fucking shifter heads like trophies. I had a feeling that would always win. 
 
    God, I hoped so because if there was worse out there, I didn’t want to know. 
 
    Jesse went first as closest to Riley, and I would go last as Alpha. I was really proud of how he was holding it together. They had lived together for months, and the kid had really been in love with Riley. Normally only wolves were allowed, but I thought that horrible, as we were more than wolves. Plus, someone like Tristan who had lived with Riley too… It was just cruel to not allow him to attend. 
 
    Given how he’d died, it was closed casket, but some part of me wanted to look, wanting to see myself what I hadn’t prevented. Honestly, I had enough nightmares involving Riley, and I couldn’t take any more. We could smell him through the casket he was sent home in. It was him.  
 
    And the death we smelled told us he was gone. 
 
    I was proud of the boys when they each took a turn, not knowing Riley really, and Riley had been incredibly dismissive of them, blaming them as part of the reason he was done with me. I’d asked Alvin why it was so important to him, and he admitted he’d thought of ending his life every damn day on the streets, especially after Gary—the rabbit who’d been kicked out after him—had died. He felt bad for Riley and knew how hard depression could be to constantly fight. 
 
    By the time we reached the enforcers, the grave was pretty much dug, but it was the symbolism, not a matter of depth. Hagan handed the shovel to Eva when he was done, tears in his eyes. Her power drowned all of ours, but she would go before me as a guest.  
 
    I didn’t want to do it when she finished, taking the shovel, the wood cold in my hand. I met Jesse’s tear-filled gaze, and he nodded he was ready. I jumped down into the hole and watched tears fall as I thrust the steel into the frozen ground. Adding to the pile of dirt, I jumped back out and went to Jesse, wrapping my arms around him and letting him sob against me as the casket was lowered into the hole. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” I rasped, praying it was true. “We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “Is he?” he choked out. 
 
    “I don’t believe whatever power or gods there are would ever punish someone who was sick for this,” I told him firmly. “It wasn’t his fault, and whoever is in charge knows that. They will forgive him and give him peace.” 
 
    “I hope so. I really hope so.” 
 
    Yeah, me too.  
 
    This time we were going last. Those who didn’t know him best plucked out a few hairs, dropped them onto the casket and shoveled back in some dirt, some saying a few words.  
 
    Jesse and I went together, only the two of us standing there as people went to their cars and left once they finished. We weren’t supposed to, but honestly I was worried if the kid could walk away on his own, leaning heavily on me to shovel. He held it together enough so I could take my turn, but then his knees gave out. I caught him and swung him up into my arms, not letting him fall into the muddy mess all over because of the weather. 
 
    The significance of that wasn’t lost on me either. Death was dirty for those who were left behind. So was life, and death was part of it. 
 
    I thanked Luca as he took Jesse from me, getting him into Dain’s SUV. I smiled at Dain, barely getting a chance to talk to him since he’d come back and we’d handled the IA crap on Friday. There was always just so, so much going on. 
 
    But we also had something to celebrate as we passed the FBI inspection of the new training facility, so after the holiday we were ready to start reviewing applications and setting up our first class. And did we ever need more help with the unrest and problems all over. 
 
    The drive to the club was morose, hard to handle as shifters with all the hurt and tension. I was glad when we arrived, and I heard the twins sigh too as they got out of Hagan’s SUV.  
 
    “Tristan said he’d talk to you later, but he was working, and it would draw eyes if he came to your Thanksgiving celebration beforehand even if we all came right from the funeral,” Reagan told me. “He asked we make sure to check on you because he couldn’t. He’s really having a hard time.” 
 
    “They lived together longer than we did,” I sighed, bobbing my head. A lot of us were hurting. We lugged a ton of everything out of our vehicles and to the elevator to take up to the dining room. There were too many of us to eat there, so we were going to use the club level for the meal and the dining room for prep and appetizers. The one thing I loved about this plan was it was easy. The whole point was to give us one easy and relaxed fun day after something hard. 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when I found out our chefs were enjoying the hot tubs. They’d had the earlier part of putting turkeys in the smokers late last night before the club had closed since they were big birds. Or some were being roasted, so those had gone in this morning. I wasn’t sure where the hams were going, but they got a break until timers started going off. The rest was up to everyone else.  
 
    People who couldn’t afford to bring food had stepped up and were handling a lot of everything to make it happen. Several of my wolves were set up at a table to clean and devein shrimp before they’d get boiled for appetizers—that sort of thing.  
 
    Everyone was using the club showers and lockers to clean up and change. We headed there, and while I wanted to shower with Hagan and Reagan, needing the comfort and wanting to be there for them, there were just too many people around. 
 
    “How are you?” Joan asked gently. 
 
    “Still in the shocked and angry stage I think,” I admitted as I got undressed. “I keep having nightmares that he’s going to pull me in with him from the bond. I struggled with not looking for myself, but what would that really help?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t, but seeing is believing,” she sighed. “It’s why so many have problems accepting the truth if there’s no wake or viewing. But it was really him. We all smelled him in there. Looking would have done nothing but hurt you more, and you don’t deserve that.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure of that, but I was grateful she and most everyone thought it.  
 
    The mood was much better after I showered and got ready. It took me longer than most with all my hair. Noah hurried to put in the rollers, and I rolled my eyes, knowing I’d put it up to help prep so I wasn’t sure the reason to do it. He said they wanted to see it later with the sexy dress I was wearing. 
 
    “What dress?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “Hagan just said he was grabbing me something. And I said I didn’t care as long as he didn’t make me wear heels on a holiday.”  
 
    “Nope, no heels,” he chuckled. “You’re actually getting one of the presents from the boys early.” 
 
    I was really curious then. I burst out laughing when I saw the super cute gray bunny slippers. I figured gray since we kept it secret they were white bunnies, but I didn’t know why I’d wear them right then, until I saw the dress was gray. It was a super short sweater dress that was off the shoulders. I raised an eyebrow at Noah until I felt the material, groaning at how comfy the fairy material was and wanting it no matter how much it revealed. 
 
    Yeah, it was super snuggly with the long sleeves and everything. 
 
    I went for goofy and slid over towards the boys, striking a pose in my slippers. They burst out laughing, Hagan and Reagan looking like they might fall over. That was what I wanted. We needed laughs. 
 
    “So what’s my job?” I asked, heading over to Jared. “Taste tester?” I scooped up some of the premixed crab cream cheese dip he’d thrown together to make my point and moaned. The kid was really good. 
 
    “Piping deviled eggs?” he asked, handing me a filled piping bag.  
 
    “I can handle that,” I promised, taking it from him and heading to the trays of eggs. I did the first row as I watched the others help as well, Tommy and Cory in charge of peeling eggs, saving all the shells for someone’s garden. Alvin and Leo were chopping what Jared needed, and Ben was taking out hardboiled egg yolks for Jared to mix up. It was awesome. 
 
    Not that my adopted little brothers could help with cooking, but they wanted to so they were supporting Jared. A lot of teenagers wouldn’t jump to help with stuff like this, but they did. They always did.  
 
    I finished before Jared was ready for the next group and checked out what else was going on. I burst out laughing when I saw the long folding tables filled with slow cookers people had brought in. I’d never seen so many before, not even in Target or Walmart. There were carrots, potatoes, cranberries, beans, and just about everything else I could think of. 
 
    “This was one of your better ideas,” Simone complimented as she handed me a glass of fairy nectar. “This is what we needed. The opening was great, but it came with flack. We needed a day to feel the community and how far we’ve come in the months since Engle.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice,” I agreed, taking a sip as I stared out at everyone having fun, not stressed even if we were feeding hundreds of people. “We should make it like this every year. Anyone’s welcome, no one alone anymore.” 
 
    “Amen, Sister,” she murmured, tapping her glass with mine.  
 
    I got back to work when Jared waved the next piping bag ready to go at me. We did all the deviled eggs as we talked, joked, and danced to the music Simone had playing.  
 
    “Sera, you’re eating as many as you’re making,” Hagan chuckled, taking the platter of cheese cubes I’d just finished putting together. 
 
    “Hey, normally everyone’s bitching I don’t eat enough,” I defended. “Now it’s a holiday and I’m eating too much? Everyone eats too much at the holidays.”  
 
    There was more I was going to say, but P!nk’s “Raise Your Glass” came on, and I started dancing and singing, on my second glass of fairy nectar and enjoying it. Lillie Reed started really singing it, and dozens of us joined in. Hell, it should have been our theme song since it was about underdogs and freaks.  
 
    I snagged a guacamole chip cup as someone walked by, raising my glass at the chorus. I let out a yelp when someone ate the chip out of my hand.  
 
    “Did you just yelp?” Brian teased me, smiling brightly. 
 
    “Did you just steal my food when there’s tons everywhere?” I threw right back but frowned. “Aren’t you like hours early?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell her we were coming?” someone asked from my right. 
 
    “I cleared it with Simone,” he answered quickly. “I knew she’d get nervous, and she had enough today.” 
 
    That didn’t make a lot of sense until I looked at the voice and saw his parents and Grammy Havers. My eyes went wide as I tried to slap on a smile before looking back at Brian. “I thought you had your normal family thing.” 
 
    “Change of plans, and it’s complicated,” he muttered, not sounding happy. “How was the funeral?” 
 
    “Fine,” I lied, knowing he would bust me and not because he’d hear my heart rate. I tapped my ear when he opened his mouth to ask. He gave a slow nod. “So we’re—are we at a place to meet the family?” 
 
    “You’ve met my family,” he teased me. 
 
    “We weren’t together then. I met them at a fundraiser,” I reminded him. “I filled a chair for your table.” 
 
    “She still believes that was why you invited her?” Grammy Havers asked, sounding a bit like she was disappointed I hadn’t figured it out yet. 
 
    Brian smiled when my cheeks flushed. “And yes, we’re there. It comes with the drawer in your room.” 
 
    “That’s a deep meaning drawer,” I muttered, glancing around. “Do they, um, know?” 
 
    “That we’re not exclusive, yes, they know,” he confirmed, losing his mirth. “I didn’t think you’d be against it.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I said quickly, a bit too loudly, clearing my throat. “I just…” I didn’t have an answer honestly, and Eva joined us so I didn’t have to. I introduced them all, and it felt like something heavy was on my chest when they met the boys too. I excused myself and rushed into the kitchen, practically knocking over someone as I went for the walk in freezer. I went in there and had a moment to wish I could lock the door and keep all of that out there. 
 
    “Sera, what’s going on?” Brain asked me a few minutes later after he found me. “Why are you in the freezer?” 
 
    “I’d make a mess of my makeup and dress if I went to splash water on my face,” I muttered, not turning towards him.  
 
    “Talk to me,” he begged, wrapping his arms around me. “You like my family.” 
 
    “They were nice at a fundraiser when we worked together. This is different, Bri. I live with three men. I just buried one tied to me for what was supposed to be eternity. I didn’t think—I’ve never done this.” 
 
    “Done what?” He flinched when I didn’t answer. “Have you never met the family of someone you’ve dated?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, letting my head fall forward. “Jason’s a bastard his family doesn’t acknowledge, and we didn’t really date. That guy I dated after I joined the FBI—that didn’t last. Then there was you. We weren’t—it wasn’t official. Who would I meet? The Cooneys’ died almost two decades ago. Noah’s family is long gone. I’ve never even had family to introduce before, so that’s always awkward and—” 
 
    He spun me around and mashed his mouth to mine. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have sprung this on you if I’d known you’d never done it before.” 
 
    “Have you done it a lot?” I growled, realizing he was saying he had. 
 
    “A lot? No,” he promised, smiling that I got jealous. “I brought home a girl in high school. A few in college. One once as an adult, but that was before you. Grammy’s right that I brought you to the fundraiser because I wanted you to meet them and was totally in love with you even if I couldn’t figure out how to be with you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re the bigger idiot or I am,” I grumbled, leaning my forehead on his chest. “No surprises. Too much crap in life to plan surprises.” 
 
    “I thought you had a whole surprise day planned for us?” he drawled. I smacked his chest. “I get it, I get it. No stressful ones. Only fun surprises, I get it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to go back out there when I friggin’ reacted like that,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, I’m freezing, so let’s go,” he chuckled, grabbing my hand and dragging me out of the freezer. “They like you, Sera. They don’t care if what we’ve got isn’t normal because I’m happy.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I didn’t think too many parents would be fine at all with our setup, especially human parents. He moved back by his family and pulled me in front of him. “Sera, these are my parents and Grammy. Guys, this is Sera Thomas, my partner.” 
 
    “Hi,” I said, giving a wave before slapping my hand against my face. “I don’t think that went any better.” 
 
    “She’s never done this, has she?” Grammy Havers figured out. “Brian McCaffrey Havers, I’m going to turn you over my knee. You do not spring this sort of thing on a woman!” 
 
    “McCaffrey?” I purred, hearing Hagan and Reagan echo me. 
 
    “What’s your middle name?” he drawled. 
 
    “I don’t have one. I was brought by Krampus according to my parents,” I shot right back, shrugging when I felt him go tense behind me. “Whatever, I don’t have one on my birth certificate.” I looked at the Havers. “Would you like something to drink? There’s tons of food already. We’re just hanging out and eating as we prep.” 
 
    “This is unfair,” Grammy Havers said before anyone could answer. “We are the grandmothers here, and she looks like this.” She gestured to Eva who looked younger than Brian. 
 
    “It would not help you to know my true age,” Eva chuckled, popping something into her mouth. “Jared, this is amazing. Your culinary skills have improved even over my short visit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Great-Grandmother,” he muttered, his cheeks turning red. 
 
    “Did you see my early Christmas gift from the boys?” I asked as I moved away from Brian to see all of them, lifting my foot so they could see my slippers better.  
 
    “Cute,” he chuckled, heat filling his eyes as his gaze moved up. “And the dress?” 
 
    “I didn’t know parents were coming,” I grumbled, lowering my foot and tugging the skirt down. “Hagan picked it out.” 
 
    “Which are yours?” Mrs. Havers asked, glancing around. 
 
    I didn’t catch what she meant at first, shrugging. “I’m Alpha, so all of them really.” Eva snorted, and I caught on. “Oh, um, those two.” I gestured to the twins, both of them looking like they might burst out laughing. “This is so weird.” 
 
    “Sera, you weren’t all that normal to begin with,” Mrs. Havers chuckled. I wasn’t the only one who gave her a glance that her statement didn’t really help.  
 
    “She doesn’t mean your clairvoyant tendencies,” Brian explained. “Mom is very vocal that we’re all weirdos.” 
 
    Mrs. Havers let out a huff. “Everyone else runs away from bullets and danger. You run towards them. Of course you’re not normal.” 
 
    That actually did break the tension, Hagan showing them where they could set up their slow cooker of garlic and herb mushrooms that smelled great. All they had to do was plug it in, and it would be ready in a few hours for the feast. 
 
    “I’m very sorry for the news you received,” Gammy Havers said to me quietly.  
 
    I flinched, and she moved her hand to my arm. I looked from it to her eyes. “He told you?” 
 
    “No, well yes,” she sighed. “I poked at him like I do too often about giving me great grandchildren, and he snapped at me. I don’t think Brian has ever snapped at me, and I kept pushing until he told me. I’m sorry you’re going through this even if you never wanted children.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, glad she said it like that. “I told him he can—he wants them, I think, and I’m not human anymore.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, but that doesn’t matter to him.” She might have said more, but people rejoined us, and I didn’t want to keep talking about it with all the ears around us.  
 
    So much for that easy day, huh? Fuck a duck. 
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    “This dress is too fucking sexy, Sera,” Brian murmured as he kissed along my neck. His hands moved up my legs and cupped my naked ass. “Shit, I’m so excited for whatever you’re planning for tomorrow. Give me a hint?” 
 
    “No, and you’re not getting sex with your parents here,” I hissed, elbowing him as I kept filling the carafes with frozen drinks to bring back downstairs. I snorted. “Wow, now I feel like a teenager.” I pulled away from him, smirking when he practically whimpered. I pulled up the back of my dress to be a bitch as I headed towards the elevator. His groan echoed in the empty club.  
 
    His mother thanked me when we got back downstairs as I poured her a glass, glancing around a bit hesitantly. “You said they’re all yours? Like they work for you? I’m a bit ignorant on how the groups work.” 
 
    “Well, I’m Alpha and also chief of my division, so some work for me,” I answered, trying to put it in the right way. “But I’m also more powerful than everyone but Eva, so I’m still boss of everyone in some ways.” Brian cleared his throat, and Eva chuckled. 
 
    “I think most women would agree they’re the boss of their men,” she purred. 
 
    “I don’t know, I let him—” I shut my mouth so fast I bit my tongue. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Oh, it must have been a doozie from the way your heart races,” Monroe chuckled as he joined us. His eyes went wide, and he burst out laughing. “That good, huh?” 
 
    “He’s boss of me,” I grumbled, waving at him. “I’m new to meeting parents.” He raised an eyebrow, and I let out a deep breath. “Yes, hi, I know we’ve met before, but I’m dating your son, my other lovers are here too, and welcome to the club I half own that has a dungeon in the basement where—” 
 
    Brian’s hand moved over my mouth at an impressive speed. “Please don’t finish that sentence or I’ll never be able to look my family in the eye again.” 
 
    I blinked up at him, pulling his hand away. “Nice of you to give away we’ve used the dungeons. I was just going to say where dirty things happen and naked hot tub fun upstairs as opposed to like a barbeque at the house.” 
 
    “Oh, crap.” 
 
    Mr. Havers burst out laughing so hard I thought he was going to fall over, his face bright red as he grabbed his sides. Finally after he calmed down, he glanced between us. “Who chained up whom?” 
 
    “Sera’s chained me up a few times,” Noah admitted as he joined us. He leaned in and pressed him lips to my ear. “Luca wants to know if he can give Jesse a shot or two. Not get him drunk, but the kid is—” 
 
    “Yeah, but no more than that or we could lose our liquor license,” I agreed. “Should we…” I trailed off. Taking him home didn’t sound any better. 
 
    “He’s going to stay with Gayle. They made a pact to go through Tony’s things together and then Riley’s.” He nodded when I gave him a shocked look. “She never did it. She said she couldn’t even look at it all after all the pain Tony caused other women she had to see. She says it’s time because it haunts her.” 
 
    “Thank Luca for me. I don’t think my presence helps Jesse.” 
 
    “I don’t think anything helps him right now,” Noah sighed, kissing my hair.  
 
    More and more people came, lots bringing their dishes already made or desserts so we were done with the cooking. We ate so, so much that I was almost full when it was time to head upstairs for the real meal. My mouth watered as I saw the large carving station filled with smoked and roasted birds, ham that smelled insanely delicious. Simone had everyone find tables and fill up booths before food so we knew if we had to bring up more chairs. 
 
    By some miracle we all fit; the extra folding tables someone had brought that filled the dance floor were enough. Simone and I were seated at two huge head tables that were put together to fit everyone in our party—including Brian’s family. And then they all looked at me. 
 
    “Why do I have to give the greeting?” I hissed as Simone gestured with her head for me to get up. “You run the place.” 
 
    “You’re Alpha,” Hagan and Reagan both reminded me. 
 
    “Hey, she is too.” 
 
    “Sera, you’re Alpha,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “You give the speech.” 
 
    “Fine, but next time, as Alpha, I’m saying someone else has to do it.” I pushed to my feet, everyone finding my antics pretty amusing. I stared out at all the people gathered, all our people.  
 
    And drew a complete blank on what to say so I went for honest. 
 
    “I hate holidays,” I sighed, fidgeting with the sleeves of my dress. “I always did. They were always all about families, and I didn’t have one. Fourth of July always stung, even if I served, because it was family fun and kiddies with fireworks. I never went trick or treating on Halloween that I remember. I was born on Christmas, and that was painful. This is my first Thanksgiving not on my own.” 
 
    A cricket farting could have been heard with that sort of opening. 
 
    “But this was awesome. Today was hard; we buried one of our own. Lost another in Memphis, Ross, who lots of you met when he visited to make the alliance with our pack and Simone’s clan. We’ve taken some hits this year, and I wasn’t even with you the full year. So everything won’t ever be perfect. Getting Engle out definitely didn’t fix everything like a magic wand. But I’m proud to be Alpha of this pack. 
 
    “Every one of you has worked hard and helped to keep us safe, fix what was broken, and stepped up. And I don’t just mean the wolves. I mean the fairies who’ve worked hard to help all, give jobs and hope. Our human friends have done lots too.” I sniffed loudly as my eyes watered. “Riley wasn’t perfect, none of us are, and I’m a pain in the ass every day of the week. But he taught me how to align with my wolf. 
 
    “He helped me see new wasn’t scary only. Hell, fighting with him helped me see that just because I was a wolf, I didn’t change all that much because I still can’t eat rare meat.” A few people chuckled, and I saw several of the pack wiping away tears. “I’ve always hated Thanksgiving most because it centers around a lie of Pilgrims being nice to Native Americans, as we all know that’s bullshit. 
 
    “But celebrating it this year, I see it’s more than that. Just like a lot of wolf traditions, bullshit might have been why it started, but it has grown into something more, something better. I’m grateful, I’m thankful, to have known Riley and Ross, even if it hurts now, even knowing Memphis hurts as we do. Both helped fight for what was right, Ross protecting his Alpha, and Riley shoving me into what I knew I had to do. 
 
    “So they got us to be here today, and for that, I’m thankful, we all should be. And I’m thankful for all of you. We’re doing better than we were months ago, and that’s a lot to be thankful for. We have a few new members, Christos from Greece, who has decided to stay. And Milo survived, his cancer now gone, and recovering, his whole team waiting to become like us and saving paranormals until their turn. 
 
    “Welcome to the new witches they helped rescue that are now part of Nina’s coven. And the new fairies who arrived who are excited to start over here. We might be the weirdest pack out there, or fuck, city since we don’t give a crap who’s vampire, wolf, or fae, but I think that’s what makes us the best pack, paranormals, and city. And I’m glad you all feel the same.  
 
    “Thank you for sharing the holiday with us, and I hope we have many, many more in our future. I thank everyone who put in the time and effort to make this huge feast happen. And I’d like to thank Simone for making this club really happen. It has been the first domino pushed over that has led to so much and so much good we needed.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me, Sera, it was you,” she rasped, wiping under her eyes. 
 
    “It was both of us then,” I argued. “Happy Thanksgiving everyone, enjoy the feast, and take leftovers.” 
 
    I smiled as lots shouted “here, here” and sat down, glad that was over. 
 
    “For someone who hates to give speeches, you do it very well, Granddaughter,” Eva complimented. 
 
    I shrugged. “I do my taxes well, but I don’t like to do those either. Being the center of attention never bothered me when undercover, it’s not me. The moment I’m me, I hate it.” 
 
    “It was a beautiful speech,” Mrs. Havers complimented. 
 
    We went first to get food, being Alphas having that for a perk. Brian burst out laughing as I took two turkey legs, one smoked and one roasted. 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Hey, everyone keeps telling me to eat more, and I don’t like white meat. I’ll get sides and stuff.” I bit back a smile as I set down my first plate and went back with another one.  
 
    The Havers found us amusing as even the boys ate more than Brian, who took it in stride, used to it by now. Even I was too full when we finished dinner—people helping box up leftovers with sides and bread—and dessert came out. 
 
    “I’m going to split this dress,” I groaned as I laid eyes on some of the treats everyone had brought and Jacqueline had made in advance. “I can’t. I won’t be able to…” 
 
    “What?” Hagan asked, raising an eyebrow. “You won’t be able to what tomorrow, Sera?” 
 
    “Do you really want me to spoil the surprise?” I challenged. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Reagan assured me. “Shut up, Hagan.” 
 
    “It was very nice of Vlad to offer us rooms at Timequake so we can adventure tomorrow in this Black Friday madness,” Eva said, changing the topic. 
 
    “And you terrify him,” I snickered, smiling when she did. “I know you can handle aliens if they come, but it’s really crazy. Not just pick pockets, but people get violent to get door busters and—” 
 
    “Seraphine, I have lived almost a thousand years, surviving actual wars and fighting in some to keep battlefields from coming near our lands,” she reminded me, mirth dancing in her eyes. “I promise you, no long nailed bimbo will touch the boys like in those reality shows or movies. The three ancients are coming with to experience it for themselves. The boys will be fine. If we feel worried, we will simply head back to the hotel and shop online.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, good, sorry,” I sighed. “I’m still a bit all over the place.” We shared a glanced, and she nodded, knowing what I meant. She was freaked out too.  
 
    Brian figured out it was what I wouldn’t say earlier, and when I went to take my plates to the bin to be washed, he dragged me to the elevator and we went upstairs. 
 
    “Tell me,” he worried, hugging me from behind as we stared out the windows.  
 
    “Someone dug up Engle and we think the last Alpha. Took the bodies.” I nodded when he flinched. “Yeah, and we don’t know when or anything. It’s like a joint plot in the corner of pack lands, so no one goes over there except for funerals. So that’s not terrifying as current Alpha.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s whoever tried to get you in Memphis,” he murmured, kissing my neck. “They couldn’t get you from the deal and dug up the next best thing?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. There are weaker Alphas. Alphas of tiny packs. They wouldn’t be hard to get. It seems weird to go from trying for me who’s most powerful to digging up dead bodies.” 
 
    “So two players. That’s not worrying.” 
 
    “Plus the government agencies who cornered me in Memphis. We both know that’s not over.” 
 
    “I won’t ever let them take you, Sera,” he promised, his strong arms hugging me tighter. 
 
    But he couldn’t stop them. We both knew that. If the NSA or even CIA wanted me and were willing to risk all the ramifications, Division Chief of the FBI wouldn’t mean dick. They wouldn’t give a crap at all what he thought or said. Hell, he couldn’t get DOD to back off when he was part of the investigation on the terrorists.  
 
    “I have powerful friends and family now. I’m not worried.” 
 
    “Liar,” he breathed, both of us knowing it. “But thanks for trying to ease my worry.” 
 
    “Another day. Not today, Bri. We’ve had enough lately, and I just want to enjoy today and tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. It can wait.” 
 
    More like we didn’t have any clues, so there wasn’t much to do even a week from then without more information.  
 
    We stared out at the skyline for a while longer, snow starting to fall as if even the weather was telling us to chill out and just relax. When his hands started moving all over, I threatened to push him into the huge hot tub.  
 
    “Grammy asked if she ever got to use the hot tubs when her hip acts up because I got the drawer.” 
 
    I laughed so hard, I was still laughing when we got off the elevator. I walked right over to Grammy Havers with a bright smile. “Yes, you can always use the hot tubs. I would recommend during the day because once the club is open, people won’t be wearing swimsuits.” 
 
    “That might be interesting too,” she admitted, her son and grandson looking appalled. She shrugged. “I’m old, not dead.” 
 
    “I would like her for an in-law,” Eva chuckled, several people flinching at the implication. She met the Havers’s gazes head on. “Your son would be given immortality and much more than you can understand. People do everything from bribe and try to coerce to seduce being mated into our family. We like him because he wants none of that and only Sera.” 
 
    “I just gave him a drawer. Can we wait until maybe I’m thirty and Alpha more than several months before any more mating talks again?” 
 
    “Again?” Brian asked, and I sighed, filling him in on Theon’s father and that whole thing before we’d sent him back to Greece.  
 
    I saw the confusion in his and his family’s eyes. “They’re wolf royalty. They live in a huge castle in Greece, advisors to the Prime Minister that really only got elected because of their backing. The pack runs lavish destination resorts, and they’re so important they have diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    “The Dorcuses also own separate from the pack a few resorts in the Bahamas,” Eva added, smiling like she wasn’t trying to brag but proud of the accomplishment. “There was a reason my daughter so skillfully negotiated much on Seraphine’s behalf. She has done many such deals. She’s been a bit bored since we decided to hold off any expanding given the geopolitical climate, but that may change now that Sera has made us friends with the vampire council.” 
 
    “No need to rush,” Mr. Havers agreed, shooting his wife a look like they weren’t sure they wanted Brian involved in all of that. 
 
    Hey, good thing I wasn’t offering. And he wasn’t asking. Did I miss where he’d even asked officially to be like my boyfriend—or some better term—or had we just sort of buried the hatchet on the past and picked up where we’d left off? Which hadn’t been officially dating. I shot Brian a look, and he held his hands up in surrender like he hadn’t done anything. 
 
    Idiot. Even I knew families meeting at holidays meant more than just dating. If whoever was after me didn’t kill me, the men in my life might. And here I had fun planned for them. 
 
    Everyone dropped the topic and went back to eating and fun. When the night was over, a group who couldn’t afford to bring food offered to stay late and clean up, including Lillie Reed, and she had a key, so I wasn’t worried then. There were several of Noe’s hawks as well who had jumped in to help with security before, so it worked out well. 
 
    And we all headed to Timequake to crash there instead of driving all the way home. It was a great day, even with the hurt and loss because we were hopeful and had some wins too. I would have thought I’d be too keyed up to fall asleep, but I crashed the moment I crawled into the magnificent sheets. 
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    The next morning, I went home while others went to shop, Hagan, Reagan, and Noah saying they were going to go for the morning. Hopefully everyone would have their fill by then, and the boys and Eva were staying at Timequake, so we had the house to ourselves. The private party didn’t start until noon for lunch. 
 
    Traffic had been a fucking joke though, so I had less time than I’d planned for, so honestly that was probably better to not freak out. I took a long shower, making sure to shave everywhere, and put on lotion. I rolled my eyes at my mistake and went right back in the shower to wash it off. I dried out my hair and headed downstairs to find Alok and Tasar already in my kitchen, having gotten the house key from Dain. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Alok checked, smiling when I shook my head. 
 
    At first we were going to use the kitchen island because it was sturdier, but we realized the flaw as it was too big. So after some debate, we ended up moving the plan to the dining room, bringing the partition from the boy’s room downstairs so everyone wouldn’t see what was going on the moment they walked in.  
 
    Tasar ended up demanding to do my hair and makeup while Alok heated up food. He didn’t want anything to go wrong and for me to look perfect. I only shook my head. I seriously doubted my hair would be the potential downfall of this plan.  
 
    The next hiccup was we couldn’t find batteries for something needed, but I ended up using the ones from the remote for the TV in the kitchen. 
 
    Honestly, the hardest part was lying still for so long. 
 
    “Good luck, Sera,” Alok whispered when the doorbell rang, giving me a kiss on the forehead and putting on the blindfold. 
 
    “What are you two doing here?” Dain demanded. “Where is Sera?” 
 
    “She’s here,” Tasar chuckled. “Wait until the others arrive. I don’t think you’ll have to wait long.” 
 
    Sure enough, everyone was at least ten minutes early. Good thing Alok and Tasar moved fast or we might not have been ready. 
 
    “Who has the first birthday of the year?” Tasar asked, and I wished I could see their faces and the multitude of reactions. 
 
    “Me,” Reagan answered. “Our birthday is January, but I was born first.” 
 
    “Then you get the remote,” he said. “Now, there are rules.” 
 
    “Let them see so it makes sense,” Alok suggested. “But know there are rules and wait to hear them.” 
 
    “Okay, this isn’t weird or anything,” Brian drawled. They must have shot him a look because he sighed. “I got it. Wait for the rules.” I heard the partition move. “Holy fuck me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe that is the goal of today,” Alok chuckled. “Maybe for Christmas.” I rolled my eyes under the blindfold. “Now, the rules.” 
 
    “Wait, I want to appreciate this a moment more,” Dain breathed, my cheeks heating. “I have never seen such an amazing sight, and we saw a lot living in Vegas. A buffet of Sera is well beyond even my imagination.” 
 
    Technically the buffet was on me, not a buffet of me, but I guessed that could work too. I’d gotten the idea after seeing an article in a magazine someone had showed Simone and I, asking if we’d ever do a naked model sushi buffet. Simone was interested, but I’d had another idea for Thanksgiving leftovers… And I was covered in them on my dining room table. Complete with a pumpkin pie covering my lower parts.  
 
    “What are the rules?” Noah asked, clearing his throat.  
 
    “You each get five minutes in charge of the remote,” Alok explained. “Pass it along according to birthdates. Do not mess with her feet, as we know she hates that and it would cause her to jerk and ruin this. You can only touch to pick up food or eat off of her directly. You may also feed her anything you wish.” It was hard not to laugh at the groans as they comprehended the deeper meaning there.  
 
    Tasar took over. “Dessert comes last and is to be eaten off of her and not the tin. The blindfold stays on. If you eat everything and don’t be wasteful, you will get your Christmas present early, and she knows where it is. After your meal, you have all day and night with her at your disposal, as it will be child free until tomorrow afternoon. Do you understand the rules as we have stated?” 
 
    There was a chorus of yeses, but Reagan sighed. “What’s the remote for then?” 
 
    I bit my lip to keep quiet as he turned it on, the egg toy inside of me vibrating and startling me. 
 
    “This is the best present ever,” he murmured.  
 
    “Yeah, can we eat?” Brian agreed. 
 
    “Yes. Lock up behind us,” Alok chuckled. “Call if you need us, Sera.” 
 
    I heard the front door open and close, the locks flipped. I gasped as a second later someone ate one of the cherries balanced on my nipples that the ring of pineapples was keeping there, ham all over my chest and shoulders. Another one went missing, and then Noah’s lips were against mine as he fed me the cherry. 
 
    Shit, this had really been a good idea. I moaned as someone ate the cool cranberry chutney off my stomach, their warm breath and lips a titillating contrast. Someone else went to work on the warm turkey covered with gravy on my calves. 
 
    “Can you talk?” Brian asked as he leaned over and nibbled on my ear. 
 
    “Yes, but I think the point is to feed me or keep my mouth busy,” I purred. I let out a gasp as the toy was turned up. “Shit, this is way more fun than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “For us too,” Reagan murmured, feeding me a piece of ham. “Fuck, Sera, you have no idea how you look.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I do. Alok and Tasar took pictures that I planned to make into Christmas cards for you five.” I bit back a smile when they groaned.  
 
    “Five minutes,” Hagan blurted a bit later. 
 
    “Fine,” Reagan growled and moved by my head. “Are you really okay with us feeding you whatever?” 
 
    “Yeah, um, I was a bit worried I’m not good at it when none of you jumped on it,” I admitted. 
 
    “We’re a bit more respectful than that,” Dain chastised lightly, and I nodded. That was fair. I hadn’t done it all that much before getting infected, and my siren and wolf were pretty clear we wouldn’t be doing it often. I understood that. Too many men saw a woman on their knees as subservient to them. Hell, porn had way too much of women always orally pleasing men and them never getting the same. 
 
    I heard Reagan’s zipper and about vibrated as more lips and fingers touched me as they ate. He gently touched my head as he brought himself to my lips. I moaned as he teased my nipples and I took care of him while someone sucked on my fingers. Holy crap, this had been a good idea. 
 
    “No more?” I asked when he pulled away. He gave me a toe curling kiss as Hagan turned up the egg. 
 
    “We have all day and night,” Reagan growled. “This was an amazing gift, and I have no intention to be selfish.” 
 
    “I might,” Hagan admitted, a few of them chuckling. He passed on the remote and took his turn but wasn’t demanding, only letting me do it a bit before feeding me lunch too. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually I am,” I admitted, thanking him when he brought me a bottle of water and gave me some… In a kiss. “Shit, that’s hot. I always thought it looked gross in movies, but that’s hot when I can’t see.” 
 
    They then took turns while Dain kept changing the levels of the toy until I thought I was going to go insane. He leaned over and kissed me before biting my nipple hard. “Your elf is not the only talented fae you have in your bed and life. I am vastly educated as well.” 
 
    “I never doubted it,” I panted as someone teased my hip. “Alok forgot to mention there’s a prize if you can keep me on edge the whole time you eat.” 
 
    “What’s the prize because watching you orgasm is pretty damn fun?” Noah challenged. 
 
    “You each get to pick an outfit we sell that the hosts model, and I’ll wear it to a private dinner before the club opens, and then you get me in the dungeon that night.” 
 
    “Fuck, turn it back down,” Brian demanded. 
 
    “That would be cheating,” Dain argued. “Deserving it means winding her up and getting her close to the edge, but not go over it.” I whimpered, and I could practically feel his smile. He leaned over and ate a slice of pineapple. “I want you to wear that sexy Mrs. Claus outfit I saw Lillie show some others yesterday. I would be your Mr. Claus and give you all the presents you could handle, as you’ve been a very good girl this year.” 
 
    I almost climaxed right there. Holy crap, the mouth on him and what he did to me was just too, too much sometimes. I ate him for a while, even after he handed off the remote. Then he made sure I was well hydrated and fed me some actual food too. I cried out as someone finally turned the egg all the way up, having trouble keeping my hips still and curling my toes. 
 
    “Shit, eat faster,” Brian hissed. 
 
    “We’re eating more than you,” Hagan grumbled. 
 
    “No fighting,” I interjected, not about to have this fun turn into even a hint of aggression. 
 
    “I was just teasing,” Hagan swore, and I believed him. 
 
    I almost felt bad for Noah going last given how much and how fast paranormals ate, but there was still the whole pie. 
 
    Which they flipped over right there, spreading me wide and feasting all together. 
 
    “Slow down, slow down,” I panted, almost there. I dug my nails into my hands as I moved against them, wiggling and squirming at how amazing it felt. 
 
    “Done,” Reagan announced. 
 
    And so was I. I screamed my head off as I came, all of them teasing me in every way imaginable. But I kept going, over and over again until I was hoarse, gasping for air as the toy was turned off. The blindfold was pulled off, and I blinked up at five very, very turned on men. 
 
    “What’s our present?” Noah asked, his voice the deepest since he’d run out of time to get eaten. Part of me was shocked they’d lasted long enough for him to get the remote at all. 
 
    “It’s for all of you, but you can be in charge,” I panted, taking in huge breaths of air. “It’s in the first drawer of the sideboard.” I swallowed loudly, nervous about this part.  
 
    He turned and was back in a blink, holding up the small plug and lube, his eyes comically wide. 
 
    I shrugged when they all gave me a range of looks. “Each of you have asked, said you wanted me to try anal anything, and I’ve been nervous to and who to do it with first, so now it’s all of you.” I held up my hand when Noah came towards me. “I’m sticky. You guys did not lick every inch.” 
 
    “Sponge bath in the kitchen or we’ll get your hair wet,” he murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that’s the reason why,” I drawled, laughing when they all looked busted. Fine, we took the plan to the kitchen island after all, each of them grabbing a clean wash cloth and giving me a warm sponge bath as I mewled and moaned the whole time, the cold countertop and air on my skin a contrast against the wet, warm washing. I was panting when it was over. “I don’t think I can ever look at this counter or the dining room the same.” 
 
    “Good, let’s do that with the rest of the house,” Noah growled before kissing me deeply. “We never got to christen anywhere but your bedroom.” 
 
    “The adult fun room,” I argued. 
 
    “I’ve not seen it,” Brian and Dain said together. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re both abused,” I chuckled. They’d gotten lots of other fun. 
 
    Noah ended up moving me over to the other countertop so my back was against the cabinets, my heels on the counter and most of my ass hanging off. I looked at him like he was nuts to think that was a position I liked, completely on display for them all. He just smiled, nodding to the dining room, like it was no worse than what I’d just done. 
 
    “Hi, legs weren’t spread like this there,” I reminded him. 
 
    “It will be easier for this,” he told me, already having washed the new toy. He chuckled as I took in a deep breath, nodding I was ready. “Sera, it’s not as big of a deal as people make it. Life as you know it will not end because you have anal sex. I’ve played with it. I like it. People make it this huge taboo thing for some stupid reason, but it used to be done quite regularly.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that, and Dain actually snorted. “There wasn’t TV or good access to books. People did lots of things that would shock you to entertain themselves and have fun. You spent time with prudish, hypocritical Puritan types. If anything was wrong with anal sex, there wouldn’t be pleasure glands in there for men nor many women find it enjoyable.” 
 
    “I know that,” I sighed, letting my head thunk back against the cabinet. “I just also knew women at my old gym who hated it, talked about it incessantly in the locker room. One said it hurt like getting kicked in the stomach and totally messed her up. You guys have all wanted it, and what if I hate it?” 
 
    “You are so amazing,” Noah murmured as he leaned in and kissed me. Then he dropped to his knees and took good care of me, the other four staring at me like they planned to eat me for real this time. When he finished, he stood… Minus the toy in his hand. 
 
    “It feels weird,” I admitted, squirming a bit. 
 
    “If you hate it, you hate it, but no harm in trying,” he said easily. “Do you hate it?” 
 
    “No.” I wasn’t sure what else to say because I knew they hoped I’d like it, and I didn’t like it either. I was sticking with it being weird as my answer.  
 
    “Adult fun room,” Dain murmured as he plucked me off the counter and carried me downstairs, the others following. Noah led the way, and I thought Brian was going to fall over when he saw the place, giving me looks asking if I was for real. 
 
    “I didn’t put it in,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Thank me later,” Noah chuckled as Dain put me in the leather swing. 
 
    I liked the toy better when he played with it during sex, it sending weird—but good—sensations through my lower half. 
 
    “Sauna,” Hagan growled the moment we were done and Dain cleaned me up. He carried me over there, sitting down with me on him, Reagan moving behind me and helping, taking turns being inside of me. 
 
    “Okay, the steam is fun,” I agreed when the three of us finished, gasping for air and my sinuses not feeling gunky because it was winter.  
 
    “Does that mean you’ll think about adding another secret room for a hot tub?” Hagan teased me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Spoiled. You guys are so spoiled.” 
 
    “We are,” Brian agreed, grabbing me from them. I gave him a funny look when we ended up at the workout area we’d expanded beyond the Pilates room. He moved me over one of the leg lift machines. “I’ve always wanted to do this. Every damn time I saw you working out or training, I wanted to jump you.” 
 
    So he did. 
 
    Then Noah got his fantasy of doing me on the pool table.  
 
    After that, Dain called a time out, feeling what I was, and at the moment it was fairly depleted. We ended up lounging on the pillows in the theater, each of them wanting to feed me or take care of me. 
 
    “I thought Alena was seriously nuts when she told me she sirened so many, and like how did it ever work out,” I admitted, deciding to talk to them about the pain I’d been feeling since Memphis. “I don’t know if I’ll do it again. The pain I felt when Vlad rebound Tristan was horrible. This is worse. I feel like something is missing inside me. It echoes.” 
 
    “What about the ancients?” Noah asked, worry in his eyes. They’d been getting pushy to be tied to me officially before someone found out they weren’t and either started shit with them or stole them. 
 
    “They’re all master vampires, we both know that. The art thieves making amends by recovering art are the weakest, and they’re stronger than Vlad. I don’t get why they want to be tied to me? We don’t know if we can undo it ever like sovereigning if we do it the way without blood. They were tied to a crazy asshole for thousands of years. Why anchor themselves to someone they barely know?” 
 
    “Brutus is happy,” Noah sighed. “He adores the boys and is working on a book he wants to make into a series of stories about what really happened in history he experienced. He’s safe here. He was Igor’s whipping boy basically, and he’s found somewhere far from all of that where he can be safe and free. You give us freedom, Sera.” 
 
    “I do, but I think the other four Monroe should sovereign.” 
 
    “They’re more powerful than him. It wouldn’t end well.” 
 
    “Monroe’s not a regular coven,” I argued. “Zlat and Goran had a blast on that drug bust. More and more people have been echoing this idea of using us more. I think it should be a vampire SWAT team that any police or agency can use. Finish their training and let them swoop into danger and use those killer instincts so they don’t get bored, as that gets people into trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Monroe, feel him out. There might be a way,” he agreed after a minute. He shook his head when I went to say more. “No more talking. More playing.” He reached over and teased the toy. 
 
    “Oh hell no. You are not going first with your third damn leg. No way. And I’m really not trying two if you’re one of them. Ouch and ouchie.” 
 
    He burst out laughing, falling back to the pillows. “You are so fucking adorable.” 
 
    “I actually don’t blame her,” Dain drawled shaking his head.  
 
    “I was going to suggest you,” I admitted, all of them giving me a range of looks. I shrugged. “He can feel what I am. It makes it easier for me that if I hate it, he won’t push.” 
 
    Hagan and Reagan shot me a look like they could feel that too. 
 
    To which I raised an eyebrow to remind them they’d missed a lot during sex over the past few months and should be grateful they were even included when they’d screwed up having me all to themselves. 
 
    Apparently a lot could be said with a look and an eyebrow raise because they both nodded, holding up their hands in surrender. 
 
    “I’ve never had sharing sex,” Brian admitted. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re both going my first time?” I cleared my throat and looked away. 
 
    “No, he’s not joining,” Dain chuckled, already busting me. “I would take you alone, Milady. Let them long for the chance of maybe it being the only time you allow such an experience.” 
 
    I was about to snap at him about making people jealous but gasped at the amount of desire I felt, my siren thrilled at how much they wanted me. I licked my lips and met Dain’s intense gaze. “How do you want me?” 
 
    “You know,” he murmured, mashing his mouth to mine. Yeah, I did, he wanted to repeat the fun we’d had at court and get my first anal sex. I mean he really wanted it. He brought me to the entertainment room that had the chaise lounges on either side of the sectional and tossed me onto it. 
 
    “I might need lessons on how to do that better,” Brian grumbled as Dain brought me through a third screaming orgasm from his mouth, just as he had in Vegas months ago. 
 
    “Dain’s a fairy, he gets a lot from her just like she does as a clairvoyant,” Noah explained.  
 
    “I can’t, I can’t,” I panted, twitching still as I blocked Dain from going back for more. 
 
    “You could, but a marathon like this after abstaining since your work trip is selfish,” he murmured, moving over me and giving me a gentle kiss. “I missed you, Sera. I finally get to be with you for real, accepted as your man, and I’m sent away for weeks to train. That is not the honeymooning period I wanted.” 
 
    “You’re back now, and so am I,” I reminded him, giving him another kiss, noting how he smiled when I twitched again. “Be gentle, okay?” 
 
    “I always am with you and always will be,” he swore, rolling me under him. He kissed along my back, teasing and distracting me. He’d played with the plug earlier to stretch me out a bit so it didn’t hurt when he entered me, but I had this instinct to pull away as if my body was yelling at me that nothing went in that hole. “Feel how they want you. Listen to that, Sera.” 
 
    I moaned when I listened to him, licking my lips as I stared at them all naked and ready, wanting me so much it was unbelievable.  
 
    It ended up not being as bad as I’d have thought. I didn’t like it as much as I had a feeling they did, all of them bickering who would go next or together. 
 
    “Hey, let’s not break me,” I snapped, all of them giving me guilty looks. We ended up not doing two on one like that, but lots of sex with all of them was had.  
 
    I’d never be able to look at way too many surfaces of my house the same again. Or be in those rooms with them again and not blush. We were dirty, dirty people. At least we kept the boys’ room off the list. Though we had to air out the entertainment and gaming rooms because seriously, they smelled of sex.  
 
    Everywhere. 
 
    I fell asleep a very, very sated woman and siren and for a moment, wrapped in Noah’s arms, Brian on my couch, I didn’t hurt. There was no pain and only fun, only joy, and it gave me hope I could have more days like that. 
 
    Maybe? Just maybe that could be my future? 
 
    I hoped so now that I’d had a taste of it. 
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    Milo recovered from his cancer and being infected really well. The paranormal doctor we worked with—who was one of Noe’s hawks—said it was an interesting case study and he might publish, leaving my part out of it. A reporter caught wind of the whole thing, and it ended up being a pretty big story. Milo did a few talk shows, not recruiting as some accused him, but more to give us good PR. 
 
    How bad could an illness that cured cancer be? Stuff like that. It definitely wasn’t that easy and complicated, but we could always use good press. 
 
    IA wrapped up their investigation fast. Pickens got fired, so she’s got all the free time she could ever want to keep trying to break up Hull’s marriage or whatever. As long as the bitch stayed away from me, I didn’t care. Douglas actually got written up, but he deserved it for the way he handled things. He came after a Division Chief of another office, not in his division, without everyone knowing the real deal. Dipshit. 
 
    And I’m sure somehow it was all my fault. Right, awesome. 
 
    I also got a chance to follow up on some old stuff, which was nice. Nina was doing fine with her landlord still. Good stuff. 
 
    I was pleasantly surprised to find out Lt. Michaels from the CPD—who had gotten involved when Simone’s panther was being harassed—was a loud voice pushing for more integration with the CPD and our office. They were pretty bad sometimes at blowing off what wasn’t their responsibility instead of making sure things got to us, and he wanted that to stop.  
 
    Hey, us too. I knew the CPD was overworked and underpaid, just like the rest of us, and that didn’t forgive neglect, but it made it understandable. Either way, I was thrilled to hear he was pushing for a proposal that someone of my office visited each CPD district once a month to go over issues, concerns, or what they were seeing we needed to know. Amen and sign us up. 
 
    We got a lot of praise for that drug bust, and the hype to get us to help more often is good. Until someone blames us for something, and then we’ll go back to being the dog everyone kicks. 
 
    Yes, my holiday spirit is chipper on that outlook. 
 
    That church that took up the collection to bury the murdered shifters received a lot of praise for helping to heal Memphis and the pain the city was in. It was weird, weeks before they’d hated shifters, and now they were accepting because dirty cops were killing strays and kids. I guess taking a look in the mirror and seeing you weren’t the person you thought you were, realizing you were on the wrong side, could give a good kick in the ass. 
 
    The regular FBI tore into the Shelby County Sheriff’s Department after I left. Luckily they didn’t find anything else on our end. Some corruption and bribes, but all around, that place needs a cleansing and a lot of disinfecting to get the residual stink off of the department and even the ones who were clean. They might have been cleared of crimes, but they had been stupid to not see all of that going on.  
 
    Not good as cops. 
 
    Dain filled reports with the doctor board—or whatever agency held doctors accountable and gave them their licensing—and got my gynecologist fired. I wasn’t the only one she’d missed that with and apparently a few other things when they went digging. Good. That was a pretty big fucking mistake and horrible thing to put me through when she should have known the IUD made me infertile. 
 
    That still hurts. I’m not ready to talk about it with Phobie, and given there are piles of other issues to work through, I’m okay with that. So is she. 
 
    The church in Texas that was tied to the one that had the orgy has backed off their shouting constant hate against us. That helped get the proposition defeated by a landslide, most of the people in Texas not having a clue what was in the full thing and appalled when they found out the truth and how they’d been lied to.  
 
    So Laila really was awesome and helped us all out in a huge way when we needed it most. It wouldn’t be the last time we needed that help. No, more hate would come, and more would try to cage us. 
 
    Just not any of the government agencies who cornered me. At least for the moment. Deputy Director Galvin spanked them. I mean, big time and with help, making a huge stink on it all, so for the moment I’m safe. If that ever changes, I’ve got friends and family who will rescue me, but it’s a bit scary because we’re the country that’s safest for paranormals next to Greece… And if things weren’t all that safe, we were pretty screwed. 
 
    The deals with Virgil were going amazingly well. Simone jumped all over the candy ideas and more. We now have a little store on the first floor of the club that was the coat check and storage area. Screw coat check. We put in some tasteful coat racks that people could see from their seats if they wanted, or they could do what most do and sit on their jackets or keep them in the booth.  
 
    The store was more important and doing immensely well from what Simone told me, the costumes and lingerie flying off the racks after people see it on the hosts. She’s happy, and the club is turning a big profit, so we can afford to pay everyone and keep going. Works for me. 
 
    Jesse’s doing better. He took a week off work and healed at Gayle’s house, both of them helping each other expunge demons and move on. Luca’s been great checking in on him, and it takes that off my shoulders. I’m the only one who blames me, but I sent him to Greece. Actually Alena did and she reminds me of that all the time, but I’m Alpha, I’m the boss, so really it was me. 
 
    So the alliance with Virgil is good, but we haven’t spoken much. He’s hurting, his whole pack, and so are we. Memphis is reeling from what happened there, and I understand that, having seen it firsthand. I almost didn’t survive it. I’m okay with the distance after learning he wants to mate and get serious. I’m not there. I don’t know if I’ll ever be there with how my life’s changed. 
 
    And for once, I’m okay with that. I didn’t have fun in my teens or early twenties, so screw it. I have a ton of responsibility, and if I want to have fun, have tons of sex or whatever else, I’m going to. I’m Alpha after all. 
 
    I’m still ignoring Jason’s calls. I don’t want to hear from him or whatever bullshit he could come up with for running his mouth like that. Fuck, he was Naval Intelligence, he knew how to keep a secret. Just apparently not when it came to me, and that hurt me. I mean, it hurt me because I thought at his core Jas was a good guy.  
 
    Apparently I was pretty bad at reading men. 
 
    Which was why I wasn’t calling Axel or Agent Rico Lovia who both had made it clear they were interested. The world was small, and I was pretty sure I’d see them again someday, but I wasn’t trying to add to my plate. Hell, I had five that were steady, and I was good with that. Others I could play with if my siren got bitchy or just like Luca looked really good at the club one day and I dragged him off to the showers to have fun. 
 
    I liked fun. 
 
    I needed fun with all the stress and worry and work on my shoulders. 
 
    I wake up in the middle of the night swallowing screams, nightmares of Riley or my useless womb plaguing me. Not to mention whoever the mystery man was who was going to get Sheriff Hardin and his people out safely if they got me. No, that’s not worrying to have no leads or information on that. 
 
    Nor whoever the fuck dug up Engle’s body and the Alpha before him. We have no idea, and even Councilwoman Haton admitted it wasn’t something she’d ever heard of but would keep a listen for that. It made sense to have nightmares over shit happening in my area that was new and worrisome to the council. 
 
    The guy I busted at Brian’s office ended up being a big score. He had a list of fraud everything longer than Lake Shore Drive and was on a lot of lists. So that was good for both our offices, and the shifter council liked me for the moment. I was sure that would change and they would worry again and talk of taking me out. It seemed to change monthly after all. 
 
    They can try it, but I clearly said they’d get what Igor got. They don’t need to know that I’m still recovering from that trauma or others, just the result. I thought it was okay to still be recovering. I wasn’t dead inside and felt things, even if most times I had no idea what I was feeling. 
 
    I tried. That was the best I could do. Try and want to try and wake up every morning and do it again. And if I’m lucky, I’ll do it a little bit better than the day before. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Extra Chapter 
 
      
 
    “Havers, got one for you from the group of newbs,” Charles, the guy showing me around, announced as we reached a tall, good-looking guy who was leaning over a conference table writing. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” he groaned, still writing. “I know I’m a new SAiC, but I’m not going to be able to do dick if I get all the rejects and newbs. I thought part of this was building my own damn team.” 
 
    “You’ll want this one,” Charles chuckled, tossing my folder on the table. “She graduated first. She beat some of your old records.” 
 
    I flinched at that news. Breaking a person’s record wasn’t normally something that endeared them to the person. 
 
    “Is that a fact?” he mumbled, flipping pages. “Did they lower standards?” 
 
    Okay, maybe I just wouldn’t like him.  
 
    “Anything else she’s good at?” 
 
    Charles sighed. “Do I look like her damn resume? I’m the greeter and intro. She’s my last one. Can I get back to my own shit now?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, thanks, man. See you at the game?” 
 
    “Naw, I’m out. Doc says no softball this season. I’m still healing.” 
 
    “That sucks. You’ve got a good arm. Great, now we’re down someone.”  
 
    Charles clapped SAiC Havers on the back and left. I waited for some sort of acknowledgement besides talking about me like I wasn’t there. 
 
    And then I waited some more. 
 
    “Stupid fuckers,” he growled finally, quickly flipping through pages. “Why do I have a statement in German? Where’s the translation?” 
 
    I moved towards him and looked at what he was focused on. “‘Suspect identified three others in his written statement, but all were forged names, unknown aliases, and agreed to work with a sketch artist after he could not make a positive identification from photos that were provided.’” 
 
    “So you speak German,” he chuckled, finally glancing at me. He did a double take and then stood, clearing his throat. 
 
    I took a step back, realizing how close we were since I’d been leaning over before we turned to face each other. “Yes, sir. I speak several languages. A few I’m a bit rusty, as I don’t get a chance to use them as often as I’d like. I hope to change that now that I’m back in Chicago.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at that as he picked up my folder. “You from here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He glanced at me as he opened it. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-three.” 
 
    “So you hit Quantico fresh out of college.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    He blinked at me and then waved for me to go ahead. “We like details here at the FBI.” 
 
    “Most don’t,” I argued, raising my own eyebrow. “It’s right there in the file. What are you looking for?” 
 
    His lips twitched, and it was incredibly sexy as his light green eyes shined in mirth. “You’re not being a smartass, are you?” 
 
    “No, I leave sarcasm until after hours, though we’re good friends.” There, that was more than a yes and no answer. 
 
    He glanced at my bio of the file, my ugly official photo staring back at me from where I was standing. His eyebrows shot up. “Two years high school. Three years college with two degrees and ROTC. Three years Navy. Former Naval officer with a classified status on just about everything you touched.” He snorted. “Yeah, you know some languages alright.” He looked up at me, giving an impressed look. “Okay, I change my answer. I like newbs like you.” 
 
    “Thank you?” I said when he paused, not sure what else to say. 
 
    “Why did I get you?” he murmured, studying me. He chuckled when I didn’t say anything, and I got he wanted me to.  
 
    “The military doesn’t like people who talk too much, so you have to ask actual questions. Quantico didn’t like chatterboxes, either.” I sighed and fidgeted with my bun, past the normal limit I had with this kind of stuff and reaching the point where I said something stupid because I misread a situation. “I had several options when I decided to get out of the Navy. A few three letter agencies wanted me. I was honest and said I’d consider whoever put me in Chicago.” 
 
    “You got a lot of family here or something? I’m not sure I’ve heard of being able to go back home as the reason they joined one over the other.” 
 
    “No.” I let him see it in my eyes that he wouldn’t get more from me than that. He wanted to talk resume or what made me qualified, things he should know for ops, that was fine. He wanted personal info, I was a vault. I’d learned that one the hard way. 
 
    He gave a slow nod and looked back in my file. I was sure it was in there anyways. Sure enough, he winced, realizing the land mine he’d stepped on. “So you just love Chicago.” 
 
    “Yes. If I’m going to be undercover mostly, I want my home base to be home.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He flipped through some more pages. “Damn, you’ve got skills, woman. If you tell me you can play softball, you’ve taken way too much off my plate for the day.” 
 
    “Glove or sixteen inch?” 
 
    He blinked at me, obviously having been kidding. “Glove.” 
 
    “I’d need a new one, but yes. First base or catcher for years. I could handle outfield after all the running during Quantico. I don’t do line drives very well, and honestly, guys like to be dicks if the catcher is female, so I prefer my only injuries come on the job.” 
 
    “Shit, Thomas, I think you just became my new best friend,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “Charles was our first base. I’ve got an extra glove you can use. We’ve got a game Monday against the CPD SWAT, so the pressure’s on.” 
 
    “I’ll hit a batting cage after I find my new apartment.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t do all that before coming in?” 
 
    “There was a problem with the place I was supposed to move into,” I admitted, shifting my weight at us getting personal. “They said they’d have another unit ready for me tonight, so I’m going to look at it after work.” 
 
    “When did you get back?” 
 
    “Friday.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and leaned his butt on the table. “Your class graduated a week and a half ago. Most take the thirty or sixty days, but you asked to come right away and then got delayed. Want to tell me what that was about?” 
 
    “Want to?” I shrugged. “Not sure, but I can’t.” He frowned. “I was asked to make a stop somewhere in Virginia while I was in the area.” 
 
    His lips turned into a slow, sexy grin. “So you’ve got contacts in other agencies. That will help you well here, believe me.” 
 
    “I’m liked by some people. They might be the same people who bug you to borrow me.” 
 
    He lost some of the smile. “But you don’t want to?” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of outside of the law,” I answered after a moment. “I’m not a fan of being told to do something and getting absolutely no background information or reason why I should when I ask.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not a fan, either. Where it goes after we’re done or who takes over is beyond me, and as long as it’s not dismissed or dumped, I’m good. But we don’t do things here in the dark. We know what’s what.” 
 
    “I prefer that.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get you settled then, and maybe you could write out this German for me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He collected the folders and nodded to the door behind me to exit first. I did, waiting for him to walk by me and take the lead. “You good with your move then? Anything you need? You get movers and—” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks.” I got fidgety again, especially when he looked at me over his shoulder, frowning.  
 
    “We’re a team here, Thomas. It doesn’t say what you did in the military, but we don’t do solo at the FBI.” 
 
    “That’s great. I look forward to that professionally.” There, that was PC and non-aggressive. 
 
    “Softball is personal,” he argued. 
 
    “Not when it’s the FBI team and people can get in trouble professionally with their behavior there.” 
 
    “It’s good to keep clear lines,” he said after a moment. “But you can have friends here too, Thomas.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    He sighed and went back to leading the way, probably realizing I wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d first thought. 
 
    No, probably not, but I also didn’t want to get into specifics or explain that I could handle the storage unit I’d been renting since I graduated college before heading to my assignment with the Navy. I had gone almost directly to Quantico, so all I had done was stash more stuff in it before flying to Virginia.  
 
    No, I didn’t need the movers. My life was that sad. I didn’t want to get into that with my work people, especially not the six-six god of a boss I now had. There would be enough issues with that already. 
 
      
 
    Four years later 
 
      
 
    I vibrated with excitement as I always did after a bust. This had been a good one. Granted, I had gone in as a high class call girl, but we’d gotten dozens of arrests and shut down a huge ring of everything from prostitution to blackmail from the tapes that were taken, to underground gambling and animal fighting. And that cover was still safe, as I’d gotten arrested with the others. 
 
    How much I enjoyed my boss pushing me up against the wall and slapping handcuffs on me was part of the reason I was so keyed up… Even after all the paperwork and pretend processing of me. Most of the others were already done, out to dinner and drinks to celebrate before we dug all into the next part. The interrogations weren’t even ours, as it was that massive of a bust, so they’d called in big dogs to go up against the lawyers that would be called in. 
 
    I was also wound up from the images I’d gotten from Havers, and I would blame that as the reason I lost my sanity when we were alone in his office. “You went early.” 
 
    “I did not,” he lied, glancing away from me as he closed the door. He’d had trouble looking at me, and I knew why. I was still in my undercover clothes, and it was not office appropriate. I just really liked the way he looked at me. The dress was beautiful, black, shimmery, with huge slits up my legs and a plunging neckline that showed just about all I had. 
 
    “Really? I said the phrase to come in?” I teased him as he plopped down in his chair. I grabbed a bottle of water from his office fridge, knowing he wouldn’t mind. 
 
    And he would enjoy the view of me bending over. 
 
    “You were about to.” 
 
    Truth was, I’d gotten in a bit of a bind, and I’d thought I could get out of it, so I hadn’t said the bust in phrase. But he would have heard me getting manhandled by two guys who were overly explicit at what they wanted to do to me. 
 
    Together.  
 
    Next thing I knew, the bust was happening, and I didn’t even have to feign shock, as there was something for me to still confirm before it was supposed to happen. No one really paid attention because it turned out we’d gotten what we’d needed. 
 
    But I’d noticed. Havers never jumped the gun like that. He never worried so much about others on undercover assignments. I’d gotten that from him when he’d handcuffed me, practically beelining it towards me so he got me out safely. 
 
    “You can read my mind now?” I purred as I sat on his desk right by him. I took a long drink of water, loving the feeling of his eyes on me. I set it down and crossed my legs, sighing heavily. “Sorry, I can’t take these heels anymore. I don’t know how some women wear them all the time.” 
 
    “They’re nice, though.” He cleared his throat, looking away from my legs and to his desk. 
 
    “Really? You like them?” I moved my leg up so my foot was about on his lap. “I always feel like I’m about to fall over in stilettos. Four inches is a bit excessive at my height.” 
 
    “Yes, I like them,” he grumbled and moved my foot away. The contact gave me what I needed, what he wanted because he wasn’t sure on my advances, and Havers was the type of guy who would berate himself the rest of his life if he read a sign wrong and did something that made a female who worked for him uncomfortable. 
 
    I leaned in and moved his FBI shirt a bit, playing with the stain on it. “That bitch got you good with her wine, huh? Why would she think that would do much?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispered, his face incredibly close to mine as he stared down my dress. Which had been why I’d leaned over. “What’s with you, Sera?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing?” I murmured, playing with his collar. “I just want to know why you came in early.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “You did, Bri. Tell me why,” I demanded, leaning in more, enough to smell what remained of his aftershave and that delicious scent of him after a bust that was all hormones and man. 
 
    “You get so keyed up after busts. Is that what this is?” 
 
    “I do, but you’ve never jumped the gun before,” I countered, meeting his gaze. “Tell me why.” 
 
    “You know why, Sera,” he breathed.  
 
    “Tell me why,” I repeated, uncrossing my legs and scooting closer so his arm was completely touching my exposed thigh. 
 
    “Tell me I’m not misreading this.” His chest moved faster as he licked his lips. 
 
    I moved all the way in and pressed my lips to his ears. “Tell me why, Bri, and maybe I’ll keep on the heels.” 
 
    He turned his head when I pulled away and caught my lips, his hands in my hair. His kiss was intense, not playing at all. I saw so, so much. Exactly what he wanted. 
 
    “Say the words, Bri,” I panted against his lips. “Say it for me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t stand them fucking touching you. I wanted to kill them for it and what they said they were going to do to you. Okay? I couldn’t take any more and called it early because I could not listen to it anymore.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, wanting to hear the words more than anything for some reason. I kissed him with all I had as I pushed away what was in front of him on the desk and slid over. I yanked him closer, and he moaned as our bodies melded together. I smiled as I saw what he wanted, loving how gorgeous I looked in his eyes.  
 
    And that was why I gave into this, gave him what we both wanted, even if it was his fantasy. I leaned back, pulling him with me and wrapping my legs around him, the heels turning him on.  
 
    “Shit, Sera, I—we’re at the office,” he moaned as he attacked my neck. 
 
    “I thought that was part of the fun? It’s two in the morning, Bri, and the interrogations are across the building.” 
 
    “I should lock the door at least.” 
 
    “You’re going to leave me here on your desk and go lock the door?” I asked, not happy he could walk away when I’d started this. 
 
    “Fuck no,” he growled and picked me up, wrapping me around him. He kept kissing me silly as he carried me back to the door, locked it and then set me on the ground by his sofa. 
 
    I spun around and moved my hair to the side. “Get the zipper. I can’t ruin the dress.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he begged, pressing against me as he ran his hands all over me, kissing along my neck. “This dress, fuck, Sera. I’ve never been hard on a bust before.” 
 
    “I know, I felt it when you arrested me,” I chuckled deeply, moving his hands into the dress to show there weren’t any hard feelings. 
 
    “Will you really leave the heels on?” 
 
    “Yes, but my feet hurt,” I confessed. I let out a yelp as he picked me up again, in a princess hold and carried me over to his desk. This time he swiped things off the top and sat me on it, his eyes full of heat as I met his gaze. 
 
    “Promise me this is what you really want and I’m not pushing you or—” 
 
    “Bri, stop being a boy scout. If I made it any clearer, I would have taken off the dress and sat on your lap.” 
 
    “You should totally do that sometime though,” he groaned before kissing me. I gasped as his hips ground against mine. I hurried to undo his pants, but he was going slower, kissing my shoulder and neck as he undid the dress. 
 
    “No more teasing,” I whimpered, his hands taking their sweet time getting the dress off. 
 
    He flinched when he saw what I had to wear for a bra. “Those do not look comfortable.” 
 
    “They’re not for someone that doesn’t have tiny boobs,” I admitted, grabbing the top of the stick-on covers that lifted the breast.  
 
    His hand pushed mine aside as he leaned me back on the desk. He slowly pulled it down, kissing every inch of skin he exposed as I squirmed beneath him. “I love you’re so impatient.” 
 
    “Impatient? How many years have you been giving me looks or crossing the line with me?” I practically growled, not thinking it fair that I got the blame. 
 
    “From the moment I met you,” he admitted, his other hand moving between my legs. He groaned. “I hoped for a thong. I love the idea of you in a thong.” 
 
    “I always wear them unless working out,” I admitted, panting as he moved onto my other breast. I swallowed a groan at what I saw in his head. “You rip them off, you’re buying me another pair.” 
 
    “Deal,” he growled, moving faster with my breast. He pulled me up on my feet to let the dress fall off so I was standing before him in the heels and tiny black thong. “Fuck, you are so gorgeous.” 
 
    “And completely naked,” I grumbled, shifting nervously since the lights were still on. 
 
    He smirked at me and ripped off the thong, his eyes filling with even more heat when I gasped. “Now you’re naked.” 
 
    “Dick.” 
 
    “That’s coming too.” 
 
    I shuddered as he pushed me back down, liking this playful, somewhat—but not overbearing—aggressive side of him. I thought he would come down with me, but instead, he knelt and moved my legs over his shoulders. “So much prettier than I hoped. You’re completely shaven.” 
 
    “I like the way it feels.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to find out,” he mumbled and then dove in for a taste. I pushed up on my elbows, not wanting to miss the sight of my boss on his knees for me. 
 
    And went back for seconds after my first orgasm, doing such a good job that I had to bite my hand to keep quiet. I whimpered with aftershocks as he stood. 
 
    Frowning. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have protection,” he confessed. 
 
    “I’m—when were you last tested?” I gasped, my brain trying to catch up and way too mushy.  
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “Six months ago, and I’ve not been with anyone.” 
 
    “I’m good. I’ve not been with anyone, um, since that last guy you met that time,” I rambled, looking away from him. “I-I don’t want kids. I get the shot and had an IUD put in. So, well, we’re covered.” 
 
    He growled as he leaned over me, forcing me to look at him. “That asshole was years ago, right after you joined us. Are you saying it’s been years since you’ve been with anyone?” 
 
    I pushed at his chest, but he didn’t move, and my body was still like jelly. “Jesus, Bri, call me a fucking loser and get over it.” 
 
    He mashed his mouth to mine, and I moaned as I felt his dick rub me in the best places. “You are anything but a loser. I can’t believe no other idiot or line of idiots hasn’t tried for you.” 
 
    “Are you saying I only attract idiots? I’m not sure who that’s more insulting to, as you’re about to have sex with me.” How had we gotten on this? 
 
    “Anyone who’s not me is an idiot because they wouldn’t treat you as you deserve,” he whispered and then pushed inside me with a hard thrust. I gasped and arched my back, loving the feel of what he did, the shock of it. He reached above my head and grabbed the edge of the desk, more than tall enough to make it work. He pulled himself as he snapped his hips, just about pushing me up the desk if his weight didn’t pin me in place. 
 
    I saw what he wanted, wrapping my legs around him, along with fisting his hair. “I don’t get your reaction then.” 
 
    “Happy. I’m happy no one else was touching you while I wanted you. I wanted that guy to die, knowing you were dating him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded. He was an asshole,” I admitted. 
 
    “Another talk for another time,” he bitched. 
 
    “You brought it up,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I’m sorry I did.” He kissed all along my chin and neck as a sort of apology as he took me with hard, fast thrusts and then slowly pulled out before doing it again. After what felt like forever, he started picking up the pace, the teasing and shocking throwing me too much. I bit my lip to keep quiet as things got intense. “I love that you’re vocal. Next time we go to your place or mine so I can hear you scream.” 
 
    I groaned and kissed him, loving the images I got from him of that.  
 
    He chanted my name as he got close, groaning loudly as he buried his face in my neck, thrusting one last time extra hard. We gasped for air, the office filled with the sounds of it.  
 
    I shivered as he kissed along my neck and nibbled on my ear. 
 
    “I’ve never done it without a condom before. I cannot put into words how amazing it felt to be inside you that way. I’m—fuck, Sera. I want more.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can,” I admitted quietly. He pushed up and gave me a concerned look. “You’re not little, Bri. I haven’t in years. We go again, and I’m not sure I’ll get my legs to work until tomorrow or Monday.” His eyes filled with heat at the idea, and I felt him twitch inside me. 
 
    Now why would that excite him? Men were weird. 
 
    “But this wasn’t just one time, right?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not against doing this again, but I’m not—we can’t be like a thing.” 
 
    “No, no dating the boss,” he chuckled, the rules on that pretty clear. “Though I was technically your handler on this one and someone else the boss.” 
 
    “Yes, that made this so much less naughty,” I chuckled, wincing as he pulled out. 
 
    “Was I too rough?” he worried. 
 
    “No, just tender.” I shrugged as I sat up and remembered my thong and bra things were gone, unsalvageable. I got uncomfortable when he kept staring instead of moving away. “Um, can you like turn around?” 
 
    “No,” he chuckled deeply, giving me a quick kiss. “But I can loan you some sweats if you’re uncomfortable being naked on my desk now.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I need to, um, well, clean up.”  
 
    “You are so sexy,” he groaned as I squirmed.  
 
    “Because I want to cover up?” I checked, not getting that. “Hey, you sit here completely naked like this while I’m dressed.” 
 
    He laughed as he went to the closet his fancier office had. “Gladly.” He came back with sweats I’d seen him wear and a small packet of wipes. I went to take it from him, but he shook his head. “Let me?” 
 
    I was about to chew him out as being stupid, but I saw what he wanted and how much he wanted it. I slowly nodded and laid back down, thrilled at how much he wanted to take care of me, be tender. “But you’re picking up the next late night food order because it’s embarrassing now that the hormones are cool.” 
 
    “I’ll deliver any order you want to your apartment,” he murmured before I felt the cool wipe taking care of the mess we’d made. I gasped as his other hand moved over my stomach and cupped my breast. “You didn’t finish.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Twice.” 
 
    “Not during.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve never done that,” I confessed, only because I didn’t want him to think it was something with him. My cheeks heated as I looked away. “I enjoyed every second of it though. Don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I’ll have to be more attentive next time.” 
 
    After he finished, I got dressed, and he insisted on driving me home since it was three in the morning by then and I hadn’t been bringing my car to the office given the undercover work. We ended up grabbing food on the way home, and if I ignored the extra heated looks he was giving me, it was like nothing had happened. 
 
    Except when we got to my place. He was acting weird, like he wanted to turn off his car or find parking. I didn’t get it. 
 
    “See you Monday,” I blurted and hurried out of the car. “I’ll get these back to you washed. Thanks for the loaner.” 
 
    “Thanks for the loaner?” he mumbled as I jogged off. “Sure, we can end the night on that.” 
 
    What else was there to say? Thanks for the awesome sex? 
 
    Apparently I hadn’t handled something right because nothing happened for a month after that until we had a fraud case and too many hours of file work and I refused to sit in the office over another weekend. Instead, I told him I was going home and if he wanted me to work, he had to make me do it there. 
 
    Which ended up being the right thing to do because while we got a lot of work done that Saturday, he also did a lot of me too. And I was fine, very fine with that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Find A New Series To Love… 
 
      
 
    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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