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    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    Division Chief Seraphine Thomas knew going to Russia was a trap and she would be the target. Her life changes forever in an instant when her enemies take the nuclear option to hurt her in the worst way possible. 
 
    Just when she thought nothing could shake her more than her birth father coming back into the picture and having to adopt her half-brother—becoming a mother, which she never wanted—life throws her a surprise right hook. And when it doesn’t seem to be as bad as she thought, it gets worse. 
 
    Much, much worse. 
 
    An old adversary Sera hoped never to see or tangle with again comes to Chicago and with a powerful backing that scares her into considering the one thing she never thought she would… Leaving the FBI. And someone she loves is the reason he’s there trying to hurt her again. 
 
    All of that and someone’s leaving bombs around Chicago wrapped as holiday presents. Sera’s not sure if she’s going to blow her top or bash some heads in, but some people are definitely getting coal in their stockings this year. 
 
      
 
    Seraphine Thomas is a crime series filled with Chicago attitude and a strong heroine that pushes what most would think a female lead capable of, along with the heat being involved with several men brings while trying to figure out what she wants. 
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    “Agent Thomas, please answer the question,” the Russian Secretary of something said through his translator. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had been right about that whole I’d end up having to go to Russia thing. It took me weeks of working with Phobie to get to a place where I could get on my plane, especially for a longer transcontinental flight, but I knew how bullshit worked out too often. Plus, after sort of misbehaving around the president, FBI, and shifter council, I had to play nice this time. 
 
    Especially since my misbehaving had panned out well, so I wanted those good feelings to stick around. 
 
    “You realize this is absolutely a trap and they will try to assassinate me, right?” I had said to Deputy Director Galvin and Councilwoman Haton. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but you’re smarter, you always are,” Haton had replied. “We’re asking you to do it so it’s off our shoulders, but this isn’t bullshit on our end. Do it how you need to and don’t put up with any of their crap. It’s a concession you go. No one said to behave.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t ask that of you,” Galvin added, sounding amused. “You know work and these types of politics, Thomas. Play the game until the line and conversation go over. Havers is going but they’ll have him at the FBI office and with a full detail you’ll provide. Divide and conquer and they’ll focus on you as you’re going on their turf.” 
 
    I snorted, getting the implication. “I’m the dumb blonde American they’ll break and shoot at while they’ll be polite and professional with the stronger blond man they’ll worry about his word.” 
 
    “Yes, that type of bullshit,” he agreed. 
 
    Fine, I played, as I owed them both for not warning them. I’d walked into many traps knowing they were traps and my people were more than ready. 
 
    Just in case, everyone was also wearing bulletproof vests. 
 
    Duh. 
 
    “As I’ve said, it’s Chief Thomas,” I told them for the umpteenth time over the past three hours. “And I have answered the question, Mr. Secretary.” 
 
    “You have not, Agent Thomas,” the translator told me. 
 
    “I have, sir, but you don’t like the answers because they’re not the answers you want.” I smirked at him. “And I’m Chief Thomas, just so we’re clear for the recordings both sides are taking.” I swallowed a laugh when they flinched. 
 
    “Do not let this stupid bitch leave with that recording,” one of the guys said to an “aide” who looked like he would aid in burying bodies instead of answering phones. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to ask any further questions and not even show the politeness of using my actual title, I think this meeting is over.” 
 
    “No, you will stay until you answer our questions,” the translator told us. “We have been very polite with you while you have been rude and dismissive, which we do not appreciate.” 
 
    I smirked at them and let my hand change to a claw, tapping my scary nails on the table.  
 
    “Good luck with that. And it’s a cheap and basic psychology play to keep calling me ‘agent’ instead of ‘chief.’ It’s a way that unsure strength and fragile egos widen their perceived authority over someone, but let me be clear you have no authority over me. This was a courtesy interview that I was asked to come to, nothing more. You’re not in my chain of command and I’ve answered your questions meticulously.” 
 
    I waited for the translator to handle that one, doing my best not to laugh at the comments of American arrogance when they were giving me the same but in Russian. 
 
    “She really is stupid if she thinks we’re letting her leave just because she wants to. She was broken by the Germans and it won’t take much longer to make her crack. She doesn’t leave until we get her to admit her government broke international laws and where the shifter council headquarters are so we get revenge for our people.” 
 
    I’d hit my limit and decided to just let the cat out, smiling at all of them but then focusing on that guy.  
 
    “At least she knows to look through the resume of someone she’s interviewing as it’s on mine that I speak Russian and fluently and we’ve been streaming this whole thing live to my superiors so there’s no recording to steal. And I wasn’t broken. I was injured. I’m sorry if Russians aren’t able to heal from their injuries where you all just break but I’m made of stronger stuff than that.” 
 
    Carter lost the battle not to laugh when the English translator still translated that as they were instructed to translate anything said into the microphones, not the side notes or whispers… Which were my favorite parts and none had been flattering. 
 
    The audacity of people floored me. Too many English speakers assumed everyone else should just speak English or have it as an option in every country, and too many from other countries assumed that English speakers knew no other languages. They weren’t speaking code but a published language and there were lots of people who knew Russian but I’d encountered it with other regions too. 
 
    I always found it funny. 
 
    I changed my hand back and studied my nails before pushing to my feet. “This meeting is over. I cannot say it was a pleasure, but thank you for wasting our time.” 
 
    And then we were gone. We zipped out of there before the translator even translated the last of what I said. We darted around security and over a few gates. Carter went to help me and I just snorted, my professional heels already off.  
 
    We slid out the doors right before people started reacting and getting the word to detain us. I did a quick headcount as Carter did, making sure we had everyone. Good.  
 
    I quickly slid on some sneakers, giving my detail a nod I had what was next in hand as it was a real run away. I took off with my bag, wondering if that was a mistake, because if I got caught it had all of my IDs and stuff and then I’d really be detained. 
 
    Oh well, all the more reason not to get caught. 
 
    Emilio and Sander were coming with me but circling the area if I needed them, as ancient vampires on wolf turf wouldn’t be a good start to what I was pretty sure was going to be another demeaning and horrible meeting. 
 
    I tended to be right on those things. It was funny how many times I’d told IA about situations or cases where I was treated like a stereotypical scene from a mob movie and they would roll their eyes like I was exaggerating or throwing in shit for fun. 
 
    No, I wasn’t. The world was full of sexist assholes and bigoted assholes and egotistical assholes… And just assholes all around. 
 
    Plus, I would love a case or situation that was polite, just happened without crazy.  
 
    Sometimes IA needed to get out in the field more often. Maybe the real world as well. 
 
    Sometimes life didn’t need any embellishments to be unbelievable. 
 
    I was panting by the time I reached the Russian oligarch’s estate… That was also the Alpha of Russian wolves. Yeah, it was like that. 
 
    Of course it was.  
 
    Fuck all the damn ducks. 
 
    There were several problems with that and him. First, the Russian government liked oligarchs; they kept their dictator “president” in power. Which meant they were also untouchable.  
 
    And apparently would ignore their hate of supes if they had that kind of money because by all accounts, everyone knew this guy was a wolf but they just didn’t talk about it. That meant he had a super sweet setup to do whatever the fuck he wanted. 
 
    Second, the shifter council wasn’t recognized as having any sort of authority in Russia. Nor did they give two fucks about Greece.  
 
    Third, the Alpha felt the same and that the Russian government could protect him. 
 
    Fourth, he was the asshole on the Russian end tricking and selling prey shifters. 
 
    But that was where I came in. As long as I was in Russia, I was asked to stop by and make it clear that the Russian government couldn’t really protect him, and if he didn’t start behaving as he should, people would react. 
 
    Me especially because I was not a fan of selling people. 
 
    I dodged security and blew through the estate as best as I could, locking down my power so they didn’t sense much of anything. Most wolves couldn’t do that and weren’t as fast as I was, so it was a good threat as he didn’t know what was really outside Russia. He would most likely assume I was nothing special, a dime a dozen, as egotistical men did, and that would be his mistake when he felt my power. 
 
    Or work in my favor as he came to the conclusion there were a lot more powerful people out there than him. So really it was sort of win/win. 
 
    I switched shoes at the last second and strolled into his study as if I hadn’t just broken into the place. His eyes instantly filled with recognition and I stopped hiding my power. Everyone there besides one fought to show me their throat, which was a shit move and basically denying I was above them. 
 
    Idiots. 
 
    “Look, it’s another weak bitch to offer herself for protection,” he said to his friends in Russian. “I could use a new mistress to entertain at parties and she’s not half bad to look at even if a bit too fat.” 
 
    Oh, now he was just being an asshole. 
 
    I chuckled. “I wouldn’t throw that insult around as I’ve never met a wolf with a beer gut so you must be really lazy. And you would be the last person I’d ever ask for protection as I blew right by yours.” I rolled my eyes when they all gave me shocked looks. “Yes, others besides Russians can learn Russian. There are these things call books. Women read them sometimes.” 
 
    “What do you—” he started to demand but I talked right over him as if he hadn’t opened his mouth. 
 
    “Is Oleg really your first name? It’s so… Cliché. You must have changed it, right?” I shook my head in disappointment. “I knew a vampire like that who changed his name to Vlad. He’s dead now. Cliché villains were so 2000s.” I smirked at him as the rage poured off of him. “You know who I am and fought to show me your neck, not even acting as if you just didn’t trust me but a blatant disrespect.” 
 
    “No bitches are Alpha,” he sneered. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Cliché. Yeah, yeah, I’ve not heard that before. However, I’m more powerful than you and I don’t like being insulted by weaker wolves.” I smirked at him when he snarled. “So that leaves us with two choices. One, you offer some apology for the insult, or two, I kill you for it and there won’t be any more problems in Moscow or Russia for the shifter council to be annoyed with.” 
 
    Two of his guys launched at me and I moved faster than them, using their momentum against them and sending them flying into the wall. They damaged it and were out before they hit the ground… But alive. 
 
    “That’s about as generous as I’ll be since I invited myself into your house without calling first,” I practically purred, smirking at him. I saw in his eyes that he knew he couldn’t take me. He was a born wolf and I could feel the power in him, but it wasn’t anywhere near mine. 
 
    And he was clearly out of shape with the beer gut. Honestly, I’d not known a shifter to have one. Which hit me after a moment, seeing others with them as well. 
 
    They were on the outs with their wolves. They were betraying shifters by selling them and that went against what wolves believed in. They were hurting prey and the strong protected the weak in our world. 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed when I realized it… And the one who didn’t disrespect me was in great shape. Interesting. 
 
    I studied him and his neck still being bared to me. I went over to him waved for him to lean down as he had several inches on me. I kissed his neck and was swarmed with images, very useful images, as he basically tried to cry for help.  
 
    “Oh, you think I’m pretty and not fat, huh?” I murmured as I ran my hands up his chest. 
 
    “You are gorgeous, Alpha,” he whispered, shivering as I ran my nails over his sweater.  
 
    “Mmm, I could use a sexy enforcer to add to my pack who’s so well behaved,” I said before taking his hand in mine. I chuckled as I moved my fingers against his, showing the size difference. I slowly inhaled as his nostrils flared, understanding what I was doing. “Yes, you could be very useful.” I turned to the Alpha. “I will take the well-behaved one with the large hands as an apology for the insult.” 
 
    His eyes flashed rage but then like he was trying to swallow amusement. Yes, because the cliché asshole would assume he could get a spy in my bed because all women were easy and stupid like that. 
 
    And yet I was playing him like a fiddle.  
 
    “Of course, as we wouldn’t want an issue with a pack like Chicago. I didn’t realize you were the Alpha Bitch from there at first. I hope your mate, Alpha Vasiliev, accepts him as my apology for disrespecting his bitch.” 
 
    I blinked at him a few moments. “I’m Alpha, not Alpha Bitch, and I have no idea who you’re talking about.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “Eugene Vasiliev is Alpha of Chicago we heard. You mated and he took over.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed so hard I had trouble standing. I kept laughing when I felt that they really believed that and weren’t lying. “Eugene is in the running to maybe be one of my mates but I am still very much Alpha. I didn’t even know his last name, as those council boys are still protective of them.” I shook my head. “No, I did know it. I remember it from the paperwork but forgot.” 
 
    He snorted. “No one could leash the last Vasiliev of the royal dire wolf line. That bloodline runs thick with power and insanity.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t care what you believe.” I held up my hand to hold him off but filing that information away for later. I didn’t want to be there any longer and things just got complicated as I was bringing someone back with me now. “I dropped in for a quick second, not a history lesson.” 
 
    “Oh and you think you are leaving again as you now say you are, Alpha?” 
 
    “You and your whole pack couldn’t stop me,” I drawled as I went from not locking down my power to really letting it out, cranking it up and up until they bared their throats to me, unable to prevent acting that way. “So enough with the bullshit and patronizing. I am a warning from the shifter council that you will stop selling prey shifters or forbidding wolves from fleeing Russia.” 
 
    I snorted when his eyes went wide, his shock filling the room like a thick perfume. 
 
    “There are eyes and ears all over Russia and you think your ties to the government will protect you.” I gestured around the room. “They are not here and I am and we both know I could easily kill you. So this is your warning from them that you are not as untouchable as you think, get it?” I waited until he nodded. “Now, this is your warning from me that if I find you mistreat one more shifter you are dead. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about international politics. I will come back and retrieve you right under all their noses and bring you to the shifter council to be punished. I will take all of what you have as reparations for the victims of your crimes. This shit ends. You are not king without any accountability. No Alpha is a god. If wolves want to leave, they may leave if they have permission of another pack to join.  
 
    “Those are our laws. That is international law, so I can absolutely have a foot to stand on as I threaten you. If people want to seek refuge in Greece or Iran, you will allow it, and if I find you sold one more prey shifter I will let them bathe in your blood.” I stared him down until he nodded. “Now, if you want to facilitate them leaving Russia I know many who would pay for that service.” 
 
    His eyes filled with interest and I knew I had him. “I will see if there are any who wish to leave. Prey are hard to get out of certain areas.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m not as uneducated as to the terrain as you think. We have lots of intel. I have my own pack and people to worry about and my job keeps me busy. If you send me a bill for a million dollars to get out a dozen prey, I will send people to smack you for treating me like an idiot.” I glanced around. “Where are your Betas, so I can give them contact info?” 
 
    Rage filled the room but he swallowed it down fairly fast. “You are meeting my Betas now. You take one with you.” He gave the guy a look that he better remember who he was loyal to. 
 
    Uh-huh. 
 
    I glanced at the same guy. “Oh, well he’ll be an enforcer in my pack but that’s cool; who can’t use more of them?” I raised an eyebrow at the Alpha when he snorted. “I already said I could use another one. That’s the problem with people who think they’re king and locked into their area. They don’t know what else is out there, and where we’re accepted and thrive, there are a lot of contenders.” 
 
    He ground his jaw and gave a swift nod. “I believe our business is done. I wish you a safe journey home.” 
 
    I snorted. “I already know your government wants to nab or assassinate me. Don’t get in the middle of that and risk your very precarious place here, as my government has heard chatter that you have humans in your organization that the Russians would much rather have in charge than a dirty, foul supe.” I nodded it was true like I was giving him a gift. 
 
    No, it was a lie and he bought it so score one for me.  
 
    However, I didn’t doubt it was true as the Russian government hated supes. We were the absolute evil that their authoritarian government demonized and constantly. 
 
    “Thank you for my apology. I will enjoy him immensely.” I took the guy’s hand and pulled him with me, winking at the Alpha before leaving. He took over when we reached others, leading me as I played the part like I was his latest fling so we could leave without raising eyebrows. 
 
    He let out a huge breath when we reached his car and got in. “You were amazing, Alpha. I’ve never seen anyone put Alpha Oleg in his place like that.” 
 
    “Everyone has someone who can smack them back in place. I’ve had it done too.” I waved off his response. “We need to get out of Russia and fast so you need to pack light and leave the car if you want out.” 
 
    “Yes, fuck, I want out. I don’t have much. I was trying to find the right way to run already. I couldn’t take any more of here, him, or the way Russia hates us.” He quickly wiped his eyes as he pulled out of the main gate. “I love my country but my country does not love me, and for that my heart will always hurt, but the gods would not want their people to suffer for it.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” I muttered, not thinking any sort of higher power or deity that was worth anything would want people to suffer.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and cursed under my breath at the messages I had. The people interviewing Brian at our FBI office were screwing with him now that I had taken off. They were being much more careful about it as it was all on our record, but it would delay our getting out of there as they assumed I would go there. 
 
    Yes, because I was that stupid. 
 
    I texted back and quickly threw my hair up in a winter hat that everyone was wearing given how cold it was in Russia in the beginning of December. Then I pulled up Haton on my phone and connected the call. 
 
    “It went well?” she asked as her greeting.  
 
    “About as well as expected, except apparently the wolf elder wasn’t just implying Eugene took over or would, but did, as they thought I was his Alpha Bitch. So please punch that douche for me as it made this much, much harder for me. I’m now stowing a Beta who needed out and—just seriously fucking shit. So seriously, punch him and I want some notice sent it out it’s not true.” 
 
    “I might be able to swing something that it was a misunderstanding given it risked you there and giving that message helped us,” she said after a moment. 
 
    I figured, which was why I played it up. “Yeah, fine, a misunderstanding is better than nothing, but it needs to get squashed. I want that punch.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I will gladly deck him,” she sighed. “What else?” 
 
    “I planted the seed we might pay for him getting people out of Russia.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Tell me he was stupid enough to jump on it?” 
 
    “Of course, he’s smarter than all of us,” I snickered. 
 
    “Good, that will help us track down all his accounts and piece together enough that the US will back us going to get him.” 
 
    “My good deed for the day for sure.” I glanced over at the Beta, who seemed to only be catching part of what I was saying. “Well, my second one.” 
 
    “Yes, have fun with that,” she chuckled. 
 
    She burst out laughing when I grumbled not every man wanted to sleep with me. She hung up still laughing. 
 
    Thanks. I think? 
 
  
 
  



 2 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Brian asked from my phone as the wolf let me into his apartment. 
 
    “I’m fine, not a scratch,” I promised. “Annoyed I didn’t get to smash their faces in but it was amusing to finally burst their bubble that I understood every shit thing they said about me.” 
 
    “Galvin said it was a lot,” he seethed. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” I sighed. “It’s sad I not only expected it but I’m used to it, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is but not on you,” he sighed as well. 
 
    “How long until we can get the fuck out of Russia?” I let out another, heavier sigh when he didn’t answer right away. “I messed something up, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, we just didn’t think they’d press us and throw such a fit when you bailed,” he admitted. “I guess it’s out of the bag this was all to get at you and have you admit something and now that you recorded it all, they’re not worrying about being polite. Which is stupid. They can’t seriously think to try for you now that you showed you’re nowhere near as dumb as they assume, right?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted. I plopped down on the older-looking, but well-cleaned chair he had in the tiny living room. “I don’t know the play now.” I locked gazes with the Beta, who seemed more about me than packing. I slid off my shoes and tucked one leg under me as I took off my cap and jacket. “What’s the plan now?” 
 
    “They assume you’re coming here and are trying to delay until you do,” he answered. 
 
    “Fine, play with them a bit more and then take another call from me and let them hear I’m at that Alpha’s place. That would be fun for sure as I bet he won’t call in that he saw me.” I watched the Beta as he moved over to me and knelt down, taking my foot in his hand. He waited until I nodded, licking my lips as he gave me a heated look and started using those strong hands to massage my foot. 
 
    “Why are you moaning?” Brian asked, clearing his throat. “The happy kind.” 
 
    “Um, so I sort of stole a Beta,” I admitted, sliding out my other foot so he had access.  
 
    “Well, I won that bet,” Brian chuckled. “I knew you’d rescue someone. You always do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” I agreed, not even able to deny it or make light of it, especially when his tone was full of love like he adored that about me. “Fine, you play with their people and apparently I’m going to get a foot massage here.” My nostrils flared as I smelled the Beta’s desire as he moved my legs a bit apart and kissed the inside of my knee as he kept massaging. “Or more.” 
 
    “Every man wants more with you, babe,” he murmured. “Don’t have too much fun. I’ll hurry.” 
 
    “Hey, I just told him to pack and now he’s getting frisky,” I defended. I realized something and winced. “What is your name even? Shouldn’t you tell me before you start kissing my legs?” 
 
    “Grigori Alexeev, and I wanted to help destress my new Alpha who I wish to be very, very loyal to and thank repeatedly for helping me,” he responded, his voice even deeper, which was amusing giving he was six-six and built so he came with a pretty deep voice. 
 
    “I love hearing you speak Russian,” Brian said in my ear. “What’s he doing to you?” 
 
    “Whatever I’ll allow him apparently,” I chuckled. “Let’s go home and you can watch if you want, Bri.” I couldn’t hide my distress, as heading to the plane was what triggered me worst after being abducted. I wanted to get it over with right after I was clear of what I had to do, not have down time. 
 
    “You’re okay, Sera,” he whispered gently. “We’ll get home just fine. Meet us at the airport in an hour. I’ll give them a bit to fuck around and then the lead they’ll want.” 
 
    “Thanks. I don’t mean to be a baby, I just want to go home.” 
 
    “Me too, and you’re not the only one feeling this,” he admitted. 
 
    Which made me feel worlds better. I felt weak having this issue. It wasn’t like I wanted others to be upset and suffer too, but if I wasn’t the only one… I wasn’t the only one then. 
 
    “See you in an hour. If you’re late I’ll let Grigori here tire me out completely.” 
 
    “We can’t have that,” Brian chuckled before hanging up.  
 
    “We have to be at the private flights part of the airport in an hour and we’re not going in through the normal way given they’ll be looking for us,” I told the Beta. 
 
    “It will take us less than a half an hour to get there, ten minutes for me to pack, so twenty to give attention to my Alpha if she wishes.” 
 
    “It would be rude not to give you a taste if I’m interested in maybe having you as my moon mate.” 
 
    He searched my eyes a few moments. “Nothing more?” 
 
    “I have a full plate for more than that.” 
 
    He nodded, spreading my legs further apart. “As my Alpha wishes.” His one hand kept massaging as the other slid up my thigh and under my skirt. His fingers teased my thong and then more as he kept my gaze, kissing along my skin. “Your scent is more enticing than any female wolf I have ever met.” 
 
    “You should have a taste and see if you really like it.” 
 
    So he did. I thought he would lick his fingers but he pulled me to the edge of the chair and spread me wider, moving my thong out of the way and licking as he fingered me.  
 
    It was an interesting way to spend twenty minutes and a great distraction. I was much more mellow and even less angry when he was done having his taste.  
 
    Which I realized had been part of his plan. 
 
    “You understand more English than you let on,” I accused. 
 
    He shook his head. “Very little actually, but I know repressing feelings well and you were repressing so much anger that I wanted to help. It simmered around you like heat off a fire.” 
 
    “Most cannot tell when I get that angry.” 
 
    “I know repressing to keep moving well,” he admitted, sounding sad. I hoped he was happy he wouldn’t have to do it anymore, but it was also scary to leave what someone knew. Which was why I thought he packed faster and faster like if he didn’t do it quicker, he might not be able to do it at all. 
 
    Not that he had all that much to pack, but he was circling the small apartment like he could be missing something. 
 
    “Would you like me to help pull everything out of cabinets and drawers so you don’t miss something?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have it all. The only other things I would take with me are dead. It is why the Alpha was so quick to let you have me, as he is dismissive of other people and forgot my family died a few months ago. There is no one here to hold over my head if I didn’t spy for him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss. How did they die?” 
 
    He chuckled darkly. “Our Alpha is so busy making money and selling prey in between punishing any who think to flee the persecution here, he doesn’t have the time to do anything he should like protect people. A whole house of wolves was burnt to the ground with hunters shooting them if they tried to flee. My family had been there for dinner that night and died with them.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered in horror, feeling his pain as I much as I scented it in the air. “Oleg will suffer, I promise.”  
 
    His eyes went wide, realizing there was more up my sleeve for the asshole. I blinked and he was on me, kissing me fiercely in between pledging his loyalty to me and my pack always. 
 
    “We have to go,” I reminded him gently. This time he seemed lighter and I understood that. I would want to stay and make someone feel the pain I did if I was in his shoes but now he wasn’t leaving the need for justice behind but living on as his family would have wanted, free from all of it. 
 
    I’d really done something good for once. 
 
    He only brought two bags, muttering clothes could be replaced and not worth slowing us down. Smart man. I did see how he focused more on taking pictures out of frames and whatever he could out of a few boxes… But there was a lot more in there which he probably already cleared from his family’s place. 
 
    “Give me your keys when we get to the airport, as I might be able to have someone from the local FBI office grab more and maybe sell your car but I can’t promise that,” I told him when we got in his car.  
 
    The relief and hope coming off of him as we pulled onto the street made me glad I mentioned it. I didn’t know if we could swing it, but… Why not try? 
 
    I felt better when Brian said he was on the way to the airport and Carter had already scouted the spot for me to come in as well. We were really getting out of Russia and I didn’t have to be scared of heading to the plane.  
 
    It would be really nice to push past that fear. 
 
    When we got closer I told Grigori where to go off the texts. We parked and I took a picture of his car that I could send to the local FBI people before heading to where I felt Carter. 
 
    Grigori slid in front of me when the ancients came into view. I thanked him but assured him they were mine. 
 
    Carter sighed as he looked over the wolf, shaking his head. “I lost the bet. I thought for sure you would want out of here as fast as possible and picking up a stray wouldn’t be on your agenda.” 
 
    “It never is but I picked you up that way,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Something like that,” he chuckled, rolling his eyes at me. Sander and Emilio went over the fence first and I tossed my bag over to them, nodding for Grigori to do the same before letting Carter toss me over. 
 
    “Should we ditch him?” I asked Sander when Carter was the only one left on the side of the fence. 
 
    He muttered something about getting even before he used a fallen branch to help him get the right leverage to easily clear the high fence with barb wire. He then took my bag and nodded the way we needed to go. I told one of them to hang back with Grigori since he didn’t have a vest and we were still worried about people trying for me. 
 
    “You’re at the airport,” Carter reminded me, all of us agreeing that someone would have to be insane to try for me there. It wasn’t like the movies where foreign countries were so easy to slip in, and Moscow was such a huge tourist spot that the government wouldn’t dare risk the flow of that with a foreigner getting hurt at the airport.  
 
    I mean, that would be really stupid and seriously ballsy when I was asked to come. Plus, one of their bragging points was the US’s crime rates and how much better they were than us. 
 
    Then again, we caught more criminals so there was that. 
 
    I relaxed when the plane came into view and I saw FBI from the local office still hanging around and checking things out along with the security team I had on Brian. I wasn’t taking any chances this trip and it seemed to have paid off. I was going to spank the idiot later when I saw him step back out of the plane without his vest on.  
 
    He smiled brightly when he saw me and horror filled me as a red dot appeared on his chest. 
 
    And I was too far away to do anything about it. 
 
    I screamed his name as I dropped what was in my hands and still tried, pushing myself with all I had to get to him. That split second felt like forever as I watched my worst nightmare come to life but also too fast as I desperately tried to reach him, as he realized something was wrong. 
 
    He’d been mid-step and that was the only thing that saved him from instant death as he moved enough that the bullet hit just above his heart. I caught him as the blood blossomed on his shirt, fear and shock filling his eyes. I moved us behind the plane’s stairs as I fed him energy, not giving a shit who was around or could see as I felt his heart struggling to beat. 
 
    “Sera, there’s too much damage,” Theon shouted. 
 
    “No, no, I can save him!” I screamed before pushing more energy into Brian as my blood thundered in my ears. I couldn’t believe this. This couldn’t be real.  
 
    No, we’d been through too much for him to leave me, for it to end like this. I wasn’t losing anyone else. I could save him. I saved Dain from death and that had been worse even if Dain was a powerful fairy and could take a lot. 
 
    “It’s okay, I love you,” Brian wheezed, tears leaking out of his eyes as he smiled at me. “Love you, Sera.” 
 
    “No, don’t you fucking die on me,” I sobbed. 
 
    “Sera, you have to turn him,” Theon demanded. 
 
    “No, I can’t,” I whispered. “I can save him.” 
 
    “It’s okay, babe, it’s okay,” Brian whispered, his heart sputtering again as he coughed blood. He kept repeating it and telling me he loved me like it was okay to let him go. It wasn’t okay. 
 
    It wasn’t fucking okay for him to go! 
 
    “No, no, don’t leave me,” I begged him, feeding him more energy in small doses, worried I could hurt him by giving him too much. I shook off Theon. “I can’t do it. I can’t have him hate me like I hate Bernard for changing me!” 
 
    “I can,” Theon whispered, kissing my hair as Emilio helped him take off Brian’s jacket and shirt. 
 
    “No, I can save him,” I argued, kissing Brian and begging him to stay with me as I fed him energy. I didn’t stop this time, the shock I was in fighting the clawing fear as everything seemed too far away, like I was removed from it all instead of right there at the center of it.  
 
    I didn’t stop even when I heard someone yell for me to. No, I could save him. I could give him all my energy as long as he lived. 
 
    Brian had to live. I sobbed for him not to leave me, distantly feeling blood running over my legs and freaking the gunshot was worse or tearing. I fed him more energy and then everything got even more distant and I realized it wasn’t shock but my body reacting to giving him all the energy. 
 
    I blacked out before I realized I was even feeling faint. 
 
    Brian, please don’t leave me. 
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    I woke with a gasp and in serious pain when I felt the plane land. Carter kissed me and I knew what he wanted, feeding deeply but then everything rushing back to me. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Carter promised when he realized I remembered. 
 
    I broke down sobbing, ugly, relieved, and just messy sobbing with snot and all of it. It took me several tries to ask him where Brian was and if we got the shooter. 
 
    “You need more energy,” he murmured, hugging me tightly. “Please, calm a bit and take it so you can stop spiraling.” 
 
    “Babe,” Brian whispered, and that one word made me snap out of my sobbing. I raised my head and met his worried gaze. 
 
    And found different eyes looking back at me than the ones I knew as his. My nose was too stuffed up for me to notice but the eyes were like a smack in the face. 
 
    Brian wasn’t human anymore.  
 
    Brian Havers was now a werewolf. 
 
    Instead of light green eyes they now were vivid jade green. 
 
    I started crying all over again. He didn’t want this. 
 
    “Yes, I did, babe,” he promised. “Sera, you need to feed. You completely depleted yourself helping me.” 
 
    Carter kissed me again and I fed some more before Emilio and a few others. I felt more in my head then, nodding I was okay. I took off my belt and slid to the floor, moving my upper body in Brian’s lap and hugging him as that was all I had the energy to do. 
 
    “I tried to save you,” I choked out. “It wasn’t okay for you to leave me.” 
 
    “Oh, Sera,” he rasped as he moved his hand in my hair. “Babe, I wasn’t going to leave you. I was trying to tell you it was okay to infect me.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped, my head snapping up so fast I heard something in my neck pop. 
 
    He nodded. “I’d already decided. I was going to tell you on your birthday that I asked Christos to infect me. I did the tests with Dr. Sloan and I have none of the genetic stuff that’s incompatible.” He gave me his soft smile that I’d only ever seen him give me, the boys, his mom and gram, and now Topher. “I want to marry you, Sera, and be with you forever, immortal with you and a wolf.” 
 
    I broke down sobbing all over again, not just in relief he wasn’t angry but he’d made that choice so we could be together, but because I hadn’t understood and it had almost cost him his life. 
 
    “She’s really spiraling and down on the tank,” Carter worried before he pulled me away from Brian. “Sera, you didn’t almost kill him. It took both you and Theon to save him, okay? He’s fine, we got the guy—let’s get home.” 
 
    “I’m never flying ever fucking again,” I choked out. “And neither are you now.” 
 
    “I agree,” Brian grumbled, groaning as he tried to stand. He waved me off, Emilio helping him. “I’m still a bit sore but I’m fine, okay? I need some fuel too, I guess.” 
 
    I snorted. Wow, was he in for a rude awakening on how much he really would eat now. 
 
    Dain was waiting for us at the airport at the private terminal, relief filling his eyes when he saw me and then Brian. He came over to me and lifted me up, wrapping me around him as he kissed me deeply. I fed and fed, knowing he could take it.  
 
    “You are never leaving again.” 
 
    “It’s my fault. I took off the fucking vest when I got on the plane but went to tell them something I forgot real quick and—” Brian explained. 
 
    “No one’s perfect,” Dain cut in. “And if you’d been wearing the vest, they might have aimed for your head. Clearly there was a massive spike of insanity in Russia to ever risk this at their huge tourist destination airport. I mean, I can’t even—none of us would have guessed they’d go this far, and we thought she was the target.” 
 
    “Killing him would have hurt me worse,” I whispered, knowing we’d considered that and that was why I had insisted on a team of ten guards for him if he was going to go.  
 
    “You’re both fine,” Dain murmured when I started shaking. “Let’s get home so Dr. Sloan can check out Brian just in case, okay? Jonik will get the new wolf settled and—” 
 
    “Crap, Grigori. I forgot. I was going to tell the regular FBI to clean out his apartment.” 
 
    “I did,” Emilio promised. “We gave them the keys after we got the—we handled it all, Sera.” 
 
    I nodded but then saw two guys coming off the plane in cuffs, snarling as Dain held me tightly. Clearly those were the ones involved in shooting Brian. Dain reminded me we needed them alive to figure everything out and I calmed down, glad when I saw Harris was there with a few agents from my office to collect them. 
 
    “Galvin says you both have the day off tomorrow for a long weekend,” Dain told me before I could even think of that. 
 
    I swallowed loudly; Brian had longer than that. He was out of the regular FBI now. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I climbed in one of the SUVs and reached for Brian’s hand when he got in as well. His fingers laced with mine and he gave me a tired smile, but his eyes were brimming with emotion. 
 
    “Thanks for the save, babe.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare ever leave me,” I rasped, moving my other hand over my face and trying to keep it together as we pulled away.  
 
    “You’re stuck with me now because you tell me all the time how durable you guys are,” he teased me, murmuring we were okay when I gave a watery laugh. He was the one who almost died so why was I the one in such a shit state? 
 
    “Because unlike when you saved me, you couldn’t get to him in time,” Dain said gently, feeling what I was. “You were that upset at thinking I would die and the hit was meant for you. This time was different.” He frowned and glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Stop with the guilt, Sera. The situation was fluid and traumatic. Everything is not on you.” 
 
    “He could have died because I didn’t understand he was giving me permission and instead thought he was saying goodbye to me,” I whispered, my heart hurting. “Because I default to people leaving me I wasn’t seeing—”  
 
    “Sera, I might have thought the same,” Dain argued. “He was dying, not speaking clearly, and you ignored him. Emilio said he thought Brian meant the same thing and Sander thought he was trying to tell you he wasn’t hurt so bad, okay? Carter and Theon said you did the right thing and saved him with Theon.” 
 
    “I’m not upset at all,” Brian added. “I’m grateful and clearly you did it right because I’m here. I didn’t want to leave you and I fought like you said. Leave the rest so we can just enjoy that.” 
 
    I glanced at him as we drove along the expressway, the traffic pretty light for eight on a Thursday, but people were trying to get home earlier because of the cold. “Did you really decide and talk to Christos?” 
 
    “I really did,” he promised. He brought my hand to his lips before I could even figure out what to ask first. “Tomorrow, Sera. Leave it all for tomorrow. I’m spiraling but we’re alive and that’s all that matters today.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, wiping my hand over my face and trying to keep it together. We’d been so close to disaster and diverted it but that wouldn’t be the way always… Then again, we hadn’t always. I’d been abducted and put through a night of horrors I was still recovering from. 
 
    Well, a few, but Igor always came to the front of my mind first. Now Brian was a wolf and even if he’d planned to do it, not like this. 
 
    No, we didn’t divert disaster, we just sometimes managed not to lose everything even if we’d lost people like Riley and Ross. Tristan was gone traveling and it didn’t seem like he’d ever be back. Yeah, we’d had losses for sure. 
 
    But we could have a lot more. I didn’t know if the fight was worth it. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Dain said gently as he pulled into the parking garage of the apartment, knowing where my mind had gone. “I know you’re reeling but we saved the boys and Topher and even saved Brian today. We’ve saved so many and we can’t win every battle, but the fight we fight is worth it.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him and even agreed but right then I just didn’t want to get into it. I really didn’t. I couldn’t. 
 
    The boys were waiting at the apartment with a ton of food along with the Hagan, Reagan, and Noah, all looking relieved when they saw us. 
 
    Tommy and Leo reached Brian first, both crying as they were the closest with him. He hugged them both and waved for the other boys, promising them we were fine. 
 
    “No more leaving Chicago,” Ben declared. 
 
    “We agree, but it’s not reality,” Brian assured him. “No more walking into traps. That’s a fair one to say we’re done with.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I muttered, several others echoing us as we got in on the group hug. 
 
    “No Topher?” Brian asked, and we all winced. 
 
    “Bri, you can’t be around Topher for a while,” I told him gently. 
 
    Pain filled his eyes and he nodded. “Right, forgot about that. You’re always in such control but—” 
 
    “You might be too,” Reagan assured him. “Milo and the others adjusted fast. We’ll know more once you shift.” 
 
    “The signal to look out for is when you feel itchy or want to pace,” I explained. “And it might just be you holding him alone like with the boys. We’ll see.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Yeah, whatever’s best for Topher. Just not used to it all or seriously how hungry I am. I’m not sure I’ve ever been this hungry in my life.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to that as your new norm,” I drawled.  
 
    We ignored the dried blood on both of us and headed to the counter where there were gobs of food waiting. Hagan told Brian to dig in and not worry about carbs or calories anymore but meat would help him finish healing faster.  
 
    It took me a minute to think about how he was even on his feet as I hadn’t just gotten right back up after healing, but the flight had been about twelve hours with the stop to fuel I’d slept through. And while my injuries had been severe, they weren’t shot in the chest with a rifle bullet bad and the claws had infected me while hurting me. 
 
    I was still relieved when Dr. Sloan showed up and gave Brian a quick once-over. 
 
    “Okay, best educated guess from what Theon and Carter have already told me is Sera giving you energy helped your body stabilize to be infected and speed the process along,” he explained before looking at me. “Like we’ve discussed, you can’t cure cancer or heal humans who don’t have regenerative abilities like we do.” 
 
    And there it was. That had been the piece I’d been missing in my shock and panic. I’d been thinking I could heal Brian like I would a supe, but human bodies didn’t act that way.  
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    Dr. Sloan shook his head. “It was still the right instinct because you kept his body hanging on so Theon could get the infection going. Then you sped it all up. My best guess was the bullet didn’t hit his heart full on from where they told me but clipped one of the upper aorta branches. He couldn’t have healed from that or gotten to the hospital in time as bullets tend to shred, not make incisions.” 
 
    “What next?” Brian asked as he could see how upset we all were at thinking about it. 
 
    “Now you fuel up and your body will rapid heal,” he answered. “You’ll feel some burning in your chest, maybe like heartburn if you’ve gotten that, but that’s your body fixing every inch of you. The rest is you’re down on the tank after losing all that blood. If you have any other questions, we can get into specifics but they know how to help you. Sera knows how to be a new wolf.” 
 
    I snorted and several people smiled. Right, I was the one who should give much advice on that as I seemed to still struggle with it every day. 
 
    “You won’t have a recovery time,” Dr. Sloan finished, understanding what Brian was trying to get at. “Just listen to your body. If you’re hungry, eat. Thirsty, drink. Tired, sleep. We’re very easy like that as supes.” He gave me a glance as if saying maybe not all of us. 
 
    “Hey, if people explain things I get it then,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Yes, you are a great patient and people just need to be blunt.” He glanced at Brian. “You’ve got my number if you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc, really,” he sighed, looking relieved to hear it was the official assessment. Yeah, I could understand still feeling like it would take weeks of being on the mend after such an injury. 
 
    It wasn’t like there was a switch to flip to grasp what being a supe was like. 
 
    “And nothing too strenuous for at least a day,” Dr. Sloan chuckled as he headed to the door. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant or why he’d gone there… Until I realized Brian and I were staring at each other like we were next on the menu. 
 
    “I just want to shower,” I admitted, the dried blood adding to my upset. Brian nodded and stood, extending his hand to me. “We’ll be back.” 
 
    “We ordered more food so we’ll handle it,” Noah said, giving me a quick kiss trying to get me to feed some more, so I did. “Glad you’re home.” 
 
    “Me too,” I sighed. Fuck, no more leaving. I slid my hand in Brian’s and we headed for the master bathroom. He turned on the water while I hurried to get off his bloodstained clothes. 
 
    “We’re okay,” he whispered as he hugged me to him. He felt the same though as we undressed in a flash, tossing it all over to the garbage.  
 
    I pulled him into the shower with me and the moment the water touched him I needed to get all the blood off. I soaped him all up and checked every inch of him to make sure it was gone, focusing on where he was shot like I thought a scar might magically appear instead of the smooth skin that showed nothing. 
 
    “I need you,” he muttered as he pushed my hair out of my face. It was long like it had been before I was abducted, my wounds and body healed from that ordeal as well. 
 
    “Always,” I whispered against his lips as he leaned down to kiss me. He spun me around and his fingers were desperate but then he couldn’t wait, pushing in my body but giving me a moment to adjust in his frenzy. 
 
    Well, our frenzy as I was right there with him. 
 
    “Love you,” he growled as his hands moved to my breasts. “Love you, Sera.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I moaned as he pumped his hips faster. He slammed in me deeper, like he needed every centimeter he could get inside of me. I loved it, moving my hips back to meet his. 
 
    And I felt his wolf. Sex between us had always been amazing but it was another level now that he smelled of wolf and comfort, home and mine even. It got me so hot that when we finished I wasn’t done with him. 
 
    I let him clean us up and then knelt, licking him as I smirked up at him. 
 
    “Shit, something very serious is going on in me,” he admitted, blinking at me. “Is this that whole you’re my Alpha thing?” 
 
    “Welcome to the fun,” I purred. “You felt it during the sex, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you were home and it… Fuck, yes.” 
 
    “Say I’m your Alpha,” I teased him, not sucking on him until he did. 
 
    And then he sounded more wolf than man. 
 
    “Shit, everything is more sensitive and just more,” he moaned when we were done and finished showering. He pulled me against him and ran his nose along my shoulder and neck. “Fuck, even that. It’s just more. I was so scared and now I’m just excited.” He groaned. “I can smell you’re excited. That’s what I smell, yeah? It’s like turning on a light that I know you’re turned on.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what you’re smelling,” I admitted, not able to fib even if it was embarrassing. 
 
    Which was how we ended up having sex again on the counter. 
 
    “Nothing strenuous,” I reminded him when he was eyeing me over as if thinking we should have another round. “And there’s more food we need to eat.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m staying over and getting more of you,” he grumbled, flinching when I growled in warning. “Okay, that turned me on and I feel a knot in my stomach I can’t explain.” 
 
    “That’s because you annoyed your Alpha,” Hagan said from the doorway of the bedroom. “You have an Alpha right away and one you acknowledge and respect. You’ll feel that when she’s upset with you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I admitted. 
 
    “Because you’re Alpha and not under someone,” he chuckled. 
 
    Brian gave me a confused look. “Sorry, I feel…” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember that feeling,” I sighed. “I’m sorry too. We’ll have to figure this out. It won’t be all fun and some of it is really hard to get used to.” 
 
    He nodded. “Plus now you’re my boss.” 
 
    I snorted as I tossed him a towel before wrapping one around myself. “I’ve been your boss since you asked me to be with you for real.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Hagan agreed as I came out of the bathroom. 
 
    I studied him as I went over to him. “Are we okay?” 
 
    He nodded, giving me a soft kiss. “Yeah, just all over.” 
 
    “I’m getting something else off of you,” I worried. “What?” 
 
    “My wolf feels off,” he answered elusively but glanced at the bathroom. 
 
    Ahhh, there was another wolf in my bed and one closer to me than the twins were. Only Hagan and I were back to having sex. Every time I almost went there with Reagan, one of us pulled away. I reached up and cupped Hagan’s cheek. “This doesn’t change anything but him joining us on full moons. I still love you and Reagan as much as I did before.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he whispered, giving me a soft kiss. “It will be an adjustment. I just didn’t know it was one we’d have already or he was planning so soon.” 
 
    The rest of that thought being he would have liked our relationship to have been more stable before Brian became one of us. I could understand that. There was a lot going on and balls in the air. But Brian also didn’t have to ask their permission or get approval. 
 
    Yeah, tricky for sure. 
 
    “You might not want to be submissive with him until he’s a bit more adjusted,” Dain warned me under his breath so the boys couldn’t hear. He nodded when I gave him a shocked look. “If nothing else, it will help his new wolf learn boundaries and get the lay of the land faster than how you wavered being most powerful and fighting for power.” 
 
    “I’m a wolf and still can’t always hear you guys?” Brian asked, frowning at us. 
 
    “I would say it in front of you but the boys are a bit young to hear everything,” Dain defended. “We can discuss it later.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking he had a point there and at least more experience than I did. I thought about it while we ate the burgers that had been delivered. Brian was used to being the boss of me and even in our relationship I let him take the lead in a lot. Hagan and Reagan wouldn’t be the only ones worried about this change and Dain was right that it was best to lay down firm lines. 
 
    I glanced at Brian and shivered. Yeah, I wanted to. He was my wolf and I wanted him to know where his place was, who I was. 
 
    “We’re going to be here this weekend,” Hagan told us when we were cleaning up. “Let us know if you need help.” 
 
    “Thanks. Talk to Dain but I agree and I’ll start tonight.” 
 
    “Good,” he sighed, giving me a kiss. I fed and then went to Reagan. I took his hand and brought him over away from the others. 
 
    “Do you love me?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, I love you so much,” Reagan whispered, worry in his eyes. 
 
    “I love you too and that hasn’t changed,” I promised. Relief filled me when he leaned in, brushing his lips over mine. “We’ll get past this too. I want you but we’re both scared. That’s what you feel too?” 
 
    “Yes. I can’t hurt you again, Sera.” 
 
    “We will hurt each other and we’ll fix that too.” 
 
    He searched my eyes, understanding lighting up his. “You talked to Phobie about this.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I was scared you fell out of love with me that we kept backing away.” I rolled my eyes when he snorted. “That was her reaction too. She assured me you were still very much in love with me.” 
 
    “Always. You’re my mate, I know it,” he breathed, giving me another kiss and letting me feed. “You have to love me forever.” 
 
    “Keep being you and I’m sure I will,” I muttered, not sure what else to say to that. Hell, I got super extra brownie points for actually bringing this up instead of running from talks. 
 
    Super, super extra brownie points. 
 
    Once we were alone, Brian came for me, shock in his eyes how fast he could move. He growled when I held up a hand to stop him… And then looked horrified. 
 
    “That is what Dain mentioned,” I explained. “Your wolf is very clear that I’m his but I’m Alpha and we need to make some things clear so he behaves in front of others and people don’t worry this upsets the pack structure or whatever.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever’s best,” he agreed. 
 
    I licked my lips and took off his towel. “Offer yourself to your Alpha. You belong to me.” I smirked as he went over to my bed and lay down. I took off my towel and bit back a shiver as his eyes ate me up. “Are you mine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I let out my power and he showed me his throat, knowing what we felt now. “Who’s Alpha here?” 
 
    “You are. Shit, I’m so fucking turned on, Sera.” 
 
    “Good wolf,” I purred, getting on the bed and straddling him. I leaned in and licked his neck, nibbling on his ear. “Your place is under me, isn’t it? You live to please your Alpha now and behave so you can have the gift of being in your Alpha’s bed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Should you demand anything of your Alpha?” 
 
    “No,” he whimpered, sounding confused and worried. 
 
    “Should you beg your Alpha to please her?” 
 
    And did he ever. Brian definitely aced his first lesson of pack hierarchy for sure. He also enjoyed every second of it. 
 
    And when we did it again after a nap. 
 
    Another nap and he started with the begging and eating me out, murmuring his Alpha needed more pleasure before he could get his. Brian believed that as a man and I wasn’t a selfish lover, but like my wolf had needed to see and learn truths I knew as a person, his wolf needed that education as well. 
 
    Plus, it really, really turned us both on.  
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    The next morning the doorbell rang way too early and I hoped at least someone was bringing breakfast. At the last second I remembered to grab a robe and slid it on as I stumbled to the door. I frowned as I smelled something funny, my nose still a bit stuffed from all the crying I’d done the day before. 
 
    And then I caught Alena’s scent. 
 
    I opened my eyes and blinked at her.  
 
    “So clearly they told you I was coming,” she chuckled. “And that robe is sheer, Daughter. You’ll need real clothes.” 
 
    I glanced down and winced. “Sorry, hi, no one told me.” I sniffed the air. “What am I smelling? Did you get Topher?” 
 
    “No, but I can’t wait to meet him,” she said, leaning in and kissing my cheeks before hugging me. “Clothes, we brought food.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I mumbled even as she pushed me. “Are the Haverses here?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Dress.” 
 
    I nodded and hurried back to the bedroom. “Your family is here and so is mine.” 
 
    “Am I safe to be around them?” he worried as he rolled out of bed and went to his drawer in my dresser. He grabbed pants but then got distracted when he looked at me. The next thing I knew he was kissing me good morning and all I wanted was to go back to bed. “Wait, wait, parents.” 
 
    “Right, parents,” I agreed, slightly growling in frustration. “And you’re not supposed to be doing anything strenuous.” 
 
    “He said for a day. Fine, tonight I plan on doing everything strenuous to you,” he muttered as he yanked on boxer briefs and jeans.  
 
    I threw on undergarments and a sweater dress and licked my lips as I stared over his naked chest. “Put on a shirt at least or I’ll get distracted.” 
 
    “I feel the same about seeing your legs,” he grumbled as I strolled out of my room.  
 
    I swallowed a laugh and hurried to greet everyone, starting with Eva and then Zeno, still confused why they were all here.  
 
    “I believed them but seeing you are okay is different,” Mrs. Havers choked out when Brian came out of the room. 
 
    “Wait, am I safe to be around them?” he asked me again before glancing at Grammy Havers, his parents, and his little brother Jimmy. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve not even shifted yet,” Alena promised. “If you feel itchy or an instinct to back away, do it. Shifters have accidents because they don’t listen to themselves or believe too much in their strength. Sera easily admits when she might need to step back and that’s why she’s never been close to losing it, as when you get close you panic.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Thanks. That’s a really great explanation for me to tell others too. I never thought of it like that just how powerful your bloodline is.” 
 
    “It’s a combo, but a powerful bloodline infected him too,” Zeno added.  
 
    Grammy Havers came over and kissed me full on the lips. “Thank you for saving Brian again.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “I’m sorry he needs it because he’s around me.” 
 
    She flicked me in the forehead. “He was Army and FBI before you. There was always the danger that even you can’t try to take blame for.” 
 
    I nodded, shocked she did that to me like she did Brian and Jimmy. I watched as Mrs. Havers broke down, hugging Brian and then again when she saw his eyes. 
 
    He pulled away and backed up, rubbing his arm. I went to him and moved in his view. “You’re still their son even if your eyes are more vibrant. Wasn’t I still Sera but with bluer eyes?” I waited until he nodded. “You don’t know what you’re sensing but it’s overwhelming and it agitates your wolf. This is what the boys feel, as rabbits are ultra-sensitive to mood changes and that’s why they shift fast.” 
 
    He searched my gaze. “You’re distracting me with information until I settle.” 
 
    “It’s what helped me,” I admitted. “Even having read all the FBI briefs and files, I missed when I started itching as the sign to shift and—you know applying what you’ve learned isn’t always easy.” 
 
    “Your eyes are stunning and of course you’re still our son,” Mrs. Havers assured him. “I was thinking I really like them but then maybe that was disloyal to say as they’re your father’s eyes.” 
 
    “That’s what I was getting,” he sighed, scrubbing his hand over his head. “Wow, it’s such a mix.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you did it perfectly,” Alena praised. She went over to him and hugged him, kissing his cheeks.  
 
    “Wow, I feel the power now,” he gasped, glancing at Eva. “Holy fuck, you ooze it. I thought it was a sensitivity or something I just didn’t get, but now it’s like a whole other sense I didn’t know I was missing that I was really just prey to not have.” 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” Alena chuckled. 
 
    “Of wolves?” he asked, glancing at me before her again. 
 
    “Oh, they don’t know yet,” Eva muttered, sighing when we gave her confused looks and glanced at each other. “Let’s sit and eat but make sure Brian is at the end.” 
 
    I nodded but when I went over to Brian, my nose picking up something. “I’m still stuffed up. I’m not used to your new scent yet.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Eva sighed and guided me away from him. We sat down at my dining room table and I smiled when there was McDonald’s and Starbucks, as they weren’t just my favorites but Eva, Alena, and Zeno were always eating at both places when they visited as there were Starbucks all over Greece but not near their castle. And only one McDonald’s if I remembered, but it wasn’t the same. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why are you guys here?” I asked them after my first breakfast sandwich. 
 
    Alena cleared her throat and glanced at Eva before looking at me. “Something happened when you were saving Brian and Theon infected him.” 
 
    “Bad?” I worried, my heart racing. “He’s not immortal?” 
 
    “No, he is, he’s of Theon’s bloodline,” Zeno promised, covering his hand with mine. “He smells of you.” 
 
    Brian figured it out first. “We’re mated? You welcomed me to the family.” 
 
    “You smell like hers, yes,” Alena confirmed. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, blinking back tears. “Brian, I’m so, so sorry. I would never have done that without—” 
 
    He yanked me out of the chair and kissed me as he lifted me up and around him. “You apologize again when I have a ring to propose to you and I will think you wouldn’t have married me.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask, Bri,” I rasped, leaning my forehead to his. “That’s the difference here.” I gasped and looked at Alena. “The others smelled it. That was what was up with Hagan and Reagan.” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “Theon realized it and called us before Brian even woke and warned the others. Their wolves will have some problems. I would guess it’s why Eugene and Axel didn’t greet you yet as their animals are aggressive.” 
 
    “So he’s not just sirened to me, but we’re mated,” I whispered, feeling lightheaded when they nodded. “Oh fuck.” 
 
    “We’re missing pieces here,” Mr. Havers admitted. 
 
    Brian hugged me to him while Alena explained the difference, waiting until she was done to speak. “I’ve said it several times that you should mate all of us you want, Sera. This doesn’t change this in my mind. You love several of us and don’t want to pick one as favorite. Thank you for that as that would kill me. Fine, Dain and I are your husbands. Maybe I will be legally.” 
 
    “I didn’t even ask you,” I sighed, leaning my head to his shoulder. “Your wolf was getting aggressive with me and now I don’t—” 
 
    “He was?” Alena asked, her tone worried. 
 
    I nodded, looking at her as I tapped Brian to set me down. “I acted a bit submissively when we got back and then he was being aggressive, not a lot, but like that confused near the full moon agitated. Dain said I should make it clear I was Alpha and that…” I glanced at Brian. 
 
    “It helped.” He frowned. “I think.” He shrugged. “I was her boss for years. It makes sense that my new wolf would pick up on that, right?” He looked at me then. “Feeling your power helps.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.” He cupped my cheek when I just nodded. “Babe, I’m not upset. I already decided on this and love you. Screw the label.” 
 
    I nodded, letting out a slow breath. “Okay.” 
 
    “Yes, we heard you had decided and asked Christos before speaking with us,” Alena said, her tone a bit frosty. 
 
    I blinked at her but Brian replied. “I was going to give you a heads-up, but if I asked your permission as clearly is your tradition, Sera would have kicked my ass and as I wanted her to be my wife, and not you, I do what she wants.” 
 
    Alena gave a firm nod. “I understand your modern-day progress and equality but it’s not asking for her hand like it’s ours to give, but yes, after becoming engaged would have been fine.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked, sitting again. 
 
    She sighed. “Sera, you’re rich. You’re our daughter and we run Greece and more. Do you not think that all a factor here?” 
 
    I swallowed my latte loudly. “Um, like a prenup?” I gave Brian a freaked-out look. 
 
    “There is no divorce,” she reminded me. “By wolf law, mating gives him access to everything of yours.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Brian whispered, sitting down in his seat heavily. “Oh fuck.” 
 
    “I will smack you,” Grammy warned. 
 
    “She’s a gazillionaire,” Brian groaned, moving his hands to his forehead and scrubbing. “She inherited millions of dollars by those broken deals and then taking over other packs.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and shot him an apologetic look. “More than millions.” 
 
    He blinked at me and then went pale. “Tell me Melicent was kidding that it was trillions of dollars, right?” 
 
    “I didn’t take possession of it all,” I muttered, nodding towards Alena. “I would have had to pay taxes then. They don’t, but Igor was over four thousand years old, Bri.” 
 
    “Why are you so angry?” Eva asked Jimmy, making me realize he was. She frowned before he even answered. “Sera, do you know Jimmy’s profession?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but then frowned. “No. He worked for a bank I think when we met. Real estate?” I glanced at Brian. “Should we have bought land through him?” 
 
    Eva nodded. “You thought she knew you were in investments and everything and handled other FBI pensions and helped people in Brian’s office, but she never even consulted you when she got all that money. Petty, but understandable.” 
 
    He blinked at her. “I can have a whole conversation with you and never even open my mouth, huh?” 
 
    She smirked at him. “Something like that.” 
 
    I looked at Jimmy. “I didn’t know. I never got the extra stuff with retirement because I never thought I’d live to retire.” 
 
    “I hate when you say that,” Brian grumbled. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s the truth. I figured I’d be dead before forty because of bad intel and I went on the most dangerous assignments because I didn’t have family or like friends. It was not a slight against you even with how we met. I didn’t know and I’ve not handled much since. Dain has with Alena as it’s a lot and I get overwhelmed and dodge the topic when I can.” 
 
    “Yes, always,” Alena chuckled. “This brings us to why we’re here and the difficult conversation we must have.” She set a binder on the table and slid it to Grammy Havers. “As your son is now a Dorcus—” 
 
    “Wait, back up,” Brian interjected, looking as freaked out as I was. “Okay, wait, even I need a time-out now.” He even made the time-out sign and I felt better. “Alena, you’re going too fast.” 
 
    “Thank fuck you said it,” I muttered. “I’m still stuck on you almost dying.” I saw from his family I wasn’t the only one, Alena nodding that she would slow down. “I need you to explain this line. I didn’t bite Brian. Shouldn’t there be a mating bite?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zeno answered, turning and showing the Haverses his on the nape of his neck that Alena had given him. It wasn’t easy to see as it basically looked like a very old scar of teeth marks that you had to look for to even see or it would be a huge way to catch shifters as shifters. “But his scent is of you and not just you’ve sirened him. It’s deeper.”  
 
    “But not fully how Zeno smells of me,” Alena clarified. “So maybe I’m jumping ahead to you as this is normal even if you would siren someone. You didn’t acknowledge us as your family when you bonded with Tristan and Riley. Noah and Dain have no family. Goran as well.” 
 
    “Plus we assumed if he was asking you were going to say yes and mate,” Eva added, nodding to something else Alena had near her. 
 
    She shrugged. “You and Father bought us an estate when we mated. I figured a yacht for them to have some private newlywed time the best option given she already owns two apartment buildings and a mansion.” 
 
    I barely heard what they said and what they were talking about after, staring at Brian, his eyes only for me as well. I couldn’t take it anymore, out of the chair and dragging him with me as I muttered we’d be right back. I practically threw him on the bed when we reached my room, kicking the door closed.  
 
    He was in the same spot as his jeans were open and ripped off my panties when I got on the bed. 
 
    “Fuck your Alpha and you better deserve it,” I growled as he rolled us.  
 
    “I love you,” he moaned as he thrust in me. It was quick, heated… And loud. Even with the extra soundproofing there was no way they didn’t hear us.  
 
    “So that explains this overdrive of hormones at least,” I panted when we were done, thanking him when he cleaned me up.  
 
    He snorted as he fixed his jeans and eyed me over. “I always feel this with you, Sera. I just have less control over it now and the energy to keep acting on it.” 
 
    “You’re such an ass,” I chuckled, full out laughing when he tried to reach for me again. I rolled off the bed and darted out of the room, my face completely flushed as I walked back into the dining room. 
 
    “And that will take a few months to wear off,” Eva practically sang. “Even if you’re not mated with the bite, you will feel that more than if you just sirened him we already guessed.” 
 
    I lost my mirth and glanced at Brian as he came into the room. “Do you remember how hurt you were when Dain and I bonded?” 
 
    “Shit,” he hissed. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mr. Havers called after him. 
 
    “Down the hall to tell the twins I’m not stealing Sera from them,” he yelled back. 
 
    I smiled as I sat down. “That’s why I love him. He’s so damn fair and honorable that of course he would think of that immediately.” 
 
    “We definitely don’t object to adding him to our family,” Eva praised. “We do need to discuss though what it will look to others if you acknowledge a newly infected shifter as your Alpha Mate.” 
 
    I groaned. “Crap, someone will try and invade tomorrow because I’m weak to accept a newb and all that bull I hate.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Eva sighed, giving the Haverses an apologetic look. “People are petty and assuming, you know this even if you don’t fully understand supe politics.” 
 
    “They are,” Jimmy grumbled, something in his tone that worried me. He saw me looking and sighed. “I have some friends in the Chicago coven. I was interested in becoming one, maybe. Before you even got turned. Once you did and was friends with Vlad, it seemed good but then—” 
 
    “We weren’t friends and either they would have been put in the middle to use you or didn’t want to go there,” I guessed, wincing when he nodded. “Sorry, Jimmy.” 
 
    He blinked at me and nodded. “Not your fault, but thanks.” 
 
    “You want to be a vampire?” Mrs. Havers asked, her tone very careful. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jimmy admitted. “I thought maybe, like when I was Brian’s age now, but Annie was really, really against it.” He winced. “I know you guys think it was all about sowing my wild oats and whatever, but I told some of that to Brian and friends but it was more than that. I realized that after I tried to get her back.” 
 
    “She’s not a fan of supes,” Eva picked up, shooting me a glance. “She assumed Jimmy sowed those oats with your wolves and that made her not want to take him back.” 
 
    “You really are good,” Jimmy whispered, blinking at her in shock. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m almost a thousand years old. You get really good at using your gifts when you’ve had them that long. Plus, you’re young so you’re easy to read. Something you should remember when you spend time with vampires. We like the ones under Noah and in Chicago, even the ancients now here, but most are not so…” 
 
    “The old-world ones are terrifying,” I filled in, shivering as I thought of Igor or even a few of the council. I glanced at Jimmy. “If you’re really interested and want more info, you should go visit President Nuri and see all the shit they put up with. I’m glad Brian was saved or even made the choice, but I’m all about people getting the full picture before choosing. I require it even of Milo, who was dying.” 
 
    “And that’s very responsible of you,” Mrs. Havers praised, the others nodding as well. 
 
    “Except then there won’t be any grandchildren if Jimmy can’t have children,” Alena told me, picking up that from Mrs. Havers. 
 
    I winced, realizing it was time to admit something we’d been keeping quiet. “Almost dying when I was kidnapped, the healing from it, healed my infertility.” I glanced at the Haverses’ hopeful looks. “We have Topher and I’m cool with you guys being the grandparents, I’ve shown that, but right now, I’m not in the position to have kids.” 
 
    “That’s completely understandable,” Mrs. Havers said quickly. “And maybe you and Brian never will. It hurt us that the choice was taken away, especially now that you’ll have immortal lives.” 
 
    “There’s certainly no rush then,” Grammy agreed, giving me a wink. “You are a wise woman to admit what’s too much. You do important work and help a lot of people. Life may change your mind and it’s good you have that choice back.” 
 
    “That’s our stance too,” Brian said as he rejoined us with the twins and Dain.  
 
    Reagan plucked me out of the chair and kissed me gently. “Thank you for realizing this would worry our wolves. You couldn’t smell it with how much you were crying and we didn’t want you to spiral out again when you realized it, but it was hard to see your bond already working last night.” 
 
    “I’m not rushing to marry or name anyone,” I promised them. “I think I shouldn’t, just like Melicent said that once you name a husband or mate, everyone assumes you needed one to be Alpha or even like the Alpha of Moscow was saying that Eugene mated me and took over because I was too weak to hold it.” 
 
    “He what?” Reagan seethed. 
 
    I sighed, scrubbing my hand over my head. “Yeah, the wolf elder did more than insinuate Eugene was taking over while I was on the mend, but we mated and he did. Oh, and apparently there was no way I’d ever leash someone from his royal and insane bloodline.” They winced and I sighed. “Which of course you guys knew. I didn’t.” 
 
    “Because family is a sensitive topic with you and him and you better than anyone are gentle with that which he needs,” Dain explained. He leaned in and kissed my cheek before Hagan kissed me as well. “How about a Topher break? Alena and Eva are dying to meet him, which is part of why Alena rushed.” 
 
    Alena winced and I felt better that was part of it instead of upset we didn’t check with her or whatever. 
 
    “It’s okay with me here?” Brian checked. 
 
    “I’ll stay near you and I can feel what you are before you even realize it,” Dain promised.  
 
    I smiled at Dain when I felt the relief coming off of him. He’d needed to hear that Brian wasn’t taking top spot as well. Oh, so much drama we didn’t even realize. 
 
    We went down the hall to the apartment Maya was living in with Topher. We hadn’t found anyone to replace her yet… Because of her. She refused to even consider the first few applicants after meeting them. She also stopped reminding us she couldn’t come out of retirement so either she’d really missed it or no one was safe from the cuteness monster that was Topher. 
 
    He was up and let out a squeal when he saw me. I took him from Maya and danced around with him, way more confident—but still terrified most days—than I was to start.  
 
    I waved Brian over and leaned against him so we were both holding Topher. “Just keep someone with you like this. You’re worried and that will make your wolf anxious, so just chill and he’ll still see you. You’re not banished to the basement.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he whispered, leaning over me and kissing Topher before hugging me, the three of us dancing together. “Time to meet your other grandparents, buddy.” 
 
    Topher was all smiles when he saw Zeno and if he really remembered him, I had no idea but part of me thought it was what we picked up. It was like he knew that mind, that signature of thoughts or images. Maybe? All I knew was it was easier for me to get things from him as his brain developed. 
 
    “He’s beautiful,” Alena rasped as she took him from me. She lowered her forehead to his and whispered in Greek to him. I caught enough to understand she was saying he was adorable and good stuff. 
 
    I took off my ring and touched his arm just to make sure he was okay, get what he was feeling, and burst out laughing. “He likes your voice. It makes him feel snuggly like his favorite blankie.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to make sure you hear it more,” she told him, wiggling her finger that his hand was wrapped around. “Delicious. You are just delicious.” 
 
    However, he did not like Eva holding him, letting out a wail, and I immediately grabbed him out of instinct, much to her shock. It took me a moment to calm him down and figure out what was going on. 
 
    I glanced at Eva and smiled. “The woman who can see so much can’t seriously be afraid of him catching something, right?” I chuckled when she flinched. “He’s not going to find out your darkest secrets, just what you’re currently thinking and you were thinking—or what he got from it—was you were scared of him. He doesn’t get the layers.” 
 
    She let out a slow breath. “I was raised to be so afraid of those with your gift that it’s—I realized it and then couldn’t stop thinking about it.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing we’d had lots of tripping where people thought about the first thing they shouldn’t because they were worried he’d see something bad. “He’s too young for anything Nina could make for him like my ring. She’s working on something like a brooch, but my ring has to be worn, just not on my person. We’re all busy though so if she can, great, if not, he’s fine.” 
 
    She nodded and came closer, smiling at me. “For someone who did not wish to be a mother, those were some fast reflexes for your child.” 
 
    I heard the compliment but gave a half shrug. “We’ve had a few misfires like that so I was ready, but I’m like that with the boys too. Being Alpha means jumping in.” Eva still seemed hesitant and I waved for her to come into the nursery. “Start easy. Hold him and look at the stencils and think of the live animals you’ve seen like them. Think of the shifters of Greece and a fun day.” 
 
    “That I can do,” she agreed, taking him from me, and this time Topher was all smiles, giving her another chance. 
 
    “So your mother was the one with the clairvoyant gene or whatever?” Jimmy asked, and people froze or flinched as I felt myself go pale. He met my gaze and nodded. “Got it. Your dad did but you’re using your mom’s side as cover and we never tell anyone Topher’s like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, not ever, Jimmy,” Brian whispered as if saying it any louder would make it any less scary if people found out. 
 
    Jimmy nodded. “Got it.” He gave Brian a serious look. “I got it, Bri. I get I’m an immature jealous dick a lot but he is a baby and her son—basically your son now, my nephew. I won’t ever let anyone hurt him, okay?” 
 
    I walked over to Jimmy and hugged him, feeling bad I’d ever doubted him. Well, he’d deserved it but I was glad he was stepping up now. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem, sis. Thanks for making my brother so happy.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s nuts like that I guess,” I chuckled, getting an image from him as I pulled away. “No, you cannot grab my ass now that we’re in-laws and not get decked. Brian would probably deck you before I could now that he’s a wolf and we’re territorial.” 
 
    Jimmy just shrugged. “It was just a thought. I mean, you do have the twins—” 
 
    Grammy Havers smacked him harder than I would have thought a woman her age could have. 
 
    Nice. 
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    “You were the one who turned down the candidate I sent to be a nanny for Topher?” Alena checked with Maya. 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    Maya dipped her head. “Yes, Queen Alena. I felt that she needed more practice and training. She has good instincts but she was overly nervous with Topher as he is human and admitted she had no experience with humans. That can lead to mistakes and her English skills were subpar and could draw attention to Topher in a way we do not want.” 
 
    “Very good, I will explain to her parents, as they were disappointed with the outcome,” she said after a moment. “And I thank you for taking Topher’s safety and care so seriously.” 
 
    “Any child is a precious gift and must be protected, cherished, but there is an increased level given he might be one of the last clairvoyants left given both his parents had the gene.” 
 
    “Both parents?” Eva asked, waiting until I nodded. “I didn’t know that. Your birth father refuses to speak to any of us who welcome you in our family but otherwise behaves well and does as asked.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t want to discuss him or even think of him around Topher,” I said, shutting down the conversation. “Dain looked into the mother but she didn’t have any other family left like Clayton either so I still would have been the best option.” 
 
    I noticed Brian snuck out for a few moments when we were playing with Topher and that agitated me for some reason. I wasn’t sure why and that annoyed me, but then I realized it was like after Dain and I mated how I wanted him near. Well, we’d have to work on that to get back to our lives. 
 
    I was still a bit in my head on that when it was time for Topher’s nap and we headed back to my apartment. 
 
    “She’s mine,” Brian snarled, grabbing me away from someone. 
 
    I kept spinning us and moved him up against the fridge. “You’re mine.” 
 
    “I am,” he agreed, heat in his eyes. “I’m not starting trouble. I smelled Jimmy’s interest in you.” He flipped us. “You are mine. He cannot touch you.” He mashed his mouth to mine as I heard his zipper. 
 
    I tripped him so he landed hard on his ass and then took my weight. “Just because we’re bonded doesn’t mean you stop asking.” I snapped at him when he growled. “Brian Havers would never be presumptuous and just fuck me. Tell your wolf to back the fuck off and respect me and your Alpha.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath and nodded. “You said ‘always,’ I can always have you, and he’s—we’re just—fuck, Sera, this line is—” 
 
    “I know, believe me, I know,” I murmured. “My answer will always be yes that I’m yours, but tell him firmly to ask.” I waited until he nodded again. “Now show your Alpha your throat and apologize.” I let out my power with the order and he did. 
 
    And I rewarded him with sitting on his dick as I licked his neck. “Good wolf.” I moaned as I moved his hands to my ass. “Yes, I’m yours, but you are always mine first. That’s what it means to be in your Alpha’s bed.” 
 
    “I love you,” he groaned, thrusting up as I dug my nails in his shoulders. “Shit, my head is all over, Sera.” 
 
    “I know, I know it is, and I didn’t even have to deal with this part,” I whispered, kissing him deeply. “We’ll get through it. We always do. I have to be harsh so he doesn’t misbehave at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m abused,” he chuckled as I bounced on him faster.  
 
    I leaned over and buried my face against his neck to keep quiet as we finished, not sure why I bothered when we’d done that in front of everyone. Hopefully they at least went in the other room. 
 
    Or watched. Whatever, I didn’t care about anything more than Brian in that moment. 
 
    “Sera, will you marry me?” he whispered when I sat up, reaching in his pocket and pulling out a ring. 
 
    I gasped as I laid eyes on it, but then smacked his chest. “Right now? Really? We just had sex in front of everyone and you ask now?” 
 
    “Yeah, because normal is boring and you are never boring,” he muttered as he sat up. “And I love that about you. I love you and I need you forever. Marry me?” 
 
    I let out a shaky breath and nodded, my hand wobbling as I held it out to him. 
 
    He chuckled as he cupped my hand, sliding the gorgeous ring on my ring finger. It was a perfect fit, letting me know he’d sized me somehow. He kissed my hand and smiled at me. “You like it?” 
 
    “I love it,” I gushed, studying it in the light. It was a thick platinum band that had a large sapphire emerald cut with an east-west setting like I liked much better and several smaller emerald cut diamonds on either side of it. “I will beat you if you were insane and spent three months’ salary or whatever they say on it.” 
 
    “No, you would hate that,” he murmured. He stood with us somehow and carried me to my room, still inside me.  
 
    Where he took me again. 
 
    “Oh good, they got to hear that again,” I said when we were done, not fully swallowing the giggle that slipped out. 
 
    “Whatever, they said we’re honeymooning or whatever.” He threw back his head and laughed. “I don’t care. You said yes. I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you at Quantico and it’s taken me almost a decade but you said yes. Fine, it will be a least a decade by the time we marry as you’ll want a long engagement.” He laughed that rare, full Brian laugh I adored before he lifted me up and spun me around. 
 
    “I love you too, goof,” I murmured when he set me down. “Let’s clean up and I’ll try not to melt into the ground.” 
 
    “Or we can do it again,” he growled, chasing after me as I darted into the bathroom. “Just once more?” 
 
    “No, everyone’s waiting,” I reminded him, smacking his hands when he came for me, both of us smiling and laughing. 
 
    Which was a miracle since he’d almost died less than two days ago. My heart hurt even thinking of it and he nodded, knowing where my mind went. He held me as we both teared up, having come too close to never getting this moment and both of us relieved the worst didn’t happen. 
 
    I hid behind Brian when we rejoined everyone but they were more focused on the ring and congratulating us instead of mentioning what we’d been up to. The boys came from down the hall and were bouncing around, completely thrilled we were engaged. 
 
    “Okay, we need to start planning right away, and will you invite the president to the wedding as that will be a whole other level of event then?” Jared asked, completely serious in his question. 
 
    “Long engagement and don’t freak out Sera,” Brian cut in fast. “She needs baby steps. We have forever and we can be engaged for years until she’s ready and more is settled. Plus, I’m not the only one in her life she might want a wedding with.” 
 
    I winced and glanced at Dain. I loved him for fielding that one. 
 
    “Sera and I prefer to not make that sort of announcement or have such scrutiny given my circumstances and hers.” 
 
    “Meaning you worry your family might come out of the woodwork and acknowledge you if you make your bond with Sera widely known and you stand at her side,” Zeno surmised, nodding when we did. “We feel the same and without any disrespect, as you know we like you, Dain—” 
 
    “No Dorcus has mated a fairy and I was disowned so that has levels that still matter in our world,” he finished, not making him say it. “I’m fine with it, really. We’re fine with where we’re at and I’m happy she’s having the fun more human-ish tradition now when so much of that life had changed for her.” 
 
    I winked at him, knowing he really felt that way. 
 
    “We good?” I checked with Hagan and Reagan. 
 
    They nodded but Hagan answered. “Yeah, I think it’s great and I like the plan we all stand next to you. Brian’s your FBI, police, and DC guy and when it’s vampire stuff, Noah’s there. Pack stuff, we’re there. Dain is a bit into the Chicago politics and your businesses side while still training so that’s good.” He shrugged. “Whatever you need, we’re there.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “I’ve got a guy for that like there’s an app for that? That’s your answer?” 
 
    Dain cleared his throat. “It’s was Brian’s actually when he came to us and said he was serious about becoming a wolf and bought the ring. He wanted to make it clear he wasn’t trying to be top dog or official mate, but at your side and his place was secure.” 
 
    I bit back a smile, glancing at Brian. “Knowing you, there was a whole fair division and idea of areas so everyone was equal even if the twins share pack stuff.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and the twins nodded. “They get the bigger part of pack stuff since they share it so that makes sense. We think the club is neutral ground where you acknowledge all of us.” 
 
    “How very planned and structured,” I teased them. “Because our lives are very calm and on schedule like that.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s nice to have some guidelines so there’s not fighting or upset which makes someone retreat and feel guilty that she has multiple lovers,” Reagan muttered as he leaned in and kissed my hair. “All your Betas in your life, not just pack, make sure to get along so you’re not worried or upset.” 
 
    “I love you guys too,” I murmured, getting they were making sure I was happy and didn’t feel the need to back away. Baby steps worked well for someone so emotionally and relationally stunted. Except… “What about the ones I’m dating?” 
 
    “We’ll worry about them when it’s more serious,” Brian said easily. “I know Eugene and Axel are a bit threatened by my upgrade maybe but who knows.” He shrugged. “Axel’s pretty flexible and Eugene has hinted a few times that his place might be best as the Dorcuses’ son-in-law if Sera has to ever take that stage.” 
 
    “She’s going to smack you for deciding all of this,” Mrs. Havers muttered under her breath, she and Grammy Havers exchanging a look that it was all insane. 
 
    While Alena and Eva gave them looks like of course it needed to be handled like this. But Zeno answered, not catching all the looks or goings-on. 
 
    “Well done,” he praised. “If you’re going to attempt to not have one official mate, then this is the best route for you each to have your area or niche and as Sera’s never been in a relationship before all of you, this is a wise path not to overwhelm her while she’s still healing.” He smiled at me. “And they know you well as you would never have brought this up.” 
 
    I shivered. “No, relationship talks terrify me. I never know what to do or say.” I glanced at the others and nodded. “As long as no one’s upset or happy, fine, I’ve got a guy for that like apps.” 
 
    I ignored the Haverses and focused on the relief of the men I loved. Awesome. 
 
    “We had an idea we wanted to run by you,” Tommy interjected, always aware and on the ball as to my mood or when the room got tense. “It might be good to see it now with Greek grandparents here to weigh in.” 
 
    I felt the excitement and hope from him, Cory, and Alvin, nodding. “Let’s order lunch though.” I glanced at the Haverses. “What are you guys in the mood for? They normally eat unhealthy when they visit as they don’t have the range we do in Greece.” 
 
    “Let’s do UberEats and do two places,” Leo suggested. “Five Guys and that sushi place?” 
 
    “I’ll never say no to either,” I agreed, going for my tablet and glad when everyone else seemed to agree. I logged in and started the first order as I knew the supes would need to eat first. I noted the way Dain was working with Brian on what he would need to eat and it warmed my heart. Yeah, if I was going to really dive in deeper and get back to my relationships the way I wanted, they had to get along. 
 
    Thank fuck they figured that out because I was a twit. 
 
    Once the orders were in and we had an hour to wait at least given it was Friday lunch and cold out so more would order in, we went to the living room. I smiled at the three of them, letting them know it was okay. 
 
    “So the Shake It Off video did well, like really well, and people loved it,” Alvin explained as Cory hooked something into my TV. “Also the behind the scenes stuff did crazy well on that guy’s channel. He’s been asking if we’ll do that super slow down stuff of how fast we are and all the crazy we can do like way better than CGI.” 
 
    “And we sort of thought why should he get all the views of that and on his channel instead of us?” Cory added as he picked up remotes to change the TV input. “You said before you might be okay with us having a YouTube channel for educational as long as we didn’t show our faces on social media.” 
 
    “But we want to take it further,” Tommy interjected. “Ride that wave and maybe keep having fun, show we’re not as different than humans as they think. We have a bunch of ideas and reference videos of sort of what we’re thinking for different series, but we wanted to start with this to be funny. We hope. Don’t get mad if you don’t think it’s funny.” 
 
    “I won’t get mad as long as you didn’t already post anything without checking,” I promised when they seemed to wait on my response. 
 
    “No, and we didn’t create a channel even as we were thinking about Chicago wolves but there’s a hockey team,” Alvin grumbled. “I forgot about that team, but you’re in charge of more than just wolves, so maybe it should be like a Chicago Supes channel.” 
 
    “Other groups could have series or shows they do then and could get the money from that but it’s organized and we check it’s careful,” Dain muttered, liking the idea from what I got from him. Yeah, he was always about pushing the line of what humans thought of us so it made sense. 
 
    “Show us what you got,” I said before people could get too into it. 
 
    Cory nodded and tapped his tablet where the video must have been on. I came on the TV and I raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
    “In a pack of werewolves, there is but one leader, one boss, one Alpha,” Tommy narrated in the video… In a really good British accent. It wasn’t mocking at all but sounded really good and like the BBC or Animal Planet documentaries. “In Chicago, that Alpha is Seraphine Thomas, a rare female Alpha and the first in the Americas. And anything rare is always in danger, so the Alpha must be fierce.” 
 
    “You steal my coffee and I will bite you,” I threatened Hagan on the video. 
 
    “Watching the Alpha in her natural habitat, it is easy to see that her need for coffee is great,” Tommy’s voice continued. There were several scenes of me drinking coffee, bitching my coffee cup was empty, or asking when coffee was coming. 
 
    I burst out laughing. It was seamlessly edited and really funny. 
 
    And I wasn’t the only one amused. 
 
    “That coffee fuels the Alpha to handle her wolves and is fierce to make sure they follow the rules of the pack.” 
 
    The next clip was of me waiting for someone at the last full moon gathering, going right for him when I saw him. “Did you get a speeding ticket?” 
 
    “Yes, um, yes, Alpha,” the guy answered, looking seriously scared even on the video. 
 
    I eased down, feeling how scared he was. “Were you speeding?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I didn’t think ten over, but I was. I normally do about five over.” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, no more doing any over when you’re on a ticket. That’s enough of a difference where I want you to get your speedometer checked.” I waited until he nodded. “Why were you speeding? Are you okay? Was there an emergency?” 
 
    “No, I was going to be late for work.” 
 
    I bopped him on his head. “You work for the pack. Don’t be stupid and get tickets when no one would care if you were a bit late. You could have gotten hurt or hurt someone. Just call if you’re going to be late and add the minutes to the end or whatever.” I waited for him to nod again. “Good. If you’re late all the time we’re going to have a different talk and a time management class.” 
 
    “No, I’m normally good, maybe once a month I’m late on my alarm but—” 
 
    “That’s nothing. Don’t be stupid and risk getting in trouble for once a month.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “You’re still grounded. Get your car looked at and talk with whomever about your court date. If you can’t pay for the fine, the pack will but you have to watch the video.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” he groaned.  
 
    “What video?” someone asked him when I walked away. 
 
    “If we get a traffic ticket, Alpha Sera makes us come down to the club and watch one of those old driver’s ed videos that’s like eight hours.” 
 
    Someone else snickered as he joined them. “That’s nothing. You get into an accident and it’s your fault, she’ll make you take a private driver’s ed class on weekends and work off the cost of that and your accident by doing community service.” 
 
    “That’s harsh,” the first guy grumbled. 
 
    The last guy shook his head. “No, it’s not, because she showed me that some ridiculous percentage of accidental shifting and scratching people are because of something like getting into an accident where people are upset and shouting. It was my fault and I could have hurt someone and risked someone else getting infected. People are latching onto any of that like we’re all animals.” 
 
    “She’s protecting all of us by making people taking it seriously,” the second guy agreed. 
 
    “The Alpha is clear in her rules,” Tommy’s voice cut back in as the video panned back to the group. “Harsh to some, but always explained and rooted in safety and caring for her people.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when the next clip had to be almost completely bleeped out as I cussed up a storm at someone for hunting on pack lands when the boys were there and we had prey guests. 
 
    “The Alpha’s vernacular is of the Chicago variety,” Tommy said when I was done. 
 
    We laughed so hard we had to pause the video. I gave them an impressed look. “This is awesome, guys. How did you learn to talk like that?” 
 
    Tommy shrugged. “I love those documentaries and I just—I like accents. I know everyone has their thing, but I kind of like being involved a bit in all the things.” 
 
    “I do too,” I agreed, smiling at him. “You got permission from everyone on camera, right?” 
 
    “We did,” Alvin promised. “We showed them the clips we took and we weren’t sure how we were going to put it all together yet. Cory just finished the editing so this is the first time we’ve seen the full thing too.” 
 
    I nodded and they started the video again. 
 
    “It’s not just wolves that wish to be on the Alpha’s good side as even in her other main habitat—that of work—they strive to be noticed and praised by their boss.” 
 
    I winced as the video cut to the Saturday training I’d put on my office when I’d felt some of them had gotten a bit lax in keeping up with the newbies. Not all of us were shifters, but all of us needed to be in good shape. Eugene came on screen and I nodded to him as he started barking out orders for people to get moving, integrating the trainees to show the office they were behind. 
 
    “The Alpha survives by delegating and sharing responsibility, trusting those who support those she is in charge of. While she is tough, she also appreciates her people, generous and giving as she shares what she has.” 
 
    “Thank you for completing my extra training,” I said to several as they passed the finish line of the run, handing out gift cards. “Get your butts to the gym and it will be easier. The Chicago office is always top office. Next week is extra sparring training with the newbies. Enjoy a night off at the club and no one will tell if you cuss me out for ruining another Saturday, I expect it.” 
 
    “Just feed me and you can beat me up all you want, Chief,” Jennings panted as he crossed the line and grabbed the card. “Techies are field trained even if we stay inside.” 
 
    “Never forget it,” I called after him, smiling widely. “Though you are an awesome techie, you might need to run to and from the van when we’re in the field. You’ll thank me when you can.” 
 
    “Does that mean next time we don’t have to run with the vests and gear on?” someone asked. 
 
    “No,” I snickered. “That means I’ll probably add weight if these times don’t improve.” I smiled when there were lots of groans. “Or someone could spar with me if they object?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good, Chief,” several people called out. 
 
    “We’ll have to get this part approved with Galvin,” I told Alvin. 
 
    “Unlike other werewolves, this Alpha is the natural predator of only cooked food,” Tommy said, his voice changing as the background music picked up. 
 
    I almost died when it went faster like those scenes before lions attack pretty, but instead it was clip after clip of me attacking food. Next there was a clip of me finding some people to handle some deer culling in northern Illinois because they were starting some trouble and everyone knew to contact us. 
 
    “We’ll bring you some back, Alpha,” one of the guys teased me. 
 
    “It better be cooked this time,” I threw right back. “Cook your damn meat, you weirdos.” 
 
    “Says the werewolf who gives her meat to her human lover if it’s got any pink,” he drawled.  
 
    “Oh, you want to handle the winter care of the mowers and winterizing the shed on pack lands? Sure, thanks for handling that when you get back.” 
 
    “Still worth it,” he chuckled, the others laughing. 
 
    Tommy took back over narrating as I looked over something. “As one would expect of the Alpha of so many, she is regularly pulled in many directions. But she is quick to clarify and use time efficiently.” 
 
    “What am I looking at?” I demanded.  
 
    Over and over and over again. They found at least twenty clips of me being handed something and asking what I was looking at or what they were giving me. The last one was best. 
 
    “What am I looking at and why is it not coffee?” I asked Hagan, frowning deeply. 
 
    “Unlike other Alphas, this one might need a coffee intervention or directly imported roasted beans to keep up with her addiction,” Tommy narrated. 
 
    “How many times did it take you to say that without laughing?” I asked him. 
 
    “Dozens but we’re thinking of doing some of the outtakes at the end and never showing our faces,” Cory answered. 
 
    “This is really well done but you’re all stalkers,” I teased them, amazed they really caught all of this. 
 
    Reagan snorted. “You probably ask what you’re looking at five times a day if not more.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong and several people nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Well, you think people would learn to not hand me things without telling me then,” I drawled, Dain snorting as he never did. I was normally in the middle of something and others would just hand me whatever to look at next… And then I’d call them for their turn but it was funny that everyone knew it. 
 
    “While some do not take the title of ‘parent of the pack’ seriously, this Alpha does,” Tommy continued as it showed me organizing one of the exam study groups for all the high school and college supe kids. “Not only is the Alpha superior in speed and strength to win over a pack, but in Chicago, the Alpha is possibly the smartest wolf they have.” 
 
    “You explain that better than my teacher,” one of the guys said as I finished going over the problem they were stuck at on the whiteboard. 
 
    I shrugged. “I can help you with math but if you have emotional anything, I suggest you ask any of the Betas. And don’t give me editing unless languages.” I glanced around and pointed to two of them. “Talk to the ones older than you who took languages last year. There are recordings of all your vocab words with the correct pronunciation to practice. If they’ve changed, tell me, I’ll record new ones.” 
 
    “Thanks, Alpha,” they said together. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve got some work but I’ll be here if you get stuck. If there’s a subject that’s tripping you up, we’ll get Brutus here or extra help; just ask before it gets bad.” 
 
    “An Alpha survives by being able to juggle a lot but also her attention to detail and uncanny senses,” Tommy cut in. 
 
    “If one of you tries to sneak an adult beverage while we use the club for study session you will not like my punishment,” I warned them without even looking up from working on my laptop. “You’d risk our liquor license if you do and supes all over the city rely on this club for their income, so yeah, I’ll have you scrub all the bird crap off every inch of federal land in Chicago.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” they all said, one talking just enough for the camera to pick up. “Wow, she’s worse than my parents. I just wondered how strong the slushies are.” 
 
    “We can make some non-alcoholic ones for good kids who ace midterms,” I told him. “When you’re twenty-one you can taste whatever you want, but you won’t make it to twenty-one if I catch you drinking underage, savvy?” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” they replied. 
 
    “Glad we’re clear on that.” I sighed and adjusted my neck. “I’m hungry. Let’s order study food. You’re growing and all of that.” 
 
    “And Dain’s been making you eat too healthy again,” Ashley teased me. 
 
    “I’m going to turn into a damn salad,” I grumbled as I pulled out my tablet. “Decide what you guys want and order quick before he finds me with some kale.” 
 
    They burst out laughing but still took me up on the offer. 
 
    “There is a reason the Alpha is beloved as even when she’s the boss her heart is all anyone can see. As long as there is coffee.” 
 
    The video ended with another scene that had to be bleeped out when there was no more coffee and I couldn’t make espresso, settling for regular and making the faces as to how much I hated it. 
 
    It was so accurate I couldn’t even get mad. Brats. 
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    “It is very well done and light-hearted but informative while showing you have your act together more than most would think,” Zeno praised. “It would look too much like a PR campaign if you didn’t show she wasn’t perfect, but it’s handled well and very relatable.” 
 
    “The editing is amazing, Cory,” Eva praised. “Well shot as well. This looks completely professional grade, Alvin.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered, blushing at the praise. “That YouTube guy taught me some really awesome tricks. Tommy helped flag the right footage and it really was a group effort.” 
 
    “You can tell,” I complimented. “I need to clear that FBI part with Monroe or Galvin but it wasn’t unflattering so it should fly.” I glanced at them. “So you want to do this for the Betas? Maybe other shifters and show other sides?” 
 
    They nodded but Alvin answered. “We didn’t want it to be too long. Twenty minutes is about the average YouTube show time. We do want to do it like seasons though and this be the first episode.” 
 
    I nodded. “What are your other ideas? You said you had other videos you want to do?” 
 
    “Yeah, not copy but like, there are channels who do the slow-motion stuff so that’s not a new idea that guy had. There are lots of channels that do like trick shots or competitions and we want to do some of that. I mean, people left more comments on how you guys acted as wolves in that video than anything,” Alvin said as Cory brought up YouTube and a list they had saved. 
 
    “People do love animal videos,” I muttered, giving Hagan and Reagan a curious look. “We have been trying to get into schools to show kids not to be scared of us or hate parents spew. This might be the lead-in.” 
 
    “That’s what we were thinking,” Cory agreed. “Do the slow-mo of how we change, or fangs come out.” He held up his finger and hit play on a video.  
 
    We watched as seven people were asked a series of questions that they had a lot of similar answers on and at the end, they revealed they were all different religions. Nice. They did the same before holding up the card what side of politics they were on. 
 
    “Yes, we should absolutely do something like that,” I agreed, smiling at them. “I get where you’re going.” We watched some others like they’d said and I had an idea. “Would you want to do an origins series? Like I was infected and so was Harris and they were publicized cases but not everyone has that, but I know Virgil’s talked about being born and how it was different when people didn’t know.” 
 
    “That would be really cool, but you’d have to be careful not to give away secrets,” Hagan agreed. “I think before any of the videos go up the other leaders should agree they want this message sent out.” 
 
    “That’s smart,” I muttered. “Yeah, we should have a united idea of what we’re doing.” 
 
    “You might want to do a vlog series,” Eva said, looking at Brian and nodding she meant him. “You are in a unique position where you had made the decision but it also saved your life. Milo’s press tour was seen as promoting infecting people to some instead of simply defending we weren’t a rabid illness when we can save someone from cancer.” 
 
    Alena nodded. “Leo and Alvin suggested we invite some prominent vloggers to our resorts, not sponsor them, but acknowledge it was free for the review. It hit new markets and we’ve never had lax occupancy as we’re high end but several made it clear we were the place to be for foodies and a good time. Bookings are filling faster and it’s done much better than the last ad campaign.” 
 
    “You’re a man of fact and fairness and any who know you would agree with that,” Zeno muttered. “You’d have to be careful as to what secrets you still keep but give the warts and all, just be honest, and that will win the day. The bad will pick out the soundbites they want but there are ways to fight back on that too.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Brian sighed. “Maybe. I would have to get approval with work and all of it.” He smiled at me when I flinched. “If I decided I was going to become a wolf do you think I’d risk them sending me to take over another office?” 
 
    “You’re not retiring,” I muttered, studying him closely. 
 
    “No, I would get bored,” he chuckled, shaking his head when I tried to push on the topic. Oh, I loved secrets.  
 
    “I think this a good lead-in to what else we must discuss,” Alena said seconds before the front desk called saying food was there. The twins went with the boys and the rest of us got everything set up in the dining room. What shocked me was when she told the boys and twins to head back to their apartment as this was private. 
 
    “But Dain stays?” Hagan checked, giving a worried look. 
 
    “He knows my holdings and estate better than I do and I think we’re back to that,” I told him. “He’s staying as my attorney.” 
 
    “I do know your holdings better than you do,” Dain muttered, shaking his head at me.  
 
    The others left and the tension of the group made Brian agitated and he stood with his plate, leaning against the wall. He sighed when everyone looked at him. “It makes it worse if you note it. I’m just being cautious like when Ashley paces.” 
 
    That binder came back out and Eva handed it to Grammy. “Now that they are engaged, we are at the point to talk about this and your family will become a target.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brian hissed, glancing around at everyone. I moved in a flash and took his plate before he threw it, putting my hand on his chest.  
 
    “Do you want your ring back?” I whispered. 
 
    “No, I love you,” he rasped. “I love my family too, Sera. I didn’t think about international politics on this because the Dorcuses adopted you.” 
 
    “It would have been more dangerous for her if we hadn’t the way she was infected, so be careful how you sound like you’re assigning blame there,” Eva warned, waiting until Brian nodded. “There are also perks and as the three of you are retired, vast perks.” She looked at Jimmy. “And you are desperately hoping we might offer you a job, so what is so wrong at your current employment?” 
 
    Jimmy winced and cleared his throat. “Nothing that I know for sure, but I get enough of the… You ever wonder if people do stuff because they want the scandal or get on the map with bad things? I just have that vibe and if my boss demands I put one more person’s portfolio in the risky bucket I won’t even put my own accounts in, I’m going to lose my mind.” 
 
    Alena slowly nodded. “And they are not a company that takes being left well.” 
 
    “As I’ve recently found,” Jimmy sighed. “I don’t know it’s anything criminal but it’s definitely not moral, and while I’ve made sure I always am, I’m at the point where they want me to get the secret handshake and in the big boys club and I’d really prefer the door but not flush my career completely down the drain.” 
 
    “Shit, Jimmy, why didn’t you tell us?” I whispered, wincing when he gave me a look like he doubted I cared. “Hey, I didn’t want you hurt or stuck in a bad spot. I wanted you to be less jealous and crappy to Brian. I love him too, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, but that look was more you’re fairly oblivious,” Jimmy defended. “And we’re not friends. I mean, I don’t even have your number.” 
 
    “I would have helped,” Brian cut in. 
 
    “You’re sort of busy saving the world, big brother,” he drawled, giving him a look of respect. “This isn’t your wheelhouse as a government employee.” 
 
    “But it is mine,” Dain interjected. “Honestly, Sera’s holdings are vast and complicated. I was relying on some of Queen Laila’s geniuses but more help would be absolutely welcomed as Sera is demanding her companies offer retirement options.” 
 
    “Not all of us are immortal,” I reminded him. “Gayle. Jesse. Lillie. Lots of everyone are just normal infected wolves. Freddie and Jessica. You can also cash in your IRAs or whatever. Fine, education options. Adult stuff I hate but will give them better lives.” 
 
    “You just gave everyone raises after the club hit a year,” Dain chuckled. “Yes, yes, we could use someone in the family who knows the terrain and will be specific.” 
 
    “And we could always use another person to help us diversify,” Alena added. “It’s always smart to have trusted auditors look at the books and where we can change things up.” She nodded at my hand still on Brian. “He’s calm now.” 
 
    “Right, sorry,” I muttered, accepting a kiss from him before I handed back his plate and we sat. I glanced at Brian. “I did suggest already given how much trouble we started that you offer your parents and Grammy apartments here or in the new building. It’s safe and then Grammy can flirt with Jonik more.” 
 
    “I won’t even deny that,” Grammy chuckled. “I was hoping there was an invitation to visit some of these fabulous resorts.” 
 
    “There is,” Eva promised, tapping the binder. “That’s the full list and completely at your disposal as we’re to be in-laws.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought that your answer, Ma,” Mr. Havers said to Grammy, looking a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    She shrugged as she opened the binder. “I’ve got a decade left at best and honestly, you lose the pride when you get older about being insulted that I would need the handout or blah, blah, blah. Brian loves Sera and we’ve always liked her well before she had money. Now she’s got boatloads of it and wants to make sure we’re safe. Fine, keep me safe at a resort. Poor me.” 
 
    “And you know that if you fight this and you’re hurt because of them being together it would ruin their chance for happiness, which would mean they’re bonded for eternity that way,” Alena added, busting her feelings but also why they were pushing this. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that…” Mr. Havers admitted, glancing at his wife. “It seems silly to worry that was our family house where you all grew up.” 
 
    I shrugged. “No one said you have to sell it. We didn’t sell our place in Highland Park. They just have an apartment here too. Keep it and we can wire it up in case anyone goes looking for you and you’re really here now that we have empty apartments again. Or the other place is super swank in between trying resorts.” 
 
    “It would be nice for you to travel before it’s too hard to,” Brian agreed, looking ready to accept it and not just for his parents to be safe. Why not? It wasn’t like there was a hidden cost or whatever. Eva, Alena, and Zeno offered because they cared and it was nothing to them. 
 
    My phone rang and it was Shaw’s number as she had a special ringtone given she handled the dispatch calls. I inhaled the rest of my burger in two bites as I grabbed my phone and answered. 
 
    “What’s up, Shaw?” 
 
    “Dispatch called in a possible bomb and Chief Havers’s calls are being diverted to you as the ranking FBI available,” she told me. “The Catholic church five blocks north of your apartment. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied, already heading to my bedroom for real clothes. “Tell dispatch I’m responding and there in a few minutes. Call Carter and get all of the ancients available to that address. They’re evacuating?” 
 
    “Already done but there’s a grammar school there as well and they don’t want to evacuate the kids into the cold if it’s a prank,” she answered. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m running there. I’ll update you.” I hung up and dressed in a flash. 
 
    “What do you need?” Dain asked as I came back out dressed and going for my guns I kept on top of the fridge so they were easy access but the boys knew to leave them alone.  
 
    “A plan to evacuate a grammar school if this is a real threat,” I answered as I rushed to the door, now armed and grabbing my thick coat. “Get some numbers for the public buses even if it’s a Catholic school. Or an option close that can keep the kids warm.” I was out the door before I even finished, knowing he would hear me from the elevator. 
 
    The ride down was too long, but using energy to run that many flights when it wouldn’t save all that much time when I had to race five blocks was stupid. And apparently I hadn’t fully tied my boots, so that had to be fixed before I took off. But I was racing the moment I reached the ground floor.  
 
    I sprinted over to the scene, arriving in under five minutes from the time I picked up Shaw’s call, flashing my badge at CPD holding the perimeter. 
 
    “Bomb squad’s on the way,” the officer in charge told me, looking relieved someone higher up was taking over. 
 
    “Show me where,” I ordered. He nodded, not hesitating as he jogged to the front of the church, stopping about ten feet away from the doors and I didn’t need to ask why. 
 
    The large box wrapped as a Christmas present spoke volumes, not only with its size of at least a foot in height, length, and depth, but the shiny paper and large bow. I moved closer and saw the tag on it. 
 
      
 
    To: The Catholic Church 
 
    From: Those you didn’t protect 
 
      
 
    And I smelled explosives. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “It’s a bomb,” I declared, quickly backing away from it. “It’s not a prank. Call it in and get who you can down here but I want all the surrounding blocks evacuated. Divert buses that come near here and stop trains at the stations before.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief Thomas,” he said as he got on his radio. 
 
    My phone was already ringing with a call from Dain, letting me know he felt my upset. “It’s a bomb.” 
 
    “The Deep Slumber is two blocks west of there and I warned them the kids are coming,” Dain told me. “I’m sending whoever’s in the building who can help.” 
 
    “Good, yes, I forgot that was there,” I sighed, relieved that was an option and like Noah would care if we sent the kids to one of the hotels that were now his. “I’ll talk to the principal directly. Call Shaw and let her know the update and get us help here.” 
 
    “Got it. Love you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said before hanging up, glad when I felt Carter there. “Stay here and help them push back the scene. One of you check every inch of the church just in case.” 
 
    “Got it,” he told me before I took off for the school. 
 
    “Evacuate the school,” I ordered the people standing at the main entrance. “Two blocks west is The Deep Slumber and they know the kids are coming. We’ve got people arriving soon to help.” 
 
    “We can’t take the children there,” one of the nuns hissed at me. “You want to take the children over to the vampires? We want those demons away from our school, not to take children there.” 
 
    “There is a fucking bomb not even half a block from where we’re standing,” I snapped. “They can keep the kids warm and safe. Do it, now.” I snarled when she opened her mouth to argue with me, letting my power flash. “They are not going to eat the kids, you bigot.” 
 
    She gasped when Alena and Eva arrived, never able to stay out of it when they were in town. 
 
    “Two blocks west,” I told them, pointing just in case they didn’t know. “Noah’s hotel is there and Dain warned them.” 
 
    “Got it, we’ll deal with the nun,” Alena promised.  
 
    “Pull the fire alarm and get those kids safely out of range and to where it’s warm and they can accommodate them, or I will arrest you for child endangerment and let who’s next in charge do it,” I ordered the nun as she tried to stop Alena and Eva from coming into the school.  
 
    More wolves showed up from the apartment and jumped in to help, teaming up with teachers to do head counts and others helping the police get traffic out of the area. They’d already blocked off the streets right there so that was one safe place for the kids to start heading and away from the damn bomb. 
 
    “Why are we not doing what we did last time?” Eva asked me as she joined me back by the church for a moment. 
 
    “We don’t know what the device is this time and we could risk blowing it by trying to open it. The bomb squad has the right equipment to scan it first.” 
 
    She smiled brightly at me. “Isn’t it fun that we have such excitement every time I visit?” 
 
    “No, I’d like some calm, thanks,” I drawled, rolling my eyes as she raced back off. I shrugged when I got several looks from the officers around us. “She’s a thousand years old and next to impossible to kill. Apparently that gets boring.” I nodded when several snorted. Yeah, I’d prefer the boring too.  
 
    Seriously, did Athens and Greece have like no crime rate? 
 
    I doubted that but more likely she just wasn’t ever involved like I was. 
 
    “CTA has informed all buses and stopped the trains that go by there, Chief Thomas,” the officer told me. “We’ve got the streets closed off for three blocks back and getting the traffic out inside the barrier.” 
 
    “Good job and fast,” I praised, glad when the CPD around me beamed. Hey, they took enough shit and often for when they fucked up or had someone dirty so yeah, I could give them the pat on the back when they deserved it too. 
 
    “Church cleared including the residence,” Sander told me as he came jogging over.  
 
    “Good, help CPD evacuate,” I ordered, pointing to the two apartment buildings. “They can’t hear the heartbeats of which doors to knock on. Get a few to help you.” 
 
    “We can help with that, Alpha,” Gayle said from behind me, several from the pack and more that worked for the club there. 
 
    “Take one officer with you and let them handle the doors that won’t open,” I instructed. “Do not break down a door without permission. People ignore the fire alarms all the time.” 
 
    “I would think not so many,” she muttered, able to hear all the ones people had pulled around us already. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be hearing that for days,” I agreed, wiggling my finger in my ear. 
 
    We moved back where we were set up to at least down the block and across the street once more help arrived. Besides the school and one apartment building, the closest buildings were actually restaurants, so it wasn’t too bad getting people out and locking the places closed so no one was misbehaving or just assuming it was a drill or false alarm. 
 
    Emilio came around and marked off more that was cleared off, CPD giving relieved looks as we were doing it faster and more efficiently than they could. 
 
    “School’s completely cleared and kids are at the hotel,” Carter told me. “They’re all hanging out in the event rooms while the staff gets them water and whatever else they need.” 
 
    “Good, tell the news that I’m sure is gathering at the perimeter that the kids are there and safe and if they could pass that along for any of the parents listening, we’d appreciate it,” I told him. 
 
    “I don’t believe that’s standard FBI protocol to make comments on ongoing investigations and certainly not at your level,” a voice said from my right. 
 
    I hoped I was wrong but I knew that voice, cursing mentally and a lot before turning to lock gazes with Andrew Murray. “Well, it’s not your call, Murray, and I’d ask you be professional for once. The kids aren’t part of the case, it’s a public service and safety announcement as we could have thousands of parents fleeing closer to the spot where there’s a bomb.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Thomas,” he said sweetly, extending his hand to me. “And I was very professional, just questioning the move.” I didn’t correct him to my title as he was petty like that and acknowledging it meant the hit landed with me but it didn’t. I went to shake out of professional habit but he smirked. “Not taking off the ring to shake with me?” 
 
    I blinked at him and dropped my hand. For a moment I’d thought the ring from Brian but he meant the ring to block my getting images… Which there was no world he should know about it. “We’re on the same side so why would I try to get anything off of you?” I shook my head when he opened his mouth. “Murray, it’s great to see you again, but I’m a bit busy so just stay out of the way.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock but then a shit-eating grin formed on his face. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    Bomb squad arrived and I headed over to them, noting Murray was still around. Why was he even in town? He had to be working a case with the regular office. I swallowed a shiver. If there was one person I’d hoped never to see in my career again it was Andrew Fucking Murray. 
 
    “Oswalt, thanks for getting here so fast,” I greeted the head of the bomb squad team I’d worked with before.  
 
    He nodded, shaking my hand. “What’s the deal?” 
 
    “I smelled the explosives and made the call it’s real, not even touching it,” I told him. “Whether it’s a box of explosives or a real device, I have no idea, but we’re still evacuating.” I waved for him to follow me. “We’ve got the map.” 
 
    “Alpha, we’ve cleared out the apartment building,” Gayle informed me. “What else can we do?” 
 
    I glanced at the map. “Check these three for me that they’re clear and then go help at the hotel. That’s a lot of kids to keep entertained.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said before hurrying off with their group again. 
 
    “Civilians helping on a case,” Murray muttered as if keeping tally of all my sins. 
 
    I gave him a look to shut up. “Yeah, and I had teachers get the kids to safety too.” 
 
    Oswalt gave him an unfriendly look. “She’s cleared the area in record time. She didn’t have random people bagging crime scene evidence.” He gave me a glance like who is this guy but I just shook my head. “We’ll get in place. Let’s move back this setup so the radios aren’t problematic with any the device might have.” 
 
    “Tell us where,” I agreed, nodding when he pointed it out, calling for everyone to back up the vehicles and everything to where the bomb squad van was. 
 
    “Always so quick to be accommodating,” Murray commented, and I heard the layers there, swallowing the urge to punch him. 
 
    “Why are you even here?” I asked him. 
 
    He smirked at me. “I was in the area.” 
 
    “Great, but this isn’t your scene so what’s the rules on that, Mr. Rule Follower?” I threw right back, mocking him because he was one of the last people to follow the rules. 
 
    He just liked to point out when other people didn’t. He was the ultimate bully and that asshole who pointed out when anyone was stepping near a line to distract others while he started before the whistle. I hated Andrew Murray and going through Quantico with him made it twenty times harder. He was the poster child of the boys’ club I loathed in the FBI and our government. 
 
    And he knew how to work the system. It had to chap his ass that I was promoted to division chief before him. He was the guy who took all the credit and got the glory while those of us undercover had to duck it. He was everything wrong with the FBI basically and I hated he worked for the same place I did because I loved the FBI and what it stood for, the good it did. 
 
    Unfortunately, nothing was perfect and rats like Andrew Murray worked the system to their advantage.  
 
    And unfortunately, he felt about the same for me, as people who wouldn’t play his games or were smart enough to step around his bull or strong enough to jump over his hurdles were in the way of his climbing the ladder to his expected greatness.  
 
    Why the fuck was he in Chicago and I had to deal with him on a day like today? 
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    “No need to get hysterical, Thomas,” he said with that fake sweet and calm voice like he was dealing with a wild animal. That wasn’t a new tactic for him now that I was a shifter as he’d always done it. In his mind if he acted extra calm, he made the other person seem unreasonable. 
 
    Unfortunately, people could be stupid and it tended to work. 
 
    But unfortunately for him, Chicagoans were smarter than that and everyone around us gave him a look like they were trying not to laugh.  
 
    “The day we see you hysterical at a scene is the day I retire because the shit has completely hit the fan,” one of the officers said as he walked by us, several people chuckling in agreement. 
 
    I turned back to the map and was about to ask where my update was on the second apartment building when Murray finally made me flinch. 
 
    “The ring’s nice, a bit understated but tasteful.” 
 
    And this time he meant the engagement ring. I glanced at him with a frown. “If you’ve got a point to make or something to say, spit it out so I can focus on work, Murray, otherwise, can you try and focus on the bomb instead of my getting engaged?” 
 
    His eyes flashed annoyance but I didn’t enjoy landing the hit in front of others. I just wanted him gone. “I was simply saying congratulations.” 
 
    “No you weren’t. You were taking a shot at the ring like he didn’t spend enough on me so he must not love me. I wouldn’t have liked a loud ring that got in my way. I have all the huge gems I need. I prefer elegant and understated, as not everyone needs to announce their presence or get the credit like insecure people who need the pat on the back.” 
 
    Several people snorted and the annoyance came back. 
 
    “Oh, I think you’ve gotten your credit and everything worked out well for you to become division chief so young.” He glanced at the ring as if implying it was only because I’d been with Brian it happened. “Even if your mistake caused you to get the job.” 
 
    Again, that was loaded as he saw it a mistake in his mind I’d picked Brian over him as he made his interest quite known at training. But also he was counting the bust that got me injured my fault. 
 
    “Well, clearly IA and everyone actually involved in that case didn’t agree with you as it wasn’t ruled my mistake as I was undercover and flying in the dark,” I said easily. “Are you done picking at the past you weren’t involved with or can we focus on the bomb?” 
 
    Carter appeared and I bit back a smirk when Murray flinched. “The rest of the buildings are cleared. We have all the full blocks cleared around the church.” 
 
    “Good, talk with Oswalt and work out a sign so you can get anyone out of there they put in if things go wrong.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Congrats on your fiancé’s promotion,” Murray said before Carter left. 
 
    I locked eyes with Carter and saw the shock I was feeling, slowly turning to give the attention to Murray he so clearly wanted. 
 
    He smiled evilly at me, glancing at my engagement ring again as if saying I made the wrong choice. “I wasn’t completely ready to move here but obviously circumstances pushed it all up. I’m glad he survived, of course, as Havers is a good guy. I liked him a lot when we met, talked for a while.” 
 
    I didn’t bite, sliding off my other ring when I stuffed my hands in my pocket like I didn’t want to show the engagement ring around him anymore. He totally bought it, his eyes dancing with victory. 
 
    Horror filled me as I got images from him as he was a loud broadcaster like Mike Harris, top ten I’d ever been around for sure. I swallowed loudly and tried not to show any other reaction, but I was having a hard time keeping my cool at work for once. 
 
    “I was thinking of asking if you had any room in that swank building since the last division chief got to live there and you’re so accommodating like that.” 
 
    “She doesn’t handle that, I do as the one in charge of security,” Carter cut in, glancing between us like he was missing pieces of the puzzle. “You’re not from Havers’s office though, so you’re transferring?” 
 
    Murray answered him but he kept his eyes on me to watch the fun reaction he was waiting for. “I’m his replacement. I’m the new division chief of the regular FBI Chicago office. Brian Havers has been promoted to section chief of the non-human division a bit earlier than planned and Chad Monroe is now deputy director of the non-human division as the president wanted.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Sander breathed behind us at a level the humans couldn’t hear, clearly picking up this was all news to me. 
 
    I smiled at Murray, doing my best to act like I knew even if I’d only learned a moment before he said it. “I didn’t know you were the replacement. We were dealing with that whole thing in Russia and all of that. Congrats. It will be nice to have a junior ranking division chief to help out when we need it.” It was hard not to laugh when he frowned, clearly having not thought about that. 
 
    “My division’s—” 
 
    “Welcome to Chicago, Murray,” I said over his bullshit of him thinking I’d be under him as he had the bigger office. It didn’t actually work that way, just how his ego saw things. “Good luck, really, good luck because we are our own breed here.” I gave a dismissive wave. “If you haven’t started, you’re not involved so stop acting like a child wanting attention so the adults can work.” 
 
    I spun on my heel and headed to Oswalt to get back to work, using all my training and sanity to shove what I learned into the corner. But that was just a temporary hold because the storm that was brewing inside of me would come out and bad.  
 
    Really, really bad. 
 
    “Okay, good news and bad news,” Oswalt announced about twenty minutes later. 
 
    “I could use some good news,” I sighed, meeting his tired gaze. 
 
    “Good news is the one of the wires fell out of the connector so the device isn’t active,” he told me, nodding when I growled. 
 
    “Hey, not active sounds great,” Sander muttered, his tone confused. 
 
    “Yes, this time, but the bad news means we’ve got someone who doesn’t really know what they’re doing to make such a basic mistake,” Oswalt explained. “That means we have someone who had access to a block of C-4—” 
 
    “And we would assume has more,” I interjected, Oswalt nodding. 
 
    “But could blow his whole supply at any time or in transport or any of our worst-case ideas. He could blow something when he meant to scare people. He might have already meant to blow this smaller device and it didn’t work so he’ll go bigger. A malfunction like this by his error means we can’t build the normal profile to get started.” 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Sander grumbled. 
 
    “The good news again is that if he’s only to this level, it’s not anything we can’t easily defuse.” 
 
    “We don’t know it’s a he but statistically, it’s a guy,” I told the others when they were giving Oswalt looks like they were missing something. “They’ll refer to him that way and if they’re wrong, no one gives a shit about the PC factor when it’s a bomb maker.” 
 
    Oswalt nodded. “We get in trouble if we just call them a POS constantly, so he is what we use. Women are too smart to ever be this big of assholes.” 
 
    “I’m sure your wife appreciates your stance on that,” I teased him, smiling when he just snorted. I’d never met her but she had to be a hell of a woman to put up with her husband doing that dangerous of work. 
 
    The bomb squad recovered the C-4 and I actually had Carter call Monroe because I wasn’t sure I could stay professional at the moment. The all clear was given to the mayor through CPD and I thanked everyone for their help as we got people back to where they needed to go before opening the streets and everything back to normal. 
 
    As if there could be a normal rest of the day after a bomb was dropped off to a church. 
 
    That of course didn’t have cameras or any sort of security. 
 
    I went over with those from my office that showed up on where to try and what footage to get just like any other crime scene. 
 
    “You handled that well for not having the training,” Murray said, not wanting to give me the praise but the slight I was unqualified. 
 
    I snickered, shaking my head. “I had the same training as you, Murray, and did it better than you. Just because you had more office grunt work while I was undercover and in the field, don’t assume you know my cases or talents.” I gave him a dismissive once-over. “I rejected your offers often, after all.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Sander whispered again, getting there was lots, lots more than they knew. 
 
    When my part was over, I raced off back inside the building to get warm but mostly so no one saw when I had the meltdown that was coming. Alena and Eva were already there when I arrived but I felt bad that the Haverses still were, as that meant I needed to be rude and I didn’t want that. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today though there is more to talk about,” Alena muttered as she took in my state. 
 
    “What?” I pushed, wanting it just done. 
 
    “Theon infected him,” Eva answered, her tone careful. “Giannis Barlos will have a field day with that when he finds out and he might have already figured it out. Why are you moments from shifting?” 
 
    I nodded, not having thought of that, but ignoring her other question. “We deny it.” I shrugged when they all gave me shocked looks. “What’s he going to do? Call all of us liars? Call you a liar as his Alpha? Let him think he smells his bloodline on Brian all he wants but if all of us say it wasn’t Theon, it wasn’t Theon. From now until forever, Christos infected him and thank his grandmother even or whatever.” 
 
    “The idea has merit, but we can talk about it more later,” Alene replied as I started shaking. “I suggest you go for a run.” 
 
    “What happened, Sera?” Brian asked, freezing when I flinched away from him. 
 
    “Please leave my apartment,” I told him, taking all I had to keep my voice even. 
 
    “Wait, what?” He came closer but I backed away. 
 
    “Leave my apartment,” I growled, sounding more wolf than woman. 
 
    Carter showed up with a few of the ancients, clearly worried about me. “I’d leave before you get that ring back.” 
 
    A fly farting could have been heard in the room as Brian’s heart raced too fast. 
 
    “Sera? Do you want to give it back to me?” 
 
    I swallowed my answer as it was yes and I was too upset to be rational at the moment. “Leave my apartment before I do something I can’t take back.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” he pushed. 
 
    And I snapped, snarling at him. “Who the fuck are you to demand that of me?” I chuckled when his eyes flashed shock. “Right, you’re my boss again.” 
 
    He winced as I felt shock in the room… But not at the news, simply I was upset. 
 
    I glanced at his family, seeing the confusion and swallowing upset laughter. “Your family knew before me? You told your family you were offered section chief of my division before you told the woman you say you want to build a life with?” 
 
    “Oh, Brian,” Mrs. Havers sighed. “Okay, let’s leave them to this. Sera, thank you for having us and we’ll talk soon.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sorry to be so rude but it’s been a rough couple of days.” 
 
    “We understand,” Grammy said, winking at me as they headed out.  
 
    Alena muttered about them getting settled in the guest apartment and I just nodded. 
 
    “I’m not leaving when you’re this close as I’m worried you’ll hurt him,” Carter said before I could even tell them to go. 
 
    I couldn’t even argue it because I wanted nothing more than to beat the shit out of Brian. I bobbed my head and swallowed loudly, not even able to look at Brian for fear of what my wolf or siren might do. “Warn everyone about Andrew Murray. Get a picture and pass it around—” 
 
    “Wait, you know the new division chief?” Brian interjected, his tone sounding confused and frustrated. 
 
    I looked at him then and whatever he saw made him flinch, slowly pale. “You are such a fucking Boy Scout you are dangerous. He’s a spy for the director, who doesn’t like supes. We had Galvin’s backing and you were supe friendly, no reason to get anyone in here and his own eyes in.” I shook my head when he looked shocked. “I would rather have Vlad back than Andrew Fucking Murray.” 
 
    “That bad?” Carter asked, wincing at whatever he was getting off of me or in my expression. 
 
    “Jason has a line and morals even if he pushes too far for his mission. It’s always for the greater good. Andrew Murray has no goal but himself.” 
 
    “How do you know him?” Brian asked, clearly reeling. “I didn’t know any of this.” 
 
    “Well, you should have fucking asked!” I roared, shocking all of them. “I just went through the most humiliating moment of my career as he gleefully told me that he’s your replacement, you’re getting a promotion to my boss again, and Monroe’s now Galvin’s rank and no one fucking told me.” I shook my head as I fought the need to shift. “Get out, Brian. Just fucking get out.”  
 
    “No, Sera, let’s talk about—” 
 
    “Get him out of here before I can’t hold back,” I whispered to Carter, my wolf seething that a brand new wolf disobeyed me.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Dain asked as he and the twins came racing through the doorway. 
 
    “Carter can fill you in. I need some space and time to decide if I’m quitting the FBI or not.” 
 
    “What?” Brian breathed, looking like he’d been punched in the gut. “Why would you even joke about that?” 
 
    “I’m not,” I chuckled darkly. “It’s been one of the thoughts most stark in my mind since Murray told me. I think I’d rather quit than deal with the shit he will bring and all of this.” 
 
    “What’s the other one?” Brian asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Dain muttered, grabbing his arm and dragging him out of there with Hagan’s help. 
 
    “I do. What is it, Sera?” 
 
    I met his gaze. He wanted to know, demanded it of me, and did this to us, fine, he could know. “Throwing your ring in the lake and never seeing you again.” 
 
    “Sera,” he choked out, looking like the victim in this somehow. “Why?” 
 
    “Get him out of here!” I shouted, about to shift in anger that he seriously wasn’t getting what he’d done. The second he was gone I took off both rings and set them on the counter so they didn’t break if I shifted, knowing if I’d done it in front of him, I would have thrown his ring at him. 
 
    “Are you going for a run?” Carter asked gently. 
 
    “No, I want to soak and warm up,” I whispered as tears filled my eyes. “Please handle what I need you to and field everything for me today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured as they headed to the door. 
 
    “Me too.” Relief filled me when the door closed and I was alone. I locked the door and went for the bottle of wine I had chilling in the fridge.  
 
    I felt the first tears fall as I turned on the water after plugging the tub. I went with Nina’s calming bubble bath and added some of the stuff that would also chill out my other sides as one wanted to tear up Brian and a lot more while the other wanted to humiliate all involved as we were humiliated. 
 
    “Not even one fucking day to enjoy it before it all fell apart,” I rasped as I opened the bottle of wine. “Some people really just don’t get the happy endings.” I didn’t even bother with a glass as I got undressed and slid into the water, shocked I was still cold when my temper ran so hot. 
 
    But then it hit me I was hurt more than anything. I wasn’t mad, I was so fucking hurt I was devastated. I curled my arms around my legs and buried my face against my knees as I tried to hold it together. My phone rang and didn’t stop, the vibrations annoying as it clattered around the tile floor. I wanted nothing more than to ignore it but given we’d just had a bomb in Chicago, my personal shit would have to wait. 
 
    As it always did. 
 
    I wiped my eyes and saw I had missed calls from Monroe and Galvin. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I called Monroe back, including Galvin on the call so maybe it would stay professional. I wasn’t even sure I could handle that at the moment as I turned off the water. 
 
    “Thomas?” Monroe answered first, Galvin echoing him a moment later. 
 
    “Sir, I apologize for not answering, I was warming up. I called you both back immediately when I could.” 
 
    There was some silence as they caught up they were both on, Monroe clearing his throat. “Havers informed us that everything didn’t go according to plan.” 
 
    I ground my teeth. “Well, sir, I wasn’t in on the plan, so you’ll have to be a bit more specific as to what you mean.” Did the plan include punching you in the face because I might have liked that plan? “Congratulations on your promotion.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Again there was silence and Galvin hadn’t even spoken yet. “Did someone already answer what you called me for?” 
 
    “Um, no, this was…” Monroe let out a heavy sigh. “Did you really say you might quit, Sera?” 
 
    I glanced up to see Noah and his shock as I wiped away tears, nodding it was true. “I don’t know how to respond to that, sir, but I’m really sure it wasn’t Chief Havers’s place to tell you that.” 
 
    “Are you angry just with Havers?” Galvin asked, finally talking. 
 
    “I’m not angry at all, Deputy Director,” I lied but well, it wasn’t what I was feeling most.  
 
    “Clearly that’s true,” he sighed. “Thomas, what’s going on? Talk to us.” 
 
    I wanted to scream that now they wanted to talk? They decide all of this and fuck up everything and now they wanted to talk? Un-fucking-real. I shrugged, deciding I wasn’t getting out of this call until I said something. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you want me to say, but assuming you mean today, the new division chief of the regular FBI chastised me in front of the CPD and other FBI that I didn’t have the authority to make statements to the press, allowed civilians to help, implied I’m a slut before accusing me of getting hysterical, knocked my ring and choice of men as I didn’t choose him but Brian, before saying in front of everyone I basically got my job by sleeping with Brian before my mistake had me transferred. 
 
    “And that was after he knew about my other ring, mocking me that I was blocked from him and he’s in the know enough to know about it, but before making it clear I would be under him as his office is bigger than mine and he figured he’d get an apartment in my building as that’s just how it goes with everyone able to get whatever they want from me as I’m that easy. 
 
    “After that he had fun announcing everything I didn’t know and to the others there that I’m sure shouldn’t have been privy to all of that before it was announced but no one will care about that because he will absolutely go run to the director—who he’s spying for—and tattle on everything I did ‘wrong,’ so if I open my mouth, it all looks defensive and a woman whining just like he did in training.” 
 
    The silence was so long that I actually looked to make sure the call was still connected. I decided to add the final nail just so it wasn’t on me but they knew. 
 
    “Oh, and the director is planning to retire soon so he can run for senate as an ultra-conservative and he plans to leak the deal the president made with the shifter council that you were there for as a way to turn the tide back to anti-supe and completely discredit you so you’re out of the way for any cabinet investigations when the Republicans take back the presidency next year and the guy after you is his buddy.” 
 
    “Holy fucking shit, Thomas,” Monroe whispered after several more moments. “I have so many questions to all of that.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, sir,” I replied, annoyed when my voice cracked. Or you can ask Havers since you’re such good friends now and your boys’ club doesn’t include me, who you’ve all used for career gain or more, but whatever, what do I matter? 
 
    “Okay, so you know Murray,” Galvin muttered. “We didn’t know that.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and bit my lip to keep in my response. I glanced up when I heard a splash, seeing Noah naked and getting in. I didn’t have the energy to argue or say I wanted to be alone, letting him slide behind me as I kept wiping away tears as if that would make them not happen or the hurt go away. 
 
    Galvin cleared his throat, getting he would have to ask the question he should have whenever this was all started. “How do you know Murray, Thomas?” 
 
    “We went through Quantico together, sir,” I bit out. “There have been a handful of crossings on cases over our careers as well.” 
 
    Monroe groaned deeply. “Please, please tell me that he is not the asshole you’ve mentioned when you’ve talked about training and how sexist it can be.” 
 
    “You would have to be specific, sir, as I have several stories like that.” 
 
    He sighed, realizing I wasn’t going to make this easy for them. No, but I wasn’t playing games. They clearly weren’t on my team so honestly, I didn’t want to tell them any of what I did or anything else. 
 
    I didn’t think they deserved my trust like that anymore. 
 
    “When we set up the training center, you insisted only females spar with females because when you were a trainee you were the only female in that class and there was a trainee who repeatedly groped you when he picked you as his partner to ‘help’ you get ‘caught up,’” Monroe tried again. “And when you tried to report him, he’d already gone to the trainers to say he’d accidentally touched you and you got hysterical.” 
 
    “Yes, that was Andrew Murray,” I confirmed.  
 
    “What else did he do?” Galvin asked. 
 
    I didn’t reply right away, still wiping tears. “Sir, the trainers should have the reports I filed if they followed procedure, but I’m not sure as I was repeatedly reprimanded for being overly sensitive.” 
 
    “Was he the one who put it in Curtis’s head that you were a clairvoyant?” Monroe asked when I wouldn’t say any more. 
 
    “I believe so and I told you as much but that I didn’t have any proof.” 
 
    He was quiet another moment. “Because he was a loud broadcaster, right? You said he was up there with Harris.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure this is an appropriate—” 
 
    He sighed like I was being unreasonable and I swallowed a growl. “We messed up, we get that, but we were trying to…”  
 
    Yeah, you let me know when you think of the ending of that sentence, asshole. “If there’s nothing else on today, I’m sure you are both busy.” 
 
    “Thomas,” Galvin sighed and really it wasn’t helping. “I’m sorry you’re mad.” 
 
    “I’ve repeatedly said I’m not mad, sir. If there’s anything else you need me to answer, let me know.” 
 
    “Nice job handling the situation today,” Monroe offered. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Get some rest, it was supposed to be a weekend off for you,” Galvin muttered. 
 
    “Thank you, sir, have a nice weekend, both of you.” I hung up and before I could stop myself, launched my phone across the bathroom. I winced as it broke the long mirrors, of course hitting right at where they connected, my phone breaking into pieces as well. “Fuck.” 
 
    Noah didn’t say anything, simply wrapping around me as he adjusted the controls to warm up the water and turned the tap back on. He turned the water off again when the tub was full. 
 
    “How bad is this guy really?” he asked after we about finished the bottle of wine. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “Noah, I’ve had government agencies threaten to ship me off to research facilities and not thought of quitting. Fuck, the previous CIA director was party to trying to live dissect me and I didn’t think to quit the FBI. Yeah, the guy is that bad I would take two Vlads and all that bullshit.” 
 
    “Why did they think doing this all as a surprise was a good idea?” he whispered, shocked more than angry, which was how I felt with a huge dose of hurt. 
 
    I shrugged, twirling around the empty bottle. “Apparently no one in the FBI respects me enough to ask me about anything.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “This isn’t the first time. Brian didn’t ask my opinion on who to replace me with as SAiC and that’s common. There’s been a lot of that.” 
 
    “Fuck, because that turned out well then too.” 
 
    I snorted. Yeah, that had been a disaster and a half but the problem was Andrew Murray was something the former SAiC Franks wasn’t… He was smart and that was dangerous in an enemy. 
 
    Fuck all the ducks we were screwed and they set it all up. 
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    Carter and Dain both came back before we finished the bath and as much as I wanted to be alone, I knew there was lots to handle. 
 
    “He will immediately go to allies to sow distrust,” I informed them. “He did it at training, constantly implying I said something but never saying it but so people backed away.” 
 
    Carter nodded. “I saw it today. He’s going to make you the villain and the one to blame for everything. He was testing the mood and which buttons to press were effective. He loved the fact you didn’t know.” 
 
    I nodded. “He’ll pick those he sees as the easiest targets. Lillie with kids and he’s on our side so it’s not spying or whatever, but just an in for information. He’ll say he’s checking on the foxes to follow up and no one would think about it as he’s on our side as FBI but he’s not. I don’t know how much they already told him but he knows about my ring, which is more than I’m comfortable with.” 
 
    “You’re worried about the boys and Topher,” Dain muttered.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered as I rubbed my hand over my hair. “And I’m spiraling that I dragged you guys into the FBI with me and I’m thinking of leaving. But then I leave this mess to who’s next and then they’ll be the junior division chief to the asshole.” A burst of laughter slipped out. “But if they have a dick the bosses might at least respect them or consult them about anything.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Carter sighed and I realized it wasn’t just the situation. “Monroe’s here.” 
 
    “Great, maybe he can sigh like I’m overreacting to my face now too,” I grumbled, getting out of the tub. I reached for my robe, feeling the concerned looks but ignoring them because they sort of made me feel like I was overreacting maybe.  
 
    The crying part at least but that was… Overload? The Brian involved part for sure. 
 
    “Do you want me to act as your attorney?” Dain asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know what to do or how to handle this one. This isn’t just Monroe making deals behind my back for my fight with Noah shit but—this was a major move and restructuring, putting Brian back as my boss and—no one told me? Are you—how can they think I wouldn’t be betrayed and distrust them? It’s not punishment but—” 
 
    I shut my mouth when Carter held his finger up to his lips. I nodded, sliding my robe on and heading for the door. I opened it as he reached it, unable to meet his eyes. “What else did you need, sir?” 
 
    He sighed heavily and I moved my hands in my pockets so I seriously didn’t punch him. He cleared his throat when I just stood there… Blocking the doorway. “You’re not going to invite me in?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. He’d been to my house before—that apartment even—but I also wasn’t dressed and others were there. “Is there something we need to discuss that you have to come in?” 
 
    “Clearly there is,” he grumbled. 
 
    I nodded, stepping aside. “Let me get dressed then.” 
 
    “If you want but I’ve seen you in way less dozens of times.” 
 
    I turned like he hit me. Yeah, I trusted you then. 
 
    “That came out wrong,” he muttered, moving closer and sighing when I took a step away. 
 
    “Keep sighing like she’s the problem and I’ll punch you like she won’t,” Carter warned him. “And you deserve way worse than that.” 
 
    “I know and I’m sorry, but we didn’t know this Murray guy was—” 
 
    “Because you didn’t ask her,” Carter snarled. “Brian was the same rank as her and you guys just all decided all of this that affects her—” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Monroe defended. “The discussion about having a deputy director of the non-human division—”  
 
    “I know, I was the one who suggested it to the president,” I whispered, wiping my eyes again. “I was the one who suggested you would be perfect for the job.” I felt Brian arrive and the door was still open. “I’ve been at the center of all of it since the moment I was infected. I’ve been the driving force and poster girl for fighting for equality but when the moment came the boys’ club decided together. 
 
    “So now after all the times I’ve had your backs you guys left me out. So I hope you’re happy with your promotions because that’s what men get, right? And what? I got the ring? I got the husband like a good woman?” I met Brian’s stunned gaze and let him see how destroyed I was. “Because you also got the job I would have been in line for.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t want it,” he whispered. 
 
    “When did you ever ask me that?” I bit out, the tears flowing as my breathing came out shaky. “I told Galvin right after I was infected I wouldn’t ever want Monroe’s job but his job has also changed and now he’ll be doing the politics more. So congratulations on your promotion, sir. I also remember telling you we couldn’t ever be anything real while you were my boss.” 
 
    “Sera, wait, we got an exception for—” 
 
    “Fuck, you just don’t get it,” Carter seethed. “You got the exception for both of you without talking to her. You fucked with her career and official stuff before you even asked her.” 
 
    “Good luck in DC,” I told Monroe. “You’ll fit in well there, sir.” 
 
    “Sera, wait,” he whispered but I just shook my head and turned to my room. 
 
    “I did all of this for us,” Brian shouted. “I did it so we could be together.” 
 
    I turned my head but couldn’t look at him. “Too bad you didn’t talk to the woman you wanted to be your wife about your decisions for us.”  
 
    “Dude, leave before you lose her for good,” Carter whispered as I reached my room. “Both of you just go.” 
 
    “I agree, you’ve pushed her too far,” Dain added. “You not only betrayed her, but you brought in someone she’s scared of to now have to work with all the time. She’s terrified for the boys and Topher and you brought him here without talking to her. And she’s your Alpha and a more powerful Mistress than you.” 
 
    “Can all of you just go?” I whispered when Noah came after me. “I’m done with the ‘poor, poor Sera’ shtick, so can I just have some space, please?” 
 
    “No, because you cut yourself off from people in response and those walls we’ve all had to work so hard to bring down get thrown back up,” Dain argued. 
 
    “Yeah, shame on me for letting them down ever,” I chuckled, shoving my hair out of my face. “Now all the supes in the city or more are in danger because of me.” 
 
    “No, it’s our fault and we can fight this guy and turn it around on them now that we know,” Monroe argued. 
 
    “You think she’s going to trust either of you?” Carter asked, his tone not hiding his shock. “Fuck, I don’t, and I was rooting for Havers to become one of us. You’re lucky she doesn’t toss you out of the pack which means you can’t live in Chicago. You did all of this, decided it all, and made moves that included hiring your replacement without talking to your Alpha.” 
 
    “Shit,” Monroe whispered, getting it better. “We just meant to—” 
 
    “Still not listening to me because I said to leave,” I said from my room, taking off my robe and crawling into bed. “Whatever, I’m just the slut who lets people walk all over her. Sigh some more that I’m blowing this up. People always think I do.” 
 
    I tuned it out after that, my mind barely noting the fighting that erupted as I got lost in memories and times I thought I’d put behind me. Andrew Murray had made my life fucking shit for five months. I left the Navy when I thought there was more to life or the CIA might try to suck me up after I helped them with Naval Intelligence. The FBI seemed the way around that. 
 
    The FBI could bring me home, as they promised me Chicago. I could do more with them even if I had to keep fighting and work harder than others over and over and over again. I could do good even if it cost me my life in the end because no one would really care, no one would be left behind. 
 
    That wasn’t the case anymore. 
 
    And I didn’t know if I had the fight left in me to go against Andrew Murray again now that it wouldn’t just be months. There was no goal to reach and that was the end as he would be here for good now too. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I got lost in the memories but I wasn’t alone anymore and I was scared. I got out of bed, noting everything was quiet, and went for pajamas. I yanked them on and went for the door, wanting to see Topher and hold him, know he was safe. 
 
    “Not even a day ago you were sobbing at the idea of losing me and now you can’t even look at me,” Brian rasped from the kitchen, my nose too stuffed up to have scented him. “I couldn’t leave with you crying but I’ll go.” 
 
    “I just wanted to see Topher,” I muttered, not wanting it to seem I was fleeing from him. 
 
    His breath caught. “This is fear, right? That’s what I’m scenting? Of me?” He waited until I shook my head. “You’re that scared of Murray?” 
 
    I nodded. “And what I got from him. Yeah, and he didn’t have to work too hard at step one of his plan.” 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “Get you out of my bed.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “If it hadn’t been him that had been my replacement and I’d messed up without that, would you be this upset?” 
 
    “Yes, just not scared,” I answered after a moment. “You act like this is the only time you’ve done this—it’s not.” I felt my lower lip quiver as I looked at him. “Do you not respect me? Haven’t I earned your respect professionally yet?” 
 
    “You have, babe, I promise,” he rasped, tears filling his eyes. “I swear you have. I was so, so stupid but it wasn’t meant to be mean.” He sniffled loudly as the tears poured over. “Please don’t leave me. I’m so, so sorry. I will make this right. I just wanted to make you happy. I just wanted you, Sera. Fuck the FBI. I’ll quit. I just want you and the life we’re building, our family.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, my body just feeling heavy as I slid to the floor. “Can you please just go?” 
 
    “No, please, please don’t ask me to leave you when you’re this upset and scared,” he whispered as he came closer. He knelt in front of me, tears streaming down his cheeks now, but he didn’t try and touch me. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know what to do this time. I don’t think I can keep riding the roller coaster anymore. It’s been days of the up and down and spinning. Getting on another plane and then Russia and you almost died and we saved you but you’re a wolf and all of this with our families and the bomb and all you were hiding and Murray and—I need a fucking breath already!” 
 
    The door unlocked and Dain came in with bags of food, giving me a worried look as he set it down. 
 
    “Show me, I’ll show him,” he whispered. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes and I nodded, showing him what happened today once I felt his fingers touch my temple and his power. I also showed them the images that had me so extra freaked out that I got from Murray. He had plans and plans for the plans and backup plans to get on the right side no matter how the coin landed. 
 
    And honestly I thought the best play might be to call Jason. He was honestly the most duplicitous person I knew who might be able to help this one. 
 
    “Show me how he operates,” Dain guided gently. “Show me something from training.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking back to training and just a few of the times Murray pulled his magic. Something about him… I used to wonder if he was actually a supe the way he could influence people and seem to change their minds. I made the mistake of saying that and he turned it around, using how good I was at certain training to accuse me of being a telepath or clairvoyant. 
 
    “You smelled him today, is he human?” Dain asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I have no idea. I was focused on the bomb and getting everyone safe and it was so cold plus…” 
 
    “You were destroyed hearing we kept it from you,” Brian rasped. “I get how you’re seeing it. I do, I completely get it now, but I swear to you none of us saw it like that. We were going to surprise you with progress. They were talking about it—I didn’t know that, but I called Galvin on the side to admit I was considering the option and I wanted to ask you to marry me but I’d have to transfer.” 
 
    “Except you didn’t and the dominoes fell from there,” Dain muttered, nodding it was true. “You get how it seemed, right?” 
 
    “Yes, completely, and I—I was just so damn excited.” Brian wiped his eyes and let out a shaky breath. “It just seemed like the stars aligned and I’d hinted several times I was thinking about it. I thought we were on the same page.” 
 
    “Yeah, you hinted you were thinking about it but I didn’t want to push you,” I whispered, folding my legs and staring down at my hands. “I talk to you about so much but you never do me. This is not the first time. I’m not trying to dig up shit to fight about or the past but it’s a recurring theme. I didn’t want you as my boss again because of it too.” 
 
    “You never said that.” 
 
    I flinched at the jab like any of this was my fault. “Well, I should just announce that I never want you to be my boss again and lob that grenade in our relationship when we finally came past everything else. Sure. That would have worked well.” 
 
    “You’re right, I need to work on my communication.” He cleared his throat. “I asked Phobie to talk when I decided to become a wolf. Could we maybe talk with that marriage counselor?” 
 
    “Jumping the gun,” Dain warned him. 
 
    “Oh,” Brian breathed, that one word hanging in the air.  
 
    I couldn’t deny it. I couldn’t catch my breath to decide. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be engaged to my boss. He also took the job I would have been up for. Should I forgive that because he didn’t think about that? He didn’t think about how it would affect me, just what he wanted? I mean that seemed… 
 
    “The decisions you made were pretty selfish and while you’re a good person, you do have a habit of making those decisions for both of you,” Dain interjected before I spun out again. “Even when you have no filter when drinking that’s bit her in the ass career wise before.” He gave me a glance and sighed. “You are too trusting of people on ‘our’ side as being good. You have to stop that.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement before Brian argued Dain was too distrusting. 
 
    “And she needs to know if you told Murray about the ring. How to spin any of this.” 
 
    “I’ve never told anyone about the ring,” Brian promised. “Not even the idea of it when I helped get some research books through customs for Nina. That rings protects you and if anything happened to it I would be devastated as it allows me to hold you at night. That’s no one’s business, not ever.” 
 
    He waited until I nodded before scooting closer and reaching out so his finger touched my pajama pants, nothing more. 
 
    “I might have some ideas on how to spin it if you want to hear them?” he said after a moment. “And some other stuff.” 
 
    “Other stuff?” I muttered, watching his finger, knowing he was trying but unable to reach out to him yet. I just… Hurt. 
 
    “I was thinking of asking about taking a Daddy and Me class with Topher for swimming,” he answered. “I guess that would have to wait now, right?” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “Yeah, at least a few months.” I watched his finger still moving like he had to touch me. “Why would you ask me about that?” 
 
    “You’re the one in charge of what happens to Topher,” he muttered, wincing when he understood the point I wanted to make. “I’m sorry, Sera.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, unsure if I accepted that meant I forgave him and I wasn’t ready to yet. “Why are you still not telling me what happened?” 
 
    “Because you asked for a chance to breathe and catch up. You asked me to leave but I can’t when you’re this upset,” he explained. “Pushing how it all went down from my side doesn’t seem like I’m listening to you.” 
 
    That was fair and I kept bobbing my head. “You get how no matter which way it went down, to others it looks like you just do whatever and either control me or—how could you not talk to me about this?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I got it in my head this was romantic and you deserve all the romance ever and it kept getting added to and just wait until I propose and I’ve thought it all out so you don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot but I’ve done the same,” Dain sighed, reminding us he was there. “I’ve tried to not add to her plate and instead she thought I was done with her.” 
 
    “It’s not helpful and leaves me holding the bag of shit in the end,” I rasped. “Just tell me at the start and—trust me enough to treat me like I’m not fucking mental and breaking or too fragile.” 
 
    “It’s not that at all but you’re pulled in so many directions anyone could break,” Brian explained. “The twins have done it too. I get it.” 
 
    “And yet none of you are learning from it,” I snapped, flicking his finger away. 
 
    But he just brought it back, like he was never leaving me alone. He let out a shaky breath. “After you were back I started to seriously consider becoming like you. Milo and his guys had all made it, those genetic tests making it so much less of a risk. I hated you had to hold yourself back and I’d get a longer lifespan, more time with you sounded great.” 
 
    “You forgot the immortality thing though,” Dain muttered, remembering the issues at the baby store. 
 
    Brian muttered. “This all started before then or Topher.” 
 
    Him saying that felt like a huge weight off my chest. Part of me maybe worried he wanted to do it so I’d let him be Topher’s dad… Which was really my own insecurities and I acknowledged that. 
 
    “I called Galvin and asked for an off the record conversation,” Brian continued. “I told him the truth, that I was considering it, and wanted to start with the genetic tests to see if it was a possibility. If I was going to do it I felt it stupid to wait until I got older but I was worried about the good we’d done in Chicago and beyond as us being human helped. 
 
    “He agreed but told me the president was on this idea you and Monroe were pushing of a deputy director of the non-human division. The problem was his replacement as you said you didn’t want the job—” He kept going even when a quiet growl slipped out of me. “And you didn’t have the years to make it not seem like a PR stunt.  
 
    “For all the good you do, it would seem like the pretty blonde people take shots at got another promotion just over a year after the last one and you were missing for months of that. It would open you to way too much shit and maybe undo all the progress. Plus, as much as everyone picks on me for being a Boy Scout, that’s a good thing when getting into the mix in this way. 
 
    “But that was it. It was a conversation of maybe an idea and some thoughts on it and it seemed like… Protecting you. You’re right that I defaulted to acting like your boss but it wasn’t because I think I’m the boss of you. It was reflex like when I didn’t tell you the CIA was pushing to use you again because that upset you. It felt like there was no need to tell you that harsh bullshit that upsets you.” 
 
    “I could see that given we never sit around and paint our toenails,” I admitted after a few moments. 
 
    “This is good and I’m completely imposing on your moment, but I also brought food,” Dain cut in. “Plus, you hate cold fries.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “I do hate cold fries but I’ve eaten like shit all day and you brought me fries?” 
 
    He nodded. “You tend not to eat at all when severely stressed and that’s more dangerous than you eating crap. So eat crap but just eat, my wife.” 
 
    I smiled when he used that fairy term for it he always did. It was comforting when I felt too much spinning out. I nodded and we went to the kitchen to eat. There was about two minutes of calm. 
 
    “You were right,” Carter announced as he came into the kitchen. “Murray was already at the club. You told us right away and got his photo out so good call.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “What did he do?” 
 
    “Nothing, just testing limits and us,” he answered. “He tried to get exception to bring his phone into the club because he’s FBI but no go. They followed procedure and said if they needed their phone monitored they could leave it with security and they would alert him if a call came but no electronics. He was smart and backed off without throwing weight around yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s smart,” I grumbled. “Even the lobs he tossed at me today could easily be forgotten or misread, twisting it as compliments we know they weren’t. He’s really, really good at playing that line and people being too busy to remember specifics.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Carter warned. 
 
    “Of course there is,” I sighed. “What?” 
 
    “Giannis Barlos just landed and called Theon.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, about to explode all over the counter. “He just shows up? Again? Without even calling? I’m so done with this shit.” I glanced at Carter. “Tell Eva I want a very large statement made about people just showing up in my territory as this sets a dangerous precedence. Also, Theon won’t want to lie to his father so we need a line for him to give.” 
 
    “He said he will tell his father Brian did not ask him to infect him, which is the truth. He cannot lie to his father, it goes against this custom or another, but he will give that truthful answer at your order as you are his Alpha and he is now a US citizen as well, dual citizen with Greece, so his father can’t throw that at him.” 
 
    “Good, perfect, tell Alena and Eva that’s the answer.” 
 
    He nodded but gave me a look that either situation wasn’t just going to go away. 
 
    Yeah, I knew. I knew Murray would never stop and we didn’t need another loose cannon starting shit. 
 
    “I got you a new phone,” Dain told me and I swallowed a flinch, knowing he felt what I was thinking. “I took the SIM card from the last one and got the right everything.” 
 
    “Thank you. Sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I could as the adult on your plan and FBI. They weren’t busy with the weather.” 
 
    Brian glanced between us but probably picked up he shouldn’t ask. “What do you want to do about Murray?” 
 
    I was petty and I thought it was deserved. “Why don’t you talk to your boys’ club about how to fix it since it’s your fucking mess because no one respected me enough to ask?” 
 
    Carter chuckled as he headed for the door. “Especially since they’ll probably need you to clean it up. Guess I won’t have to worry about Havers always sleeping over so I can’t sneak into your bed. He’s going to lose his sleepover privileges for a while.” 
 
    “At a minimum,” I muttered as I went for more cheese fries. I gave Brian a hard look. “Welcome to being a wolf and involved with the Alpha. I suggest you get caught up fast or you could get out for good, because Simone would never let you back into her bed as it would look weak to accept that betrayal and risk all those under her.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly, giving a slow nod. “But you’re not giving me back the ring?” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, looking back to my food. “I’m not wearing it yet though. One, I’m still on edge to shift and two, it feels like a chain instead of a promise of a partnership. I can’t just forgive you this time, Brian. The stakes are too high and not just for us.” 
 
    He reached over and ran his finger along my wrist and however we were bonded, it wasn’t fully done because I got images from him which shocked me. I saw in his mind how relieved he was. He was thinking about what his life would have become if I’d ended things and my heart hurt at even seeing it, him a drunk and destroyed, giving up on everything. 
 
    I felt that hurt as well that he betrayed me. I get it wasn’t what I thought but we were far from okay. 
 
    Brian left after we ate, saying he was going to talk ideas with Monroe and Galvin. He didn’t push me for a kiss or anything other than my agreement, which was a good start. 
 
    When he was gone Dain nodded we were alone and he agreed with what I was thinking. I let out a slow breath and used my new phone to call the biggest monster I knew, in over my head and ready to call on darkness to save us because I wasn’t going to be enough this time. 
 
    I cleared my throat when the call was answered but no one said anything, remembering the time difference. “Sorry to wake you, but I think I need your help.” I let out a shaky breath. “And I’m going to ask the favor you come to me because I do not think I can get on another fucking plane. Will you please come meet with me in secret? Cloak you’re coming even? I know it’s a lot to ask…” 
 
    “But you are willing to pay that price?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep. 
 
    I closed my eyes and nodded. “You know I have limits and I’m trying to stave off another trauma, but yes, I’m willing to pay a lot for this help because I don’t think I can handle it this time. I don’t think I’ll be enough or drag others down with me who try to help.” 
 
    He was quiet several moments. “I never thought you would admit that, especially not to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to fight the monster from my past who did damage to me and knows it.” 
 
    He chuckled deeply. “So you called a bigger monster who will act the monster you cannot?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that and I didn’t want to on the phone. “I need—I don’t know. I know I need help and you were who I thought to call. Will you help me?” 
 
    “Yes, I will be there as soon as I can and I expect that to be rewarded as well,” he agreed after a few moments. “And rewarded well, Seraphine.” 
 
    “I understand,” I whispered, already talking to myself as he hung up. 
 
    “It’s the right decision,” Dain comforted. “I know it is. My gut says so.” 
 
    I nodded, comforted by that as his gut was pretty spot on and right then, mine could not be trusted. 
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    The next morning after I finished showering, Councilman Enzo Dubois was standing in my bedroom. I couldn’t even hide my shock. The flight from Paris—where I thought he lived—was at least eight hours. I swallowed loudly, wondering what it would cost me for him to pull that kind of move when he was a busy man. 
 
    He smiled at me as he stood. “I thought it best to take this chance before you came up with an alternative or other help.” He waited until I nodded. “For the down payment on the favor of asking me come to you and sneak in, there is something very specific I’ve longed for.” 
 
    I slowly nodded, not having to guess what he wanted. 
 
    But it wasn’t that. 
 
    “Disrobe, embrace the monster you called, and in front of your husband, tell him what he already probably knows and why you fear me so,” Enzo instructed, his deep green eyes looking almost black in the shadows and as they danced with excitement. 
 
    I glanced at Dain and he gave me a soft smile, letting me know it was true and he knew the answer. I let out a slow breath and took off the towel, closing the distance to Enzo and hugging him before leaning back to meet his gaze.  
 
    “I’m not just scared of the monster you are, but I’m terrified I could become you one day. One more trauma, abduction, threat, or any of the other crazy and I’m scared I will start on the path to being the monster I thought to always fight.” 
 
    He smiled at me, winning what he wanted, the acknowledgment we weren’t as different as I wanted and life had pushed him to become a monster, not he was just born one. “So you are the ‘before’ and I am the ‘after’?” 
 
    “No, nothing is ever so simple,” I admitted, shaking my head. “And I’ve gone over lines but… My first thought was to enthrall the guy, do what I hate I can do and let out that dark side of me to just cheat.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you?” he asked as his fingers danced along my naked back. “Why call me?” 
 
    “Because it was a knee-jerk, desperate reaction, but I don’t think it’s the best play. It would seem an obvious play and that might be a trap.” I shivered as his other hand danced along my side. “I think you’ve got the knowledge, patience, darkness, and something else to deal with what I need help with.” 
 
    “Oh? What something else?” he teased, his eyes dancing like a man who caught someone in the trap he set. 
 
    I smiled at him, knowing it was a trap. “You told me that if I ever needed to make something go away, you were the person to call. You knew I wouldn’t just ever want a hitman or killer. You have some sort of gift to change memories, right? Not through drinking, but like Vlad could make people feel at ease and tell secrets, you have some power to change minds or alter memories.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he confirmed. “Whose mind do you want me to alter?” He chuckled when I winced at the wording. “Yes, that’s what it is. That’s the darkness you ask for.” 
 
    “Thank him for coming so fast first,” Dain muttered.  
 
    And put him in a better mood. I nodded, knowing sex would most definitely be on the agenda when I made the call. We’d already had it—sort of—and that was fine. He was really sexy and there was a spark… He was just an asshole who didn’t respect women so it was hard to want him. 
 
    “I think it would take more than oral sex or a romp in your bed to be a proper thank you,” he teased, smirking when I immediately got angry. “There’s that fire I love. You’ve been scared since the moment I arrived and I prefer I’m the only monster you fear.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him, almost grateful he snapped me out of it. “I think a lot of people would give way more than showing up quickly to play with me.” 
 
    “Yes, but you called me.” 
 
    “Because you were a sure bet, not the only play I had,” I clarified. 
 
    He slid his hand into my hair and fisted it, licking his lips as he eyed me over. “You called me and said you were willing to pay well for my coming and help.” 
 
    I leaned in so our lips were touching. “And I will. I will pay excessively for the favor and help. Don’t demean my value to get your payment. That won’t help you and will make me never call you again.” 
 
    He ran his tongue along my lower lip. “You’re right and I apologize. You are not the normal weak-minded idiot I’m used to dealing with.” He squeezed my ass and kept teasing my lips until I shivered. “No, you are a gem to be treasured. I would have rushed here for just the chance to surprise you and enjoy this moment.” 
 
    “I can do much better than that,” I promised, giving him a soft kiss.  
 
    “Play the game, my love,” Dain suggested, chuckling when I moaned. 
 
    And then I moaned again, loving the idea. 
 
    “What game?” Enzo asked, glancing between us. 
 
    “You want her to give you something submissive and submissive she will be, but in her way. She has to ask for everything she wants, which is hard for her, but you can only have her submissively for what she wants, not your desires like a normal interaction.” 
 
    Enzo’s eyes flashed shock. “You really want this.” 
 
    “It was so fun,” I moaned. “It was play though. It was swirled up and Noah and I had so much fun flipping and playing.” 
 
    He smiled evilly. “Apollo hasn’t played it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, he’s not patient enough to play that way.” 
 
    “Fine, play with me,” he growled, desire coming off of him in a thick perfume. 
 
    “Please kiss me,” I whispered. “Please.” 
 
    He did, kissing me breathless, his tongue and lips demanding. 
 
    “Please let me undress you,” I muttered, turned on and wanting the fun. My wolf liked the flipping back and forth, in charge but yet teasing even if it was begging. My siren loved it because while I acted submissively and begged, I was very, very much the boss and would tie him up in knots as I had Noah. 
 
    He nodded and I slid off his jacket before his tie. 
 
    “Please let me kiss your skin as I undress you?” I asked, shivering when he nodded, heat overflowing in his eyes. When he was naked I was about vibrating with need. “Please, please put your fingers in me.” He didn’t immediately and I let out a whimper. “Please. Please tease me. Please.” 
 
    He let out a deep breath, still trying to control himself and this, but my begging was pushing him to break. He shoved two fingers in me. 
 
    “May I touch you?” I asked, adding the begging until he answered. I moved my arms around his neck and kept his gaze. “Please give me more.” I kept asking as his nostrils flared, begging for each time he moved his fingers or teased me. “Please let me finish. Oh fuck, please let me finish. I need it. Please finish me.” 
 
    “Enzo. I want my name on your lips.” 
 
    “Enzo, please, please finish me,” I begged, digging my short nails in his hair. “Please kiss me and finish me.” 
 
    He did and I did and it was a fucking good one. I shivered against him as he swallowed my cries. When we were done he simply stared at me, waiting for me to beg for what I wanted next. 
 
    Shit, he was a monster but he was a monster that was really fun to play this game with. 
 
    “Please lick your fingers and taste me,” I panted, wanting to see that. He did it and I moaned, deeply just moaned. “Please let me suck you?” He raised an eyebrow at that, letting me know he knew I was doing it because he wanted it, not because I really wanted to. I nodded. Fine, but it was still part of the game. I might not want to give him head, but I wanted him desperate and dying for me. 
 
    And that led to the path of giving him head. 
 
    So I did. 
 
    When I finished, I smirked up at him, knowing he was dying to demand what I do next… And that was part of the game. I stood and went to the bed, kneeling on it away from him. I spread my knees wide as I lay down and extended my hands up over my head, presenting myself to him in a very submissive way which he seriously liked. 
 
    “Please thrust in me,” I panted, knowing I was wet and ready. “Please, give me one hard thrust with as much as you want to give me.” 
 
    “Just one?” he murmured, moving behind me and trailing his fingers over my ass and then lower. “You understand if I put my penis in you I will expect to finish in you.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll beg for that too.” 
 
    I almost broke his calmness with that as he cleared his throat. Yeah, I really liked playing this game with him. 
 
    Really liked it. 
 
    I did as I said. I begged for every thrust, every ounce of pleasure, and begged for more. I begged to finish, begged him to finish, and just all of it.  
 
    “I want more,” he growled when we were done. 
 
    I turned my head enough to kiss him. “I win.” 
 
    “Yes, you do, now let me fuck you.” 
 
    “You can have me again but how I want. That’s the game.” I chuckled when he seemed like he might object. “I promise you will enjoy it.” 
 
    “You win, fine,” he conceded.  
 
    I moved us so he was sitting up against my headboard and lowered myself on him, kissing him deeply and feeding until he moaned. He enjoyed every second of me taking charge and riding him, putting his hands on me, and all I allowed even if he would never admit it. He was a man of tight control, always holding the leash on the monster in him, and in charge of those around him. 
 
    Or so he told himself.  
 
    I grabbed the wrought iron headboard and moved faster, bouncing as much as I pulled and pushed myself, riding him with all I had while using my body to make him have the best sex of his life from the images I got off of him. I came twice before he did and then again as he finished. 
 
    When we were done, I was totally wiped, snuggling against him as I gasped for air. “Thanks for coming, Enzo.” A chuckle slipped out. “Fuck, thanks for coming and giving me that when I was spiraling.” 
 
    “Thank you for giving me what I didn’t know I wanted,” he admitted, his eyes warning me to leave it be and that was all I would get. 
 
    But I didn’t. “None of us are perfect or have all the answers, but you acknowledging that makes me want to let you have me again.” I nodded when his eyes flashed shock. “Women like being appreciated and respected like that.” Pain flared in my heart and I looked away. 
 
    “Someone wounded you deeply and recently,” he muttered, his fingers combing out my hair. “Who?” 
 
    “Brian.” I nodded when I scented his shock. “Yeah, no relationship is perfect, huh? And you thought he tamed me or whatever, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think you could ever be tamed and still be you,” he admitted. “You can be broken but that would ruin you. You are close though and the fear is back. Who do you fear more than me, Seraphine?” 
 
    “Your family is coming,” Dain warned and I realized that was part of why he had stayed.  
 
    “Will you stay hidden?” I checked with Enzo, kissing him when he nodded. Good, I didn’t want to admit what I was up to. I cleaned up in a flash and threw on lounge clothes, not able to feel Enzo at all, which was sort of terrifying on its own. 
 
    Dain let them in and instantly understanding filled Eva’s eyes. Her gaze cut towards my bedroom and I gave a slight nod. 
 
    “Good,” she said before anyone else could fill me in. “We’re taking Giannis back with us and will make certain things clear, but I’m glad you have a plan.” 
 
    Alena and Zeno looked a bit confused but nodded after they took in the situation. 
 
    Alena gave me a fierce hug. “You call and we will come right back. I agree with this plan to get people out of the line of fire while you handle what you need to.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, missing a few steps. 
 
    “You came up with a brilliant plan after several drinks last night,” Dain chuckled. “Carter and I jumped on it.” 
 
    “Huh?” I repeated. 
 
    “Oh dear, our daughter’s a lush,” Alena teased me. “They can catch you up on your idea but we must leave now before the next storm hits. Be good and make sure to take your pound from Brian or resentment will build.” She shook her head when I opened my mouth. “You are Alpha and you’re more powerful. He didn’t understand the layers because he didn’t ask. He will in the future.” 
 
    I nodded. Fair enough. 
 
    “What plan?” I asked Dain when they were gone, swallowing a yelp when Enzo joined us but I couldn’t sense him. 
 
    “You wanted to send some of the easiest targets to Greece,” he explained as he started pulling out everything to make smoothies. “The college kids have exams this week but then they’re off a month. Brutus can go with the boys and finish their studies there while they work on more of their video ideas and they have winter break.” 
 
    I sighed. “Good drunk plan me. That focuses on his possible options.” I glanced at Enzo, who was watching this curiously. “One part of this is straightforward.” I caught him up on Brian almost dying and now a wolf and the bad part of Theon being the one to infect him. 
 
    “You want to make that go away, Giannis Barlos lose this drive to acknowledge Brian as his bloodline, and thus, his family to wield like a pawn to mate into the family,” Enzo caught on. “And take you over as I even know enough that the man does not respect women or recognize them as able leaders.” He bit back a smile when I gave him a look like he was one to talk. 
 
    “Yes, so…” I blew out a harsh breath as I sipped my coffee. “Any chance you can make him cluck like a chicken?” 
 
    He raised an amused eyebrow at me. “You think it’s like hypnosis?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s sort of like that when I enthrall people, right? I was thinking your gift is like that but permanent.” 
 
    “Sort of.” Understanding filled his eyes. “You want it to be if and when he smells Brian, he smells Christos’s bloodline.” 
 
    “Yes, I want the problem to go away and never, never come back. Just one of them to seriously leave us alone for fucking good,” I admitted, at wits’ end. I thanked Dain when he set a smoothie in front of me. “So crap eating time over?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “I ordered food as well as we have a guest. As long as you eat something good first.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Fill me in on this new enemy,” Enzo told me after he accepted his own smoothie. Something was in his gaze as he glanced between Dain and me and I wasn’t sure I liked it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I had any more room for other trouble or issues so it just had to wait its turn. 
 
    Dain gave me a shocked look as I told them more than I had admitted to seeing from Murray before. “You don’t just want him to handle Murray but the director.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I whispered. “I don’t know how much of it was Murray’s interpretation or just what he was putting together, but it scared me, Dain. The director is more than not a fan of supes and it’s not just him. Fine, there are senators and people in charge who hate us, but if he gets control of the FBI with that hate, from inside and outside to that level, all we’ve built and more could come tumbling down. 
 
    “And Murray is fine with that. He’s fine if it tumbles around the director too as long as he comes out on top. How he sees himself doing that is not good and especially not good for me as his memories of what happened in training have been twisted with his own ego.” I shook my head. “I won’t deny the damage he did to me, but I saw myself broken from his memory, sobbing in the corner.” 
 
    They both snorted. Yeah, no way I would break in front of an enemy. Hell, back then I wasn’t sure I knew how to break I was still so closed off and messed up. I’d learned a lot from the Navy but they’d also tied me in some knots with their sexism and everyone giving me conflicting orders, guidelines, or demands.  
 
    I had wanted one path, one set of rules, not just whichever commanding officer was in front of me that day, and the FBI was that path. I’d had hurdles with Murray during training and other hurdles since but it had been a good path that helped make me the woman I was, led me to what I had… And I didn’t want to give up on that yet. 
 
    “I don’t want to quit but I don’t know how to fight back on this one,” I finally admitted, relief filling Dain’s eyes that I hadn’t been pushed to quitting yet. 
 
    Not yet at least. 
 
    “Giannis Barlos is an easy deal to make and there is something I want in payment,” Enzo said after several moments of all of us lost in our thoughts and drinking our smoothies. “You would need to warn your grandmother as she sensed me even when I was cloaking, which was interesting to learn.” 
 
    I had a feeling he was fishing on that as he smiled when I flinched. Damn. I was so frazzled I wasn’t keeping my game face. “What is it you want?” 
 
    “To be part of your reconciliation with your husband. It still hasn’t happened yet after the delay, yes?” he asked, his eyes dancing with mischief. 
 
    It hit me like a smack upside the head. “You were the one on the phone, not Apollo?” 
 
    “You truly did not tell her,” he chuckled, shooting Dain an impressed look. 
 
    “That was part of the deal,” Dain replied easily. “I was disowned because of family politics and disobeying a despot of a family head, not dishonoring my lineage, species, or myself.” 
 
    He dipped his head. “I understand. When those who should lead by example fall out of line, to go against their wishes is sometimes the most honorable thing to do.” 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” I asked Dain. “And why are we not using those favors now?” 
 
    “I am.” Dain was quiet a moment but then shook his head. “Now isn’t the time to cash them in. I know not why but I know that.” He gave Enzo a suspicious look. “And what payment for helping us with this bigger problem? It may be longer term and more involved but it also is a hunt and in need of a puppeteer, one who enjoys that sort of work, like yourself, so part of you should thank her.” 
 
    He nodded. Food arrived and Dain handled that as Enzo studied me. I tried not to feel like a mouse being assessed for a study but for some reason that was the vibe I was getting. Enzo didn’t answer until we had food and started eating. 
 
    “I wish to see the reality TV of your life without the TV,” he explained, bouncing his head around a bit. “And with more reality.” He held up a finger when I went to ask what the heck that meant. “You are a woman who—by your own admission—has trouble understanding relationships and people on a personal level and yet has many relationships of different types and levels.” 
 
    “You would need to keep anything that you see, hear, or experience confidential and there would be written agreements,” Dain said while I tried to even think of where to start. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I saw something in Enzo’s gaze I didn’t like. “Take a different insurance plan. I will give you one as I have others that if you go off the rails too far, you can break the agreement and I’ll handle you but not with this, not with the people I care for. Keep it between us.” 
 
    “How did you know?” he asked, focused on his food, his shoulders tense and clearly not liking to be busted. 
 
    “I’ve seen that look in a vampire’s eyes a few times that while no one likes oversight or a boss, having a failsafe that immortality doesn’t lead to the insanity some have for them is smart. I like it myself, as things happen so fast in our world and to such extremes, I like knowing there is someone to pull me back from the brink. I will tell you that the failsafe isn’t the best path.” 
 
    He bristled at that, his knuckles turning white around the plastic fork. “And what would you recommend for all your few years?” 
 
    “An intervention,” Dain answered for me. “If you are of sound mind enough to realize you’re going off the rails to care enough to press the button and unleash Sera on you, there’s a chance you could still be saved.” 
 
    “That is not untrue but in my mind if I went off the rails, I wouldn’t care about keeping her secrets and would taunt her that way. I cannot think if I wasn’t myself and even more egotistical I would think she would kill me just for spilling secrets.” 
 
    “I take betrayal very seriously, and so do my wolf and siren,” I warned him. “The problem is sometimes that button is a bit easy to push and there should be some hoops to jump through before hitting self-destruct. I would rather be one of those hoops.” 
 
    “Does Apollo have one of those hoops?” 
 
    “Apollo has both,” Dain answered for me. “A hoop for if he gets close and a failsafe if he doesn’t recognize he’s on the edge and falls over.” 
 
    “I want both then. Yes, I want both,” Enzo agreed. 
 
    The next bite of my pancakes went down a roughly. That was a tall and scary order to agree to when it was the scariest monster around asking. He was more powerful than me. Then I remembered what he’d said about Eva. He knew I could call in the big guns.  
 
    “All right, but that’s separate from this,” I answered as I stabbed some breakfast potatoes roughly. “That’s a different favor or whatever.” I gave him a hard look. “What exactly are you asking me for in payment?” 
 
    He sighed, setting down his utensils and wiping his mouth before crossing his arms over his nicely toned and sexy chest. “I wish to see you with each of them. Something intimate but not necessarily being intimate. I want to understand how someone as complicated as you can allow giving more of yourself or caring for people in that way with how wounded and broken you have been.” 
 
    Sadly I couldn’t disagree. He wasn’t saying I was broken forever, but I’d been broken and a lot and the pieces didn’t always fit back together they way they’d been. It was more than scars sometimes but growth plates in the way or not connecting right. I wasn’t offended. 
 
    But Dain was. I could feel his anger coming through the bond white hot to the point it shocked me. 
 
    “Of all the things people have ever said about me, why does that upset you so much when he’s only stating the truth?” I asked him gently. 
 
    “I don’t like what you’ve been through and survived being framed as flaws in a diamond where you lose value,” he answered after he settled a bit. “You are the most spectacular wonder of the world and most of them were created by the elements and being alive like a river forming a canyon or an earthquake making mountain ranges. Something happened to make them but they are beautiful because of it.” 
 
    “You really love me,” I breathed, floored someone saw me in such a way. 
 
    “More than you might ever know,” he murmured, coming over and kissing my hair. “You do not carry scars that have broken you, but the layers and the shaping that made you perfect.” 
 
    “Well, unlike Seraphine, I did not turn out that way,” Enzo cut in. “And as you have recognized, we are not as far off from each other as you would like. I want to learn and know.” 
 
    I lost count of how many shocks had rocked me in the past several days but I was staring at another one. “You want to have a real relationship, like fall in love, try to see a woman as real and equal?” 
 
    He didn’t answer but the look in his eyes was answer enough. Regret. He was finally seeing there might have been another path for him. 
 
    But what was a monster that regretted what he’d become? 
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    “On a few conditions but one I need for my own sanity,” I said before we got into specifics and negations. I waited until he nodded. “You aren’t focused emulating what I do but learning.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “You worry I’m a sociopath who cannot truly feel emotions and will act my way through a relationship.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t think so, but I’ll be honest that I don’t want to know you that well. I spent a lot of time learning by watching and immersing myself for undercover work so I get playing the role but I played it on bad people. I would have a problem knowing I might set up some woman who maybe would fall for you to find out it was all an act or game.” 
 
    He nodded. “That is truly not my goal. Beyond that, I cannot say I will never fake anything. We all do. I do not wish a relationship that I am placating. I’d rather go back to what I was and had.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    “I have one,” Dain said, meeting Enzo’s gaze with his own determined one. “You take Seraphine as the idea of woman you might look for but not the woman you want. You wish to play or even have fun as Apollo does now and again, I would not object as I saw how you were with her just now. But he is crystal clear he will never wish to be with her as anything more.” 
 
    Enzo smiled but I was shocked. 
 
    “He could never have me as he would want me,” I reminded Dain. 
 
    “Yes, and he just admitted he might be open to changing what he wants or looks for in life.” 
 
    “If Seraphine is of the same opinion,” Enzo agreed. 
 
    I couldn’t meet his eyes, nodding. “I am. I’ve said before I don’t want to be your prey or the woman you think of in that way. Playing or fun is fine, but you lack something in a man I could ever wish to be real with.” I mentally winced, wondering if being around him was smart when I was off my game. 
 
    “And that is?” His tone was not happy I’d admitted that. 
 
    “The desire to make amends for what the monster has done,” Dain answered for me. “We have all done wrong or bad things but anyone close to Sera strives to do better and make up for the bad they’ve done. You might want to change course or reassess your life, but you have lines of hers you leap over and would never think to make amends.” 
 
    “That is not completely untrue and I say this not to change your mind on being closer to you but for your worries I am a sociopath.” He waited until I met his gaze. “This is not to be repeated, ever.” He looked relieved when I nodded, probably because he believed me. “There have been many, many times I’ve had to be monstrous and took care of the innocents hurt in the process. 
 
    “A father that needed to be killed or handled and I did not leave the family destitute because they no longer had a father. I knew the horrors that could befall such families, especially long ago. I cannot say I’ve always fed on those horrible before willing feeders or blood bags, but I did take such matters into account and I have always tried to see the ripples from what I have done.” 
 
    That was better than most of the “good guys” I knew. 
 
    “I understand.” And I did. I could be completely oblivious at times and the ripples ate at me later. It was actually nice even “bad” people paid attention. “So you want to see me with each of them?” 
 
    He shrugged. “A date, yes. You are in a tumultuous time and I would learn a lot about how such issues are handled in real relationships, not reality TV. Let’s be honest that even nonfiction is told from a different perspective than reality either to sensationalize the mundane or turn the subject into the hero. I want to see real.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be real if you were sitting there,” Dain reminded him 
 
    Enzo gave him a look not to be daft. “I understand but I can hear just fine from the other room. She has security cameras or webcams I can watch through. I am not asking she put in two-way mirrors all around for me. It will take me at least a week or two to start handling this situation as it is deeper and worse than she fully understands even. Let her have quiet stay-dates or whatever the term is with each one.” 
 
    “Could she tell them later?” Dain asked after a few moments of quiet to settle with that. “They could see it as a betrayal.” 
 
    “I’m not against that,” he accepted. “I would not want it known to be me but there is no reason later she cannot tell them someone was worried and checked in as you have or they have with you when there are issues. Or a friend was having a similar issue and wanted an example.” 
 
    That wouldn’t be what we said but I nodded. He basically didn’t want them to know it was him. I could work with that. Others wouldn’t think I’d ever call on him, willingly at least. 
 
    We hashed out details and Dain very meticulously laid out certain caveats that protected my side and everything Enzo would learn. It wasn’t like people were going to be giving their life story on one cozy date. 
 
    I cleared my throat when they were done, wanting to add something that might shock Dain. “I also want to explore more. So I want us having sex but you knowing it’s for both of us to explore, including you feeding me. We’ll get an array of blood from the club for you.” 
 
    “I have to drink right from the person to get information from it,” he told me, addressing one of my concerns. “I can also shut it off but I do not know with your power.” 
 
    “Thanks for being honest.” I met his gaze and saw a heat that I liked and I hated I liked it. “Do you agree?” 
 
    His lips twitched as he looked me over, inhaling slowly. “Yes, Seraphine, I would love to fuck you during my stay. You could have listed it as a concession.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Lying to you would be stupid as you reward generosity.” I stared at him over my coffee mug. “Plus, I want to play, which you might not always be up for the way I want but you promise to try.” 
 
    He nodded. “Why don’t you show me more of this young monster while your husband goes for the contracts?” 
 
    “And you can see it without me,” Dain muttered, sounding like he didn’t like that. 
 
    “Only when she allows me. I can’t root around, much like she cannot.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I told Dain, knowing this was part of the test and Enzo’s fun. I smiled to let him know it really was. I sighed when he left, knowing he would hurry. “Don’t take offense. It’s not like he’s worried to leave me alone with you—” 
 
    “He saw part of what you went through and doesn’t like you reliving it.” He stood, holding out his hand to me. “I will be as gentle as I can, I promise. As I said, I prefer to be the only monster you are afraid of. More than that, I wish you to call on me again as few ever truly give me what I want.” 
 
    I snorted as I accepted his hand, letting him pull me off the stool and following him into the living room. “That’s because you’re surrounded by people who take themselves too seriously. There was no reason not to give you it, but people won’t because it’s what you want. The price wasn’t too high, you weren’t asking for anything outside my morals, and it will be fairly easy to give. Why not?” 
 
    “Sometimes I don’t know if you’re naïve or maybe smarter than all of us.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re mutually exclusive,” I admitted as he sat. He pulled me to sit but then moved me so I was straddling his lap. “How do we do this?” 
 
    “Just like your ring blocks you from people, you power blocks me from seeing when I want. Let go. Open yourself to me and show me what I need to see firsthand.” 
 
    “Answer me one thing first.” I waited until he nodded. “What were you before you were a vampire?” 
 
    “You are very astute when you pay attention,” he murmured as he cupped my face and pulled me closer. “But I don’t think I’m ready to tell you that much yet. Will you trust me to save your people and sanity even if you don’t know?” 
 
    I nodded, running my hands over his chest before kissing him. “Don’t make me regret it, Enzo. I make a much better friend than enemy, as you’re about to see.” 
 
    “Oh? Is there something you left off what you showed your husband?” he teased me, frowning when I didn’t answer. “You naughty girl. Show me.” 
 
    I nodded, letting him in and showing him how I fought back against Murray too. I wasn’t proud of it but several times I’d fucked with his equipment in training. I’d taken cheap shots to his body that would hurt him and his times while thanking him for his extra “help” as clearly the Navy didn’t teach me anything as he thought I needed it. 
 
    Which pissed off several trainers who were former Navy. 
 
    And I even implicated him a few times in undercover corruption cases he wasn’t working on. There were probably lots of Andrew Murrays but the FBI went to its own house first. Always. 
 
    “I might have brought more of this on us than I let on,” I confessed as I swallowed down what that did to me. 
 
    “That is possible but from what I saw, the man has been fixated with you from the moment he saw you. I understand the fascination,” he muttered. “What else have you done?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing much. I had a few contacts or handlers make some calls to women he was seeing as payback for a sexual harasser the FBI didn’t care about. He lost a fiancée that way. I’ve done the same. There’s a girls’ club if you know where to look even if it’s not as big or desired as the boys’ club.” 
 
    “I understand.” He went to say more but suddenly his attitude changed and my top was gone, his hands on me as he kissed me. I flinched as I heard the door but he held me to him. 
 
    “Councilman, I didn’t know we were expecting you,” Carter said from the doorway. 
 
    “I was called upon,” Enzo chuckled, massaging my breasts as he stared at Carter. 
 
    “I thought we weren’t telling people,” I muttered. “And I don’t know what’s going on here, but the testosterone is ridiculous.” 
 
    “I know how to feel when someone’s cloaking and Councilman Dubois’s signature when doing it,” Carter explained. 
 
    “And the testosterone was Carter telling me the last time I saw him to stay very, very far away from you or I would have problems that might not take me down but would disrupt my affairs enough I would not like it,” Enzo added. He burst out laughing when I gave Carter a shocked look. “You did not know?” 
 
    “What did I say about going behind my back on things?” I asked Carter. 
 
    “I wasn’t hiding it,” he promised. “I actually started to tell you a few times but you didn’t want to hear his name or any of the council after Sousa visited, remember?” He looked relieved when I sighed. “I do not like his interest in you.” 
 
    “We’ve come to an arrangement her husband is making me sign, magically binding even. I can show her interest, play if she wants, hope she calls on me to make deals, but never, not ever, try to pursue her for more.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to handle the situation this time, Carter,” I told him, shaking my head when he opened his mouth to argue. “He’s not asking for anything I didn’t want to give. If anything, he’s going easy on me as he likes the perks of being my friend or at least included like Apollo does.” 
 
    Enzo snorted, sounding amused I’d figured that part out as well. 
 
    “Your lack of faith in me is hurtful,” Carter whispered, looking away from me. 
 
    “You misunderstand your Mistress,” Enzo chuckled before I could reply. “She values you so much she won’t risk you as part of the collateral damage. It’s not whether you could handle it or not, but she doesn’t want to get you so dirty.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Carter still wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    “Yes, plus Enzo has different connections and protection you don’t. You work for the FBI now, Carter. You screw with this and you could end up with more than a pink slip depending how this will all go.” I let out a slow breath. “It’s bad and this is bigger than Murray. Plus Murray is smart. I’m not saying smarter than you or me but he is smart. This isn’t the first act of the play. I know it’s not.” 
 
    “I’m already a known player then,” he sighed. 
 
    “Yes.” I swallowed a yelp when I was suddenly away from Enzo and in Carter’s arms. “What was that?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to touch you like he owns you around me. You looked shocked at what he was doing so I’d guess it was for my benefit.” 
 
    “How very jealous of a man to act over a woman he’s not officially involved with, especially when that man spent so many centuries looking down on men who let women change them.”  
 
    To say Enzo’s tone was amused was an understatement. 
 
    “Poking people wasn’t on the table, Enzo,” I reminded him. 
 
    “This is personal, not because he’s yours,” Enzo replied. “While I’ve always respected Carter and his handling of Apollo’s security, we are oil and water.” 
 
    “Let me assist,” Carter muttered as he rubbed my back. “I get what you’re saying but I know Dubois and the players. I would be a good liaison and help given Murray will be watching you closely.” 
 
    “I agree,” Enzo admitted. “And I wish to bring in a team.” He chuckled when Carter flinched. “No, not who you are thinking. A team more like yours.” 
 
    It was my turn to flinch, glancing at Enzo over my shoulder. “You mean a group of your ancients you sired that you want to give their freedom to but can’t outright as it makes you look weak or whatever.” I sighed when he didn’t answer, knowing that was answer enough. “Do they want territories?” 
 
    “No, on that I am most certain.” He cleared his throat as he stood, handing me back my top but then sliding it on me when Carter set me on my feet. “There are two schools of thought as to the ‘experiment’ you have here of a coven of ancients tied to the head of a region but also tied to a shifter of an area and the government, all who do not want a region of their own.” 
 
    “Three,” Carter corrected. 
 
    “Yes, you are right,” Enzo accepted. “First, that it’s a ploy and one of the ancients will of course take over.” 
 
    “Second, that we should be handled and handled now as ancients are best sprinkled about when not under a member of the council to be controlled,” Carter added. 
 
    “Third, that this was the answer many never thought of.” Enzo nodded when I gave him a shocked look. “Removed from the system as I believe you say. They don’t want to lead but following those who fear them leads to being oppressed. You have a different option and many think it’s worth protecting and doing right.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m the one keeping them behaved and while I’m more powerful, that difference isn’t as much as I’d like if we’re adding more. Even the weakest can win the fight when they have the numbers,” I worried. 
 
    “Agreed, which is why I will vouch for them and nothing is decided,” he replied with an easy shrug. “They do not fully believe it is how it is. While most would think of course the ancients would take over, others—mostly ancients—also believe we’re not being fully honest or your image is bullshit, only for the humans and government.” 
 
    I frowned. “And what do they think I really am?” 
 
    “A monster worse than me,” he answered, smiling brightly when my mouth fell open. “How else could you have accrued this sort of power and more so fast?” He shrugged again. “Remember, while humans believe in angels more often than demons, people are judgmental and distrusting by nature.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Mostly because that was me. Maybe not the judgmental part but distrusting? Oh yeah. 
 
    “Brian,” Carter announced, glancing at Enzo. 
 
    “No one but Dain knows and we need to keep it that way. Figure out how,” I told him. I went for the door but then paused, kissing Carter’s cheek. “I trust you. With everything. You help me with tons. I’m dying inside I pulled you guys in and it might go to shit and fast. Don’t expect me to add to it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed.  
 
    Enzo made himself scarce and Carter sat at the counter as if everything there had been his. I let out a slow breath before opening the door as Brian arrived. 
 
    “Hey, hi, sorry,” he muttered, clearing his throat. His eyes were a bit puffy; we healed fast—even that stuff—but still, I could tell. “So I wanted to show you something. Partly because it will make you laugh but also I wanted you to see that while I’m an idiot on lots, I do think about you and what would make you happy. A lot.” 
 
    I nodded, not sure what else to say and curious what was in the large box from Amazon. I moved aside and let him in. 
 
    “So you know how Topher is really into all of his animal outfits?” 
 
    “Yeah, he understands on some level we’re more than human. He gets animal images off of us.” 
 
    “Right, but you said he’s totally into pandas. He loves that panda outfit more than anything.” 
 
    “He does. The elephant is a close second, but he’s totally into pandas.” 
 
    He nodded to Carter and set the box on the counter as I closed the door. “I know we’re not doing holiday cards, like the picture ones, but I thought maybe we could do some cute ones for my parents and yours.” 
 
    “Okay, we get this is your first step in groveling, but Christmas will be over by the time you’re done so spit it out.” 
 
    “It’s more of a visual,” Brian grumbled, gesturing for me to turn around. 
 
    Was he for real? I sighed, doing it just to get on with my day and too tired to argue or think too hard. I was dying to turn around when I heard Carter burst out laughing. 
 
    “Ready,” Brian announced a few minutes later, his voice muffled. 
 
    Yeah, that would be because of the panda costume he was wearing. For real. The full person mascot one, not even with the head going in the mouth but the ones I wondered how horrible it was to see out of. 
 
    “Seriously?” I snickered before a giggle slipped out. An actual giggle and then the laughter just came out. The six-six hardass division chief of the FBI was in a full panda costume. 
 
    Oh. My. Gawd. It was ridiculous. 
 
    “I had to contact them with my measurements even if from Amazon because I was too tall,” he said with the head on, waving his hands. “It’s not bad in here. I mean, I wouldn’t want to walk stairs or in the summer. My wolf doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you won’t like weird things like crime scene gloves and other stuff that’s too confining.” I burst out laughing all over again. “You really did this for Topher?” 
 
    The big head nodded. “I got a panada costume for you too. Um, it looked bigger in the picture.” 
 
    “Sure it did,” Carter drawled, tossing it over to me. 
 
    Yeah, sure it did. It wasn’t nearly as sexy as the costumes they wore at the club but it definitely wasn’t a bulky goofy one as his. 
 
    “In the picture the skirt went midthigh,” he defended. “The model must have been shorter.” 
 
    “Most women are shorter than me,” I reminded him but forgave it as a lot of models weren’t. I held it up to my body. It wasn’t bad, really, but it was miniskirt length but a flared skirt with a white fuzzy border instead that saved it. I let out a slow breath and nodded. “We can take pictures with Topher and give them to family. That doesn’t make it okay but I don’t want him knowing there are problems with us.” 
 
    “I love you, Sera.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I don’t know if that makes it weird that you said it while wearing that or somehow better as I don’t want to punch you with that head on.” 
 
    “You can punch me.” 
 
    “I’m your Alpha, that was already an option,” I snapped, clearing my throat when Carter gave me a shocked look. “I’m going to go get Topher so he can at least see you in that thing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I whispered as I headed for the door. “I just wish I believed you wouldn’t do it again as you don’t seem to learn from your mistakes.”  
 
    Harsh but true. I would have never thought he’d pull this shit again after how I reacted to him promoting Agent Franks without asking me. And that was before we were officially together, simply messing around. How could he think I wouldn’t be upset? 
 
    Men. 
 
    Topher was up and Maya said she would take a shower if I had him. She hesitated when I said Brian was there, swallowing down what she probably wanted to say. 
 
    “Carter and Dain are there as well,” I promised. “Brian knows it will be at least a few months. He might need to see Topher more but they are not to be alone, and no holding him until after his first shift.” 
 
    “I’m glad you agree that best,” she sighed, giving me a tired smile. 
 
    “Where do your family live?” I asked, realizing we hadn’t discussed her taking off for the holidays. 
 
    “In Europe.” She chuckled when she probably caught onto my feelings. “Fairies do not celebrate Christmas but New Year’s is normally an event with family. I spoke with Dain about a weekend trip to see mine but he told me about this new threat. With your permission I would like to speak with Queen Laila about two fairy guards who focused on nothing besides Topher whereas others may be distracted by other things.” 
 
    I glanced down at Topher and nodded. The building was completely secured and even upgraded by Carter and Noah after I bought it. It was FBI office sort of secure but Topher still had to go out in winter to the doctor or whatever and guards would be smart. 
 
    Yeah, really smart. 
 
    I went back to my apartment and for a moment I was lighter. When Topher squealed in joy at the dancing goofy panda that was Brian, I couldn’t help but smile. I even went back and changed him into his panda outfit—glad it was clean—and then put on the costume for me. It was still embarrassing and I was sure I looked like a twit but Topher was thrilled. 
 
    And so was Brian. I gave him a glance that everything wasn’t okay or fixed and the look in his eyes told me he truly understood that. But he was still taking the win I let us do that.  
 
    Okay, I could see that as a win. 
 
    “I told Maya she could contact Queen Laila about guards for Topher,” I told Carter and Dain when he arrived. “It was her suggestion.” 
 
    “You’re really that scared this guy will harm Topher?” Brian whispered. 
 
    “Harm him physically? No,” I answered, shaking my head when he looked relieved. “But do not put it past him to take blood as my DNA is on file. He would absolutely take blood to try and disprove my story or find skeletons.” 
 
    “He seems like the type to terrorize you to knock you off your game and tenderize you for the final punch,” Carter muttered. “Like send you a selfie he took with Topher to show he could get to him.” 
 
    “Yes, that is exactly the sort of thing he would do,” I agreed. “Nothing overt or risk him breaking the law but everything that the threat is implied. But I don’t want you to think he’s above breaking the rules. He gets off on that and in plain sight like sexually assaulting me during training.” I shook my head. “Honestly, what I got from his mind, I don’t know he’s not above the rest. 
 
    “His mind is darker than I remember. I’m more powerful but… It was dark.” I quickly changed what I was thinking of when Topher gave a whimper. I hadn’t realized he’d grabbed my finger and was touching me. I smiled at him and thought of happy and us dancing and playing so he settled. “He is the ultimate Saruman, walking around as the white wizard, but really he’ll burn us all for power and what he wants.” 
 
    It was the truth but I needed a break from the conversation for a bit. 
 
    And to not be around Brian. I was glad when he left after it was time to put Topher down for a nap. He had other people who could help him at the moment and right then it couldn’t be me. 
 
    No matter how much I still loved him. 
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    “Is Carter staying?” I asked when everything was signed and magically locked in. 
 
    “Wait, first, Nina says she will be in her shop early tomorrow getting holiday orders together for a big delivery day,” Dain said to Enzo. “Then would be a good time for you to stop in per your agreement?” 
 
    He nodded, giving me an amused glance. “After what happened with Igor, she made it clear that any of us coming into her territory and risking those under her protection better make sure to drop in and state our intentions.” 
 
    “I thought she was under pack protection?” I asked, glancing at Dain. 
 
    “Yes, but you’re under the coven’s protection and they’re under the pack’s,” Carter said, giving a half shrug. “That’s how alliances work. She’s someone the council acknowledges.” 
 
    Enzo snorted. “Anyone with a brain does.” He gave Dain a nod. “I would be honored. That gives me a chance to speak with her on disguises and help as I cannot be part of this as me.” He looked at me then. “I assume Nina is in your confidence?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fine,” I agreed. “I’m not going to get into it with the other supe leaders but I need to warn them.” 
 
    “Noah already did,” Carter told me. “He made it very clear to them that they needed to warn their people and not listen to any bullshit coming from Murray. They will report any contact or threats or even implications. Murray’s used to playing with humans. We’re not and we can sense more than he’d assume.” 
 
    “You’d think,” I muttered, knowing how hard it was to get a reading when knocked off your game. “So are you staying?” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he prepare you in the shower?” Enzo offered with a smirk. “If your husband and I are to share you, I don’t want you in any discomfort.” I blinked at him, unsure of how to phrase what I was thinking. “Yes, my penis will be in your anus as your husband fornicates with you for your reconciling.” 
 
    Okay then. I maybe should have clarified what he meant by “involved” but I wasn’t against it. I nodded, wondering why he would have Carter prepare me then? Like an offering? “Get those agreements to Alena and make sure Eva is read in.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dain agreed. “I will also let Noah and the others know we have secured a big gun for the plan but it will take time.” 
 
    I thanked him and offered Enzo the guest room for him to put his stuff in if he wanted, assuming he’d brought luggage or something. I went with Carter to my bathroom, thinking I’d had a shower that morning so why was I showering again? Because it was anal sex? I mean, I wasn’t against that but it was all very… Something. 
 
    “Why do I feel like the pig being dressed up for the feast?” I asked Carter under my breath once we were in the shower with the water covering some of the sound. 
 
    “How much do you know about traditional fairy matings with noble bloodlines?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” I sighed. 
 
    “It used to be a custom that when a woman was accepted into a family by mating, the head of the bloodline was to be involved, accepting the woman who would now be one of his and take his name, live in his house, as much as the husband and mate.” 
 
    I couldn’t cover the need to gag fast enough. “So dad got in on the wedding night sex? Gross.” 
 
    “Dad or grandfather or much older as they don’t die of old age,” Carter chuckled. “Yeah, it’s something some ancients do with their covens. It’s in excuse to taste the goods or whatever without cheating but it’s… Most of them were forced into matings like Dain’s sister was to be. It’s all the same as rape in my mind. Enzo doesn’t mean it that way but it’s a dig that Dain’s father would never be part of your life.” 
 
    I snorted. Dain hated his dad. I understood the layers now but still, I couldn’t see Dain caring all that much and he would have hated that tradition. If I knew anything, I knew that. I doubted he would ever have let a woman he wanted endure that even if it hadn’t been me or if he wasn’t disowned. 
 
    “Why have you prepare me? That seems like something too?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s basically saying I have the ranking of your lady’s maid or handmaiden instead of right hand to the Alpha and Queen of the Midwest. You are princess of the Dorcus clan and he’s downgrading me from right hand to a councilman to your servant.” 
 
    “Let him play the games,” I muttered, worried it would upset him. 
 
    The wry look he gave me said clearly he couldn’t give a flying fuck and not to think on it again. I didn’t after he kissed me. He washed me, smacking my hands away when I tried to do it or even wash him. Then he knelt behind me and got me “ready” in the absolute best way. My whole body was mushy by then and I wanted to have sex with him. 
 
    And then a nap. 
 
    He wrapped me in a towel and another for my hair before carrying me out to my bedroom. He bowed with me in his arms. “My Lord, I present the new addition to your bloodlines.” 
 
    I snickered, shaking my head at him. He couldn’t just let it go after all but at least Dain and Enzo found it amusing, which was why he did it. He didn’t start actual trouble but he was as big of a smart ass as I was. 
 
    He tossed me on the bed, taking the towel with him so I landed naked with the towel in my hair half on. I shot him a look that promised retribution and he only snorted. Yeah, he liked when I did anything as it got him time on my schedule. 
 
    Enzo and Dain were naked on the bed before I blinked, already having most of their clothes off. Apparently they were ready for the fun. 
 
    Which got me wound up fast. 
 
    Enzo moved behind me, having me kneel and then sit on my feet to start. He scooted closer and then had my legs slide on either side of his. I gasped as his fingers teased my ass. 
 
    “You are still new to this, yes?” 
 
    “I’m not sure where the line is from new to experienced but let’s go with I don’t have a ton of experience,” I offered. 
 
    Carter snorted again, sitting comfortably on the loveseat I had in my room. “We’re working on that. She doesn’t like it rough there as she does vaginally.” 
 
    “Not sure that’s something we should be telling people,” I muttered, shocked I hadn’t realized that. Well, Carter really paid attention, so I understood why he knew but it seemed like something I maybe should have realized first? 
 
    Add it to the list then. 
 
    Enzo took his advice and slowly worked his dick in me, giving me a moment when I hissed at the burn. What he had was nice, bigger than average, but not a monster like a few others I had sex with did… And I was grateful for that right then.  
 
    “Come, reclaim your wife,” Enzo said to Dain when he was fully in me, teasing my breasts as he ran his fangs over my skin. I shivered. “You like being bitten?” 
 
    “Not for food but yeah, it’s—only during sex.” 
 
    “Bite her but don’t drink since you see too much then,” Dain suggested as he moved closer. He spread my legs wider for him as he leaned in until we were almost kissing. “You are more beautiful than the day we met, my wife. You are the most beautiful woman to me ever and I do not mean only the physical. I want nothing more than to be as we were. Will you accept me again?” 
 
    “Not as we were,” I whispered, leaning my forehead to his. “You can’t be the man who is stupid and abandons his wife who has abandonment issues again.” 
 
    “We sink or swim together, I swear it,” he rasped. “I will never leave you trying to keep you afloat on your own. We are stronger together and together we shall handle everything.” 
 
    “I accept. I’m yours forever,” I murmured, thinking that was what he was waiting for. I meant it, but it sounded weird to say. 
 
    Then again, we really never had vows or a real wedding how I knew them so what did I know? 
 
    He moved me so he could push in me, growling when I gasped at how full having them both in me made me feel. He kissed me desperately as Enzo tried to distract me. It was like he knew that Dain wanted that emotional orgasm with me like I’d had with Jonik. I just didn’t know if he wanted to block it, feel it too, or share it like he was having it with me. 
 
    All three? None? 
 
    “Focus on me,” Dain whispered against my lips as started moving. His hands ran up and down my thighs as he thrust, staring into my eyes in a way that I couldn’t look away from. “We will share what you did with Jonik. Not tonight. That’s for us only. This is about us even if we’re sharing it.” He gave me an impish smirk which was rare for him. “Like when you sirened me and I mated you. Remember that?” 
 
    I nodded. “It was snowing like now.” 
 
    “Yes, almost a year ago. You were like an angel standing in the snow on my balcony. My own personal angel who offered me all of her and everything I never knew I wanted.” 
 
    “Dain,” I gasped as he moved faster, his grip changing to needier as he moved my arms to loop back around Enzo’s neck. He attacked my skin with his lips, nipping that spot under my ear. “You fucked me on every inch of your room and bathroom.” 
 
    “I know. I see it every time I’m there. I’m always horny in my own damn room because I have flashes of being with you,” he grunted, the words coming out choppy as he moved faster. “I won’t last.” 
 
    “My Energizer Bunny won’t last?” I moaned, shocked and ready to fall over into bliss myself. 
 
    “Missed you too much. At court I touched no one, wanted none of it, but you awakened that part of me. That need didn’t die while we were apart.” 
 
    Shit, that was sort of hot to know it was building for me for almost a year. It sucked the reason and we’d only been making out since I was rescued, but yeah, that was sort of hot. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered against my skin and my orgasm hit me hard, his doing the same.  
 
    “I love you too,” I breathed when we were done and he was holding me tightly. It wasn’t our best, not even close, but I knew he’d made sure of that so Enzo wasn’t in the memory of our top hits. 
 
    Which Enzo had not expected for our reunion from what I was getting from him. I was glad Dain had done it but I didn’t want Enzo pissed and ruin his mood with me. I pushed Dain to lie on his back, bringing Enzo with me as I straddled Dain. I glanced at him over my shoulder. “You drive.” 
 
    I could feel Dain’s amusement at the situation and my surprise. I gave him a look that I couldn’t believe him. Then again, he had pride as a man and Enzo had intentionally pushed his buttons. I could sort of understand that. 
 
    And at least Enzo took me up on my offer, in charge of our fun and still careful of me when he was that pissed. That also shocked me and I said as much when we were done. 
 
    “I am a man of control,” he reminded me. 
 
    “I know, your control scares me even as when control that strong snaps things go very wrong,” I panted as I snuggled up between them, the three of us lying on the bed. “I just can’t ever wrap my mind around being in control when I’m as angry as you got.” I shrugged. “There’s a lot I don’t always get.” 
 
    “I hate to interrupt but Simone is texting you asking if you’re still doing the siren show tonight and the tasting soon,” Carter muttered, focused on his phone when I glanced at him. 
 
    “Tasting?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “Fuck, I forgot,” I groaned. “Simone wanted to change up the menu and do some different stuff but not while I was gone. We’ve talked about it some more and last month we did a trade out with one of the Dorcus resorts. Two chefs who have vast experience in Mediterranean cuisine and have gotten Michelin stars came and did a month of a different menu. It went over really well.” 
 
    Carter and Dain snorted. That was an understatement. Most restaurants and places wouldn’t ever take a risk like that but it was a really cool idea and people liked really cool ideas to take a break from life. 
 
    “We’re thinking of doing the same with a few chefs trained in Chinese cuisine—specifically Sichuan, Jiangsu, and Cantonese for January and until the Chinese New Year. The sampling is the first round of what they’re thinking. The goal is traditional dishes that can be at markets and stalls that people flock to when they visit but with an upscale twist and flair that people come here for.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting concept.” 
 
    “Want to come? I have bespelled lipstick. You can act like one of Carter’s friends visiting.” 
 
    “He’d have to wear lipstick still,” Carter chuckled, looking about to burst out laughing. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, we already thought of that and the last one I got from Nina is clear, more like a gloss but it stays like a lip paint.” 
 
    “Yes, I would,” he agreed after a few moments. “I’ve wanted to see the show Apollo talks about so much.” 
 
    “Cool, but I meant the tasting.” I shrugged when he turned me to face him. “You’re thousands of years old and probably have the most refined palate of any of us. It’s why Carter and some of the ancients are going. I like trying new things but I have dietary restrictions and—” 
 
    Carter burst out laughing. “You being the world’s biggest wuss with spicy food is not a dietary restriction, Sera.” 
 
    “That bad?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed, rolling over onto my stomach and glaring at Carter. “For your information, Dr. Sloan said I had a hypersensitivity to spices. He tested me. It’s a real thing, something about my tongue, taste buds, and I had a lot of stomach problems as a human so shut it. My point is that I can’t try everything and some they might have to mute for me so knowledgeable help would be nice so it’s not all on Simone.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m sorry,” Carter gasped as he calmed down. “I’ve just never seen someone turn so fucking red from wings none of us thought as hot. At all.” 
 
    I stuck out my tongue at him and rolled over again so I was straddling Enzo, much to his surprise. “Are you done poking at Dain? If you come play with us can you not poke back after he didn’t give you all you wanted? I’d rather add something fun to do the deal than there be issues. Please? No more fucking problems.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’d like to meet your son.” 
 
    I let out a slow breath. “Fine, but you cannot hold him.” I shook my head. “He can’t control his power or wear a ring like…” I closed my eyes and covered my face, letting out a wordless scream. 
 
    Enzo hadn’t known that Topher was clairvoyant. 
 
    “We all assumed he was, Sera,” he said gently, rubbing his hands over my thighs. “You were instantly vigilant and we know it was your father’s child, not a distant cousin. The lie made it clear he was probably like you, but no one on the council will use that or disclose it, you have my word.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe, no offense,” Dain said gently. 
 
    “No, it’s not, because while the council is dark and goes way beyond what most of you think, they have lines of honor that would shock people,” Carter argued. “Remember, they are the ones that enforce such crazy rules and laws that if you break an agreement you forfeit all you have and your life. Going after children is a line none will touch. Any living relative for a vampire is sacred.” 
 
    Right, because they couldn’t have kids anymore. Something about the virus killed off sperm and eggs.  
 
    “I swear to you I will never even confirm you admitted it,” Enzo promised when I still couldn’t calm down. “You let your guard down around me, that is not to be punished but it amazes me as you know I am a monster.” 
 
    True, but I was glad the monsters had lines even they wouldn’t cross. 
 
    I nodded, letting out a shaky breath. “Tell Simone I’m in. I need to feed and heavily. Dr. Sloan said so after completely draining myself for Brian.” I slid off of him and focused on Carter, letting Dain comfort me as well. “Orson said something about having council guard friends who would be interested in moving since we’re so much fun here.” 
 
    “You mean you keep getting fucking shot at,” he growled. “Yes, we’ve had friends ask to get them out like you did the new ones.” Understanding filled his eyes. “You think we make this like a test on how good they are at security to explain Dubois’s guys instead of we brought in a team like we’re worried.” 
 
    I nodded. “More help, right? The other plan’s been going well and we’ve gotten some pretty good info. If we’re going to bring in more prey shifters from Russia and refugees more security would make sense. I mean you know this better than I do but couldn’t we use more people since we expanded again?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dain sighed. “More packs signed the contracts to give blood at the deal you made Virgil. Queen Laila wants to expand again. New York could use more people as well as Melicent has been taking over the world there too. We actually have about two hundred jobs that could use people. Plus your five other packs are getting a lot going and done. People are requesting another APA event in January.” 
 
    “Ugghhhh,” I groaned as I covered my head with my hands. “We need like twenty of us for all the trouble you start, Dain.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me, my love,” he chuckled, turning on his side and kissing my shoulder. “People were offering to host but Noah and the local Alphas made it rather clear given the rumors it was a mob network and other problems that started because of it, we needed to have events where we would have the law on our side, for now.” 
 
    “Agreed but I think the next one should be in Vegas to show it’s safe too. Laila said they could use more people as well.” I blew out a harsh breath. “Okay, let’s get going. Carter, figure out rooms or maybe a conference room for Enzo’s people at one of the hotels. Or we can let them have the house in Highland Park. Whatever is on the DL.” 
 
    “Here would be better,” Carter countered. “A bunch of us can double up in apartments and let them use ours. I don’t want to risk a hotel conference room with people coming and going too much. We need to assume Murray won’t be working alone.” 
 
    “A good assumption, but while he might be smart, he does not think the same of Sera and the director certainly doesn’t,” Dain told him. “Monroe said it was comments here and there but after the shit with getting the court ruling shifters can sniff cocaine and the cartel problems, the comments are much worse and all alluding to her being put in as division chief a colossal mistake and disaster for the FBI.” 
 
    Carter and even Enzo snorted, which made me feel better but like ouch. Who didn’t love hearing the director of the FBI thought that of you? 
 
    We got ready to leave, Enzo having only brought one carry-on bag for now but enough clothes. He had already contacted the people he wanted to get involved and then I showed him how to use the lipstick. 
 
    “Basically you visualize how—” 
 
    “I know how the magic works,” he assured me, leaning in towards the mirror and putting it on. 
 
    The way he said it though, with such confidence that didn’t seem just he’d used spells before, clicked in my brain. “You were a warlock before you were a vampire, weren’t you?” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock that he quickly schooled. “Technically, but no, as I could control no magic of my own, but I had magical blood on my father’s side so I was sensitive to it, could sense it. I was a bastard though and he did not acknowledge me. My mother was a psychic, a full one, so with that mix I was one as well. A powerful one because of the magical blood, which was what she hoped.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Hoped?” 
 
    He nodded. “Not to sell me or other horror stories but she was not a woman of means and all the men her parents—who were psychics and dangerously used it for money and to not work otherwise—were trying to sell her to were horrible. Instead she found my father, who had money and means, and learned of his magic. She seduced him to be his mistress and had me. I helped her survive.” 
 
    “A payoff from him?” 
 
    “Yes, but also, she had a child out of wedlock, no one would marry her then. She ‘ruined’ herself so that she wouldn’t be sold and took the payoff and ran so she didn’t end up at a brothel.” He studied me in the mirror. “You remind me of her many times and I mean that as a compliment. My mother was a survivor but was a good mother and woman. She simply could not stand for what was expected of her.” 
 
    “Good woman,” I praised. I couldn’t even imagine how hard that must have been given it was hard now not to bow to what society or people wanted or thought my life should be. Thousands of years ago it would have been a joke. “That’s a badass story. You should talk to Brutus and let him tell it.” I shrugged. “A woman like that shouldn’t be left out of history.” 
 
    “That might be one of the nicest things someone has ever said of her.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to the wrong people then, Enzo.” 
 
    He frowned. “I’ve never told anyone about her, not for many, many years.” He focused on the mirror then and applied the lipstick, physically changing his deep green eyes to silver ones. His salt-and-pepper medium-length hair that was perfectly styled became longer blond hair held in a ponytail. It was actually a good look for him.  
 
    He added a large scar on the right side of his face along with a bit more girth to him. The spell couldn’t change height or body type so I didn’t know how he did that. Even the scar.  
 
    “It only works because I’m not naked and the scar is a characteristic just as hair and eyes,” he explained, hopefully getting that from the way I was looking at him. 
 
    And then I had a horrible thought. Maybe he wasn’t. “You’re still psychic, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “I would ask you not tell anyone that.” 
 
    “Could you not read our thoughts?” I asked softly. 
 
    He gave me an amused look. “I never do. I made a promise to my mother long ago that I would never listen unless in danger or to help. She hated the way her parents abused the power for money and was trained to do the same. I will say some of my excessive control stemmed from that as it was needed to survive with such a powerful gift, as you fully know.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don’t, as I was a fraction of a normal clairvoyant. Only touching people or the rare loud broadcaster. I can’t get anything from objects. I was honestly a horrible clairvoyant until I became a wolf and it got stronger. All it really gave me was migraines and I couldn’t block any of it.” 
 
    “Because no one taught you. There are ways but you have too much to learn already and your ring is an ingenious solution.” 
 
    “Yeah, it gave me a lot I never thought possible,” I murmured as I twirled it around my finger. It was then I saw my other hand that was now without an engagement ring.  
 
    Funny how I only wore it a few hours and could already miss it so much. 
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    “You want to talk?” Simone asked me after giving me a hug. 
 
    “Yes, but later, privately,” I answered, realizing that was how I really felt. “Want to take a soak later after the siren show?” 
 
    “I’ll see if there’s a hot tub open but yeah, that sounds like heaven.” She gave me a wink and walked off, relief filling me that maybe I could get some perspective tonight talking with her. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I hissed as I locked gazes with Grigori… The Beta from Russia I’d rescued and completely forgotten about.  
 
    Completely. 
 
    He chuckled and came over to me. “I understand, Alpha, I do. You wear many hats and have much support to make it all work. Jonik has been wonderful helping to get me settled. I have spoken to Milo with his help and I will be sponsored by him for citizenship and a job. I am elated to be an enforcer with a life of my own instead of a Beta who was treated like a dog.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like the plan. I am sorry though. I know it’s not an excuse but I am normally not remotely so dismissive. I am still glad we got you out.” 
 
    “I am as well and Milo has some ideas of how and where to start with Oleg. They are looking into some things and will present it to you.” 
 
    “Good, the shifter council wants to be involved and not leave it completely on us. Eugene might be of help on this one.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock but he nodded, thanking me and promising to tell Milo. Also that he was already working on his English. Good, that would help communicating with the pack. 
 
    The conversation also reminded me that I needed to meet with Eugene and discuss some things. Axel too. Fuck. 
 
    I sat at a large booth with Dain on one side at the end and Carter and “Eric,” which we decided would be Enzo’s undercover name. I pulled out my phone to send some messages but raised my head when I felt nerves and upset, frowning when it was Ashley, Julia, and a few others of the younger wolves in college. 
 
    “If someone at that school so much as looked at you funny again, I’m going to end up in jail,” I said with a growl. 
 
    Ashley’s lips twitched and I felt them ease down. “No, not remotely, but we need a favor and it’s horrible timing.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah, sure, but shouldn’t you guys be studying for exams upstairs?” 
 
    “We were but one of our projects took a turn,” Julia sighed. “We knew you were coming for the tasting and hoped you could fit us in too.” 
 
    “Sure. What do you need help with?” 
 
    “We need to present the project to you as if it was a business offer,” Ashley answered. “We were thinking of it one day or an idea for later when things aren’t so crazy but they always are. Our professor said the idea is just too out there and not viable. We argued that it could be to the right person and we tailored some of it to present to you. He said he’d reconsider our grade if we presented it to you and you didn’t laugh.” 
 
    “Asshole,” I grumbled. “I swear some people become teachers just so they can bully kids for life.” 
 
    “You have an unfavorable opinion of teachers?” Enzo asked me, giving me a curious look. 
 
    “No, I know some good ones. I know there are lots of good ones.” I shrugged. “Brutus is an amazing one. I’ve had great trainers but remember, I get called in when there are problems, not fun.” I glanced back at Ashley and nodded. “Present it to me while we eat and I’m already busy. That’s good experience for you guys as well as you’re too young to get full and real meetings.” 
 
    “What subject was the project for?” Enzo asked them. 
 
    “We did a combined one with the professor’s permission as we took a deeper dive than was required,” Julia answered. “Econ and Marketing and Expansion. Econ sucks but Marketing and Expansion was seriously awesome. That professor wasn’t as harsh as the Econ one but he seemed to think there were some holes that made the idea not viable but creative and thinking outside of the box.” 
 
    “Which that class would approve but an economics one would not,” he surmised. 
 
    “Who’s this guy?” Simone asked as she joined us, gesturing to Enzo. “And I booked us the small hot tub just for us. Your security can line up the hall but we need girls time.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “And he’s a friend of mine visiting to help with a situation,” Carter answered, giving her a look to take note of that but let it go. 
 
    She nodded and then looked up when the cart came over with food. “Okay, so we were thinking of adding one part now for winter and then the full menu change for January through the Chinese new year.” 
 
    I moaned when the first of it was set down. “I love hot pot. I’ve never had a Chinese one though.” I gave her a curious look. “We could do a month of Korean BBQ extra. That’s a fun one too.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “The chefs want to give the hosts a crash course on how to serve and blend broth for hot pot as that’s part of them sitting at the table. They’re also having a tasting.” 
 
    I nodded when I saw where she was pointing. “Yeah, I’m good with that. If nothing else, learning any extras is never something bad.” I focused on the visiting chef. “What’s the difference between Chinese and Japanese hot pot?” 
 
    “They’re spicier normally. Japanese hot pot is meant to be mellow and comforting where Chinese is meant to bring the heat to the cold in a few ways.” 
 
    I sighed as the others chuckled. Of course it would be spicier.  
 
    “Sera, there are several people up front saying you invited them for this?” Beth told me as the hot pot was getting set up. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I breathed, blinking between her and Simone. “Oh fuck. I’m so not allowed to be boss anymore.” I kept cussing as I crawled over Dain and raced to the entrance to find a huge mess of my making. “Wow, a lot of you came.” 
 
    “Did you not check the replies?” one of the closest YouTubers asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. “There was a problem in my FBI trip to Russia and one of the division chiefs was almost killed. Oh, and there was a bomb at a church yesterday downtown. So life is a bit hectic. I forgot I didn’t clue in Simone and Noah.” 
 
    “Why are several popular food review YouTubers here with luggage in the entrance, Sera?” Simone asked with a growl. 
 
    “It worked well for the Dorcus resorts and then I heard Laila did the same and a few wanted to come try our changed menu or review here but we don’t allow cameras or pictures. I offered them the chance if they did better blurring than I’ve seen in their videos—” 
 
    “And to help build the menu, right?” that same guy asked. “I came because of that. I’ve never gotten to review potential menus and have input plus the other places you said we could review while here.” 
 
    “Yes, and we’ll get you to review our normal menu too,” I promised. 
 
    “This is genius and I will handle it. You’re grounded,” Simone grumbled, leaning in and giving me a kiss on the cheek. “Easy fix going forward. CC me on messages you send even asking. I’ll follow up then.” 
 
    “Simone, you do everything for this place. I should help more.” 
 
    “No, you need to be more silent and go eat non-spicy hot pot,” she lectured me, shooing me off.  
 
    I went, feeling horrible I’d made a mess for her to clean up. All I seemed to be doing lately was making messes and bringing danger and trouble to us. I sat in the booth heavily and snuggled up to Dain when he slid in again. 
 
    “We all have overflowing plates. Please don’t be so down on yourself, my love,” he murmured against my hair. “It was a genius idea. It might be time for you to have a personal assistant besides the Betas or Carter or I carrying out orders.” 
 
    “I’ve heard ‘life managers’ are a profession on the rise,” Enzo added, giving me a look that clearly said he had one. I nodded, thanking him for the input. It was a good idea but how the hell could I find someone I could trust that much and with so much? 
 
    I got lost in hot pot and the presentation. That was easy as it was a good one for sure. The kids had really done a lot of prep and research and were coming at it from an angle I’d never thought of. 
 
    “So you want me to buy land for solar farms and then implement them?” I muttered when they were done. 
 
    “Yes, and what we think the professor missed as he’s not an agriculture professor is we’re saying use brownfield sites,” Julia explained. “I think he assumed we meant in Brownfield, Illinois, which doesn’t make sense, but fine.” 
 
    “Brownfield sites are unfarmable land,” Dain filled in for someone at our table who didn’t understand. “It takes into account the growing concern of farmers changing over crops to solar and losing needed farmland and produce.” He was already glancing over the report as well. “You have the federal and state tax credits?” 
 
    “Yes, and a list of corporate tax breaks and programs,” Ashley answered. 
 
    “What about personal?” I asked, glancing over his shoulder. 
 
    “We have some of them,” Julia muttered and I could smell their confusion. 
 
    I dipped some beef in the hot pot and stirred it as I met their gazes. “What people don’t understand when they bitch that corporations don’t pay enough taxes is the taxes still get paid but by the shareholders. It’s technically double dipping but that doesn’t matter when it’s the government. The corporation pays tax on the income and then the shareholders pay tax on that income as well, their part of it.” 
 
    “That should be in the fine print,” someone grumbled.  
 
    “Yes, it was something I wasn’t too keen to learn about as well,” I drawled. “So the accountants do a lot to utilize the right donations and write-offs so the company doesn’t pay much taxes but I still pay a shit ton. I mean, for the company I own solo I literally pay taxes on that income twice. It’s rather ridiculous when people see the big picture and then listen to all the bitching.” 
 
    “We could look into the personal ones,” Julia told me. 
 
    “You’ve sited the places and information in your biography so that’s what I need,” Dain muttered. “And how would you repay this investment? Your numbers are rather low from what I’ve seen the costs are.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have people to help,” Ashley defended. “We have construction people and those who can do some of the leg work. The actual installation of solar panels needs a technician but that might be a good area to have people trained in for the pack as they’ll need upkeep and maintenance.” 
 
    “The repayment would be working with ComEd and taking the energy off your bills. It costs more to use their energy than they would pay for energy into the grid,” Julia explained and went over that part of the presentation again in detail. “The solar farm would produce more energy than you use. We assume. We didn’t ask for your bills.” 
 
    “I certainly would never have laughed at this,” I muttered when they were done. “I have some questions but I absolutely think this is viable and well-tailored proposal that goes above and beyond what most would ever think. You took into account details like seeing if any refugees in Greece have this current skill and certification.” 
 
    “Or other packs,” Carter added. “That might be a good one to ask Alphas and borrow any members for the job. That would cut out the risk of humans fucking with us.” 
 
    “They even have sites for sale and the required county permits and inspections,” Dain said, his tone frosty. “There’s everything here and incredibly specific. That alone shouldn’t be laughed at for such a project. This has enough to shave at least twenty hours off lawyer fees. I’m saying that as your lawyer you insist on paying when I help you. This professor needs a smack.” 
 
    “Have fun giving it to him,” I chuckled, liking the idea someone else went after some of the teachers misbehaving instead of me with the badge. I glanced up at their hopeful faces. “Yes, we’ll do this. I want you to spearhead this project for the pack.” 
 
    “Wait, you can’t be serious,” Ashley whispered as several of their jaws dropped. 
 
    “I am,” I promised. “At your age I was about to graduate college and become an officer in the Navy. All of you have been more sheltered and while I understand that, I want some of you to have a bit more real-world experience. Maybe one of you will realize this is where you see your education going and a career path of project manager for the pack even. 
 
    “I have a few changes I want to make. First, yes, it costs us more to use energy than they’d pay us for it so the energy goes to that, but I want one of you tracking how much we would have paid and that money we donate to reforestation projects as that is just as big of a problem. Second, I want ideas on how to cover all members of the pack’s power. Third, I want more sites for comparison.” 
 
    Carter snorted. “You mean to put in more panels because you know how much energy your buildings, this place, the greenhouses, and other places eat up.” 
 
    “It is,” I sighed, not wanting to burst their bubble that the one farm they were proposing at one of five sites probably wasn’t going to be enough. But the idea had promise and a long-term investment for the pack, which I was all about. 
 
    The kids were full of thank-yous and excited, sitting at an empty table to start plotting as we finished our hot pot. I reminded them to go study for exams and they could take over the world after. 
 
    Next there was a ridiculous array of dim sum. They pointed out what was traditional along with their spins, which they wanted for a separate ordering option along with an infusion option. So there was a lot of fucking dim sum. 
 
    Which I had absolutely no complaints about. 
 
    Same with the soup dumplings and braised pork belly.  
 
    I was out when the Sichuan cuisine options started arriving. All of them were spicy, though the chefs were interested in doing mild, medium, and hot versions. I liked the idea as long as their idea of “mild” was actually mild. I hated when I ate stuff people promised was mild and I wanted to curse them for lying to me. Even with me being sensitive I knew what mild tasted like. 
 
    Clearly some people had burnt off their taste buds. 
 
    “You’re not eating the skin?” Enzo teased me as I picked off the crispy duck skin from the meat. “That’s the best part.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Skin freaks me out. I don’t eat it on anything.” 
 
    “It freaks you out?” Carter asked, giving me a weird look. 
 
    “You never noticed she takes off the skin of chicken?” Dain asked. 
 
    “No, I’m normally inhaling it because American fried chicken is ridiculously delicious,” Carter said with an amused tone. “Why does it freak you out?” 
 
    “It’s not a funny story, though it will come off funny,” I warned, giving Enzo and Carter a look I wasn’t kidding. I waited until they both nodded. “I had a foster parent for a short while when I was pretty young that was into feeding the kids. Like a lot.” 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t have a cannibal fucking foster mom,” Carter hissed. 
 
    “No, but something was wrong with her. They wouldn’t tell us and I found out when I was older with the FBI she was put in a mental hospital.” I shook my head. “She seemed to be short a knife of the set and like she enjoyed the idea of feeding us, like it made her super happy. I’ve wondered if she was a serotonin junkie or something. She would totally guilt us if we weren’t completely stuffing ourselves. 
 
    “And I know it’s silly but we read ‘Hansel and Gretel’ in school while I was there and I was convinced she was going to stuff us in the oven. It wasn’t like I hadn’t had messed up parents and foster parents already, so you know that was where my mind went. And she was really careful on not touching us and didn’t like to be touched so I couldn’t check if we were in danger. 
 
    “One of the kids kept getting sick at school and someone reported it to the authorities. We all went to the group home I was from and I heard the couple say she wasn’t allowed to be a foster parent anymore. I had nightmares for a while wondering if kids were cooked or what.” I shivered. “She used to say the skin was the best part while smiling at us. It just… We all have skin. No thanks. It grosses me out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t eat the skin either,” Carter admitted, staring at his plate. “Fuck, Sera, you have had some seriously messed up foster parents.” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “Even DCFS and the people who ran the group home said I must have been someone bad in my past life as I drew out every crazy and got assigned to every weirdo. I’ve always been a crazy magnet it seems.” 
 
    Enzo snickered and that was enough to break the tension at least. Good. I hated talking about it. Even if it was easier now after working with Phobie, I still didn’t want to talk about my childhood at all or at least for very long. 
 
    There were so many rounds of food and I was so stuffed at the end I thought I might explode. But everyone was taking the tasting seriously, which I appreciated for sure. After a bit of a break, Simone stood and waved me over. I glanced past her and saw Jacqueline pushing out a cart and groaned.  
 
    Desserts. She was our cake guru and dessert genius. She’d never made anything I didn’t adore. 
 
    “Dr. Sloan is going to actually smile when he hears how much I ate,” I teased as I went to move over Dain. Instead he got out and offered me a hand. I accepted and he went with me over there to see what was going on. 
 
    “First, I love Chinese food. I love Chinese people—in general—and I loved my classes and training in their cuisine,” she told us, glancing nervously at the YouTubers taping all of this. “What I’m not a fan of is Chinese desserts. I know, I know, they’re not as sweet and better for you than our evil French ones or your fatty and over sugary ones. Yeah, says the people who have pork belly for everything.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who swallowed a snicker. She did not like it when people picked on others, which was sort of amusing since she was currently picking on herself. 
 
    She frowned. “I actually do like Chinese desserts, though most ‘desserts’ are buns with meat. That’s my problem. It’s not conducive to a place like this. Though I hear in Hong Kong they have great desserts but from all over the world. Fine, so the chefs are planning to do an infused option menu and that’s what I did. Most of mine are infused.” 
 
    “Like?” Simone asked. 
 
    She picked up one dish and held it for us to see. “This is a tres leches cake but with Hong Kong–style milk tea and a coconut cream and actual black tea baked into the cake.” 
 
    “That looks amazing,” one of the YouTubers groaned. 
 
    “I did make some traditional items like the egg tart, youtiao, and sesame balls,” she continued. “But I also made variations of them all and I have more ideas on that. I also did meldings like pear tarts with Chinese pears, tea cakes made with actual tea or Chinese spices. The jellies aren’t hard and fun but I was thinking in trifles almost like Japanese parfaits.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Simone asked me. 
 
    I snorted. “Don’t ask me. I’ll like it all.” I pointed to what looked like an ice cream sandwich with donuts. “Or I’ll just pick the ice cream stuff because I’m not lactose intolerant anymore.” 
 
    “You were when human?” one of the YouTubers asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Severely. That would have made me puke. If I took two pills it wouldn’t have been so bad but still made me sick.” 
 
    “And yet Brian had no idea you were lactose intolerant,” Jacqueline muttered, giving me a curious look. 
 
    I shrugged. “Ice cream is his favorite and he always acted like the cutest kid when he ate it. It was worth getting sick to see it. He thought I was a huge klutz because I would normally drop my cone or whatever but it was how I explained not eating it.” I shrugged again when they all stared at me. “We weren’t dating when I worked for him. I was just a dork with a crush on her boss so I suggested ice cream sometimes.” 
 
    “You were the only one who ever thought you were a dork,” Brian said from behind me. 
 
    I swallowed a sigh, too many scents around me not cluing me in he was there. “Actually, there were several senior female agents that made it clear my lack of game and social skills was mortifying for all women in the FBI.” 
 
    “I never knew you suggested ice cream just for me, ate it because I liked it.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and went to move away but I felt him reach for me, Dain blocking him like he was leaning in to see the desserts. 
 
    “That’s not all you’ve missed and the cameras are on,” I said at a level the humans wouldn’t hear, hoping their equipment wouldn’t either. Brian didn’t push it at least. I focused on Simone. “Whatever you feel is best. The club is all you, Simone.” I rolled my eyes when she snorted. “I had the crazy idea. You made it a reality and kept it going to this level. You know what’s best.” 
 
    I still ate the dessert, of course. I also found out Brian was there because the preliminary report on the bomb had come in from CPD bomb squad. I sighed as I read it over. No prints. Nothing hard to get in triggers or wires to trace. The sample of C-4 was being sent to trace with the right people but that would take a while so nothing at the moment. 
 
    Oh, and absolutely no useable camera angles or footage. The best was a block away and showed a blob wearing all black carrying the box. 
 
    Awesome, we had shit. Less than shit even. 
 
    At least the desserts were amazing. Jacqueline had done variations on the youtiao, which was a Chinese donut, and had done them éclair, cream puff, and other cool styles. The delicious kind of styles. Shit, I loved donuts. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, insert law enforcement donut jokes here. Idiots. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” Brian said to Enzo, seeing Eric. 
 
    “He’s a friend of mine to help with a certain new situation,” Carter said. “We might be calling in more backup but that’s about all I’ll tell you given you will feel the need to tell people and that will blow the element of surprise.” 
 
    “Don’t poke him with humans and cameras around, please,” I muttered when Brian started shaking like he might shift. “Brian, take some deep breaths and pace a bit.” I was about to snap at him when he didn’t but then I saw someone was walking down the aisle carrying something. He did after they passed and I let out my own slow breath.  
 
    Wow, I really had been hurt bad that he didn’t trust me if I assumed he wasn’t going to listen to me on something so small. Wonderful. 
 
    “Oswalt did you a solid,” Brian told me as he kept pacing. “I’ve not talked to him but someone else gave me a heads-up. He reported to the chief of police that some FBI guy was giving you shit and distracting you while spilling secrets. He asked if IA was giving you crap or something because it was really unprofessional and had a lot of people talking.” 
 
    “I so love that man,” I chuckled. “I need to get him a better Christmas present. Hell, I want to meet his wife. A woman who handles what he does and he’s ridiculously devoted to is someone I should be friends with.” 
 
    “The chief of police passed it on to the mayor and the mayor actually called into the FBI and bitched about some idiot starting problems on a bomb site when there’s enough crazy going on with my departing the regular FBI. He said it was the smoothest situation like that in the history of Chicago crazy because of how you handled it and the last thing any of us needed was people trying to undermine you.” 
 
    “Well, that makes up for having to put up with his wife at events,” I admitted. He’d promised to talk to her that I wasn’t the reason for Galvin’s divorce but at a fundraiser last month she’d been very frosty to me instead of hesitant. “And what was the response he got?” 
 
    “Nothing yet from what I know,” Brian said. “It’s the weekend though. I’m told the message got passed up to Galvin and the director so we’ll see. I don’t know what kind of message either but the mayor is protective of you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, shooting Dain a guilty glance. His eyes went wide and I cursed under my breath. 
 
    “What are you plotting, my love?” he purred. 
 
    “Nothing, just some thoughts and maybe I mentioned an idea. Nothing more. We have enough on our plates.” 
 
    “You want him to be mayor, don’t you?” Carter asked. 
 
    “No, maybe one day,” I sighed. “I don’t know. I think it’s important that more supes run for office. There are only a handful. That has to change.” 
 
    “What was the ‘idea’ you specifically mentioned?” Dain asked. 
 
    “That I’d back the mayor in his 2015 race that he won if he was open to the discussion of backing a supe candidate in the next election in 2019.” 
 
    “And he said?” 
 
    “Yes, because he’s hoping for a senate race in 2020 and hopes I will back him there. I didn’t promise to because the ones we have are pretty pro-supe and sometimes I think the mayor only is because it means money for the city.” 
 
    “You are not alone in that feeling,” Dain muttered, sighing heavily and pinching the bridge of his nose. “You are such a troublemaker, Sera.” 
 
    I blinked at him in shock. “That’s the first time you’ve said that about me. I think I might actually be worried I am now.” 
 
    He gave me a look he didn’t know what to do with me. 
 
    I almost couldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t ever admit the idea of being involved with the mayor made me want to vomit, but he would be perfect for the job. He’d do it better than anyone else and had the resume to make it truly work and well. Especially now with adding the FBI training to his resume. 
 
    And I loved my city. I also thought he’d like it so I’d suck it up.  
 
    But we also had over three years until then and a lot of problems already on our plates. Fuck a duck. 
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    I had just settled into the hot tub after doing the siren show for my date with Simone when Phobie came into the room with her as well. I sighed, glancing between them and wanting to duck under the water to hide. Instead I tossed back my drink. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “No, not at all, but I’m about to cross over the line of a therapist so this is off the record,” Phobie answered as she got undressed.  
 
    Simone quickly stripped as well and got in the water. “And you listen to us so right now you need to hear what we have to say and have the faith you need in yourself.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Phobie chuckled, accepting a drink from the tray I’d brought in, assuming Simone and I would need several. “You’re down on yourself because you lost your shit. You’re so damn hard on yourself and you broke. To you, strong women don’t do that. That’s bullshit, Sera, and we’ve gone over that. What you’re not seeing is the progress.” 
 
    “Okay,” I hedged, trying to get what she meant but missing it. “You’re being pushy instead of letting me come to my own conclusions on everything.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m leaving my therapist hat for another day and being more life coach so you see where you’re currently standing, as the situation is severe and fluid,” she explained. She shrugged when I gave her a shocked look. “Sera, you’re also my Alpha and you’re doing much, much better with this than I know you’ll give yourself credit for.  
 
    “Yes, you broke. Yes, you cried—which is normal and healthy to process our feelings. But you did it for one fucking night. One day at most. You were here today at the tasting right back to being Alpha. You’ve already called in for help. You immediately recognized this was more than you could handle and instead of always being an island, called for help. You didn’t shut everyone out.” 
 
    It hit me like a ton of bricks and something good broke through all the pain and fear. “I’ve made progress.” 
 
    They both nodded, smiling widely. Simone reached over and rubbed my arm. “Your foundations held. Last year you had no foundations and everything shattered. You took the time and now you have them. Yes, you broke but you have a child now. I would have even with mine if it was the first threat with a baby to protect. That’s normal. That was the extreme here.” 
 
    “But the work paid off. You have the foundations and supports in place,” Phobie added. “It worked. All that effort and time we’ve put in and you stood the hits. Yeah, you let yourself fall on your ass in private for one night but then got back on your feet and started pulling resources and the plan. You did it. Your shields held and all of it and we’re proud of you.” 
 
    I was too. I think relief filled every cell of my body. I did deserve that break and I was ahead of when I’d taken other hits. This was a validly scary threat but I wasn’t down as long as I had been before. “Okay. Yeah, okay, we can do this.” 
 
    “Of course we can. You called in someone cloaking so much that they’re fucking scary so they’re a damn good threat as well,” Simone said easily. She shrugged when I gave her a shocked look. “I have my guess but I don’t want to know. I’m strong enough to sense when people cloak now, having learned to feel when you do it. The leaders are taking the threat seriously and we’ll back you however we can.” 
 
    Phobie sighed when I nodded. “Good. This was the first part. Next, Brian. Normally I’d give you the time to find your answers and where you—” 
 
    “You want me to end it,” I rasped, knowing how Simone felt about betrayal. My eyes misted as I looked away from them. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Simone said gently. 
 
    “What?” I gasped.  
 
    She sighed. “Sera, this isn’t Tristan making… Forget the past. This—it’s totally different and even if he walked away from you before when you became a wolf that man has climbed mountains to prove you are all he wants. When you were gone…” She swallowed loudly and looked at Phobie. 
 
    “I wish a man loved me half as much as Brian loves you,” Phobie admitted before taking a long sip of her drink. “Many of us are jealous. Forget about the optics or what you think others will judge you. What do you want? Do you want him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I immediately blurted. Simone took my empty glass and I thanked her as she handed me a filled whiskey. “I’ve always wanted him. I think I’ve loved him since way before I should or knew how to. He puts up with so much and he’s done so much, I know this. But it’s not just me anymore and if he does this stupid shit and it can risk everyone else… Can I be so selfish?” 
 
    “Yes, because we’re going to jump in and get him to where he needs to be,” Phobie promised. “He needs a crash course. I hate giving ultimatums and requirements for relationships, you know this, but as you said, it’s not just the two of you on the line. You are the Queen of the Midwest whether you like the title or not, and now is not the time for you to take another hit. We need this.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I demanded, excited for the hope someone had a plan.  
 
    A plan that could make things work out and I could put Brian’s ring back on my finger. I wanted him forever. I thought I would die when I saw him shot and dying. I knew I wanted him; it was why I couldn’t demand he leave even when I was hurting.  
 
    That was love. 
 
    I listened to what they had to say, nodding along and only sipping my drink so my head was clear to handle what I needed to. I had a few questions, but it seemed so simple and clear that I wanted to break down sobbing that I knew what to do. I shocked them by kissing each of them full on the lips before standing and getting out of the hot tub. 
 
    I opened the door and stuck my head out, knowing Carter was there, but ignoring how his eyes raked over my naked body. “See who is available for a meeting. I want Brian, Dain, Noah, and the twins. I will speak with Axel and Eugene privately another time.” 
 
    “And me? Goran?” he hedged. 
 
    “Of course you, and I thought Goran was out of town.” 
 
    “No, he came back when he got word of Brian and now what else is going on. He’s making sure he’s here for the time being.” 
 
    “Ask him to come if he can. My apartment.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    I redressed and handled a few things at the club, including accepting a sizeable amount of the non-spicy leftovers. We headed back to my apartment and I made sure Enzo was tucked in my room cloaked before the others started arriving. I shared my haul but held up my hand to Brian when it was clear he wanted to speak privately. 
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly and dropping everything,” I said to all of them. “We’re in a bit of a crisis mode and I’ve called in outside help as the problem is smart and will have done his homework.” 
 
    “Meaning he’ll know the players and assume we’re all being watched,” Goran surmised, nodding his head when I did. “Got it.” 
 
    I met Brian’s worried gaze. “Apparently I didn’t make myself clear how you hurt me professionally by not consulting me about my replacement as SAiC of my old team when you were my division chief as most would. Let me be clear now that it did. This did.” 
 
    “Sera, I didn’t—” 
 
    “Stop,” I ordered, putting power in my voice, glad when he instantly did and even bared his throat to me. “We’re not on the clock and I’m Alpha here. I’m calmly laying out where we’re at—where I’m at and your options from there.” I waited until he nodded, lowering his head again to meet my gaze. “What you did cannot be done again. Do you understand me? 
 
    “You have a traditional human family. That’s great. This is your family now too.” I gestured around the table. “We’re pack. We’re family. Fine, there are things you won’t tell us about your parents or brother. That’s fine. You won’t tell them things about us just like the lines of work and personal. But the main problem—well, one of them—is you told your family about the promotion and decisions and not this one.” 
 
    “Smart,” Dain muttered, feeling what I did. “What she’s saying is if you wanted it to be a surprise, you could have talked to me as I’m FBI. You have Alena’s number. You had outlets you should have used to discuss the options and possible fallout. You’re smarter than you acted and she has a valid right to be hurt and disappointed in how you behaved, especially given you know how the boys’ club has hurt her.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to him, thinking he’d phrased that as well as Phobie did. 
 
    “You’re right,” Brian whispered, quickly wiping his eyes. “Does this mean there’s still a chance for us?” 
 
    I felt the tension in the room rise as that was the question everyone wanted an answer to as well. “Yes. I love you and I don’t want to lose you even if you’re a fucking moron sometimes.” I held up my hand again when he looked too relieved. “You did a lot of damage you don’t understand yet so this is not just done.” 
 
    “We did penance to earn our place back in her bed and at her side,” Hagan explained. 
 
    “Yes, but Simone also suggested a bit of rewriting of history as the story hasn’t been told yet really.” I swallowed a sigh when I felt how miffed they were at that. “He gets a very large—do you remember the hell he went through when I was gone, because I remember what he looked like when I was gone? He’s not getting a pass but things are different and your situation was different.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Reagan accepted. “And he wasn’t a wolf at his Alpha’s side when his indiscretion happened. We were and it went on for a while.” 
 
    “Yes.” There wasn’t much else to say and we were past it so not the time to rehash it either. I met Brian’s hopeful gaze. “The twenty-fifth is the full moon and my thirtieth birthday. I would like to present you to the pack at a joint gathering as my official consort as Dain is.” 
 
    “Not your mate?” Noah asked, his tone shocked. 
 
    “No, I agree with Melicent that I not take an official mate until I’ve secured more on my own, as most will say it took a mate to make it happen.” 
 
    “And to get us to there?” Brian asked, understanding there were hoops coming up first. 
 
    “You’ll have that time off from work anyways,” I hedged, getting into the part where I wasn’t sure I had the balls to do this. 
 
    Dain covered his hand with mine. “She’s not ordering you as your Alpha. You asked what you could do to make this right. She’s offering you a path. If you take it, that’s up to you, but it’s not just you two anymore. The pack and community she leads is on the line. The community you are now a part of.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m open to it, I promise I am. If it shows you this was a mistake, an oversight, and not me thinking—you’re my partner, Sera. I love you. I fucked up. Let me help fix it and any face you might have lost,” he practically begged me. 
 
    “The director—and certainly Murray—were under the impression you weren’t going to tell me or consult with me on this,” I muttered, looking away from him. “However, I would think you didn’t just spill everything so there are some gaps to fill in and ways to save face.” 
 
    “He did not get any of that from me,” Brian cut in. “We didn’t talk about you or my relationship with you. He knew, of course he did, he joked about it being a big change for a woman, but I shut it down and he didn’t bring it up again. It wasn’t over the line but I made it clear that wasn’t a conversation I had professionally and certainly not with subordinates as he hasn’t been promoted yet.” 
 
    “We should go over a full debrief of what you said and your interaction with him,” Carter muttered, jotting down some notes out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Fine, yes, whatever. Sera, please, I’m dying here. How can I start to fix this?” 
 
    Part of me wanted to be mean and make him squirm. My siren certainly wanted that, but she and my wolf also felt my fear, knowing there was danger stalking us too.  
 
    “Eva has publicly commented that Dain didn’t need to be educated on how to be a consort as Queen Laila taught him well,” I said, turning my hand over and squeezing Dain’s for support. “Melicent’s main consort, Bemus, knows the politics well and exactly how appearances are.” 
 
    “You want me to train with him?” Brian asked, his tone confused.  
 
    Dain squeezed my hand this time. “She’s suggesting a PR tour like it was planned before you became one of us but Russia pushed up the timetable. You were right that Sera wouldn’t have liked you asking her family for permission to ask to marry, but a smart man would have asked Melicent for advice. Certainly Bemus.” 
 
    “You don’t just need to learn how to be a wolf but how to stand at your Alpha’s side, as it’s rare and an honor for a wolf,” Reagan added. “It’s going to be complicated given you’re going to be her boss with the FBI.” 
 
    “Not really with the roles changing,” Brian muttered. “That was part of my worry and the discussions about how things would change with Monroe becoming equal to Galvin. There still won’t be a full hierarchy and we’ll use the regular FBI’s resources as we do now.” 
 
    “Sera, please,” Dain whispered, his voice pained.  
 
    I flinched, realizing my hand had shifted into a claw and I had dug them into his hand. “Sorry.” I let out a slow breath and changed my hand back, glad when I saw he was already healing. “I’m not ready for this part of the conversation, it seems.” 
 
    “I understand.” Brian cleared his throat awkwardly. “I just wanted to make it clear it won’t be like it was before. It won’t unless I’m needed and someone calls me in.” 
 
    “Got it,” I cut in before he continued. I decided to lay it out on the line. “I want you to go to Melicent and ask for her guidance, her blessing, and act like that was the plan once I accepted your proposal, you filled me in on the plan and we moved forward. Stay a week and get a crash course with Bemus on how to be a consort so once we’re off the FBI clock you know exactly your role if you want it.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I wasn’t such an idiot I didn’t know there would be lots I needed to learn. I did plan on that,” he said, sounding a bit miffed we were assuming he was that dense. 
 
    I ignored that and continued. “I would say visit President Nuri or Greece next but now isn’t the time with what happened in Russia, but make it clear that’s coming when you can take the time. Visit Laila with Jonik if he’ll help us. Yes, get a crash course, but also invite her here for a formal visit once we’re official and ask she bless our son.” 
 
    “Our son?” he breathed, hope in his voice. 
 
    “Yes, but…” I glanced at Dain, glad when he nodded. 
 
    “Phobie?” he guessed, blowing out a slow breath when he felt the answer from me. “She’s not wrong and that woman has reason to be so distrusting as well.” He focused on Brian. “The concern is if you adopt Topher officially, you risk his dual citizenship. Sera has it and the adoption is done so Topher has it too now. If the government takes a turn against us or comes for him, Greece can’t help if—” 
 
    “Who do you want on paper then?” Brian asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but I’m leaning towards Dain,” I answered. “Fairy law… It would be a big fucking deal to go back on a lot of everything here with the monarch living within the US and all the money the government makes off the fae. It’s a protected consulate recognized by international law if something happens. That gives him layers.” 
 
    “But you’re saying he would still be my son?” 
 
    I met his gaze then, letting him see my love for him. “Bri, you already love him like he’s yours. Do you want him to be your son even if you never get the court document?” 
 
    “Yes.” His answer was immediate and firm. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one.  
 
    I blinked between Hagan and Reagan, who both answered. I nodded my head. “I’m not against that. He can have four fathers and several uncles. The question is can you all accept that? You discussed your roles of the twins being my husbands to the pack and wolf things. Noah my husband for vampire everything. Brian to the FBI and legally. Dain to the fairies and maybe if he gets into Chicago politics. Is this a life you can all seriously see working for us?” 
 
    “Yes,” they all answered. 
 
    “Then I can too,” I admitted, flooring myself how easy it was to say that given how hard I’d run from relationships in the past. “It won’t be easy and we’re not all just okay. But I think we’re clear on our path.” I cleared my throat, knowing the next issue. “You all know that Alena and Melicent have—” 
 
    “Double or triple what you’re suggesting plus occasional moon mates,” Noah cut in, giving me a smile. “And for the record, I’m firmly of the answer of being Topher’s uncle. I can love him more, maybe like a son, and I hope that’s welcome, but we both know it would only make him a target. I will always be there for him and anything he needs I will gladly provide, but everything is too tumultuous to risk him.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “Glad we know how we feel then,” he teased, giving me a wink.  
 
    Yeah, I was too because for a while there I thought he only loved me but it wasn’t more and I felt the same. But things changed when he saved me from Vlad and stepped up. We realized… We admitted it was more. We might not want that every night, picket fence idea with each other, but we had a piece of the other and it was real. 
 
    “I would also like you to meet with Haton while you’re in Vegas,” I told Brian. “It makes sense you would be so close.” 
 
    “But you’re plotting something else,” he accused. 
 
    “Yes, but I need to talk to Eugene first,” I sighed. 
 
    Dain nodded. “You assume the wolf elder will invite himself to try and throw his weight and power around to intimidate Brian even if he’s removed from that chain of command working for the FBI. He’ll assume he’s new and still thinking like an arrogant human.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you think that of any of the council not our friends?” I drawled as I reached for another container of food. I wasn’t shocked when several snickered. 
 
    “And you’re hoping you can talk Eugene into being there where he’s on neutral terms and he’s no longer working for the council so he can have a chat with the elder,” Carter surmised. “His bullshit risked your safety and more and that will piss off Eugene since he used him to do it.” 
 
    “Assuming he still feels the same about me,” I muttered, focused on my food. 
 
    “They both feel the same for you, which is why they’ve been distant,” Dain said gently. “They’re trying to be mature and not make a confusing time worse for you.” He waited until I nodded. “And Eugene admitted he was worried his wolf would challenge Brian after he hurt you.” 
 
    “Shit, he’d tear Brian to shreds,” I hissed, a thrill of fear racing through me. “He’s way more serious about me than he’s been letting on if his wolf is vying for the spot of my mate.” 
 
    “He seemed a bit shocked his wolf was so ready for it,” Dain admitted but then was quiet for several moments as if choosing his next words carefully. “I think this was a stage and position he never wanted to find himself in as it’s exactly something everyone had hoped. Except then he met you and the Dorcuses and they’re so different than his family or other shifter royalty that he…” 
 
    “What?” Hagan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dain confessed with a frown. “He’s so conflicted he isn’t clear on what he feels or what. His wolf is clearer. Brian received a golden ticket that placed him almost as your mate—higher than being sirened for sure—and he abused it. He deserves to lose the place and his wolf wants it because he would never let another treat you that way.” 
 
    “But Eugene’s not ready?” Brian checked, sounding nervous. 
 
    “No,” Carter answered. “But he spoke to me about wanting several words with you to explain what a pack is and how to be a wolf in a leadership role. Oh, and that you have to fight for that position and he looks forward to making you earn it.” 
 
    “You made your bed,” I chuckled darkly, shocking all of them. I shrugged, smirking at Brian when his eyes flashed shock. “You want me to play favorites and not have you earn your spot, Boy Scout?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” he snarled, his eyes flashing his wolf. “I might be new but I’ve had decades of training and you are worth as many ass kickings as it takes to get to the right spot. I won’t be a full-time Beta but I will be one and make sure of it to stand next to you.” 
 
    “You better or we’re all in serious trouble, which includes you now,” Hagan warned. “So what’s your answer? You willing to deserve your Alpha?” 
 
    “I’m willing to deserve you,” Brian told me, his eyes never leaving mine even if he was answering Hagan’s question. “I never cared you were boss or a wolf or any of it. I respect your position just like you did mine but that was never why you liked me. So yeah, I’ll jump the extra hoops and learn what I need to. I’ll show that I’m willing to do this right and protect all of us.” 
 
    “And from this moment on you will stop being so fucking trusting,” Dain added quietly. “Please, please, Brian. I’m over six hundred years old. Noah eight hundred. Carter ancient. Please believe us that while your belief in what’s right is truly one of your finest qualities, your continued belief that those on your side are on your side will get us all killed.” 
 
    “I get it,” he promised. “I do, I swear it.” He let out a shaky breath and ran his hands over his head. “I thought—Murray was working in the DC office when we were in New York and he said the shake-up and cleaning of house was such a relief. I fell right in the trap of thinking he got cleared by your branch of the DC office.” 
 
    “No, that’s what they wanted you to think so they didn’t object,” I grumbled, realizing this was more than Brian being trusting and a twit. He was good at his job and checked what he should. They played him.  
 
    And that pissed me the fuck off. 
 
    We were all supposed to be on the same fucking team. 
 
    “And what we say at these meetings goes no further than these walls, not ever,” Carter warned Brian, glad when he nodded. “So we have a plan and we figure out how to make all this work? Is that it for tonight or onto other topics?” 
 
    I popped the last dumpling in my mouth. “I know what you want to discuss but I trust you to handle it. That’s not a group discussion. I’d like everyone to think about the best tour for Brian or whatever and have a plan ASAP. Otherwise, I’d really like to crash. I’m still down on the tank and we’ve had way too many upsets.” 
 
    “Can I stay?” Brian asked. 
 
    “No, not yet,” I whispered. “And I’m not wearing your ring yet on my finger. I will on a necklace. I hope we’ll talk a lot while you’re gone. Phobie says she hopes you talk to her too. She says she’s going to be a bit pushy if we’re open to it because she wants us to work and the pack needs us stable since we want to be together.” 
 
    “I welcome the help and chance to talk to you.” He stood and came around the table, leaning over and kissing my hair. “I love you, Sera.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    He didn’t leave though until I looked up at him. “I don’t want to poke Dain or open old wounds, but I need to know this won’t hurt you like I’m walking away or abandoning you.” 
 
    “Not as long as you come back and make sure you’re talking to me,” I answered, happy he thought to check with me. I sat up and kissed his cheek. “Maybe we can teach you not to be such an idiot.” 
 
    “I have my moments.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” I snickered. 
 
    Luckily everyone realized I was at my limit and didn’t push me anymore. Even Enzo took a guest room when the twins offered to stay and I accepted. I wanted my wolves and they needed the comfort as well. The boys would be fine down the hall and it wasn’t even about sex.  
 
    No, we just needed each other or at least I needed them. It seemed they longed for the same when I crawled in between them naked and they simply held me, not even trying for more. Best way to sleep when too much shit was going on in my opinion. 
 
    Now I could and that was something I never took for granted. 
 
  
 
  



 14 
 
      
 
    The next morning all of Enzo’s people had arrived and were already assigned where they were bunking with Carter and our coven. We gathered in the party room and game lounge on one of the top floors. Their cover was set and introductions made all around, which I barely nodded my head with and let Carter be in charge of while I looked over what I needed to.  
 
    I’d never worked a bomb threat case before so I was poring over all the reports coming in. Luckily Oswalt had vast experience and gave me several reference ones when I asked him so that was what I was currently studying while I waited for everything to come in from the FBI I requested on cases involving explosives or suspects that threatened churches or religions since that was all we currently had. 
 
    Yeah, it was a wide net but I wasn’t a fan of just sitting around with my thumb up my ass waiting for more to go off of. People died when law enforcement did that. Granted, people could die if we did all we could, but at least we did all we could. 
 
    I might have only been half paying attention, but I made sure my ring was in my pocket because I also wasn’t stupid. I swallowed a sigh when it was time for me to act the boss. I handed my tablet over to Emilio and went over the problem… Because there was always, always a problem. 
 
    I aligned with my siren and turned up our power before the ancient vampire even realized I was near him or up to something, completely enthralling him with my allure. I ran my hand up his chest and smiled at him. “Do you love me?” 
 
    “Yes, with all I am,” he panted in a sexy French accent, moving his hands to my hips. “You are everything, Mistress.” 
 
    “Would you kill for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Would you kill yourself for me?” 
 
    “If you wish,” he answered immediately, not even having to think about it. Several people growled or cursed under their breaths.  
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. “Really? You wish to slit your throat for me if I want it? Why? Why would I want it?” 
 
    His face fell. “I’m so sorry. I was thinking such horrible things about you.” He dropped to his knees and lowered his head. “I’m so sorry, Mistress.” 
 
    “What did you think of me?” 
 
    “Please don’t hate me,” he begged. “I was a fool. I did not see the goddess and wonder you were. I thought you ordinary. Punish me however you want, but I beg you to not make me say it to you. Thinking it was crime enough.” 
 
    “The others need to know so they understand. Your friends might get angry at me for how I’ll punish you if they don’t know.” 
 
    He snarled, his fangs coming out even as he looked at Enzo. “I would kill all of you if you even think to hurt her.” 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” one of them hissed.  
 
    “Carter, do you guys regenerate like shifters? I know some humans have gotten infected and regrown a leg after shifting but that’s rare. Do vampires do any of that?” 
 
    He cleared his throat nervously. “Small things. A finger I’ve seen but anything more, no, the wound will heal over.” 
 
    “Tell your friends what you were thinking… I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “Absolon, Mistress. My name is Absolon,” he rasped, lowering his head dejectedly. “I thought horrible things that you were probably strong for a wolf but a nice piece of ass that lured in real power like the councilmen to give you their people to protect you. I never wished to lead but taking Carter’s place was my new goal as he clearly does as he wants and has you.” 
 
    “And?” I pushed.  
 
    “And you have wealth and power outside of the Dorcuses. That comes with many, many perks. I want freedom, not to break laws or do wrong, but the rumors of the fun your ancients get to have sounds amazing. My power is more than yours and you would be so lovely on your knees for me every night thanking me for keeping you and your pack safe.” 
 
    I cranked up my power higher but not all the way, just to top all of theirs. “Anyone else think my power is less than theirs?” 
 
    “No, Mistress,” they all immediately answered. 
 
    “Just because I don’t flaunt it doesn’t mean I’m weak,” I warned them. “I’m not. I just don’t have a dick I feel the need to whip out and compare sizes of. We don’t roll like that in Chicago. However, I have no problem being harsh as it protects my people. Never forget this moment and don’t doubt that if you plan to spend time here.”  
 
    “I won’t ever again,” Absolon swore to me. 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “No, you won’t.” I leaned down and kissed him to feed, feeding more and more until my siren tapped out. “Chew off your own finger and give it to Enzo as an apology for misbehaving when he vouched for you. Don’t ever even think of taking out my people again or next time I’ll have you slit your own throat.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” He didn’t hesitate, using his ancient speed and strength to snap it off. 
 
    My stomach soured but I made myself watch. I was doing this; I didn’t get to turn away because it was monstrous. I swallowed it down when he handed it over to Enzo and the councilman didn’t just accept it but licked the blood from the finger to see it all for himself. Rage instantly filled his eyes even with his always controlled everything and I wanted to curse under my breath at my mistake. 
 
    “You kill him and you give validity to his point that I can’t fight my own battles,” I muttered before he reacted, my wolf sensing the increase in his adrenaline like he was going to act even if his face was completely calm. “And I don’t kill people for their thoughts, Enzo.” 
 
    “They’re my people,” he reminded me. “And I’m a councilman.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “Yes, you are, but you’re here on a personal request and asked for a very personal payment so that makes you here as Enzo, unless you’d like to change what you’re asking for.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” he conceded, tossing the finger over to Carter. “Fine, I won’t kill him for embarrassing me. He’s yours now anyways, yes?” 
 
    “No, my allure will wear off in a few hours. I don’t just take people as that pisses off who they belong to.” I glanced at everyone else. “Take it as a warning though and let’s get on with the tour.” I shot a quick look at Absolon and was glad to see he wasn’t bleeding out or anything before taking my tablet back from Emilio. 
 
    “Sera,” Carter murmured as he reached for me. 
 
    I shrugged him off. “Don’t try and comfort me when I act like a monster. I deserve to feel like shit. That doesn’t mean I regret it.” I kept walking, hitting the button for the elevator a bit harder than needed. 
 
    “What she did will haunt her,” Carter told them quietly. “But she would do it to protect any of us. That’s the leader she is and why we follow her, fight to protect her and what she’s building here. Pay attention as it’s vastly different—and with respect, Councilman—better than what we’ve had as options before. Not through any fault of the council or even Papadopoulos, but this is…” 
 
    “Chicago is like Narnia in a way,” Emilio offered. “It’s a mix of cultures and progress we’re not used to in the old world but also freedoms not all support. Yes, you pay for those freedoms but the chains aren’t as heavy, and you must fight for them. That’s the price, so understand that and know you sign up for a cause here, not just a new address.” 
 
    I grabbed Orson’s arm when he moved next to me and quickly pulled him down to share power, smirking when he moaned. “I took too much from him in punishment.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he panted, leaning against the wall heavily.  
 
    We let the elevator go and I shared with a few more of my ancients, showing the perks as well before I swallowed down the rest. I was about to push the button again when their nostrils all flared and I froze. 
 
    “It’s not your cycle,” Carter whispered, his eyes full of desire as he leaned into me. 
 
    I blinked at him slowly. “You know my cycle? Seriously, dude, you might be taking that watching my every move a bit too far.” 
 
    Sander snickered. “I think most men involved with a woman pay attention to that just to know when to duck. Or so I hear from humans.” 
 
    “Sharks, you’re all sharks.” I shot Sander an evil look. “Baby shark, do do—” 
 
    He moved in the blink of an eye and covered my mouth with his hand, kissing my hair. “Please, please, no more baby shark. I know Topher loves it but for the love of the gods, just no more. Our ears are going to bleed and—how can you handle that thing? I’m sorry, I won’t tease.” 
 
    I chuckled behind his hand and nipped it until he moved away. I shrugged. “I knew the German children’s song and that was how the boys found it and that YouTube page right when it came out last month. I sing it to him in German too when you guys get overloaded and he loves it.” 
 
    “Can you answer my concern?” Carter worried, sighing when I shot him an annoyed look. “Sera, we—you—please?” 
 
    Yeah, they went through hell with my recovery. “I’m on the new stuff from the doc now. He said I’ll have some random spotting for a three or four months, okay? Just chill. I’ll use the bathroom before we leave and check.” 
 
    “Wait,” Orson called out as his phone beeped in warning. Soon other of our phones were going off, confusing our guests, and we pulled them out. “Front desk. Christos hit the warning.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled, worried and pissed because it was the last thing we needed right then. I went right for the TV in the lounge, quickly pulling up the correct surveillance. 
 
    “That’s him?” Enzo checked as Andrew Murray came into view standing at the front desk. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Bold.” 
 
    “Always,” I bitched, as I turned up the volume for all to hear. 
 
    “How can I help you, Mr. Murray?” Christos greeted politely.  
 
    Good, that meant he was watching the monitors and hit the alerts the moment he saw Andrew approaching. I almost smirked when Andrew flinched at being recognized, but I was too worried what he was up to and what game he was playing. 
 
    “Hi, Sera invited me to drop by and check out the place since I’m moving to Chicago and in the market,” Andrew answered easily. 
 
    Christos slapped on a professional smile but his eyes danced with amusement, the angles we had showing both of them perfectly. He nodded and reached down the desk and handed Andrew a brochure that was one of the old ones that had been the sales pitch for people interested in units before I bought the building. 
 
    “Buildings like these have those sorts of amenities but unfortunately, this building is for pack only so you’re more than welcome to ‘check out’ the exterior all you’d like, Mr. Murray, but you have a residence here is impossible. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought there was an exception for FBI close to Sera as Brian Havers wasn’t pack and lived here.” 
 
    “Well, your assumptions are your own but the interworkings of the packs or our Alpha’s personal relationships aren’t your business. You’d know that if you were actually close to her. Have a nice day, Mr. Murray.” 
 
    The look on Andrew’s face was amusing as Christos even took his seat again and went back to watching the monitors, completely dismissing the human. I knew he wouldn’t leave it at that. 
 
    “How’s the status of your immigration? That’s a thick accent you have there. It would be nice for you to have the right kind of friends who could help when you’re a young guy in a foreign country.” 
 
    Christos slowly looked at him and choked back a laugh. “As the wolf who saved Brian Havers’s life, I think I’m not worried in the slightest as he’s now of my bloodline. And I’m over a hundred, kid. My citizen papers are already finalized and I’m a Beta of this pack. Any other leverage you want to try and think of to gain access to this place when we both know you were lying to me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t—I didn’t—you misunderstood—” 
 
    “Sure, sure, of course I did,” Christos placated. “More likely you did, as our Alpha has a very charming sarcastic side. I’m sure she told you that you could have an apartment after she has a kale craving or something and you missed that last part. But our Alpha gives us very specific orders and we don’t break them for any reason. So have fun trying.” 
 
    Andrew opened his mouth a few times but then closed it before going for the door, shaking his head and leaving. 
 
    “Something was off with that,” I muttered. 
 
    “This is the adversary you were so worried about?” Enzo hedged, clearly not wanting to insult me but his tone making it clear my judgment might be compromised. 
 
    “No, Sera’s right,” Carter agreed.  
 
    “Christos could tell he was lying,” I said. “We couldn’t because it was cold out, freezing, but also we were around humans who can’t tell and…” 
 
    “His reactions were still muted. Confident but he was shocked how quickly Christos was shutting him down. He’s smart enough to know what to expect with supes. Something is missing from this puzzle.” He turned and hit the button on the elevator. 
 
    I shut off the TV and set down the remote, meeting him on the first elevator we loaded up, knowing we’d need a few cars to take down. 
 
    “You saw?” Christos confirmed when we reached the lobby. 
 
    “Yes, you did well,” I praised. “You didn’t poke him but made it clear that we weren’t idiots.” 
 
    “Something felt off,” he admitted. “A man who does his homework enough to know about your ring, Brian living here before, and more I’ve been told doesn’t make such a mistake that I would know he was lying to me.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Enzo agreed, understanding what we were seeing now. 
 
    We were quiet several moments, lost in our thoughts as the others caught up. It was Carter who broke the silence. “Didn’t you think he might be a supe and that was what made him point the finger at you to get some instructor at Quantico to think you were clairvoyant?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He smelled human,” Christos muttered. “There are ways to hide it, but it takes a lot to fool a born wolf when I trying to make sure.” 
 
    “A psychic or gifted human doesn’t smell different to us,” I reminded him. 
 
    “True,” he accepted. 
 
    “What else do you have here?” Carter asked as he moved around the desk. “Didn’t Nina put in extra protections? Queen Laila blessed something, right?” 
 
    “Queen Laila did a protection blessing on the entry of here, the club, greenhouses, and other places last time she visited that would flash if any entered with the desire of death,” Christos explained. “If any enter with the intent to kill us, not just hate or wish us harm, but take action.” 
 
    “And that warning didn’t go off?” I checked, relieved at least when he nodded. “What did Nina give?” 
 
    “Anti-magic protections,” Christos answered, rolling over in his chair and picking up something hidden from the corner of the desk. He held up a carved box that was locked with a wax seal and I’d seen enough of Nina’s work to know that a grenade couldn’t open that fucker up. 
 
    “That’s what he has,” I whispered, shock racing through me down to my toes. “He’s got some sort of charm or magic something. I always thought—people just believe his bullshit. He’d piss off instructors by insulting the Navy by knocking my training level and then days later they’d be singing his praises and totally on his side, lecturing me I was too sensitive and starting drama. I never understood it.” 
 
    “That explains why he was so sure he could pull his normal shit on Christos,” Carter muttered, studying the box. “He was shocked it wasn’t working and Christos shut him down, whereas he rolled with whatever looks or punches he got at the scene.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we feel it?” Emilio asked before glancing at me. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I could see in his head, I always could,” I muttered. “I would think that would negate would ever effect it would have. But now… You’re ancient. You’re probably more powerful than whatever witch he got that from.” I rubbed my hand over my chest, years and years of shit easing inside of me. “It wasn’t in my head. He really was doing something and fucking—it wasn’t me.”  
 
    “We need—” Carter started to say but I stopped him by pulling on his jacket and yanking him down to me. I kissed him with all I had and he wrapped his arms around me.  
 
    “That thing you’ve wanted?” I purred against his lips. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That thing you’ve been dying for—begging for?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he groaned. 
 
    “You get it when this case is over. All night. And an IOU for another night when you want it and it fits my schedule.” 
 
    “Fuck, Sera,” he hissed, his fangs coming out as he nuzzled my neck. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, this has haunted me for years, Carter. I didn’t think about what was at the desk. This just gave us a huge upper hand and battle plan before he gets his hooks into our people. Shit, two IOUs. Good job. We need more charms from Nina and a plan how to turn this on him.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “I bet you will,” I chuckled, giving him a quick kiss before pulling away. “Nicely done, Christos. Start warning people. We need them to know if he’s already been talking to people if we have to walk things back or any damage control. I know he was shut down at the club—” 
 
    “Nina gifted one there,” Christos said. “She was afraid of someone starting problems with all the guests and attention there too. That’s why it didn’t work probably or maybe who was at the door that night was stronger but yeah, I’ll warn the Betas and get the phone chain going.” 
 
    “Good. Now we’ve got a leg up on these fuckers.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Enzo chuckled. “On with the tour.” 
 
    I saw the hunt but also intrigue in his eyes. Right, he’d be around to see what this thing was that Carter so wanted. Oh boy. I had a feeling it might be more than that. He was getting a full tour of everything we had and that was something we hadn’t even showed Apollo. 
 
    “A bus?” Enzo muttered quietly as we stepped outside. “You rented one?” 
 
    “We own a few,” I answered. I shrugged when I felt the confusion. “We had the safe housing here and the jobs in the suburbs. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Chicago traffic is a joke and caravanning it back and forth every day seemed stupid. Plus a risk when there were threats when I was gone.” 
 
    “Plus, they’re fun to drive,” Nikos said after he opened the door for us. “I was wondering if you guys were coming out or not.” 
 
    “Emilio can fill you in. At least no one’s standing the ride. I heard we were packing it pretty full for a while there.” 
 
    Nikos shrugged. “People rotated. It wasn’t a big deal.” We all loaded up and the goof got on the intercom as he pulled away from the curb. “Good morning, I’m Nikos, your driver and tour guide today. We’ll be starting at the pack lands and continuing on for a full tour from what I’m told.” 
 
    “All right, enough tour guide, we need to talk,” Carter cut in when Nikos started pointing out shit to amuse people and cut through the tension. 
 
    “Before we do, we wonder if we get to live in that nice building right downtown like your other ancients if we pass this job,” one of Enzo’s guys said in broken English with an even thicker French accent. 
 
    I shared a look with Orson and Emilio since we were all sitting across from each other at the front of the bus, Carter and Enzo on either side of me. “That sort of defeats the purpose of having more of you guys. We need more of you to cover our expanding.” 
 
    “You’ll see the other building and it’s just as nice but it’s not downtown,” Orson explained. “It’s in the suburbs where we need people to be to protect those living there.” 
 
    “That’s not to say we couldn’t work something out,” Carter added. “Orson was talking about moving to that building since he’s our pilot anyways and it’s closer to the airport. We’re working with special ops teams for the FBI so we do want some split between the two buildings.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d be cool trading off,” Emilio offered easily with a shrug. “We’re used to it being council guards and changing conditions. We have other friends who’ve hinted they’d be up for making this their coven if there was room and a chance for them.” 
 
    The guy nodded. “Yes, of course. We worried…” He glanced at a few of his team. 
 
    “We might be shipped off to smaller areas,” one said. 
 
    I snorted. “No offense, but we have enough problems in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, with them accepting the supes already there. The last thing we need is to send  bunch of ancients there to freak the fuck out of the sheltered and closed-minded idiots we’re fighting against too often. Right now the threat is here but Melicent won’t be Alpha for me in New York and Newark forever.”  
 
    “That’s not to say there won’t be assignments there to help out or lend a hand, but I think the longest any of us have gone is a few weeks,” Carter added.  
 
    “And they were pretty fun assignments,” Sander chuckled darkly. He smiled at the others and their questioning gazes. “We basically went to make sure the local covens didn’t try shit or any wandering shifters try to take over what they saw as prime targets.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” I cut in, setting my tablet on my lap and pretending like covering my ears would keep me from hearing what he’d say. “You weren’t FBI technically yet or on leave while I was gone. I don’t want to know but I know some of it was crossing lines I can’t know about.” 
 
    “Yes, which is why any of that would fall to the non-FBI part of the coven,” Carter told them. “And there’s fun helping Noah’s security company. Remus and Jake are good for such young vampires. They’ve been having fun with the new wolves Sera allowed that were military special ops as humans. Their work is thrilling.”  
 
    Wow, he knew what bait to use to lure in ancient vamps because he had their complete attention the rest of the ride to the pack’s lands talking about all the groups being rescued and pulled out of hot zones. It made sense that after living thousands of years being glorified bodyguards weren’t enough for them anymore. 
 
    I could see that but then again, I longed for quieter days.  
 
    Then again, I’d probably be jonesing for action a year after taking a calmer job. 
 
    “No offense to your tour, but I don’t quite understand why we’re starting here,” Enzo said as the bus stopped outside the new Alpha house. “The pack has lands. Yes, it’s protected by layers but even I know you invited the Chicago office here and the FBI knows about this place and the non-profit it hides behind.” 
 
    “Yes, but what most don’t know is what we turned the Alpha house into,” I said as I stepped off the bus. 
 
    “What?” he asked as he joined me. 
 
    “A safe house.” I held up a finger to hold off until the others joined us. “We’re the first certified shifter-run safe house for newly infected shifters. It’s not a government facility where they throw strays into a concrete basement with bars if they weren’t scooped up by a pack or group and hidden.” 
 
    “It’s a big deal,” Sander told them when they gave us confused looks. “It’s a pilot program and Sera had to do battle to make this happen. Like go to the mat with the help of the mayor and get the president to finally sign off on it. The supe laws are federal and what she’s trying to do is to make the change be that someone federal from the FBI supe branch has to sign off on the safety of a new shifter.” 
 
    “Who does it now?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “Any local law enforcement or asshole at the county level who got the funding to open those ‘safe houses,’” I said, not hiding my mocking at the term. “There are some for vamps as well but you guys are better at finding your fledglings since it’s not just a scratch that changes them. There are places that require they go there but no one to enforce it. That could change.” 
 
    “So you’re trying to get out in front of that and make a plausible checks and balances system that makes sense instead of one that can lead to pushing shifters or vampires to go feral so young,” he muttered, giving me an impressed look. “You are right to worry this would be a target.” 
 
    “Yes, especially since I’m not sure they know about it or this is part of the secrets they want to find out.” I glanced at the group. “Time to start making lists and impress me, guys. We need to beef up security here and fast. There’s no way to put up a fence or close off all the pack’s lands and not send up a huge sign we’re hiding something here but we need to do something and yesterday.” 
 
    “One of us should stay here for sure,” I heard someone say and I couldn’t have agreed with them more. 
 
    Mostly because self-preservation was Andrew Murray’s greatest asset and even he wasn’t stupid enough to not be scared of an ancient vampire if he was trespassing. Fuck a duck I hoped that was still the case at least. 
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    After the Alpha house and pack lands, I focused back on my reports and work while we moved on with the tour. We headed by the greenhouses and wholesale flower company I co-owned with Laila, the new apartment building I owned, and then the blood-bottling plant… None of which I could still believe was mine.  
 
    Any of it. People thought I was flippant with my wealth but honestly it still hadn’t sunk in that I was in the top of the top one percent. I didn’t know if it would ever really penetrate my brain the way it would most people. 
 
    Then again, maybe I needed as many years having the money as I’d had nothing and charity in the foster system. It wasn’t a priority for me with the piles of my other issues. Phobie didn’t seem to be concerned either now that I’d gotten over my dirty feeling of using the money considering how I’d acquired it. 
 
    Enough other traumas had happened since then to distract me after all. 
 
    “Fair warning, the council is very interested in knowing how long until we can purchase from your endeavor here,” Enzo muttered as we headed to the building. 
 
    “I handle none of this,” I answered. My head snapped up when he jerked me and for a moment I thought he was pissed I wasn’t giving him my full attention, but then I realized he’d yanked me out of the way of hitting something. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that happens to you often,” he mocked. 
 
    “You’d be right,” I admitted, shrugging when there were several snorts or chuckles. I could admit when I wasn’t perfect or an idiot. “And we’re not against selling internationally; however, we’re not about the idea of customs problems so we’re only going to be testing the water locally and to covens or areas we know are having problems with their blood supply. That’s the answer for now.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    “Which one of you has the most knowledge of explosives?” I asked. “There’s a notation on the report about the trigger that I’m not understanding and isn’t on the other example reports Oswalt sent me.” 
 
    “If someone helps me with the English,” one of Enzo’s guys admitted. 
 
    “You’re not FBI,” I argued. “Now is not the time to get in trouble for not following protocol and this isn’t a supe case. I’m covering for Brian, and Murray’s eyes will be all over this because he will take over the office. But thanks.” 
 
    “That means I’m up,” Sander said, reaching over and taking the tablet from me. He read it and sighed. “Basically they’re saying it was made with low-quality materials, like it wasn’t a high-grade trigger meant to stand up to a lot and would degrade quickly. It’s another factor pointing to a newbie.” 
 
    “So it’s not an intentional degrading trigger like setting a fuse to dynamite?” I checked as I took back the tablet. 
 
    “No, I understand how you might think that from the way it’s written given this isn’t your field but no bomb maker would risk that. That’s a timer and a controlled feature, not a cartoon kind of lead or controlled demo like you said.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, that helps.” 
 
    “Really? How?” 
 
    I smirked at him as I tucked the tablet away in my bag as we entered the facility. “It probably means the files I requested from the FBI are going to be a bust because it’s this guy’s first rodeo, but at least it can maybe give me something to reference or things to look for.” 
 
    “Your dedication is admirable,” one of the guest ancients commended. 
 
    “Thanks. Chicago’s far from perfect and we’ve got a lot of work we need to do, but unlike a lot of places… We know that. We embrace that. We have a dark history and we embrace that too. We’ve rebelled, we’ve led, and we’ve fallen. We might be up top with murders this year but next year we could be the top with something awesome. That’s just how Chicago is and it’s worth fighting for.” 
 
    “If it would just lower the fucking taxes a bit,” Emilio grumbled, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, we tax the shit out of everything,” I agreed, knowing we were one of the worst in the country. “How else do you think we pay for all our corruption?” I laughed when they all shot me an array of looks. It was a running dark humor joke among Chicagoans. Again, we knew we weren’t perfect by any stretch of the term. 
 
    But maybe tomorrow we could be a bit better. 
 
    “Why did we circle back?” one of them asked. 
 
    “We’ll head back to Highland Park but this facility had to actually be within Cook County as that’s where the license is and the mayor had clout and all of that,” I explained. “Basically the blood license we had was federal, but to bottle and sell it besides at the club, they added a county one and Cook County is the first to do it so we had to be in the county limits. Which is also why we’re not doing the alcoholic mixes.” 
 
    “That could invite liquor license inspectors and nosy people,” Enzo surmised, eyeing over the large vats. 
 
    “Yes, that was what we all agreed would be the outcome,” I confirmed. “So we have the five blends we have at the club that do well. The consensus is it’s better than human blood, not as bland as regular wolf blood, and while not as refined of vintage as rabbit shifter blood or wild like tiger blood, the blending is—” 
 
    “Un-fucking-real to have access to,” Nikos groaned. “And even if you blend it with human blood of your favorite type—or I like a glass of blend with Sera’s blood after drinking from a young female donor. It just—the array this has opened up is amazing. And they’re expanding.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe,” I cut in. 
 
    “Maybe?” Enzo pushed, raising an eyebrow at me that he wanted an answer. 
 
    The problem was I wasn’t sure how to answer without sounding weak or too soft. 
 
    “She doesn’t want the prey shifters to get the wrong idea of what this pack or coven is,” Carter answered. “There are those still pushing the rumors that the APA is a mob organization. Her adopted brothers donate and everyone knows this, some running their mouths that they do it to buy their safety with her. The balance is delicate as more and more refer to her as the Queen of the Midwest.” 
 
    “Ahh, yes, always that finicky balance of what is too far and what is not far enough,” he agreed, giving a pointed look to Absolon, who was still completely enthralled with me and not giving a shit that he was without all ten fingers. 
 
    Yeah, that finicky balance thing. Reminding me of him, I warned them not to give him any of the blends with my blood until my allure wore off. The results wouldn’t be good.  
 
    The shit we learned over time that could scar us. 
 
    “So for now, we’ve got more than enough with five blends and getting more wolf blood or stable groups to donate without covens pressuring them,” I said, bringing us back around. “Because there was some of that going on. Now we shield them and Carter and the guys enjoy threatening to eat bad vampires if they risk our freedoms in this country or make us look bad. Maybe later we can add labels.” 
 
    “It’s always wise to have a solid foundation before branching out so one does not spread themselves too thin,” Enzo commended.  
 
    I swallowed a flinch, knowing Phobie had said that to me many times as we’d worked on building my foundations. Even Simone as she was the one who’d said originally my foundations were shit. Was he reading my mind? Poking at me? 
 
    No, he didn’t want me afraid of him. He liked me spunky. Besides, that wasn’t an uncommon idea. I was just a bit paranoid with Murray and all the new—and all the recurring—crazy.  
 
    We were nice and let them have a sampling since the facility was closed for the day and we weren’t bothering anyone. After they were done we moved on to everything else we had to protect or cover. 
 
    “Their pack cannot seriously own all of this? Hasn’t she only been Alpha for less than two years?” one of the guys asked his friend. 
 
    “No, it’s not all mine or the pack’s,” I clarified, gesturing out the window. “Those townhouses are Queen Laila’s for fairy refugees. But they have pack protection and we have an alliance with her, meaning they could absolutely be a target or a pawn to Murray.” 
 
    “You speak French,” Enzo practically purred, giving me a dangerous look like he thought I should have mentioned that before. 
 
    “Not much,” I confessed. “I’ve gotten better since Jacqueline came to our pack but I wouldn’t say more than conversationally. Mostly cooking or baking vernacular is where I’ve improved.” 
 
    “Just so I’m clear going forward, what languages do you speak, dear Seraphine?” 
 
    “Are you asking for you or the council?” 
 
    He didn’t answer at first. “My own curiosity. I heard Chief Sands brag in New York you knew a fair few. I want to hear it from your lips.” 
 
    “As long as it stays between us, because I find people not knowing has saved my ass a lot.” I waited until he nodded. “Fluently I know English, German, Japanese, Spanish, Farsi, Russian, Mandarin, Arabic, and Malay. Conversationally I know French, Hindustani, Punjabi, and Portuguese. I’m picking up Greek and Hausa when I have time, which is next to never, so I know only cursing mostly from Alena.” 
 
    He blinked at me for several moments. “You might as well speak globally like your fairy husband. However did you learn all of that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “They just come naturally to me. Ever since I went to a private high school that a benefactor paid for and flew through Spanish I just had a knack for it. I mean, I would have graduated much earlier than I did if I didn’t keep getting bounced around foster families and houses.” 
 
    “That’s astounding, truly. That must have served you well in your career.” 
 
    “Yeah, except when everyone in a large office knows you speak all those languages and are lazy fucks who give you piles of their shit to translate or dictate for other offices for them,” I grumbled, the lingering resentment forever there. The Navy pulled that shit on me too, which was how so many noticed me when we worked with the CIA. 
 
    And that ended so well for me, after all. 
 
    Carter spent the ride out to the seafood farm explaining the original deal how I bought the farm for the elf family since they couldn’t as sponsored supe immigrants. A year later when they became citizens, they purchased it back from me for only the interest I would have made on that money if it had been in the bank.  
 
    And the silkworm farm.  
 
    And the mulberry and pine trees farm… Well, that one was mine. It was a gift from Goran when I became the Mistress of his coven and took it under my umbrella so I never let the fairies who ran the farm buy it. The wolves who lived there and protected them were pack and got paid, but again, it was mine. 
 
    “But you have more than this pack,” Enzo hedged, looking around and taking it all in. “This requires a lot of business knowledge and balance.” 
 
    “I just approve it all,” I joked. “And a lot was done while I was gone.” I cleared my throat and looked away from their piercing gazes. “But yes, the Alphas under my umbrella weren’t idle.” I gave him a serious look. “Again, this is for you, not the council.” I waited until he nodded and pulled my tablet out of my bag, knowing Hestia had just sent me something. 
 
    Unfortunately, it took me a moment to find it and it was cold out. 
 
    “Right, here it is,” I muttered, tapping the email. “She sent me a progress update since the year anniversary of when that douche tried to invade me and I took over just happened. They had a huge party and she sent us video and the outline of all they’ve achieved.” 
 
    “I’ve not seen this yet,” Carter admitted. 
 
    “No one has,” I confessed. “It’s a year today, but they partied last night since it was a Saturday. I’ve not even watched the video yet or read it the email.” I turned the tablet and summarized what I was looking at. “The Alpha had old family money but the pack was fairly poor, hence why they wanted to take us over after the club was a hit and everything I got from Igor.” 
 
    “Of course,” Enzo agreed, giving a gentle push when I cleared my throat nervously. 
 
    “They had one failing dairy farm that humans wouldn’t buy from, a local garage no one went to unless desperate, and others basically took part-time jobs and were in hiding. We cleaned up the area, handled a lot of the bullshit of bogus warrants, and enforced the laws that protected them so all of that stopped. From there we invested in the dairy farm to update and expand it. 
 
    “Laila and I put in greenhouses for the same deal we have here and the wholesale flower supplier. Four wolf families from the Middle East who have vast knowledge of their regional cheeses were screened by Alena and wanted safety, not power, were allowed visas and joined the pack. The dairy farm was expanded to down the road buying a whole new facility for sheep and goats and making Middle Eastern cheeses.” 
 
    “They’re ridiculously good and sell like crazy,” Emilio praised. 
 
    “They are,” I agreed. “The wool they sell to Laila and a family of refugee elves also helps on the farms. While I was gone, Hestia asked Alena to invest in expanding in more land, buying two, four-hundred-acre foreclosed farms for grazing and also put in two hundred wind turbines on each or will finish in the spring.  
 
    “Plus they planted apple groves on the outskirts of the farms where the turbines can’t be that the fairies grow.” I glanced at Carter. “Make sure Hestia gets the presentation from yesterday about the solar farms. That would be a good idea for them to add in to what they’ve got.” 
 
    “Yeah, it would be,” he agreed, pulling out his phone and writing himself a message. “How did the apple harvest go?” 
 
    “Right,” I muttered, focused back on my tablet. “Fantastic, it seems. Wow, the fairies really got those toddler trees to grow in a year. Shit. Right, so the other investment was in a wine facility. Hestia spoke with Alena and Laila and proposed starting an iced cider or apple iced wine to piggyback off the popularity of the fairy nectar.” 
 
    “And you’re fine they did this while you were abducted?” Enzo asked carefully. 
 
    I nodded. “Life went on. I was gone for months. I would have been crushed under the guilt everyone’s lives and progress was on hold because of what happened to me. It took me a while to even start dealing with the pain it caused the ones I loved. I’m glad people kept working towards our shared goals. No one tried to fill my place or take over, just kept pushing forward. I’m proud of Hestia.” 
 
    “You are a bigger person than most would be, Seraphine,” he muttered, giving me a curious look. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not in it for the glory. I want people to be happy and have better lives.” I looked back at the tablet. “So far the first batches are going well and they’re sending us cases to try. Apparently it went over well at the party. Hestia’s asking if we’d consider expanding the mulberry farm so they can do mulberry wine.” 
 
    “Laila would be all about expanding the silkworm farm and getting more leaves,” Carter said with a snicker. “I’ll let Alok know to make it happen. What about housing?” 
 
    I scrolled down a bit and got to the punchline and why Hestia was sending me that email so fast. I threw back my head and laughed. I laughed so hard I almost dropped the tablet as I curled over and grabbed my stomach. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Emilio asked, his eyes dancing with amusement. 
 
    “She did it. The wench actually did it,” I said, wiping under my eyes. I smiled brightly at the ancients who knew me. “I made a deal with Hestia and Linus that if they got their packs up to a point where the tithes came in high enough by the end of the year that their Betas were making six figures like mine were my first year, I’d handle their housing problems and in a big way.” I handed over the tablet. 
 
    Carter’s eyes went wide. “Well damn. They’ve really been selling that fucking cheese and paying back on that investment from Alena still. Well, you, it was your money Alena took possession of, but the terms were fair. Still, this is astounding even if Alena was generous and allowed it to be a thirty-year loan.” He handed over the tablet. “What will you do? Part of the problem is people won’t sell to the pack.” 
 
    I snorted, taking the tablet and tapping it a few times to find what I wanted before holding it out to him with a smirk. “I’ll do exactly what I do when the locals don’t want the feds in their business or in their area. Which is part of the problem there and in Grand Rapids. The locals aren’t fans of actual oversight or the laws protecting supes being upheld, just the extra ones we have.” 
 
    “Which is what?” someone asked, referring to the first part of what I said. 
 
    I rolled my neck and smirked at the guy. “Not give a shit.” 
 
    It was Carter’s turn to burst out laughing. He handed the tablet to Sander, who had about the same reaction. A few more and Enzo snatched it away, out of patience for our antics and wanting answers. 
 
    “This is a subdivision map?” he muttered, his eyebrows creased together. “You found a place to sell to your wolves?” 
 
    “No, I bought two hundred acres right on the edge of development in a suburb of Milwaukee in a great school district near all the farms and supe businesses. I bought it under a shell LLC that looks like a human developer that builds fancy, luxury gated communities and drives up property values. And the pack in New York has a huge construction company that built their pack building and this one. 
 
    “They’re going to build this subdivision there for the pack and our people. The humans want to shut us out and not even rent us apartments? Fuck them. I’m going to build a private subdivision with houses they’ll fucking drool over. We have all the permits and everything already done. They won’t know it’s for us until we’re done and move in. 
 
    “It’s all privately funded and it won’t be local real estate agents getting banks involved or building loans. They’re prebuilt and preordered, hush, hush according to the locals who are salivating at the idea of people who can afford those kinds of houses moving in. We’ve done the same thing in Grand Rapids. As soon as it’s warm enough to start we will. Fuck them.” 
 
    Enzo’s eyes flashed shock as he turned the tablet and scrolled down, clicking on one of the house designs. “Yes, this would make most humans jealous, especially when you pull the wool over their eyes. You will upset people.” 
 
    “People were already upset. It’s time to show them now and again that we’ll push back but we’ll do it legally so they better start doing the same because people are watching.” 
 
    “Hestia’s going to freak when she sees that,” Sander said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, especially if Linus didn’t hit the goal. She’ll get it first. I’ll still do it for Grand Rapids. I was always going to. I mean, I know the situation is bad and people packed into houses like clowns in cars, but I was just poking them to get the fire under them going.” 
 
    “Clearly it worked,” Enzo commented, sounding like he was praising me. 
 
    Yeah, clearly it did. 
 
    When we had plotted out the tour, Carter had made the change with Nina to make one of the last stops her shop in Wrigleyville instead of being first thing in the morning as originally planned. I doubted I was the only one who was pretty wiped after a full day of this and ready for dinner and it to be over. We’d started pretty early, after all. 
 
    However, my mouth about hit the ground when Enzo turned on the charm like I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Ms. Jezebel, it is my greatest pleasure to meet you in person and see your divine shop I have heard such wonderous things about,” he greeted, his accent thickening a bit. He accepted her extended hand, bowing to kiss it and making a show of how long his lips met her skin. “I apologize profusely for adjusting our meeting time on such short notice, but I was assured you approved of it.” 
 
    “Lovely to meet you in person as well,” she accepted, shooting me a confused look. “Apparently you’re on your best behavior as Seraphine cannot hide her shock at your demeanor.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he could be that polite to a woman,” I blurted, flinching when Nina snickered when Enzo’s shoulders went stiff. “Hey, Nina, yeah, just ignore me. I’ll be standing in the corner over here feeling cheap and easy since he’s slept with me and I don’t get greeted or treated like that.” I snapped my mouth shut, shaking my head and heading over to her holiday display.  
 
    So much for getting better at acting more sophisticated and handling that mouth/brain filter in my personal life now that I was about to be a year older. I sounded like a jealous lover, which was the last thing I wanted when it came to Enzo but… I’d really thought I was at the top tier of respect he could treat a woman—capable of treating one.  
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    Ouch.  
 
    I slid my ring on, not wanting to pick up any images or more given everyone was agitated and tense between my outburst and the meeting in general. Instead I finished my perusing and then set on a ledge of the window and got back to work.  
 
    I was much better at my job than I was at my life. Well, maybe that wasn’t true given we’d had a tour of how far the pack and supes had progressed. Phobie and Simone were right that my foundations had held better and my life was more solid. 
 
    I felt more comfortable and secure in my job than in my life.  
 
    Well, most days. Brian almost risking that for me had been a bit more than I could handle and I still felt pretty shaky. That might be while I was letting this with Enzo affect me.  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure what was going on in my brain or my emotions most days. I was still recovering from the trauma of him almost dying and what it took to save him too. 
 
    Sure, I could go with that.  
 
    When we finished there, I gave Nina a wave, hating things were still strained with us. Then we loaded up and drove to our final stop of the club. 
 
    And that meant I was done for the night. Thanks fuck. My ancients were going to show around Enzo’s ancients and give the rules while they were there for their off time. Luckily all of them weren’t needed for that and we had some vehicles there so after we picked up some food, I was back at my apartment and ready for a quiet night in. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was time to handle something else important. 
 
    Fuck a duck. 
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    My allure had worn off from Absolon by the time we reached Nina’s so he was all about keeping his distance and staying at the club. But Enzo clearly wanted to have a private discussion about my outburst when we arrived back at my apartment. 
 
    Which I didn’t want, wasn’t in the mood for, and I sort of wanted to tell him to fuck off for the night. That wouldn’t happen if I was smart, so it was sort of a mixed blessing when Eugene showed up moments after I set out all the food on the table.  
 
    Mixed because I wasn’t sure I was ready to deal with him either but I wanted to see him over Enzo any day. Life was all about choosing the lesser of two evils. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted, giving him a hesitant look. 
 
    “Hey,” he murmured, hunger in his eyes as he eyed me over. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he promised. “I did come up to check on you when you got back but when my wolf smelled him—how much he smelled of you—I got worried and went back to my apartment.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “I can’t stay away from you any longer and my wolf is getting aggressive,” he admitted, lowering his head to rub his cheek against mine. “We smelled Brian earlier today and it’s okay. He’s not your mate and we knew your bond was strong. You might not be happy with me about the talk I had with him but I want to talk to you first before I confess that part.” 
 
    “That might have to wait,” I sighed. “I’ve missed you too and it upset me you didn’t come sooner when I needed you.” 
 
    “You needed me?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    I nodded but then shrugged. “I’ve had a long day but you’re more than welcome to come in if you want to talk. I’ll share my dinner with you.” 
 
    “I’d like that.”  
 
    I pushed the door open for him and stepped back, making room for his huge six-eleven frame that towered over mine. I turned to head back to the dining room table but he stopped me with his arms around me. I nuzzled back against him, rubbing my cheek against his, this time in a very wolfish gesture.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “I could have called you. I know why you needed the space and time. It was valid.” 
 
    “Why did you need me?” he murmured. “Because of Russia?” 
 
    “No, we need to talk because of Russia and I’m sorry if it’s pushy,” I hedged.  
 
    “But it’s time. I know this.” 
 
    “It’s time,” I agreed. I couldn’t be in the dark on his family and circumstances anymore when so many others knew. I opened my mouth to answer but then froze. “I don’t know if I should tell you the rest. I think that depends on how the conversation goes.” 
 
    “I would never use what you’d tell me against you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I think so but I feel unsure.” 
 
    “Me too,” he confessed, which I knew took a lot for him to say. It made me feel a bit better that I wasn’t the only sensitive one on this at least. 
 
    I sat down at the spot I’d been setting for myself, expecting him to sit across from me. Instead he took the seat next to me, moving his left arm over the back of my chair and scooting closer as he helped me open bags and containers and get everything situated.  
 
    “Want to tell me why you bought your favorite comfort food and enough of it to feed an army?” 
 
    “It’s Sunday. Isn’t that reason enough?” I muttered as I picked up a Portillo’s dipped Italian beef with cheese and green peppers. I broke the cardinal rule and slathered it with ketchup but if people bitched at me about it I bit them. 
 
    So no, people didn’t. 
 
    He kissed my shoulder. “Why are you being so cautious with me? Have your feelings for me changed?” 
 
    “Have yours for me changed?” 
 
    “No.” His tone was firm, absolutely resolute. 
 
    I met his stern eyes, seeing the determination in them, and my worry started to melt. “No. I still feel the same for you. What happened with Brian doesn’t change my feelings for any of you.” 
 
    “It just complicates things for us more than the others.” 
 
    That I didn’t understand, taking a bite of my sandwich and stuffing a few fries in my mouth before shaking my head and giving up. “How so?” 
 
    He wiped his mouth and paused in eating his own burger and fries. “Hagan and Reagan aren’t Alpha wolves or men. I am. You’re more powerful than me and we both know I don’t want to be over you.” He smiled when I snorted. “In any way other than bed. You’re my Alpha, Sera. I know that. You know that. But I like being the Alpha wolf in your life.” 
 
    “And Brian now being a wolf threatens that?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was a growl to his voice that worried me and he answered my unasked question. “He should have fucking realized that. For as smart as he is, he’s fucking dense sometimes.” 
 
    “You don’t currently have to convince me of that,” I drawled.  
 
    “He’s dismissive about supe stuff and the world outside of what he knows and that—” He snapped his mouth shut and kissed my temple before allowing himself a few bites of food to calm down. “We said I was a mating candidate as a ploy but your parents gave their blessing. That means something. We kept with the ploy because we like each other and it’s a layer of protection. 
 
    “He ignored that and asked only the ones he sees as valid in your life in his eyes. He spoke with Dain, Hagan, Reagan, and Noah. Axel and I were blindsided and we have more worldly experience. Even Carter’s pissed because he’s head of security but also currently your vampire mating candidate. Goran is yours and wasn’t let in. If he wasn’t going to tell you, he should have told those older and who know more.” 
 
    “Dain—” 
 
    “Dain thought he told us,” Eugene clarified. “He thought the conversation extended to your trusted inner circle, which he would include me in after I received your parents’ blessing and how close we became over your recovery. Even if I’m not one of your main lovers, the world thinks I am. That matters. He laid out a plan for a fair division of your life with them, leaving out us without—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, understanding how painful that would be if the situation was reversed. 
 
    “Do you agree with him? Have you agreed with him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The plan didn’t sound bad but it wasn’t written in stone,” I muttered, sort of wondering what he was talking about. Then it hit me. “You mean Brian’s my FBI, police, and DC guy. When it’s vampire stuff, Noah. Pack stuff, Hagan and Reagan. Dain is Chicago, businesses side, and any fairy stuff.” 
 
    “Yes,” he snarled, leaning in and nipping my shoulder the way I liked. “And where does that leave any room for Axel, Carter, or me? We tentatively discussed maybe one day me being the consort who would take the world stage at your side as that would protect you most with your parents’ blessing. Is that Brian now since he’ll adopt Topher? Is he your Alpha Mate?” 
 
    “You’re getting aggressive for something we’ve not discussed much at all,” I worried. “When we’ve not progressed much and liked this taking things slow and enjoy the chase.” 
 
    “Because the territory wasn’t threatened and now it will be if you get married and mate,” he replied, his tone dangerous, full of power. “And how he did it is not worthy of an Alpha of your power. It was sneaky and underhanded, trapping you—” 
 
    “I saved his life—” 
 
    “And put you back under him at the FBI so he’s your boss again.” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s not sneaky and underhanded like I’m used to. And clearly you’ve had a lot more experience with.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “He offered to quit. He meant it. He would rather quit than lose me. He… Everything just happened and he was stupid. You’re right he didn’t see the full picture and took charge, but he’s not in charge anymore and he needs to get that.” 
 
    “Does he?” 
 
    I didn’t answer for several moments, finishing off my sandwich and moving on to a burger and another order of fries. “I hope so, because I’m not sure I can go through this with him again. We’ve come a long way, but if he wants us to be real, I need him to be real with me. No more of him just doing shit on his own that affects both of us. I don’t do that and I include him on as much as I can.” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve to be your mate if he can’t do at least that for you,” he muttered, nuzzling my neck again. 
 
    “We’re not mating.” 
 
    “You accepted his ring, Sera.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not wearing it until he makes amends,” I admitted, glancing at my bare finger. “And he’ll still only be my consort like Dain is. I don’t know I’ll pick only one mate.” I shot him a side glance. “Since when are you so against Brian?” 
 
    “Since he fucked up this bad and could take my place at your side from me. He didn’t leave room for me in his fucking plan and I’ve been good to never do the same.” 
 
    That was true and I nodded, acknowledging that. “We ride a different line being infected wolves and working for the human government than you do as a born wolf and experience with the supe governments. You know this.” 
 
    “I do. I just wasn’t sure he does or he convinced you both worlds don’t exist with his plan.” 
 
    “Why does that plan bother you so much?”  
 
    “Because I heard you agreed to it,” he snapped, clearing his throat when I flinched. 
 
    “As a guideline,” I whispered. “I mean, as a general idea of everyone staying in lanes. It’s complicated, Eugene. It’s complicated with several of you guys. I have no idea how Alena has over a dozen lovers, consorts, and a mate. It’s all so crazy to me.” 
 
    “Because you still think of yourself as a woman instead of a goddess,” he murmured, reaching over and wiping something off my lip with his finger before sucking it clean. “He said you were making him pay penance. Will you tell me?” 
 
    “I won’t make anyone do anything to be with me. I’m not—” 
 
    “I know. It’s why so many of us want to be with you,” he interrupted gently. “I mean, you’re valuing yourself and seeing you’re worth fighting for. He should earn back your trust. Will you trust me and tell me?” 
 
    I nodded, looking away from his intense gaze as I told him what I’d outlined with Brian after discussing it with Simone and Phobie. I was nervous when he didn’t immediately reply, inhaling the rest of my food as he’d been doing while I spoke. 
 
    “You should have demanded more, but at least I’m glad I didn’t hit him harder,” he finally said when we were done. 
 
    “You hit him?” I demanded, turning to face him. 
 
    “Yes,” he growled, his hands on my hips and lifting me up before I even realized it. He wrapped me around him and brought me over to the living room. He sat down with me straddling his lap and tore open my shirt. He ran his hands over my skin possessively. “He has you like the rest of us do not. Fuck what others say. He has not tamed you. You cannot be tamed.” 
 
    “Then what?” I moaned, pushing into his hands, turned on by how intense and demanding he was being. I loved this side of Eugene as he only let it out with me. He was always stern and controlled with everyone else, but only when he was with me—or it came to me—did he snap. 
 
    “You love him so freely with all of you and he doesn’t realize the gift he has. Dain would kill for that. Yes, you trust him more and more and you have a connection, and while you might not love Brian more, your love is the deepest. He should value that more when he has all parts of you that the rest of us cannot seem to ever reach.” 
 
    I stared into his pretty, deep chocolate eyes, reaching behind him and taking out his hair tie so his dark red hair fell around his shoulders. “What part of me do you want, Eugene? Do you want inside of me? Are you saying we’re ready to progress?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath before opening them again and letting me see his wolf in them, riding him. “Yes, I want all of you and for this to be real, Sera.” He moved his fingers to my lips. “But I will not have our long-awaited first time be when Councilman Dubois is in the next room watching and listening to all of this with such interest.” 
 
    I flinched, not hiding my shock well and guiltily looking at my bedroom where Enzo was. I went to move off of Eugene’s lap but he tried to keep me there. I was stronger and broke his hold, breaking my wrist in the process. 
 
    “Shit, sorry,” he hissed when I groaned. “Sera, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No, I am,” I rasped, hanging my head in shame. 
 
    “Do not blame her,” Enzo said from the dining room. “It was my demand for my aid that I see her relationships to understand how…” 
 
    “I forgot you were here,” I admitted. “I didn’t plan this, Eugene.” 
 
    “I know. I know that, Sera. You would never do that,” he said firmly.  
 
    “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    “She was afraid,” Eugene admitted. “And then she wasn’t. In New York you were too interested in her. Axel and I made sure to get a good sense of you and Papadopoulos cloaked. We’re Alpha shifters who’ve worked for council members who can cloak. We know the signs. I figured she called in someone scarier than her fear to help and you were the logical choice.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just him coming,” I confessed, closing up my shirt and grunting as my wrist healed. “It was figuring out Murray was using magic to influence people.” I ran my other hand through my hair and let out a shaky breath. “I never considered that. All these years building up his abilities in my head and how he could just get people to listen to him and he was a scarier boogeyman than some of my evil foster parents.” 
 
    “Is that why you needed me? I saw you when you faced your evil foster father?” Eugene asked gently. 
 
    “No, but that was why I needed Axel and Brian, but Brian was the reason he was here,” I muttered, as I stepped away. 
 
    “Don’t back away from me,” he whispered as he moved closer and slid his arm around me. “Please. Not when I hurt you. Tell me why you needed me.” 
 
    “You made her feel safe, Alpha dire wolf,” Enzo answered for me. “The last time she was scared was after her abduction. Apollo might have rescued her, but you were the main reason she was kept safe, a shield to protect her in a way others could not, and patiently stood at her side and helped her piece herself back together.” 
 
    A fly farting could have been heard in the room but all I could hear was my heart racing in my ears. 
 
    “Is he right? Is that why you wanted me? Needed me?” Eugene whispered. His voice took on a begging quality when I didn’t answer. “Please tell me, Sera.” He lowered his forehead to mine. “Tell me? Tell me that you feel safe with me. Tell me that my Alpha feels protected by me.” 
 
    “Why?” I swallowed loudly, licking my lips. “Why do you want to hear that so badly? It makes me sound weak.” 
 
    “No, it makes me sound valued and loved, trusted,” he murmured, nuzzling my hair. “It settles my wolf that I give you something the others can’t and I have value to you. I have a place at your side. A place in your future.” 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to turn to you because I was scared,” I confessed under my breath even if I knew Enzo could still hear. “I wanted you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” 
 
    “I understood why you weren’t.” 
 
    “I would have been even if it meant swallowing down my shit if I’d known,” he swore to me. “You matter more than my jealousy with Brian.” He waited until I nodded, raising his head and looking behind me. “Did you get this part of your deal from her? Did you learn whatever you needed to?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I did,” Enzo admitted. 
 
    “Then may I have the rest of this be private? I wish to make up my failings to my Alpha in private.” 
 
    “Of course, as long as you keep what you’ve learned to yourself as I’m not to be here helping her on this private matter,” Enzo countered. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Then I bid you both good night. I’ll check in with the teams and stay with them tonight.” He let out a dark chuckle. “And find some provisions since the dire wolf ate my dinner.” 
 
    “Thanks, Enzo.” 
 
    “We will still have a chat about Ms. Jezebel’s shop later.” 
 
    “Of course we will,” I sighed when he was almost to the door. 
 
    Eugene waited until he was gone and out of hearing range. “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Dance with me?” 
 
    I nodded as he led me over to the stereo that hooked up to the sound system for the TV. I bit back a smile. This was another part of Eugene only I got to see. He was such a closet romantic. I knew our not having sex yet wasn’t simply because I was making him and Axel chase me—or my promise to Axel that no one who’d worked for the council could have me first—but Eugene’s old-fashioned ways. 
 
    He was serious about me and to him, that meant taking his time with me and doing things right. 
 
    “My feelings for you have changed, Sera,” he whispered halfway into the song. 
 
    “Oh?” I swallowed loudly, fear clutching my heart even though every sign he’d given me told me he wasn’t going to say anything bad. Anxiety wasn’t rational after all. 
 
    “They’ve deepened. They’re stronger,” he murmured against my skin, pushing my shirt off my shoulders so I was standing there in a bra and pants only. “I want this to be real. I want to be one of your consorts or mates one day. I never thought I could want that but I do if it’s you. I’ve moved past wanting to see what’s here to knowing something real is here and we’ve not even made love yet.” 
 
    I accepted his kiss when he tilted my head up, losing myself in him but not forgetting we needed to talk.  
 
    “Is it only me?” he worried as he searched my eyes. 
 
    “No. This is real for me too.” I cleared my throat and moved my hands to his chest. “Which is why we need to talk. This is more than what the wolf elder did. The Moscow Alpha…” I trailed off when his eyes fully changed to his wolf’s and the snarl that came out of him actually made me want to take a step back. 
 
    He shook his head and got himself back under control. He went over to the stereo and turned off the music before holding out his hand to me. “It was cold out today and you were all over with the tour. Take a bath with me and let me tell you my past and family?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, accepting his hand, knowing this was hard to him. I felt his relief and my wolf was whimpering inside to comfort him.  
 
    But I saw in his eyes that it meant the world to him that I agreed. Yay for me that I could handle something right for once. 
 
    Plus, it wasn’t really very hard to talk me into a hot bath with a sexy naked man. Could anyone blame me for that? 
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    “My family ruled Russia the way yours—the Dorcuses—do Greece,” he said once we were settled in my huge tub with relaxing bath salts and a glass of wine each. He nodded when I couldn’t even keep the shock off my face. “We’re part of the reason Russia hates supes so much. Granted, the humans did a lot to mess up the country that they blame all on us now but we deserve a lot of their hate.” 
 
    “Wow, just wow,” I whispered, turning so I wasn’t facing him but more sitting between his legs so his right thigh was my back rest. My wolf wanted to be closer to comfort him when this was clearly so hard for him to talk about. 
 
    “I truly believed absolute power corrupts absolutely,” he whispered, tucking my wet hair behind my ear. “I thought for over a century your family would be just as bad as mine and their fall imminent. The only true way for there to be power without complete corruption and insanity was through the councils, and even then I hated the lifetime appointment as it was too much power.” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” I asked, using his knee as a bony pillow as I glanced at him. 
 
    “You. Them. Getting to know all of you,” he admitted. “I think it’s your strain of wolf. Your power stems from love—even if it’s the lust kind. We can sense lies as wolves, but there are truths you cannot hide from a siren you can other wolves. That was what was missing—what was needed to keep the corruption and sanity in my family.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He gave me a sad smile. “Of course you are. You weren’t even alive yet, did nothing wrong, and yet I’m sure your heart hurts because you’ve already pieced together that I had to kill some of my family that went off the rails from what I’ve told you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sorry, Eugene.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly before leaning in and kissing my forehead. “Me too. Me too. Every day I’m sorry too.” He sighed. “For now I will tell you what everyone else knows, but forgive me, I will keep the rest private until I know…” 
 
    “Some things I’ve only ever told or shown Dain or Brian,” I told him. “They only have that piece of me because I know it’s forever. Honestly, if you and Axel hadn’t seen me at one of my lowest points when I lost myself killing Thomas Spelling I don’t know I would have been able to open up to either of you.” 
 
    “No, you already did Axel as he pulled you back from the edge,” he argued. “Me I think you let in as I didn’t judge you for how you behaved.” 
 
    Fair enough and I said as much. 
 
    “They ruled behind the throne and there is much more to the overthrowing of the human czar and his family than history still tells,” he confessed as he moved his arm around me. “I had struck out on my own long before under the guise of educating myself, becoming worldly before I took my proper place, but the truth was I always knew something was wrong with my family.” 
 
    “Proper place?” I asked. 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “I was heir. I was Melicent, the next to wear the crown of Russia as she will in Greece.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be shocked. “Oh, so yeah, no wonder people like this match, huh?” 
 
    “Which was exactly why I planned to never, not ever, associate with any Dorcus,” he admitted.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly like them either and I mean that as a compliment. You’re your own woman just as I was my own man.” He leaned in and claimed my lips, kissing me quiet before I could read into that statement too much. “I only came because it was a wolf issue and I was the strongest wolf team leader who handled the most difficult wolf shit.  
 
    “Yes, I wanted to check you out because I knew you had Axel’s tail in a knot and that amused me as his friend but I never thought—I never considered you would be… You.” He kissed me again. “I’m so fucking glad I assumed you could never interest me and went, because you are everything I ran from and everything I absolutely want, Sera. I want to stand at your side and I never wanted that position.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I sighed, leaning into him. 
 
    “My greatest fear is becoming like my family. Power corrupts. Their insanity is in my blood.” He shook his head. “They lost their minds. They thought themselves gods. They ate humans, Sera. They would cook them up like pigs and serve them at feasts where that wouldn’t even be the sickest thing to happen. Live hunts of humans and more would happen. Rapes. Anything and everything at all was allowed gods.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I whispered, shivering as I pictured it even though I had my ring on, glad I did. “Why did you have to do it?” 
 
    “I was the only one who could get in without getting hundreds killed to take them out,” he explained. “It was my responsibility. They were my family and murdering not just humans but any supes they wanted or who didn’t follow them. They were monsters. I—it was my duty to handle the monsters of my family. I did it and I did it without honor as it wasn’t an official challenge.” 
 
    “Hey, you did it to save lives. Those rules are for those not breaking laws already and a threat to all of us,” I interjected, realizing he was worried I would judge him. “I’ve done things I’m not proud of, but you saved lives and that’s honorable. A sniper saves lives taking a shot from a long, long distance away and it might not be some bullshit of pistols at dawn but it’s not without honor.” 
 
    He blinked slowly at me several times. “You’re the first who’s said that to me and in such a way that it makes complete sense to me.” 
 
    “I have my moments,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You have many of them,” he growled, kissing me again. “Thank you. I have carried that pain for almost a century and this is the first time someone has made a real chip in it. I fought with my wolf and myself for almost a decade after and thought I would lose myself and my mind over it. I almost went feral.” He quickly blinked away the wetness in his eyes and I could see how hard this was on him. 
 
    And I believed it. After the fight I had with my own wolf after sending my birth father to Greece after he showed up with Topher I fully understood. I leaned in and licked his lower lip, giving a sign of submission. “We’re our own family now and that’s more than blood as we choose each other.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is with you,” he agreed, nuzzling my face as his hand touched my side as he pulled me closer. “I would take the stage I was born to if it would be next to you, Sera. You would never let any of us go insane. That’s the gift of your bloodline and more importantly, who you are. You can’t picture so many lovers or consorts but I think that is what never lets any ruler go over the edge.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the stage or ruling but I… This is real for me,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks flush. “My feelings deepened as well. I wouldn’t have recovered the way I did without you and even if I hate Enzo could figure out what I was feeling, he was right. I do want you when I’m scared. My wolf does. I feel safe with you when I’m scared about threats against the pack or what we’ve built here.” 
 
    “I would never let anyone hurt you or take any of this from you,” he swore to me. “I will keep us safe. Let the councilman work the politics and hunt the way vampires do best, but know I am not without my means and contacts as well. The battles that are won with the biggest defeats are done so on multiple fronts.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, leaning fully against him. It was nice to have a backup plan or idea more than just Enzo. “Now tell me about Brian and hitting him.” 
 
    “He deserved it.” 
 
    “Probably but I’m not okay with fighting between you guys. That’s my biggest fear.” 
 
    “Then he needs to not act like fucking Alpha of you and talk to the men in your life he deems the valid ones and handle things on your fucking behalf,” he said with a snarl. 
 
    “Is that what you told him?” I asked, agreeing with him. 
 
    “Yes, and then I punched him, warning him I could hit much harder and I was an Alpha wolf, submissive only to you, so next time he pulled any shit I would kick his ass all over the place. And Axel felt the same and his tiger would rip him to shreds. I think he’s getting a quick lesson on being a supe he should have thought of first before deciding to become one.” 
 
    Again, I agreed. 
 
    “Can I tell you a secret?” 
 
    Eugene chuckled deeply. “I already know you’re turned on that I defended you like that and punished one of your weaker wolves for stepping out of line and upsetting you.” He nuzzled my neck. “It gets me so fucking hot that you approve of me doing that for you, my Alpha. I’d knock anyone back into line who upsets you. I promise.” 
 
    Damn. I really did find that sexy. That had to be a wolf thing because as a human I would have been… I wasn’t really sure. Maybe I was forgetting what it was like to only feel human. 
 
    Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.  
 
    I tossed back my wine and set both our empty glasses on the floor. “Then why don’t you finish telling me what I need to know so I can show you how much I really like it. On my knees.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about that, Sera,” he growled as he crushed me against him. 
 
    “I’m not,” I purred. “Let your Alpha reward you and show you she’s serious about you like you are me. Let me comfort you and give you what you need tonight. I know it’s been hard waiting and it means a lot to me.” 
 
    “You’re worth waiting years for,” he promised. “Shit, I dream of you sucking me, Sera.” 
 
    “I know.” I saw it in his mind every time we were intimate. He might submit to me but Eugene was an Alpha wolf and he wanted a woman who would kneel before him even if he respected me and knew I was more powerful. 
 
    He growled again and nipped my ear as he pulled me to straddle his lap, letting me feel how excited he was. “Once I get inside of you, you better clear your schedule for at least a long weekend and be prepared to be sore and spoiled by me all at the same time.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” I chuckled as I rubbed my nipples over his broad chest. “Just know I’ll reward your wolf for waiting so long by letting you drive the first weekend, but after that, you will submit to me on any whim and play all my games too.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it, Sera,” he threw right back. He moved my body against his dick, driving me crazy. 
 
    “Finish the story and then finish me,” I panted, hugging him to take the sting out of my rejection. 
 
    He sighed, wrapping his thick arms around me as he nuzzled my neck. “I did what I did to limit the bloodshed and violence. The council knew. We were betrayed. The plan was to cut off the head of the evil and allow the human czar—who was a good man and their family noble—to regain control and settle the situation. My parents and siblings were too far gone besides my youngest brother. 
 
    “Him I would save and my older second cousin would stabilize the supes with the blessing of the council. That was the plan. I would one day take my place. I knew I needed to but I was too young no matter how strong I was already. The immediate circle of my family and cousins were all too close and tainted.  
 
    “It had to be someone further removed to stabilize the situation. And later my strength would keep consistency and power just as your family does in Greece. That was the plan. That was what I was willing to kill my own fucking family for.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” I whispered when he got choked up, rubbing his back with one hand as my fingers dug into his wet hair, knowing he was getting lost in the memories that haunted him. 
 
    “We were betrayed. A feline elder decided it was the perfect time to seize vast power and wealth,” he rasped. “The guards who came to aid me were his and the moment I cut down my parents and siblings they could not take on, they killed my little brother and younger cousins who were to be spared. It was all a trap. They dragged them all to the throne room and cut them to pieces.  
 
    “Then they attacked me when I was struggling with what I did and crippled with grief. My wolf was destroyed and rage was all we could feel. I slaughtered them all but the damage had been done. They had more guards and my second cousins—all of us, every remaining Vasiliev besides me, was pulled from their home or bed and killed that night. And I had led them right through the door to do it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I choked out, his pain crushing me and my wolf, even my siren destroyed at what we were getting off of him. 
 
    “They coordinated with the humans and the human czar and his family faced the same. His whole family, the entire bloodline, was slaughtered over the next year, no longer just imprisoned for a revolution I didn’t know was brewing in conjunction with what the feline elder had been plotting. I was hunted across Russia, almost falling many times but one thought, one need kept me going.” 
 
    “Revenge,” I whispered, knowing he would never have stopped until he got his pound of flesh. 
 
    “And I got it,” he chuckled darkly. “When I got back to the council, I walked right into their meeting hall where they were trying to figure out what happened, just having gotten word. He was spewing lies as he thought me dead, and I made him confess his betrayal before I killed him slowly and as painfully as possible. Then I found every single one of his aides or any who knew and killed them as well.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “They locked me up because I was going feral,” he whispered. He shook his head when I growled. “It was the right thing. I was so distraught and out of my head—I was a threat and a danger. It was the right thing and the only way to save me. The council did the best they could but the situation was a mess. All the supe leaders in Russia were taken out and new, corrupt families took over. 
 
    “They gave me updates but some made me worse and others helped. They were able to bury my family at least at an undisclosed location that was family property. The human czar and his family did not get the same fate. The government that came into place betrayed the supes that helped get them in power and it has been the same since.  
 
    “History has been rewritten that my family never existed as it did but many know. Many remember. The current government does and many have tried to take me out as I am now and forever still a threat.” He must have felt my confusion as he cupped my face and sighed, leaning away so I had to look at him. “I go by Eugene and some remember Vasiliev as like the Dorcus family but that’s not all.” 
 
    “Tell me?” I asked, trying not to push or demand as his Alpha. 
 
    “I was born Evgeni Godunov Rurikids Vasiliev,” he answered, searching my eyes for recognition. 
 
    I thought back to where I knew those names and it took me a moment before it hit me. Rurikids was the family name of the Rurik dynasty, which was the original ruling family of the lands known as Russia according to “modern” recorded history. There were mentions they went back to BC times but my knowledge wasn’t that good. But when the line died out, the Godunov family took over. 
 
    Or supposedly died out. 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Any chance that’s just a fun coincidence you were named that way?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you’re the last of two of the biggest Russian royal bloodlines?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Holy. Fuck. Me,” I whispered, not thinking there was a better time to say anything but that. “No wonder the council was so pissed you went from their dutiful team leader to my team.” 
 
    He chuckled darkly. “Yes, once they realized I wouldn’t be a pawn for their camp to be an alliance for them. I was always clear I would be no one’s pawn but I believed in absolute power corrupting. Except when I started to see more and more of the council’s corruption from your side. Granted, your government is more than corrupt itself but you fight that too. My side is with you even if I’m not in your bed.” 
 
    “And if you are?” I teased as I squirmed on his lap. “Shit, why do I extra want to kneel before you? It so turns me on for some reason I never thought it would that you’ve been chasing me when you’re actually like royalty. I’ve never been into—” 
 
    “Your wolf would, Princess,” he murmured, his eyes flashing with his wolf’s. “I was meant to be king and you a princess as the third daughter of the Dorcuses. You’ve built a base of power here and Queen of the Midwest and you might be a Democrat and all about your republic, but a wolf and her pack is not a democracy. You are boss. You want a king to rule at your side and you now know I am one.” 
 
    “I wanted you before that.” 
 
    “Which is why I only told you now.” He moved his lips to mine. “Why I knelt before my queen before I ever told you. Here’s a secret most never knew. My father was not king but king consort. Wolves are a matriarch society, Sera. My mother was the real power. I always knew I would be king but my mate would be the power. So Brian might be your husband and FBI man and US government person, but I want to be king to your queen and the one who stands next to you to the world.” 
 
    Shit, my wolf and siren wanted that too. “I can’t commit to that but I’m not against it.” 
 
    “I know. I know both and it thrills me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what I’m feeling,” I admitted. 
 
    “Your wolf is maturing into who she was meant to be,” he murmured. “So is mine as I found my queen instead of fighting it. But this is our secret. People would fight this and it is not for tomorrow. Maybe years in the future. I tell you so you know why your wolf reacts to me as she does—why mine reacts the same to you. This is a mating bond like Alena and Zeno. That’s what our wolves have always felt.” 
 
    It hit me hard. “That’s why my wolf likes some aggressive shifters. That’s confused others.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’re a queen, not just an Alpha. Melicent might be next in line but you were meant to be a queen as well. Some can sense it and that’s why they want to control you. Eva can and that’s why she is making sure you’re groomed so well. You will be more powerful than Melicent. That’s fine, she has Greece, but you—there is no limit for you, my queen.” 
 
    “Who else knows?” I whispered. 
 
    “I would guess Laila. Dain might suspect your role in the future is more than you could ever guess but he wouldn’t know all of this. Most don’t know my true lineage just that I’m the last Vasiliev.” 
 
    “You’re so much trouble,” I sighed. 
 
    “It makes us a great pair,” he chuckled, but then frowned. “Are you going after that Alpha in Russia? Tell me you are?” He smiled when I nodded. “I want to help.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “I would kill him just for insulting you and you ask that?” 
 
    “Yeah, because something else is going on here.” 
 
    “His family was part of those who betrayed mine,” he grumbled, sitting back in the tub, sadness in his eyes. “The truth must have been lost as he would have gone for your throat if he thought us truly mated. I had no idea you were going to see him or I would have told you all this first.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would have been useful,” I drawled. 
 
    “I had harsh words for Haton,” he said with a huff. “They knew this and the wolf elder about pissed himself over the phone when I spoke to him. He better get his shit together and fast or I will shred him.” 
 
    “Get. In. Line.” 
 
    He nodded. “But that idiot Oleg also works with the government that betrayed them. I cannot fathom how or what he does—” 
 
    “They’re all on the outs with their wolves,” I told him, nodding when he frowned. I told him the full story including the beer guts and he just shook his head. Then I filled him in on what else we were up to. 
 
    “Smart. I wish I could get into Russia to help but I am still the top of every hit list and always will be. They won’t simply kill me but capture me.” 
 
    “Why? What do you know?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “Lots, including where vast, vast wealth and fortunes are hidden below our castles and buried in vaults.” He shrugged when I gave him a shocked look. “They might know sort of where they are but they cannot get in. None but a dire wolf could. The traps might be outdated by today’s standards but they were ingenious back then and they would lose it all to try and they know that.” 
 
    “Oh boy, we should have known all of that before going to Russia.” 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t know and…” He shook his head. 
 
    Yeah, what else was there to say. He wasn’t read in on operational stuff and Galvin and the FBI shouldn’t know his full history like that. We still couldn’t have known the Russian government would have lost their minds and gone after Brian of all people.  
 
    What a fucking mess. There would be a lot of problems with the situation for years to come. The Russian government was denying everything and blaming us for framing them. Greece was pissed as Brian was protected by them. Iran the same. Russia hated Iran because supes ran it.  
 
    Just all around there were fucking messes. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me, trusting me,” I said when we were both getting too melancholy. “Thank you.” I kissed him, wanting to change the mood and comfort him. “Take me to bed, Eugene.” 
 
    “Call me my real name? Just this once?” he whispered, a begging tone that I liked. 
 
    I did one better, switching to Russian. “Evgeni, I want to kneel before you and love on you in the way you long for as only your Alpha will give you before we please each other as our wolves need. As I need for you as your woman to take care of me as my man.” 
 
    “Fuck, Sera, I will not last long if you speak to me like that.” 
 
    I sort of figured that. 
 
    That was sort of the plan. 
 
    And it worked. He hit the drain and stood with me, whisking us to my room and lowering me to the floor. The hope and hunger in his eyes was all I needed as I took him in my mouth. When I moved his hands into my hair he lost it, praising me in Russian as I moaned at the taste of him. 
 
    “I will not hold back anymore, Seraphine,” he warned me, his eyes saying he didn’t mean only about sex. He was planning to court me fully and fuck stepping on toes or who was there first. Brian had ruffled his fur with his plans and setting up the future that didn’t include him and Eugene wasn’t having any of that. “You will be my queen and with all the consorts you want. Name us all mates but you will be my queen.” 
 
    Fuck that was hot. I didn’t like it when guys got possessive or aggressive with me… In general. But something about Eugene and Axel—my wolf loved it sometimes. Even as a human woman now and again I had a kink with Brian being my boss.  
 
    If I was honest with myself even Ari the elephant team lead my wolf wanted for the same reason. My wolf would willingly submit now and again to certain strong, aggressive shifters if they would fully submit and acknowledge me. I didn’t fully get it but I liked it.  
 
    I liked it a lot. And I wanted more of it. 
 
    Eugene smirked at me as I sucked him harder and deeper. “My queen likes that, does she? Oh yeah, I never thought I’d want a queen or to be king to stand behind a queen but you changed my mind. Now you know your real place and future. When we are ready we will be what so many need and save more than you can imagine. I swear it to you. I will make it my part of my vows when you make me yours. 
 
    “Never will it be about power or greed, but protection and doing what is right. We will fight the corruption and evil and I will protect my queen who will reward me as only you can. Only you could bring me to my knees and make me succumb to my destiny, Seraphine. You know what your name means, yes?” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing, slowly nodding. I hated the meaning as my parents had always called me a problem, never an angel. 
 
    “Good. You will be the avenging angel to burn those who hurt the ones we help. That’s what your name means, ‘burning ones.’ That’s who you are. You are the force that brings the fires of heaven and hell and justice when others cannot. And we will serve you without question. Serve you and love you always. Is that what you want, my queen?” 
 
    Shit, I so did. My wolf and siren did, but even the part that was me wanted love always after a lifetime being tossed aside and denied love. And I believed Eugene’s every word that he’d love me forever if he gave me his heart fully. He was intense like that and never went back. He was a lot like Reagan in that way. No matter how much Reagan had fucked up… His heart was mine forever. 
 
    And I wanted it. I wanted that. I wanted that love forever. 
 
    I wanted to be their queen. 
 
    Maybe I finally understood that it wasn’t about power but something bigger and that was what Alena and Eva had been trying to teach me. Hell, maybe I wouldn’t really understand it for a while longer but at least it didn’t seem quite so foreign. 
 
    He finished and the second I swallowed it all, he tossed me on the bed and took care of me. We were both dying to cross that line but we’d both promised Axel that we wouldn’t progress until Axel and I had. It seemed stupid now but Axel had his issues too and given how I’d met him first and he’d been so gentle with mine, it was only fair. 
 
    Still, we had a hell of a time behaving and a lot of fun with all the ways to explore foreplay. Eugene didn’t seem to have any complaints when we finally fell asleep curled around each other. 
 
    I know I sure as fuck didn’t. 
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    “We’ve got another suspected bomb, wrapped like a present,” Shaw told me the next morning moments after I’d gotten out of the shower and answered my phone. 
 
    “Where?” I asked, rushing to my closet to get ready. 
 
    “DCFS headquarters downtown in the Loop,” she said gently. 
 
    I froze, swallowing loudly and trying to squash down my reaction to that place. I hated that building and all the traumas I’d experienced there being handed over to one family or brought back like I was defective before being stuck at another group home. “CPD already clearing a perimeter?”  
 
    “Yes, what else you need?” 
 
    “I want our trainees bused over there as they won’t get a better live exercise than this to see how we handle it,” I answered. “Alert the ancients and anyone who can help. That’s a fucked place of way too many people to evacuate in the dead of winter and too much snow. I need trains and buses stopped like last time.” 
 
    “All over it, Chief,” she promised. 
 
    “You always are, Shaw. Thanks.” 
 
    I hurried to get ready, Eugene giving me a worried look. They all knew my issues with DCFS anything but also now Murray would abso-fucking-lutely show up just to try and rub it in. 
 
    “Wear Brian’s ring on a necklace,” he said gently. “I know you’re not wearing it until he completes this consort training and penance but keep it visible. Murray can’t tell if you’re lying and fuck everyone else. Say it’s tradition until he gets certain blessings. It’s not a lie.” 
 
    “Thanks, that helps,” I sighed, leaning in and giving him a kiss. 
 
    “I’m coming with.” He shook his head when I went to argue. “If the trainees are coming, I should be there anyways.” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t eat Murray.” 
 
    “I won’t. I will make it clear it’s not just Brian he has to get out of your bed. And I’m more powerful than whatever witch he had give him that charm. That’s why whatever he was pulling didn’t work on any of the ancients.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I didn’t even think of that when we visited Nina. Is Carter all over that?”  
 
    Eugene gave me a look that I shouldn’t even have had to ask. Yeah, of course Carter was. He took security and the safety of not just me, but the pack and all of us very, very seriously. He was the perfect person for the job.  
 
    Which was a relief and comfort all in one. 
 
    He ran down to his apartment to get a change of clothes and was ready by the time I reached the lobby, my protection detail there as well. Enzo and his team were there, which I might have objected to, but with a simple glance he made it clear they were coming to observe only. Yeah, they needed firsthand information and could pretend to be Noah’s vampires. 
 
    It wasn’t as if the humans could sense their age. 
 
    I knew the location and led the way, racing over there and scaring the shit out of the CPD when a huge group of us appeared at the barrier. 
 
    “Chief Thomas, they’re ready for you,” the patrolman greeted as he moved the wooden sawhorse for me, pointing where I needed to go. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “If you can keep this one from going off too, that’s more than enough thanks for all of us, Chief,” he muttered under his breath as we passed him. 
 
    Amen to that but I didn’t waste time to reply. I had no idea if I could or if we’d be lucky again. I didn’t do a damn thing last time, after all. 
 
    “Oswalt,” I greeted when I saw him at the command station getting set up. 
 
    He gave me a nod. “We jumped right into not a prank mode but if you could make the call officially, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’d love to spend first thing Monday morning before even coffee that way,” I told him, my voice dripping with sarcasm to the point several others chuckled. 
 
    “Coffee is coming and lots for everyone here,” Carter told me, already there and working with CPD. 
 
    “I like you best right now,” I teased as I headed to where Oswalt told me to go. I really didn’t need the guidance since I knew the main entrance well. 
 
    It haunted enough of my nightmares, after all. 
 
    Sure enough, we had another large box wrapped as a Christmas present. The size and shape were the same, at least a foot in height, length, and depth, but the shiny paper was a different pattern and large bow another color. I didn’t think that significant, but noted it and would include it in my report later just in case.  
 
    I moved closer and saw the tag on it. 
 
      
 
    To: The Department of Children and Family Services 
 
    From: Those you didn’t protect 
 
      
 
    And I smelled explosives. Fuck. Oh, Phobie was really going to earn her fee at our next session for sure. Part of me wanted the fucking building to come down, but I would never, not ever, risk the innocents who could get hurt. 
 
    I raced back to the command center and nodded. “There’s explosives in the box.” 
 
    “A threat against the Catholic Church and now DCFS,” Andrew Murray said from behind several people. “It’s almost as if you could be the prime suspect, Thomas.” 
 
    I turned and locked gazes with him. “Have you been officially promoted yet, Murray?” 
 
    He pressed his lip in a thin line. “No, why?” 
 
    “Then it’s Chief Thomas, and if you forget again I’ll write you up for insubordination. I won’t keep you from my crime scene but shut the fuck up and act with FBI professionalism this time and learn something.” I held up my hand to silence him. “That’s like saying you’re a suspect for getting here so fast and just stupid. Lots of people have gripes with the Catholic Church and DCFS.” 
 
    “And Sera has alibis for both bombs,” Eugene added dangerously. 
 
    “Plus, the footage we got might have been shit, but it was clearly a man who left the bomb,” Oswalt added before looking at me. “What is with this guy? I already complained about him to my chain of command. Is he really who we’re stuck with to replace Havers? That’s going to be fun after years of a great relationship with that office.” 
 
    Everyone went dead quiet besides the background noise of sirens and radios squawking. Something hit me and I had only one real question. 
 
    How was Oswalt not affected by Murray if he had an influence charm from a witch? 
 
    “That’s the word,” I told Oswalt, studying him closely.  
 
    “You’re a rare breed, Lieutenant,” Enzo said, using his glamour of Eric, amusement in his voice. “You are the rare human null. Not only do you not sense magic or power like most humans, but none of it can touch you. Not any supernatural or paranormal power can be used on you.” 
 
    Oswalt glanced at him and gave a slow nod. “My mother said that once a witch tried to curse her but it wouldn’t work. I never knew if I believed it until those soaps Chief Thomas gave us and SWAT last Christmas worked for everyone but me. I’m not complaining, they smelled great, but I didn’t feel a damn thing like the others talked about.” 
 
    And that was why he was immune to Murray. It took everything I had not to look at Murray and smirk. Oh fuck that was good. 
 
    Carter caught my attention and opened his jacket to show me a charm. I had no idea what it was but I knew it was something to counteract Murray from the way his gaze cut to the human. Something to ask about later. 
 
    Right then we had a fucking bomb as our main focus, after all.  
 
    Yeah, no big deal. 
 
    “To answer you fully,” I said to Oswalt, deciding to get the official answer out of the way and showing that Brian’s engagement ring was around my neck. “We skipped some steps it seems. Brian mostly but I knew something was in the works and we’ve been pushing for more of a supe voice in the FBI. Progress was made and some thought that would be a fun surprise for me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, women love those kinds of surprises in their lives,” Oswalt drawled. “So you’re spanking Havers?” 
 
    “At length,” I purred, several people chuckling. I shrugged. “His heart was in the right place and it’s not like anything I would have objected to. It wasn’t supposed to happen yet and all that matters is he lived. So the conversations we were meant to have before it all took effect got flipped around and now we’re going through some other paces we didn’t know…” I glanced at Carter like I still didn’t get it. 
 
    “You’re the adopted fucking daughter of wolf royalty, Sera. Yeah, he wants to marry into the family and even on the human and US legal side he has to go through the vetting process,” he took over, getting the gist of what I was doing. “You guys want a long engagement anyway so let him take his time off learning to be a wolf to learn the fun of being a consort to a powerful Alpha and Dorcus and kiss the rings he has to.” 
 
    “Glad he’s willing because it sounds like so much fun to me,” I grumbled, shaking my head. 
 
    “Well, you had the fights to take over the packs and be boss. This is the bullshit to stand at the boss’s side,” Emilio offered with a shrug. 
 
    “‘It’s good to be the king,’” I teased, quoting a Mel Brooks movie. 
 
    Oswalt snorted. “Like women aren’t always. I’m just glad my wife doesn’t want other men. No disrespect, but I don’t think I could swallow that pill.” 
 
    I shrugged. “If we weren’t immortal, I wouldn’t either.” 
 
    “And no disrespect to your wife, but she has only one side as human,” Eugene cut in. “Sera has more needs as a wolf of her bloodline and her vast power means more than you can comprehend until you can feel it. Havers believed us but, he really did—” 
 
    “But now he believes us,” Carter finished. “It’s like color for someone who’s never been able to see. We say this not to be demeaning—as I was once human too—but there are things in a human life you experience that are the same and you simply cannot comprehend them until you’ve lived them. Sera will still have many things she will face in that way as she is still a young wolf.” 
 
    I snorted. “All the fucking time. Every time I think I got the hang of it, something else happens or my wolf matures in some fun new way. So in that way, it’s just like being a human and realizing you really never had a clue.” People looked like they might want to talk more about that, but now wasn’t the time. “Where are my volunteers?” 
 
    “We’re here, Alpha,” a bunch of supes who lived in the building downtown said.  
 
    “Thank you for coming. Emilio, take them with any help we’ve got from regular FBI and CPD. Anyone without a badge gets paired with those with badges. You are aiding them to clear people out and using your elevated senses to do it faster and safer. Let’s get this done.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” they promised. 
 
    “Got it, Chief,” others agreed. 
 
    They moved out and I glanced over the map. “Nikos, take your team and check the building. I’m sure the order to evacuate was given, but I want you to make sure.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” 
 
    “Chief, where do you need us?” Agent Eric Corbin from the regular FBI office asked with a team of techies I knew from working with them. 
 
    “Talk with Oswalt’s command and see where they can use you,” I answered, gesturing to the group. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “Letting CPD lead on your case shows weakness. It’s unfitting for a division chief to—” Murray started. 
 
    I shot him a bored look. “Oswalt’s got at least ten years’ experience on me and his whole career has been bomb squad. People confer with him from around the country. Only an idiot doesn’t utilize that expertise and gives a flying fuck about the optics of who’s got the bigger dick or title. I’m here to make sure no one dies today and try to find out who’s leaving bombs around Chicago, Murray. Nothing else.” 
 
    “And that’s why you never succeed when the rest of us do.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “We have different definitions of success, Andrew. We always have. I don’t cheat for my achievements and what I’ve gotten. You do. You always have.” I leaned in and breathed what I said next so the other humans wouldn’t hear but I knew my people did. “And you’re so fucking jealous of what I have, wanting me and all of it for yourself, you’re oozing green.  
 
    “Your bullshit never worked on me and it really won’t work on me now. I’m more powerful than whatever voodoo you use to sway others. You’re used to playing with the kids who don’t know the hacks and cheats so you win. Welcome to the real fun where we’re walking, talking lie detectors, magic smellers, and bust cheaters all the damn time before coffee.”  
 
    Rage was in his eyes when I moved away and he opened his mouth to blast me. I held up my hand with my ring on to show him I hadn’t read him. Granted, I had last time but it was a good blow to his ego and confidence.  
 
    It really was because for the first time since I’d known Andrew Murray I saw something I never had before. Doubt. Just for a second doubt flashed in his eyes. Only an instant but it was enough for me and I didn’t push it, taking the victory and wrapping it around me like a coat of comfort that things could be okay and not to be so afraid of him anymore. 
 
    He wasn’t the boogeyman. He was a human who cheated and I simply hadn’t known it. Now I did and I had a fucking army of people backing me.  
 
    Hell, I had someone much, much scarier than then all the boogeymen backing me up… And currently he was watching my interaction with Murray like he was enjoying the game afoot and looking forward to when he got to declare checkmate. 
 
    Sounded like a plan to me. 
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    The FBI bus full of trainees arrived just as Nikos and his team cleared the full building. They jumped in to help the trainers and divide up the trainees and moved onto other areas of the map to systematically clear areas. I trusted them to handle that but it made me nervous how long things were taking. There was just a lot in such a densely populated area. 
 
    Not that there hadn’t been last time, but there had been some grocery stores and restaurants that went faster. This time we had the fucking Daley Center, City Hall, Circuit Court of Cook County, and several other very large and completely packed buildings. 
 
    In December in Chicago. 
 
    What. A. Nightmare. 
 
    Carter demanded to go use the X-ray scanner thing to see inside the box instead of one of the humans from the bomb squad strapping into the suit that was supposed to protect them. Yeah, well, so did seat belts, but that didn’t mean everyone survived all car accidents.  
 
    Carter could take a lot more fucking damage without the getup. 
 
    “Visual up,” someone confirmed and we moved over to the monitors.  
 
    Carter’s hands were steady as he started at the front of the package and went up. There was an array of curses and I joined in. 
 
    Because this time there was a timer. Last time there wasn’t a countdown, only a remote detonator. 
 
    “He assumed we jammed it and that was the problem,” I muttered.  
 
    Oswalt nodded his head out of the corner of my eye. “I would guess. Makes sense. He’s new and learning. The logical jump would be that he didn’t know all of the toys we have to block signals. It’s not like we make that shit public and we do have some good toys that we borrow at times.” 
 
    “What are our options for forty minutes?” I asked, trying to swallow my panic. “He’s not fucking around with that clock. That couldn’t have been more than ninety minutes he put on it total.” 
 
    “Just enough to safely get people out of the building,” Oswalt agreed. “Given the amount of explosives last time, he’s done his math. It will take down the building but not the block, though there will be other damage.” 
 
    “His goal isn’t death then. It’s taking down the structure. The establishment and literal place of failing,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “That’s all you, Chief Thomas,” Oswalt chuckled darkly. “I just deal with the goddamn bomb.” 
 
    I gave him a wry look. “Not sure which of us has the better end of that.” 
 
    “Depends if that bomb can be moved. The last one didn’t have any motion triggers. If that thing has the connectors in solid, I’m going to recommend something one of your guys won’t like.” 
 
    I blinked at him a moment and nodded, pulling out my phone and dialing Shaw.  
 
    “What’s up, Chief?” 
 
    “Get me someone high on Coast Guard. We’ve got a clock on this bomb and we need a boat. We might be letting it blow in the middle of the lake as the best option depending what we find.” 
 
    “You can’t possibly go to that—” Murray started to bitch. 
 
    “No, we don’t know that but it’s better to get the idea rolling now than when the clock is at ten fucking minutes,” I snapped. 
 
    Oswalt snorted. “Damn right it is.” He got on the radio with Carter. “Can you hold on the X-ray for a moment? I want you to inspect the package with your amazing eyes.” 
 
    “What am I looking for specifically?” Carter asked. 
 
    “I think he set the timer and wrapped it up,” Oswalt answered.  
 
    “Meaning it can be moved after activated,” I surmised, watching the monitor as we still could see Carter’s shoulder cam feed. 
 
    “Exactly. The last one was wrapped up tight because it was a remote trigger and the lead came loose when he moved it probably. If that’s not the case this time, he should be easily be able to take off the top and show us more fully.” 
 
    “I understand,” Carter mumbled as he squatted down with the X-ray. “I’m not seeing anything touching the outer box besides sitting at the bottom. Meaning if I gently feel along the box—” 
 
    “Cut the wrapping,” I suggested, giving Oswalt a curious look. “At least slice in the middle or something. Give a better visual.” 
 
    Oswalt considered that a moment and nodded. “Yeah, do one circle with the X-ray and check it’s not attached to the middle to upper half of the box first. Then get some of that paper off the way. Don’t pull at the tape, just cut away what you can.” 
 
    “Understood,” Carter replied. He went through the steps and not a minute later we were looking at a mostly naked brown carboard box. “This is a generic box that can be bought at any craft or home improvement store. It’s one piece that gets taped top and bottom. It had to be taped and wrapped after he started the timer.” 
 
    “Then it’s moveable,” I muttered. “The question is does he risk cutting the top of that cardboard off to get a better view and make real fucking sure of that or do we try to defuse it?” 
 
    “Both,” Oswalt declared. He started barking out orders.  
 
    I didn’t understand all of it but I caught “jammers” and “bomb bucket,” which I assumed was some sort of shield should they think it was going to blow. Not sure how much good it would do but some protection was always better than none. 
 
    Kevlar was a fine example of that and the reason I was still alive many times over. 
 
    I went over the footage Carter had already taken with Sander, making the poor guy talk to me about everything he could see. One of Oswalt’s guys jumped in and helped us. 
 
    “You know so little about this sort of case and yet you made division chief,” Murray muttered, not hiding his disgust. 
 
    My blood was on fire but I swallowed it down and gave him an amused look. “And you know nothing about being undercover and speaking languages like I do and yet you’re going to run an office that does all of that. None of us can do all of it, Murray. I’m not doing this to learn as now isn’t the time to teach me with a clock counting down on a fucking bomb.” 
 
    “She’s identifying the parts we know so it gives us fewer options to figure out what might be a motion sensor or something problematic later while others are getting set up,” Oswalt’s guy defended, giving Murray an annoyed look. “It’s smart and we’re working so if you don’t mind, Agent. I’d like to not fail my job today as this is our case and ass on the line. Not yours.” 
 
    “It’s Special Agent in—” Murray started to correct. 
 
    “Like that fucking matters right now,” the guy grumbled, already focused back on the monitor, tapping the corner of the box. “I want to see this part. That could be where we disconnect the clock. This might be an easy disarm if we get that clock to stop. There’s bad and good to this guy being a newbie. This being good if he got it right.” 
 
    That made sense. Terrifying, but it made sense. 
 
    Before he started, I got on the radio and took a deep breath. “Carter.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief?” 
 
    “If you get blown up I’m going to be pissed.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good, because you put your name in as my vampire mating candidate to block every schmuck who would try for an alliance or treat me like their pet wolf. I do not want to have to deal with that shit again and more presents that make me lose all faith in men. So seriously, don’t make me go through that. Everyone will hate you when I turn into a complete bitch. Don’t get blown up.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Sera,” he chuckled, sounding like he was holding back a bigger laugh. 
 
    “Hey, steady hands there,” I chastised, smiling as well. 
 
    “You’re so, so special, Chief,” Oswalt teased before everyone burst out laughing.  
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t mind taking the hit if it cut through the tension for a moment before Carter started unpacking a fucking bomb we might have to race to Lake Michigan to detonate. I mean, if there was ever a need for a time-out comic moment it was right then. 
 
    Even if the counter was racing towards zero. 
 
    “Box top off,” Carter reported moments later. “No wires or connectors. Totally clear and countdown going at same pace.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something,” Oswalt sighed, several of us doing the same in relief. “All right, take every angle you can and them come back here. Chief Thomas has already started mapping all the components with help so we’re ahead of the game.” 
 
    “She always is,” Carter praised. 
 
    We moved over to the FBI command van Corbin had brought with him since there were more monitors for the images. The bomb squad guys conferred along with Sander, and even a few of Enzo’s guys chipped in knowledge. It took less than two minutes for all parties who had bomb knowledge to agree. 
 
    And then they all turned to me to make the call. 
 
    “How sure are you on this?” I asked Oswalt. 
 
    “Death and taxes is the only one hundred percent thing but this is about as cut and dry and ‘easy’ as we get,” he answered. “High nineties we get this done without so much as a puff of smoke. Carter makes the cut, timer stops or it doesn’t, and he slams the bomb bucket over it just in case and books it back to us out of range.  
 
    “Timer stops and he makes the second cut to take out the remote detonator. Either way he slams the bomb bucket over it just in case and books it back to us out of range. No boom and we go and take out the contacts and take it all apart to do a full report and analysis on. Hopefully we find something useful this time and we go home.” 
 
    I shared a glance with Carter, glad when he nodded he had this. “Fine, but don’t die. I don’t want to deal with the rest of the ancients if you aren’t around to keep them in line. I mean, all they’ll eat is pizza and never a damn veggie.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like us and not you now that you have a shifter metabolism,” Emilio drawled. 
 
    Carter headed back to the bomb with only his tactical vest instead of all the bomb squad gear. Honestly, it would only impede his speed and get in his way and given that was what would save him if things went wrong… Fuck protocol. 
 
    “Timer stopped,” he announced and I pumped my fist in the air, knowing I wasn’t the only one relieved. 
 
    “Okay, make the second cut. You’re clear which wire?” Oswalt checked. 
 
    “Yeah, this isn’t a complicated one like the movies,” Carter answered, amusement in his tone. Only an ancient vampire would find a situation with a bomb something to brush off as no big.  
 
    Then again, Eva did the last time as well. Maybe after a few hundred years alive I could be more flippant. 
 
    Nah, I didn’t see me ever acting like that. Sure, I’d always dive headfirst into danger but I always took it seriously. 
 
    We saw him make the cut and then the feed went blurry as he moved faster than the video could keep up with as he put the bomb bucket over the device. I blinked and he was to us, shrugging that it must have been fine. 
 
    “Let one of us take the bomb bucket back off,” I told Oswalt. “Just in case. Look how fast he got back out of range.” 
 
    “I’ll take the leads out as well,” Carter added. “The device is truly simple and basic. It’s disarmed. Let’s just get it done so people can get on with their day and we get yelled at less.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” one of Oswalt’s guys grumbled.  
 
    Yeah, I could only imagine how often they got chewed out for delays and how much time they took. Funny, the one time no one should ever push people to hurry the fuck up was when working with bombs. Unless they were idiots. 
 
    Then again, there were a lot of idiots in the world. 
 
    We went with Carter’s plan and before the timer would have gone off we were giving the all clear to CPD. Oswalt promised to get me his preliminary everything before the day was out and I thanked everyone on scene. 
 
    “In a rush to set up the next location?” Murray ribbed me as I wrapped up. 
 
    I gave him a look like I forgot he was there, swallowing the urge to punch him like I wanted. “No, idiot, I want to follow up on the lead we got.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “What lead?” 
 
    I snorted. “Why, so you can take credit for it? That’s the only way you get any praise, after all. You take credit for the work of others. No, I think I’ll handle this myself since it’s not your case and you’re just stalking me.” I smirked at him. “That worked well when you lied to my Beta at my building.” 
 
    “Fuck with our people again and it’s not only our Alpha you’ll upset,” Eugene warned as he moved behind me. He wrapped his arm around me possessively and kissed my neck now that work was over. “And you think you only have Brian to get out of her bed to have a place there, but your ego is inflated from the truth, human. You should look up certain laws that you clearly are ignorant on.” 
 
    “You might fuck her but that—” 
 
    “Treat her with more respect in my presence,” Eugene growled, his tone deadly. “I’m still courting her and I wasn’t speaking of myself. She is mated to a noble fairy. She—” 
 
    I moved my hand to his chest to stop him. “It’s not worth it. I didn’t tell you but his… His memories aren’t accurate. He sees a twisted version of the past where I’m sobbing and broken. It didn’t happen like that. It’s all in his head.” I nodded and switched to Russian. “You cannot speak logic to someone with this degree of narcissistic personality disorder. He believes he is smarter and better than all of us.” 
 
    Eugene snorted. “Only an idiot doesn’t believe there is always someone smarter and better. Someone always is.” 
 
    “On that he may be stupid, but he is not dumb. That’s what makes him a problem. But not one for now. Head back and handle training. I want to get a jump on this lead. I don’t want any more bombs because they might become more and more sophisticated and then we’ll have more problems.” 
 
    “I understand. Be safe.” He gave me a quick kiss and headed off. 
 
    I turned and left, ignoring Murray when he called after me. Fuck him. He was just going to try and start more shit and he couldn’t even for a few days or weeks pretend to be professional and use my real title. He knew I wouldn’t report him because he’d turn it all around.  
 
    He always did. 
 
    I spent the ride to the office on the phone with the Coast Guard contact, thanking them for getting all over the idea, glad it didn’t come to that. Then I called the Archdiocese of Chicago. After being transferred around for a while I ended up talking to one very rude deacon who clearly wasn’t going to help me. 
 
    “We don’t give out that information, especially to—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, soulless beings,” I drawled, rolling my eyes. “I’m only partially clairvoyant and from what I hear, from people who were alive then, that’s how the Spanish Inquisition happened so you’ve had some in your own ranks. Don’t get judgy with me when I’m trying to save lives. Someone left a bomb at a church and I’d like to not have it happen again. Do you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he snapped. 
 
    “Then help me find out who did this. I’m not a reporter. This is confidential. I’ll come there with a team and we won’t take the files out of the place. Bring them to the office and they’re secure there. However we have to do this but I need this information. There was a damn message on the bomb that the church failed people. Now DCFS. I need to see this if there’s any crossover of names.” 
 
    He was silent for several moments. “Would a list of names who have filed complaints be enough without the full reports?” 
 
    “I would take that over nothing, yes. If I find names that match then I need the reports.” I sighed when he didn’t answer. “If I get a court order then things get on the record but to stop bombs appearing in Chicago we both know I’ll get it.” 
 
    “Yes, you would. I’ll start compiling lists of names and have it sent to your office. By year would be best?” 
 
    “Yes.” I decided to push a bit so he knew I wasn’t just going to accept anything and be grateful. “Let me be clear that if you screw with me now you will be arrested for impeding a federal investigation. I’m not trying to embarrass the Catholic Church. I’m looking for a bomber so no leaving names off that list for any reason. If they don’t match the list I get from DCFS they will be forgotten.” 
 
    “I understand,” he bit out. 
 
    “I also need the list notated with any complaints filed through that church. It might be that it’s such a big and notable one downtown or it could be that it happened there. We don’t know, but that information is important.” 
 
    “Fine, I will see it done,” he seethed. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I gave him the office fax number and he hung up without even saying goodbye. “And again, I’m the soulless demon? How am I always the asshole or bitch to people?” 
 
    “You are not the only one, Sera,” Nikos comforted. “Idiots and assholes find people to hate without valid reasons all the time.” He met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Speaking of assholes. You need to think on what Murray’s counterattack will be. He wasn’t happy Oswalt didn’t side with him and the digs you got in in front of people. Carter having that blocking charm worked as well.” 
 
    “I figured that’s what it was. We need a more permanent solution.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” he promised. 
 
    “Good.” I looked up the number I needed for DCFS to get the list of complaints and filings I needed as well, mulling over what he said as I waited. Yeah, Murray was going to lash back and fast.  
 
    And I had a few guesses as to how. Fortunately he wasn’t the only one who was smart. 
 
    The fax was pumping out pages by the time we got to the office with lunch and I brought it all to my office. Just as I finished stuffing my face, SAiC Rodriguez knocked on the door with a look that told me he had bad news. 
 
    Interesting since he had his hands loaded with pages from the fax. 
 
    “The director’s on line one for you.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I accepted the papers and thanked him, asking him to close the door on his way back out. It wouldn’t keep everyone from overhearing my end of the call, but it would at least keep some semblance of professionalism. 
 
    I let out a slow breath and picked up the handset, hitting the right button as I put it to my ear. “Thomas.” 
 
    “Nice job handling the situation today,” Deputy Director Galvin greeted. 
 
    “Nice job?” Director Ferguson mocked. “It was a circus from what I heard and she was totally unprofessional again.” 
 
    “Not according to CPD, the ranking Bomb Squad officer, and the mayor,” Chief Monroe defended. “Though I got an earful that your guy Murray was once again disrespectful to her and CPD so that makes us look stupid.” 
 
    I bit back a sigh, realizing this was just going to be the three bosses whipping it out and comparing sizes as they bitched at each other. And women were hens always squawking? I never understood that.  
 
    “I would be incredibly open to any valid feedback as this is my first bomb case, Director. Murray’s style of pointing out anything he thinks is a flaw at the moment to undermine me isn’t helpful, but I do take feedback and guidance well. Which is why I listened to Lieutenant Oswalt as much as I did, despite Murray’s protest it made me look weak.  
 
    “Lieutenant Oswalt is highly decorated with a long bomb squad career and my experience in this area is lacking. I understand Murray doesn’t know CPD as I do, but Chief Havers also worked with Lieutenant Oswalt and SWAT longer than I have and always trusted their guidance. I saw no reason to not follow that lead when I didn’t disagree with what was being suggested.” 
 
    “No, listening to Oswalt was the right call,” the director conceded. “But this letting civilians help has to stop. And now that you’re a prime suspect you’re off the—” 
 
    “Prime suspect my—” Monroe cut in. 
 
    “With all due respect, Director—” Galvin objected at the same time. 
 
    I sighed and sent the email I had ready. “I’ve sent the three of you an email with attachments that are for your eyes only. I don’t answer to Andrew Murray and his outlandish accusations. There are millions of people who have problems with the Catholic Church and DCFS. He is not my boss no matter what he thinks. If my actual bosses find that a valid concern, I will address it. 
 
    “But let’s be real that it doesn’t make me a prime suspect. It makes my being in charge of the case maybe conflicted. I can fix that and I just did. If you please open the attachment, you’ll see that. If you need more proof, you’re more than welcome to speak with Dain Morton, who handled the transactions as my attorney. You can confirm with the recipients that the money was received though it was anonymous.” 
 
    “What is this?” Galvin muttered. 
 
    “Holy shit, Thomas,” Monroe whispered. “You donated this?” 
 
    “I did,” I confirmed, swallowing loudly when no one said anything, realizing they wanted me to continue. “The Catholic Church might have a problem with me and label me a soulless demon because I have some clairvoyant tendencies, but they do some good work. My file is full of valid reasons I think DCFS doesn’t do as good of a job as it should but it does save kids from living on the streets. 
 
    “I have other donations I can show you going back years and years if you need it but they’re more personal and honestly, not your business. This wasn’t personal. This was one Catholic Church group home that works with DCFS that desperately needs funding that I checked out personally and is run well. It’s clean of anything shady, doesn’t allow abuse, and protects the kids.” 
 
    “So you donated six million dollars to keep it open?” Galvin asked, his tone holding a twinge of awe. 
 
    “Yes, last year. This year I donated another six million so they could expand the home and hire more staff to help more kids. I pledged another six million for next year if they promised to keep running a good place and didn’t teach the anti-supe stuff of the Catholic Church even if I wanted to stay anonymous. So, you see, Director, I’m not trying to blow up anything. I’m always, always trying to help save as many as I can.” 
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    “Why not just tell Murray this?” the director finally asked after several quiet moments. 
 
    I sighed. “Because I don’t answer to him, sir. I answer to you. Murray isn’t even promoted yet and is acting like my boss and we’ll be the same rank. Hell, I’ll be the senior division chief.” I was tired and tired of this conversation already. I glanced up and met Enzo’s gaze, shocked he was there listening in.  
 
    He gave me a slow nod, mischief dancing in his eyes. I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to do but then he tapped his head and I had a feeling he was listening in. Or maybe he could just tell what I was plotting. Either way, he was on board with the plan. 
 
    Time to sow some dissention in the ranks. 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, let’s cut through the crap,” I said quietly. “This isn’t about my job performance. You probably don’t think I’d ever really bomb anything. This about how you feel about supes. I don’t know if you have a valid reason to hate us or if you just fear us because you haven’t gotten a chance to know any of us.” 
 
    “That is an outlandish thing—” 
 
    “Sir, you have not been as quiet on your opinions as you think,” I argued. “Most of the non-human office in DC knows you loathe them and have asked for a transfer so they’re out of your view.” He didn’t reply right away so when Enzo nodded again I went further. “And whatever you’re plotting with Murray, let me tell you that Andrew Murray is not on your side.” 
 
    “He told me you always kept on your ring,” he snapped but then cleared his throat. 
 
    “The fact you told him about my ring is a huge breach in protocol and honestly, HR would have a field day with it,” I said, having a hard time keeping the snarl out of my voice. “But it was cold and when my hand was my pocket, yes, I took it off a few times. I didn’t get much, but… Please hear me. He is not on your side, sir.” 
 
    “Of course you would say that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make it not the truth.” 
 
    He snorted. “And why would you tell me that then?” 
 
    I shrugged even if he couldn’t see it. “One former Naval officer to another? I don’t hate you? I don’t agree with your politics but I think you’re a pretty damn good Director of the FBI even if the sexism is worse than other agencies. I think someday your mind could be changed about supes.” 
 
    “What do you mean Murray isn’t on his side?” Galvin cut in as if he didn’t know this already. “He’s betraying the FBI?” 
 
    I snorted. “Murray would betray anyone. The only side Andrew Murray is on is his own. I’ve always known that. I didn’t get much but that the director plans to retire and mess up your confirmation hearing to be the next director. But Murray doesn’t really want that so he’s got something on the director to screw him over. I don’t know what but he’s planning to use it to get in with me. 
 
    “Because that’s his true end goal. Me. He wants me who was the only woman who saw through his bull and turned him down. Now I have money and power and he wants it. He doesn’t want division chief of the FBI. He wants prince of Greece and liaison to Iran and whatever else he thinks I’ll just hand over to him because women are stupid and weak to him. 
 
    “And before you say I’m making all of this up, sir? Check into the guy you’re betting on after Galvin as the new director. Even I know he’s got so many skeletons in his closet it will embarrass you to back him. Every female in the FBI knows not to be alone with him in an office. Not for any reason. He is the sexual harasser. You would have people coming out of the woodwork to testify to that.” 
 
    “You speak from experience?” Monroe asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I confirmed. “I was undercover and my handler was ‘unavailable’ so he showed up to make a drop of information. Instead of at the bar like arranged, he showed up in my hotel room while I was in the shower and I had to fight him off. Not only did he sexually assault me, but he risked our lives pulling that on a deep cover op.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this,” the director muttered. 
 
    “Oh, I bet you’ve not heard of a lot of such reports,” I drawled. “I filed it in my report and was questioned by IA after the assignment was over. It never went anywhere. The instances never did with him from what I’ve heard. If I know Chief Havers, he has a copy of the complaint and report. So does the Chicago office IA if I know those guys. Call them.” 
 
    The director cleared his throat. “I will look into that but we’re getting off topic. I agree that you’re not a prime suspect but going forward, no more civilians on crime scenes. We can’t risk the liability and—” 
 
    “Teachers were clearing the schools and city hall employees helping evacuate city hall today,” I interjected. “None of them are CPD or FBI. I’m missing the jump here, sir. I had trusted volunteers working with someone CPD or FBI for more boots on the ground knocking on doors and listening for heartbeats to get people out faster. No one was breaking down doors or doing anything other volunteers wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You had them speaking to the media and working with the bomb,” he said. 
 
    “The fuck I did,” I snapped, but then cleared my throat. “Sir, I did not. Only FBI or CPD told the media anything. Only FBI or CPD went near either bomb. Murray doesn’t know the players and clearly was misinformed.”  
 
    Yeah, right, and I couldn’t even hide it in my tone I didn’t think that the case. 
 
    “According to CPD her volunteers only helped them clear the area,” Galvin confirmed. “And held the two-block perimeter all around the sites, handing out coffee to CPD. There’s no breach in protocol on any of that.” 
 
    “I’ll let Murray know he was wrong,” the director grumbled. 
 
    Uh-huh, that almost sounded like an apology for me. Assholes. 
 
    “What is this lead Murray gave you that will catch this guy?” the director asked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and flopped back in my chair. “He gave me no lead, sir.” 
 
    “He said you had a lead and he gave it to you.” 
 
    “I have a lead but it did not come from Murray.” 
 
    “Thomas, taking credit for—” he started but Galvin cut in. 
 
    “Sir, does Murray strike you as the type to not brag on what lead he would have found? He simply told you there was a lead he found and ask Thomas what it was? That sounds…” 
 
    “Like he was trying to save face after making an ass of himself at the scene today?” Monroe drawled. “Did you mention a lead and Murray asked you what it was, Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him?” Galvin pushed. 
 
    “So he couldn’t take credit for it just like he always does. It’s his MO. I’ve never known anyone who does it more often. Hell, he would take credit for cracking something in transcripts in languages he didn’t speak during training and people never questioned it. It’s why I asked if he was a supe. Next thing I knew he told everyone I was psychic and that was the rumor the rest of training.” 
 
    “Is he psychic? Can you tell now that you’re a supe?” Galvin asked. 
 
    “No, psychics, clairvoyants, and gifted humans smell the same,” I hedged, wondering if I should confess what we knew or how to handle the situation next. 
 
    But apparently Monroe knew as he pushed me. I glanced up to see Enzo on the phone and realized he was getting guidance, Enzo pushing us around the board like chess pieces. 
 
    “We’re asking your opinion on this, Thomas,” Monroe said gently. “We need to know this things. You’re not making outlandish accusations. If you had to guess, is there something going on with Murray?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know what,” I sighed, glad when Enzo nodded I was doing the right thing. It wasn’t like anyone could tell I was lying over the phone. “I mean, we know there are magic charms or spells. Now that I understand it more, his confidence on how he can just get people to agree with him no matter what’s right in front of them seems… Fishy. I’ve always thought so but it never worked on me.” 
 
    “Then he’s not using anything,” the director defended angrily. 
 
    “Except it wouldn’t have worked on me if I could get images from him,” I argued. “That’s this obsession with me. I never caved to him. Now I think he’s… It’s like he’s not used to being around powerful supes who his tricks won’t work on. Or Oswalt is a null someone said and completely not swayed by Murray.” 
 
    “Sounds like an influence or perception charm,” Monroe muttered. “Makes sense. I’ve read over some of your reports and filings from training and even Jerome Curtis admits looking back he has no idea why they didn’t take them more seriously when you were their ace recruit. Do you have anything we can see of it not working?” 
 
    “Yeah, he came in here and flat out lied that I said he could check out the packhouse building and get an apartment. Christos laughed him out of here and especially when Murray mentioned his immigration status. Murray was shocked.” 
 
    “Nina has charms all over the packhouse and businesses that block other magic,” Monroe said. 
 
    I glanced at Enzo and he nodded, but I wasn’t sure that was a good secret to let out. Still, maybe it was best to sow doubt with the director right away. “I’ll have Carter send you the footage.” 
 
    “I’d like it as well, Thomas,” Galvin said. Not to be left out, the director demanded it too. 
 
    “Fine, because it’s asked of me, but this is private pack business, not something I’m trying to start here,” I reminded them. I did tell them the lead I’d come up with, admitting it wasn’t much to go on but it was at least something. “The timer gave us enough time to get people out. I don’t think this guy wants to hurt people, just show the system is falling apart, crumbling, and not doing what it should.” 
 
    “No, it’s sound logic and makes sense,” Galvin praised. “It might be a ton of dead ends but worth looking into while Oswalt and the bomb squad tear into the new evidence. I think that wraps up what needed to be said.” 
 
    “Actually, I have something if you can spare a few minutes as it’s rare to get all three of you on the phone,” I admitted, worrying it was the wrong time. Then again, there wasn’t really a right time. I decided to push back a bit given I couldn’t see the director would be on board. “It seems only fair to give this a legit chance given it was jumped to that I’m a prime suspect and we’re telling people about my blocking ring.” 
 
    Monroe snickered and coughed. Yeah, that was pointed. 
 
    “What do you have, Thomas?” Galvin asked, sounding amused. 
 
    I told them about the video the boys shot, going into detail about the parts I thought I needed FBI approval for. “Look, I know not everyone wants more supe good PR, but there is still worry about us policing supes like we let it all go and it’s the Wild West of unstable. And that’s just not the case. Yes, people are in favor of us keeping supes in line but let them get a glimpse we do it right.” 
 
    “We’d need to see it but the idea has merit,” the director admitted, shocking me and probably the others. “You’re right that we might agree on this topic and other politics, but everyone on this call does agree we want this funding and laws to stay federal. There needs to be order and laws and they should be federal, not this nonsense with Texas doing this or now Kansas started problems over the summer.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said firmly. “It was also suggested Chief Havers do a vlog about his becoming a new wolf. If nothing else, it will handle a lot of the worry of him being boss but in my pack where I’m boss.” 
 
    “It’s the best checks and balances, which we understand as supes but to the outside it seems as conflicts,” Monroe muttered thoughtfully. “I wanted to do that for you but—” He sighed when I snorted. “Yeah, you were never going to do it and let’s be honest that people would have assumed all the problems were you were a woman. Havers is former special forces. He’s decorated FBI.” 
 
    “He’s also a special case where he made the decision but we did it to save his life when he was going to die on the job,” I added. “I do not want this to turn into a promo push to turn wolf like these bullshit vampire propaganda videos.” 
 
    “Oh? You’re not for all of us becoming non-humans?” the director drawled. “Aren’t you the next stage of evolution?” 
 
    “No, that’s idiot talk, sir,” I sighed, rolling my eyes yet again. “By all accounts, vampires and supes have been around just as long as humans. I have ancients working for me that are over four thousand years old. That’s not a new evolution by any stretch. And I absolutely do not think everyone should become a paranormal. You want a murderer who likes to kill to become more lethal? 
 
    “I sure as hell don’t. Do I think it’s a blessing at times? Yeah, I do. It saved Milo’s life. It save Brian’s life and he’s saved a lot of lives in his career. It saved my life even if the attack was what would have killed me. So, I think supes aren’t saints and not everyone should be one. I think people need more information—the right information, which I have always said. And I think Brian is the right person to do this.” 
 
    “And with all due respect, sir, I don’t think you can be unbiased on this one,” Galvin muttered. “I think the idea has merit but we let the president decide after Chief Havers agrees and does the first one. As long as it’s going to be real and show both sides of the transition, giving the good and bad with that information, I think there’s merit here.” 
 
    “Yes, he must show the negatives and drawbacks to be fair and not a fluff piece,” the director agreed… A bit too happily. 
 
    “That’s why it has to be Havers. The Boy Scout couldn’t hide that part or lie about what he was going through. Being a wolf wouldn’t change his core.” I snickered. “He’ll just get his ass kicked a bit more when he’s an idiot as that’s part of being a pack.” 
 
    “Sooo, clearly you’ve forgiven him for not telling you about his promotion and the restructuring,” Monroe mocked. “I can only imagine the penance on that one.” 
 
    “You act like he’s the only one on that list,” I purred. “I might be your subordinate, but I’m still an Alpha, a more powerful supe than you, and you kept sighing like I was being a petulant child that I wasn’t happy the boys’ club made all these decisions for me and my relationship an official exception with the FBI affecting my career. My other side has several words for you.” 
 
    The line was so quiet I wasn’t sure I should have said that but Enzo looked as if he was losing the battle with laughing from the other side of my glass office wall. 
 
    “In hindsight I was overly dismissive and offensive of your valid upset you weren’t informed of the changes to new structure that would affect you,” Monroe said, clearing his throat. “But I am removed from the vampire hierarchy working for the FBI. So are you and Havers.” 
 
    “Yes, but Havers wants to be part of the pack and he has to as one of my consorts. And you still want Chicago to be your home. So it’s me or Carter or I think Eugene wanted—” 
 
    “You, shit, yes, fine, you,” he hissed. “We can spar and you take your pound of flesh from me.” 
 
    “I would pay to see that,” the director confessed. 
 
    “Me too,” Galvin chuckled. “And I’m curious why you picked her?” 
 
    “Because Carter is thousands of years old and had a cruel side after working for the council for so long,” Monroe admitted. “And Eugene… Well, same with working for the council but he’s a dire wolf from a bloodline like the Dorcuses so powerful, centuries old, and—the damn man would maul me and maybe permanently for upsetting her. They do not fuck around.” 
 
    “I’m learning that. I’d just beat you a bit and embarrass you like I was when I found out you were all doing this behind my back. And for the record, this is part of why I don’t think everyone should become supes. Too many people would absolutely enjoy how far some of the rules and lines go way beyond human rules. That’s not something I encourage.” 
 
    Not when I believed in laws and keeping people safe. Fuck. No. 
 
    The call ended and Enzo seemed to disappear as fast as he appeared. That wasn’t disconcerting when I hadn’t even sensed him or anything. I really hoped I didn’t open myself to more problems later by inviting that monster in to handle the one I was currently faced with.  
 
    We might have pushed back on the director but I in no way thought that he accepted everything we said or his mind was changed on Murray. My luck was never that good. 
 
    I spent the next hour buried in disorganized lists trying to keep my temper under control. Both parties were being assholes as clearly they were printed lists. It would have taken them next to no time to alphabetize them.  
 
    Some were only initials for the first names. That was ridiculous with a city that had a huge Irish, Italian, and other European immigrant names. I had two pages of Smiths from DCFS alone. So really, they would have deserved the punch to the face I wanted to give when I was trying to find someone leaving bombs around Chicago. 
 
    I swallowed a snarl when someone knocked at my door and called normally for them to come in.  
 
    SAiC Jennings was standing there with a knowing look on his face. He was a great internal team lead and go-to guy on anything tech. I just wasn’t sure what he needed me for. 
 
    He held up a USB drive. “I saw they were fucking with you and had it all scanned before Rodriguez brought them to you. If you give me what you grabbed first, I can get it all scanned and into a database file you can compare, organize, and search easier.” 
 
    “Jennings, you’re my favorite techie ever.” 
 
    “I know, boss,” he chuckled, tossing me the USB drive. “Are the pages all mixed together?” He held his hands up in surrender when I gave him a look not to insult me. 
 
    “I numbered them as I started going through them. I’m not a monster and I’m too used to how the FBI likes their paper and copies of everything in too full files.” 
 
    “Thank fuck they’re catching up to the rest of the world,” he mocked.  
 
    We quickly went through it all and pulled out the first ones I’d brought with me. He went off with them and I tossed the rest on the corner of my desk, using the much easier version.  
 
    Which the archdiocese and DCFS should have fucking given me to start with. Assholes. 
 
    By the time Jennings came back I was flying through pages to rule out names. He came and merged the files right at my desk and I thanked him, glad when he showed me the list of those complaints specifically from that church. That was what I would focus on first. 
 
    There were only four potential crossovers. I called back both the deacon and the contact from DCFS and told them I needed the files on four names to start. I ignored the attitude and barely contained the urge to claw them up when I said I might need more and they gave me attitude that I was taking my sweet time with the lists. 
 
    What a dick move given what little they gave me and the condition of it.  
 
    “Get it to me within the hour or I get a court order and make this all on the record and cause problems that I’m sure the media would love as they’re itching for anything,” I threatened each party. Funny how I had to use that threat twice. 
 
    Funny how it worked twice.  
 
    Wouldn’t it be nice if we could just skip all the bullshit and do our jobs? I knew I’d be in favor of it. 
 
    The threat worked though and I had what I needed emailed to me by the end of the day. One of the biggest changes for me to get used to with having a security team was leaving work on time unless there was an active case. I could do more work at home but the ancients didn’t deserve to sit around longer at my office because I was a target.  
 
    Especially when the idiots didn’t let me pay them. They got free blood at the club and they said that was more than worth guarding me and helping Simone and the club with some guard shifts. I guess getting blood was expensive and what we offered was much, much better.  
 
    Plus, Simone always let them use the facilities for free and a discount on the food. Yeah, we liked the extra security that came when any of the ancients were around. I knew Melicent wished they would visit New York to help her bottom line. Maybe one day. I was still too nervous some ancients would come in and try to take it all over. 
 
    And so was she from the way she always framed it as visiting, not staying. 
 
    Brian, Jonik, and some fairies I didn’t recognize were waiting for us when we arrived at the building. All I had to do was raise an eyebrow.  
 
    “Queen Laila is available to accommodate my visit starting tomorrow,” Brian explained. “Getting on a plane sounds great and all but—” 
 
    “Fuck, I forgot,” I whispered in horror. I was such a bitch to basically demand this of him when I had my own traumas with flying and understood why he would. 
 
    “I’m fine, babe,” he promised, ignoring how the fairies flinched. He slowly came closer and leaned down but didn’t kiss me.  
 
    I moved the last inch and let our foreheads touch, breathing in his scent. I loved his new smell and how he smelled of me. Instantly my body reacted but my wolf and siren were the ones to tell my physical response to shut up. He deserved this time-out and we needed to be the boss, teach him and others this lesson that we couldn’t be walked all over. 
 
    Not ever. 
 
    “Call me from the air,” I ordered. “I spoke with the director, Galvin, and Monroe. There was stuff I was going to tell you tonight.” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked, an edge to his voice. 
 
    I leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “Yes, because you’re not my boss yet and we’re still going to have a division of duties. However, you will be one of my wolves and this involves the supes of Chicago and our image. Meaning I’m boss of it.” I let out my power until he shivered and bared his neck to me. “Remind your wolf of that.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” he panted. “Shit, that got me hard. I’m—” 
 
    “I know. We’ll get this.” 
 
    “I love you,” he breathed, sighing in relief when I pulled him down and kissed his neck. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you too. Did you say goodbye to Topher?” 
 
    “Yeah, Maya and Jonik let me. She also approves these guys. Dain said he wants to meet them before they go near his son.” The pain in Brian’s eyes made my heart hurt. 
 
    “We’re married according to fairy law,” I reminded him gently. “My son is his son. That doesn’t make Topher not yours as well, okay? Topher can have more than one dad and all the love most kids never get.” 
 
    He nodded, reaching out and touching his engagement ring on the chain I was wearing. “I love you so much, Sera. We’re going to be okay, right?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you stop shutting me out and making decisions for us when we’re supposed to be a team.” I finally knew how to say exactly what had been the problem for me after talking with Phobie and I was glad I could articulate it now. “I give you all my trust. Time to show me you value my opinion for everything and trust me the same. That’s what we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “We are. I’ll learn.” Then he went bold and kissed me. I let him because I could feel how upset he was, see how lost and scared he was in his eyes. I kissed him back and sent up a silent prayer to whoever was listening that I was right and we would make it through this. 
 
    We’d made it through so much else, it seemed like of course we would. 
 
    We had to. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Oh fuck all the damn ducks. 
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    Dain actually knew the two fairy warriors from court. He couldn’t hide his shock even when he saw them. He leaned in when he greeted me and explained that they were Laila’s personal guards and of the highest level. 
 
    Yeah, I was shocked too then. 
 
    I blinked at the two guards. “And you guys are okay with getting assigned to this gig guarding a baby?” 
 
    They shared a look and the first nodded as he answered. “You have done much for our people, Princess Sera. Our queen values your friendship above many other alliances. And personally, you treat one of us who has been ‘disgraced’ as if he is the finest of us and helped get his status restored by mating him. So yes, you and your child must be protected at all costs. It is an honor to take this assignment.” 
 
    “His parents are pathetic assholes to disown him for helping his sister,” I grumbled, letting it go when Dain hugged me. I hated how fairy culture was so harsh like that but it wasn’t my culture after all. I was glad others could look past it and see Dain was worth more than the label of “disowned.” 
 
    We went upstairs and Topher liked both of them. It didn’t take them long to figure out why we were so worried. 
 
    “He is like you,” that same guy whispered. “And powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, he is so watch your thoughts,” I warned. “I know we were once feared but there aren’t many of us left and no one should ever become extinct on our watch.” 
 
    “Agreed,” they both said along with Maya.  
 
    Well, that was something at least. I had enough problems of my own so it wasn’t like I could start searching for anyone with clairvoyant or psychic blood… Maybe next decade when I handled more of the more imminent threats against supes and those I loved. 
 
    Dain got them settled and I headed to my apartment to handle work and order food. It turned out that wasn’t needed as Emilio had already handled it. They were trying to show Enzo’s team some of their favorite spots and why Chicago was awesome, so they’d put in a huge order for Al’s Beef, a Chicago staple. 
 
    Fine. By. Me. 
 
    Yum. 
 
    I was on my second sandwich when my phone rang. “Thomas.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha, this is Councilman Lima,” the man said, an edge to his voice. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Councilman?” I asked as I finished my bite and wiped my mouth. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away and then sighed. “You have no idea who I am, do you?” 
 
    “No, but there are a lot of you and I don’t have the time normally to collect your trading cards,” I threw right back, annoyed at the attitude. “Are you with the shifter council or vamps?” Now I was just being a bitch and I knew it. 
 
    “I’m your elder,” he growled. 
 
    “Oh, you’re the newest councilman, the new wolf elder who fucked me over and almost got me dead in Russia,” I purred. “I have lots to say to you.” 
 
    “I’m calling to apologize for that situation.” 
 
    I waited for more, counting to ten when I realized I wasn’t going to get it. “That’s it? You’re not going to apologize for lying or anything else? You undermined my position as Alpha and risked the security of my pack. Just you almost blew up what we’ve been working on or making the situation worse in Russia?” 
 
    “I apologize for putting you in that position,” he said. “After speaking with Eugene, I realized what I could have cost him and—” 
 
    “You’re only calling because Eugene threatened to eat you basically?” I seethed. “What about my being pissed and my threat?” I almost lost my temper when the sexist prick snickered. 
 
    “As I was saying—and please don’t interrupt me again, I am your elder and councilman—I realized what I could have cost Eugene. I jumped the gun by announcing he took over.” 
 
    “He will never take over.” 
 
    “So you say but let’s be honest that your position as Alpha Bitch is—” 
 
    “I’m Alpha. Not Alpha Bitch. I have never been mated or—” 
 
    “I told you not to interrupt me.” 
 
    “Then get your facts correct and stop talking out of your ass,” I growled. “Your apology sucks and I don’t care if you’re an elder or councilman. You talk down to me again and this conversation will be face to face and Eugene will be the least of your problems. Are we clear?” 
 
    He let out a long and heavy sigh. “Clearly you will be irrational about this. This is why bitches cannot lead a pack. I understand you have not been mated. I understand you have kept the pack because of who backs you. I’m saying that cannot last forever without being mated. The council would condone the alliance of you and Eugene and him taking over. 
 
    “Many have wanted that alliance for a long time and even if you are an adopted and infected Dorcus, it’s better than no alliance at all. Now we can get around your infertility so you’re not completely useless as a bitch, but your standing with your family is the draw for him. If we hurry you can take over more packs and strengthen your position.” 
 
    I stared at the phone and could not believe my ears. I texted Melicent as he spoke and warned her I was conferencing her in on some bullshit, glad when she could take the call. 
 
    “This is what’s best for you, Seraphine. Women simply cannot be Alpha. They will always be bitches and while it’s unfortunate that you are not a whole bitch and unable to bear Vasiliev’s pups, you’ve pulled off a miracle and seem to have won over his wolf and his heart. You must act now and make this alliance with the council’s blessing.  
 
    “It’s what’s best for your family as well as they will certainly not continue to care for an infected and adopted daughter that brings nothing to the family. If you can bring him and an alliance with the council, that will secure your position with them. It’s the job of bitches, after all. Surely you have seen that’s how paranormals are by now even with your limited time and your abduction.” 
 
    “No, my younger sister has an American and human upbringing, Councilman,” Melicent cut in, her tone polite but I heard the edge and knew she was fuming. “I can tell you’ve thought on this at length though. Why do you not fly out to New York right away and lay out this proposal for me. I will speak with my father as he very much approves of the last Vasiliev but not an alliance with the council.” 
 
    “Oh, you conferenced in your sister without telling me?” the councilman demanded. 
 
    “You said not to interrupt and this is all going over my head,” I answered, trying to keep the mocking out of my tone. 
 
    “Yes, of course it would,” he sighed. “It’s why I told everyone he already took over as he should have done it.” 
 
    Melicent was going to so kill this asshole.  
 
    “No more of this cold phone call,” Melicent insisted. “You did risk my little sister’s life in Russia and spoke for our family in a way you should not have. Come to New York and apologize to me as the eldest. Then we will speak on your plan and I will arrange the next steps as she is hesitant.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re open to this. I thought you’d be as obstinate and illogical as other bitches who think they can lead like your mother and grandmother,” he muttered.  
 
    Oh shit. There was going to be a line to kill him. 
 
    “The world is a perilous place and we are the most prudent type of wolves who take out threats and make the right choices every day,” she about purred. “You will see this firsthand when we meet.” 
 
    They talked for a while longer and Melicent handled it like a pro. She had him eating out of her hand, promising to send the family jet and treat him like royalty to get him to her.  
 
    And women were stupid? Idiot. He was the mouse in her trap and he didn’t even have a clue. She promised to call me later before we all hung up and the moment we did I burst out laughing. I mean, I was dying. I couldn’t stop, holding my stomach I was laughing so hard.  
 
    Well, that elder was dead. How many was the shifter council seriously going to go through? Fuck, I had to warn Councilwoman Haton. This was going to be another mess. 
 
    “It’s been a rough fucking day, Seraphine, and I’m only answering as your friend as I’m half a bottle of wine into my night,” she greeted and I about dropped the phone I was so shocked. It was the first time I’d seen Haton’s perfect calm and control crack. 
 
    “I guess that depends if you like the new wolf elder or not,” I hedged. 
 
    “Fucking asshole is a pain in my side and pushing the other assholes to stop hiding that they’re sexist fucking assholes,” she grumbled. “Instead of being scandalized at what he says and hiding their feelings, the fucking morons are starting to rally around him as if thinking he’s the leader they’ve needed to push back progress and return back to the better old ways.” 
 
    “When women never had power and shut up and let the men lead?” 
 
    “Yes, something like that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I got an earful of that tonight.” 
 
    She didn’t respond at first. “He called you?” 
 
    “Yes, because apparently Eugene threatened him for risking my life.” 
 
    “Oh well, of course, because it upset another male, not anything us damn females have said. They had to pick an asshole with fucking connections and—” 
 
    “He’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    “I only wish,” she sighed. 
 
    I snorted. “No, I mean, I’m warning you.” I filled her in on the full call and that I conferenced in Melicent and how she played him. “I give him about two minutes after he’s in New York that he insults her to her face and loses his head or she does something completely befitting to humiliate him first. I’m thinking of a glass of wine of my own to debate my suggestions after I get the work done I need to. What an asshole.” 
 
    “Shit, it’s my turn to send you a gift basket,” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t allow this and warn the others.” She burst out laughing and I could have sworn I heard her mutter “fuck it” but I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Yeah, I felt the same way. A man like that was toxic and while I normally didn’t think death was the right punishment for someone’s sexist views, his bullshit could have gotten me killed. He was riding that line of undermining my position as Alpha pretty damn hard and should pay the price. My having breasts didn’t negate that rule because he believed bitches didn’t count. 
 
    Fuck. Him. 
 
    “Have any other good news?” she asked when she stopped laughing. 
 
    “I have no idea how much you’ve been caught up on but I forgot to ask Brian if he’s meeting with you on his visit to Laila.” 
 
    “I’ve been unreachable for several days. What has happened?” 
 
    That was also a lot to fill her in on and she shocked me again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Her genuine sympathy touched me. 
 
    “I am. He… Brian means well. I wouldn’t love him as I do if he didn’t. He sees the world in black and white and trusts our side so much. Everyone on our side aren’t the good guys though, and he needs to include me more. I think he finally gets that.” 
 
    “I hate to sound crass and I will blame the wine for this, but I think he’s damn lucky he almost died or you wouldn’t be so quick to forgive him this. It’s a big fuck-up.” 
 
    “It is and I agree. I thought I would die when I saw him shot,” I rasped. “I thought I would die when I knew I was losing him. I felt him slip through my fingers and I knew part of me would never recover or be the same. Knowing that, seeing how much that would kill part of my soul, makes you able to forgive a lot of what seems important but isn’t.” 
 
    “I really need to speak to your therapist. I know you’ve put in the work but that woman truly knows how to reach emotionally closed off people because you sound like a different person than who I met in Vegas a year and a half ago. I have hundreds of years of baggage I need help with and you give me hope maybe we can all find a way to let people in.” 
 
    “I’ll text you Phobie’s number. She is a goddess.” I thought about that a moment. “Thank you for saying that. I know you might chastise yourself later that you were picking on me but it’s hard to see I’ve made progress. This time I saw it with the help of Simone and Phobie. I did put in the work and my foundations held to handle this problem. That was what I wanted most. The rest… Well, it’s always a new day.” 
 
    “With more shit and shit on us,” she finished for me. “Yes, and unfortunately that never changes as a woman and a woman in power. Though maybe this time we’ll pick a wolf who deserves the job instead of one connected. Otherwise I might just send all of them to Melicent until we do. No one will risk Alena or Eva’s wrath.” 
 
    “Not if they’re smart.” 
 
    “I will make sure to put Havers through his paces and introduce him to a few of the good council members since we’ll be working with him now too. Thanks for the heads-up.” 
 
    “It’s good progress if the fucking director doesn’t try to blow it all to shit.” 
 
    “I assume you’re working on that too?” 
 
    “Trying to.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need help. Off the record.” 
 
    “I have off the record help but I’ll let him know you might be an ally.” 
 
    “Oh good, I could use some fun,” she purred. 
 
    Yeah, that didn’t sound like fun to me. I only liked going undercover to get the bad guys. This was a bad person running the FBI to shit on good guys. That wasn’t fun to me.  
 
    It hurt my heart and soul to know and upset me we worked for the same place. 
 
    We finished our call and I got back to work… Because I would always get back to work. That was the job and I loved it. Even if it was too many hours, too much stress, and too much bullshit. Hell, I even accepted it meant reheating my food that night. 
 
    And cold, reheated fries sucked. 
 
    I focused on work, taking a break to put Topher to bed and checking on things over there. I wanted to handle more, but Dain had it in hand and the situation was serious. Two of the names I ruled out fast. Not to be ageist, but the likelihood an eighty-four-year-old and a ninety-three-year-old living in a retirement home were leaving bombs around Chicago was probably nil. 
 
    The other two could be likely but my gut was telling me no.  
 
    My other “break” was to talk to Brian, but I was still comparing lists as I did as it wasn’t hard to see the lack of matching names.  
 
    “Is my advice welcome?” Brian asked when I was done. 
 
    “Yes, always. The problem is mine doesn’t always seem to be,” I snapped, clearing my throat and cooling my temper. “Sorry, that wasn’t all you. The new wolf elder is a fucking prick.” 
 
    “Oh good, that will be fun.” 
 
    “He won’t be a problem long. Melicent’s handling him.” I sighed when he went dead quiet. “This is the part you’re going to start needing to get used to, Boy Scout. I know it’s hard, it was hard for me too. The guy risked my life in Russia with his lies. There are laws against undermining the authority of an Alpha as it’s a death fight for leadership. He doesn’t get to ignore that because I’m female.” 
 
    He still didn’t reply right away. “I think I need to start looking into these laws and understanding them better. I said I never cared if it kept you safe but I wasn’t directly involved then. I will be now.” 
 
    “Call Dain. He’ll lead you down a very gentle path and the logic of them.” I chuckled darkly as I sat back in my chair. “Unlike how I was dropped in the deep end and a whole other world that seemed on crack. Once he made me back up and walked me through a lot of it… I get it now. I don’t always agree, but I don’t always agree with human laws. But—you’ll see the logic and fairness.” 
 
    “I always did but yeah, time to get down to the details.” 
 
    “What was your advice?” I asked when he was quiet several more moments. 
 
    “Leave what you said to the director and don’t push it again,” he answered. “I’ve found even with my rare times talking to him that pushing him makes him push back or shut it down. Giving him the information and leaving him to handle it the way he wants normally leads to the best outcome you’ll get from him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that about him,” I sighed. “Thanks. And yeah, I wasn’t going to bring it up again or harp more. I really don’t talk to him. I think it’s only my second time ever and he wasn’t director the last time. You, Monroe, and Galvin have blocked me before this. I’d like to go back to that. It did feel good to make it clear that I would go to the mat on him telling Murray about my ring though.” 
 
    “I still want to know how he found out about that.” 
 
    I shrugged even if he couldn’t see it. “People talk. Everyone wants the leg up and I’m sure lots heard us say this or that in New York or since. It just crosses such a line. I know being clairvoyant isn’t a disability but I was always raised and treated as if it was. So to me, I’m framing it like…” 
 
    “As if he told people you had a bad ticker or something that can be exploited, which is confidential and over the line.” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly like that.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree and I never thought he would go there.” 
 
    “Hate is funny like that and he hates supes, Bri. Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not. Fuck him. I still would have made this choice to be with you and our family. You saved my life and I don’t regret this for one second. I know things were different for you but Theon was great and I have a lot of support. I don’t resent him and I’m glad I’m one of you.” 
 
    Something healed in my heart, a fear or worry I didn’t realize I was carrying around, because I rubbed my chest and nodded even if he still wasn’t seeing me. “Glad to hear it. I gotta go and get to work on this.” 
 
    “Be safe, babe. I’ll make you proud with this consort training and show you I’m serious about this—about us.” 
 
    I was glad to hear it and relieved as we hung up. I got back to work and crawled into bed when I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore. At least I had several more names to give to the archdiocese and DCFS that I needed files from. 
 
    My phone ringing woke me and I heard a grunt as I reached for it. I blinked down to find Enzo there staring up at me. I’d been snuggled up against him and someone was behind me. 
 
    Carter. My wolf knew him immediately even if I was still waking up. I shook my head, not even asking the questions I probably should, and grabbed my phone before I missed the call. 
 
    “Thomas.” 
 
    “Chief, we’ve got another bomb,” Shaw greeted me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned with feeling. “Seriously? Is this asshole going to do this every business day until one goes off? Where did he get this much C-4 from?” 
 
    I might have said more but she cut me off. “Chief, it’s at CPD headquarters on Michigan.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I breathed. “I’m there as soon as I can. Same orders as before. See how much help you can get us. This is going to be a nightmare.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I growled as I hung up and leapt out of bed. 
 
    “What am I missing?” Carter asked. 
 
    “It’s on CPD turf. This is going to be a pissing match nightmare with every fucking anyone who thinks they’re important trying to take over the show and getting in our way if we don’t handle things first. And it’s the South Side when we’re a North Side office.” 
 
    “That matters in Chicago?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “More than you would think,” I drawled. I took the world’s fastest shower, not bothering to remind Enzo there were a few other bathrooms he could have used when he joined me. I did give him a look there wasn’t a chance in hell he was getting whatever he was wanting. 
 
    Yeah, I was ever going to have sex when there was a bomb in Chicago and a situation I was in charge of. Was that like an ancient vampire thrill thing to experience the danger and rush of? 
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer. 
 
    The right calls had been made as people were ready to go in the lobby and vehicles already pulled up out front. It was too far to run over to and not cause trouble getting in the way through that many busy areas.  
 
    “Hit the sirens,” I told Orson when I saw he was behind the wheel. He did and off we went. Luckily it was still pretty early so it wasn’t normal horrible rush hour traffic but it was pretty bad. At one point Emilio blew his temper and jumped out. 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when he caught up to us a few miles later with bags of McDonald’s breakfast. Hey, I never objected to food or using time wisely like that.  
 
    I made calls and got updates as we went, glad when I got word from Oswalt he was on the scene. Part of me had to swallow my annoyance that he was always on the scene before me. 
 
    Which meant he was informed well before me. Fine, CPD got the calls first and they jumped through hoops and around a bit. I couldn’t even blame that first one as people wouldn’t have known to contact me first with what happened with Brian.  
 
    But I had a feeling this time was intentional as it was CPD turf and I was a fed. Because I was pretty sure Oswalt lived on the north side of Chicago and I was downtown so… Yeah, he would beat me to the scene if he could fly. 
 
    That was the bullshit and politics of law enforcement and something I could get upset over another today. Today there was a fucking bomb. 
 
    The circus was in full swing when we arrived. I took a deep breath and got out, ready to get talked down to and ordered around by people who had no right to tell me shit. It was always the way when big men with tiny dicks tried to assert their authority and completely lose focus of the problem. 
 
    “I don’t care who she thinks—” someone was yelling at Oswalt. 
 
    “It’s the same damn case and that doesn’t change because it’s CPD property this time,” Oswalt yelled back. 
 
    “You’re both incredibly pretty and popular but I think we need to focus on the bomb,” I cut in. “Oswalt, can Carter borrow your X-ray thing?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he sighed, waving at one of his guys. 
 
    Carter nodded and was gone before the CPD guy could even object.  
 
    And object he did. I got an earful while we waited. I nodded my head along, not listening in the slightest until I heard what I was really listening for. 
 
    “We’ve got a timer. Twenty minutes,” Oswalt confirmed. 
 
    “Fuck,” I snarled, turning from the CPD officer and clueing him in I hadn’t been paying attention at all. “Same as last time?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re on a shorter clock,” Oswalt agreed. He walked Carter through the steps and slowly people stopped bitching when they realized we were just going to ignore them and do our thing. 
 
    “Unless you have a better viable plan, you are not getting near her and don’t even think about touching her,” Emilio practically growled at someone. So clearly my security was having fun too. Awesome. 
 
    We went through the paces, Carter scanning the full thing to make sure there wasn’t any wires or leads to the box after he shredded some of the paper. Next he cut the box half off and brought it back to us after taking more images.  
 
    We met at the FBI command van and were comparing images to last time to make sure nothing new was added. It seemed a valid concern given a timer had been added from the first to second bomb. I was just about to ask what blurry thing was near the bottom when I heard the distinct clicking sound of a rifle bolt chambering a round. 
 
    Oh fuck. Now we had more problems than a bomb. 
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    I turned towards the sound and saw the laser sighting turn on to aim at Oswalt, shoving him out of the way and moving in his place. The shooter had been in his final stage of taking the shot as he didn’t stop in time, the bullet hitting me in the shoulder not even seconds later.  
 
    Everyone ducked down or launched to protect people at the sound but I only banged into the FBI van… While the shooter stood with the rifle to his shoulder. A gust of wind carried the sound and people screamed with it. I had a moment to think it would also carry the scent of my blood along and I was going to be in deep shit again. 
 
    Except for what else I caught. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” I bellowed when people started reacting and pulling your weapons. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “Thomas, are you nuts?” someone asked me. 
 
    “What do you smell?” Carter asked instead, getting my sensitive wolf nose caught something the humans wouldn’t or the vampires couldn’t over the smell of my blood.  
 
    “Explosives,” I answered. 
 
    “And we’re upwind from the bomb but downwind from him,” Nikos surmised. “Fuck, he’s wearing a vest.” 
 
    “My guess as well,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Why are you helping them?” the shooter bellowed as he lowered his rifle. “I’m on your side!” 
 
    I didn’t reply right away, studying the guy who wasn’t much younger than me. Maybe five years. He couldn’t have been more than mid-twenties but not a kid for sure. “Oswalt’s my friend. I would never hurt him.” 
 
    He huffed. “Fine, I wasn’t trying to kill him, just get him out of here so he didn’t stop this bomb too.” He nodded towards the building. “It’s corrupt. All you keep doing is cleaning up its corruption but there’s more and more. They fail people.” 
 
    “We all do,” I reminded him. “I have. There are those I’ve failed. Should I be blown up? Is that what you want?” 
 
    He frowned. “No. I want to help your fight. No one helps you clean up Chicago. This city and the people of it have failed you again and again and yet you always help them, save them. Someone needed to help you.” 
 
    “Not like this—what’s your name?” 
 
    He looked taken aback that I cared. “My name doesn’t matter. I don’t want credit or my name in papers.” 
 
    “I know. But I still care. What is it?” 
 
    “You always care.” He hesitated. “Jeremy.” 
 
    Dammit. There was a Jeremy I had wanted to get information on today. I wondered if it was him but until then I was flying blind. “I have help, Jeremy. Lots are stepping up to help Chicago. You don’t have to do this. Blowing up buildings won’t stop the corruption and will just cost the city money it doesn’t have. You’ve been careful not to hurt people but there’s no guarantee with that.” 
 
    He snorted. “The city has more than enough money if people would stop giving bribes and inflating what they pay to put money in their pockets.” 
 
    I couldn’t really disagree with him on that one. I saw Carter moving out of the corner of my eye, Orson doing the same from the other direction. I was afraid Jeremy would notice but someone from CPD tried to take over the situation. 
 
    “Put down your weapon and surrender,” an officer ordered, training his weapon on Jeremy. “Tell us how to deactivate the bomb and come in quietly.” 
 
    The look Jeremy gave him was almost comical. Then he opened his jacket to show he was wearing a vest of explosives. He slung his rifle on his shoulder and mocked the officer.  
 
    “Sure, shoot me. You’d blow us all up and then the building will definitely come down. You were all fighting for credit and who’s in charge so you didn’t call in Sera faster and she didn’t clear the area like before. I put more time on the clock than last time and yet she only had twenty minutes when she got here. And you’ll blame her in the end.” 
 
    Well fuck. Again, I couldn’t argue with him on that one either. 
 
    “Lower your fucking weapons,” I snapped at CPD before focusing on Jeremy. “Seriously, where are you getting all of this C-4? Is there a cool toys warehouse I’m not a member of?” 
 
    “No, you’re honorable, Sera.” He sneered at the group of cops. “Unlike others with badges. Anything can be bought for the right price. Even from CPD evidence lockup. I thought it perfect to use it here given where I got it from.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” someone hissed, several saying about the same. 
 
    “I want to know who you got it from and I’ll bust them, Jeremy. I promise. Let’s put them in jail.” I got desperate when he shook his head, knowing the clock was running down. “Please don’t do this. You’ve not hurt anyone yet. You’re right we don’t have time to evacuate. Let us defuse this bomb and surrender to me. You can tell me everything and I promise you I’ll be in your corner and we’ll do good.” 
 
    He stared at me several moments and I wasn’t the only one holding my breath or with a racing heart. Granted, mine was also because I’d been shot and was bleeding even with the pressure I was holding on the wound. He shook his head. “No, not this time, Sera. I’m sorry. You’re the good guy but sometimes only a bad guy can fight other bad guys. Let them see that people will stand up to them.” 
 
    “Jeremy, no, don’t do this,” I begged when he reached for something in his jacket as he moved towards the gathered cops. I saw the switch and knew I couldn’t get to it in time, couldn’t get to him in time, having a flash of Brian getting shot. 
 
    I wasn’t alone though. What I’d told Jeremy was the truth and it wasn’t only me in this fight. Orson went in from the right and Carter from the left to handle the situation. 
 
    Unfortunately, they weren’t the only ones. I heard the shot and watched the three of them land in a heap, my heart stalling for a moment. 
 
    “Well, I think we have our first suspect who sold him the explosives,” Orson bitched as he got to his feet, glaring at the group of CPD. He held up the vest trigger Jeremy had been going for. “We got it and didn’t shoot the kid.” 
 
    “Dead,” Carter seethed as he stood as well. “Back the fuck up. It’s Chief Thomas’s case and especially now one of yours shot her suspect.” 
 
    “He was coming at us,” one of the cops defended. 
 
    “Yeah, and only one of you pulled a gun so I call that suspect,” Carter snapped. “Nikos, secure the body and call in the right whomever from the regular FBI for this.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m in charge here,” I reminded him. “And we still have a bomb to deal with now.” 
 
    “You’ve been shot. Again,” Carter growled. “Why is it always you that gets shot?” 
 
    “I’m most powerful with the best reflexes,” I grumbled.  
 
    “I’m grateful, Chief,” Oswalt offered, coming over to help me.  
 
    “Don’t,” I argued, waving him and his guys off. “I don’t want to infect anyone. I’m fine. Orson, work with Oswalt to handle what Carter did last time. Apparently he’s going to doctor me.” 
 
    “On it,” Orson promised and Oswalt led him over to where we’d been looking over images. 
 
    “You’re not fine,” Carter growled. “That’s why people run their mouths and assume it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as he yanked open my coat. “Of course it hurts. I’ve been shot. In the shoulder with a rifle. I’m fine as it’s not life threatening or—” I snarled as he pulled off my suit jacket too. “I will fuck you up and toss you off the packhouse roof. That hurts, asshole.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You were shot. Again,” he grumbled, before glancing around. “Does anyone have a med kit? I need a knife or something to cut her shirt enough to get the bullet without flashing everyone here.” 
 
    “Yeah, here, we’ve got one,” one of the bomb squad guys offered, reaching in their vehicle and pulling it out. People passed it along and got it to Carter.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Someone saw who took the shot, right?” I asked under my breath. 
 
    “Yeah, Sander has already got him disarmed and in custody,” Carter answered. “People arrived from the regular FBI but were in the back of the circus. The moment I told Nikos to get them I heard Corbin demand people make a hole and more. They’re clearing the area. It’s your guys’ scene.” 
 
    “Good.” I groaned as he dug out the bullet, glad when it was done. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m going to get chewed for letting you get shot.” 
 
    “When do you guys ‘let’ me do shit?” I drawled. “I’m the boss.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re the boss,” he sighed, kissing my hair before he made quick work of cleaning up the mess. Everything he used besides the knife to cut my shirt was disposable so we could take it with us so no one tried for my blood or samples of me. 
 
    It was understandable we were still paranoid like that. 
 
    My shirt was toast and dry cleaning probably wouldn’t save my suit jacket but I covered it all up with my winter coat once I cleaned up enough of the blood. I went over to the body and saw the shot went through Jeremy’s throat. Given the two ancients had probably knocked into him around the same time, I couldn’t know if the aim had been for the head or chest. 
 
    Either way, my best guess would be it wasn’t meant to be an incapacitating shot. It made me think their accusation someone was taking the opportunity to cover up their crimes was accurate. Great. I would have much rather gotten information out of Jeremy but now I would have to settle for wherever he lived.  
 
    “It didn’t have to be this way, Jeremy,” I whispered sadly, his lifeless eyes staring back at me. His face wasn’t twisted with pain or agony, which told me that the shot had made him bleed out fast. It had to be for Carter to have called it so soon. One or both of the major arteries in the neck had to have been severed with the shot to go that fast.  
 
    I knew it could be like three seconds but looking around at the blood on the ground and snow… Yeah, with the internal bleeding as well, sure, it could be that fast if one was severed and another clipped. Just the wrong spot and game over. 
 
    People were fragile like that as much as they could be strong and resilient. 
 
    “We’re clear on the bomb,” Oswalt called out. 
 
    “Well, thank fuck,” I sighed in relief, thanking him and his crew. They promised to handle disposal and get them the reports as Orson brought it over, smiling like the hero of the day.  
 
    Sure, he could even wear a beauty queen–type sash that said so. I’d make sure to get him one. 
 
    There were a few more pissing matches but after some CPD higher-ups showed up and got their people to back off, our people were able to get their jobs done. My heart hurt as his body was loaded in a bag and then in the corner van.  
 
    “We got his info,” Jennings informed me, handing me a tablet. I gave him a confused look and he shrugged. “I was already headed to the regular office to confer on this case since I’ve never worked a bombing either and wanted the experience. When Shaw informed us of the call and where it was, she said you could use all available backup and I booked it here.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jennings.” 
 
    “Always, boss.” 
 
    I took the tablet and swallowed loudly. Jeremy Baig was on the list I had planned to get information from DCFS and the archdiocese. Dammit. I glanced over at Corbin. “You got things here? We’ve got an address to start on if you do?” 
 
    “All good here, Chief. Let me know if you need us.” 
 
    I nodded. Oh yeah, we’d need them. “I’ll text you where to go when you’re done. Also Oswalt, we’ll need you guys once we do a sweep. I’m sure there’s bomb gear to properly handle.” 
 
    “That’s a wise guess,” he sighed. “Bomb makers generally have gear and don’t just shit the bombs.” 
 
    “Good to know that’s not actually an option for humans,” Emilio said, trying to lighten the dark mood.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    We loaded up and headed to the address as I checked out the file.  
 
    “How bad?” Carter asked, all of them sensing my mood getting worse. 
 
    “Bad,” I whispered, still reading Jeremy’s background. I had access to his DCFS file through the FBI system, but to get information on complaints filed was why I’d had to ask them to pull confidential information. Well, to do it the right way. I’d still have to contact the archdiocese to find out what happened there as well. 
 
    And I certainly would. 
 
    Jeremy Baig, twenty-four, could have been a younger brother from another mother just from his DCFS history alone. He’d been bounced from several bad homes and placed with multiple group homes. The police had been called in on different foster families and nothing concrete ever done besides certain people blocked from ever being allowed to be foster parents again. 
 
    He was labeled a problem in his file like I was. Personally I called myself a problem magnet. I seemed to attract every horrible foster parent no one should ever have approved and Jeremy seemed to have the same gift from his file.  
 
    He was bullied in high school and didn’t get the chance I did to go to a better school or graduate early. He got good grades and was smart, getting enough financial aid and scholarships to attend University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign with minimal debt, which was amazing. He was a political science pre-law major and after graduating applied to the police academy. 
 
    And was rejected. His history cited as the reason. They rejected him because of his messed up childhood and said he failed the psych requirements.  
 
    Fuck, I was angry for him. He had glowing recommendations and aced his LSATs. He could have gone to the best law schools in the country with that but he wanted to become a cop to help people, help Chicago, and they denied him because they system fucked him over. They judged him for what wasn’t his fault. 
 
    How close to home did that hit? 
 
    “Sera, how bad?” Carter worried, reaching over and wiping a tear off my cheek. 
 
    I sniffled and pushed his hand away, quickly wiping under my eyes. “Let’s just check his place.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Emilio told us.  
 
    A few minutes later we pulled up to an apartment building. Not a nice one but definitely not falling down or the projects. There was a middle-aged man waiting just inside the main door and he came out when he saw the badges. 
 
    “I saw the news. I figured you were coming,” he told us, holding up a set of keys. “The kid’s dead, right?” 
 
    “You’re the building manager?” I checked, nodding when he did. “Yes, Jeremy Baig was killed. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too. I didn’t think…” He trailed off and shook his head. “He was a good kid. He just wanted to fucking help people. Everyone shit on him his entire life and that makes people break. I’m sorry he did. Dammit. I thought he—dammit.” 
 
    I patted him on the back when he got choked up, saying the only thing I could think of. “He died fast and it wasn’t painful. He didn’t hurt anyone. He uncovered some corruption too and I promise we’ll clean up what he started.” 
 
    “Good, good, he would have wanted that.” He handed me the keys. “Apartment 213. Across the hall is going to fall apart. She only could still live in that place because Jeremy helped her when her shitty kids didn’t do anything. I don’t know what she’s going to do now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, taking the keys from him. We waited for Jennings and his team to show up since we’d need pictures and everything documented of the scene before we touched anything. We headed up and to say the mood was somber was an understatement. 
 
    And that was before we saw what was in the apartment. 
 
    Carter went first in case there were any traps or trip wires. He took two steps in before coming back out and closing the door behind him. He gave me a worried look and swallowed loudly. “Is there anything I can say that would keep you from going into that apartment?” 
 
    “No and especially not now,” I chuckled darkly. “I’ve got a job to do, Carter. Step aside.” 
 
    “Dammit, Sera,” he whispered but did as I said. 
 
    I understood his worry as I opened the door and went in. The whole living area wasn’t just his workroom for making bombs but looked more like FBI conference rooms when we were working complicated cases. He had whiteboards hung on the walls and standing ones with written notes, printouts, and articles.  
 
    And pictures of me plastered among all of that. 
 
    Lots of pictures of me. If I didn’t know better I would have thought we were walking into a stalking case and I was the target.  
 
    I knew I shouldn’t but I walked over to the first board and saw a picture of me coming out of the courthouse. I couldn’t place it but the article next to it was an opinion piece saying I was nothing but a walking, talking dog and I’d admitted as much about werewolves to try and push the boundaries of the law to get illegal evidence allowed. 
 
    Ahhh, so it was from when we’d had the judge rule our heightened sense of smell could sniff out cocaine. Clearly that “journalist” was dealing with any of the facts and not just gossip to get clicks and attention. Still, it seemed to put him on Jeremy’s enemy list for going after me with lies while citing how many pounds of cocaine we’d taken off the streets since then. 
 
    And not just in Chicago. That ruling was holding up across the country so the non-human division of the FBI was able to use it if needed as reasonable cause for cocaine busts as well. And assholes were hating on me for it. Seriously? 
 
    I moved on to the next issue he took and it was more of the same. It seemed Jeremy Baig was my biggest fan and maybe a bit in love with me. But respected my relationships as there was a picture of me with Dain and he listed Dain’s attributes and that he seemed to treat me well. 
 
    “Get pictures of all of this,” I told Jennings as I moved along. There were stacks of files that looked older and for some reason my gut told me I wanted to see what was there. I wasn’t sure why, but I just did.  
 
    It was the fifth file I knew why. My heart hurt even worse at what I found. 
 
    “Sera, what is it?” Carter demanded. 
 
    “He kept trying,” I whispered, closing the file. “He paid to go to outside shrinks and there wasn’t anything wrong with him and his psych evaluations should be clean. They still turned him down. They didn’t give a shit. They just judged his history.” 
 
    “Or they saw something that clearly was there,” Emilio argued, gesturing around the room. 
 
    “Was it then or did they help do this?” I snapped, shaking the file at him. “Five different independent shrinks said he had no flags that should keep him out of the police academy. If he’d gone to another city it probably wouldn’t have but he wanted to help here. They flagged him because they assumed he would resent them because CPD failed him when his bad foster parents didn’t end up in jail.” 
 
    “You’re taking this personally,” Emilio muttered, grabbing the file from me. 
 
    “I think it is pretty fucking personal,” I seethed, waving to another board full of pictures. I glanced at yet another one and shook my head. “Jennings, you can process the room. Make sure you get all of it.” 
 
    “Of course, Chief.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Sera?” Carter asked gently. 
 
    “That I need to thank Jason,” I rasped as I headed for the door. 
 
    “Jason? Why?” he demanded, following after me. “Jason Roberson? What does he have to do with this?” 
 
    I walked out into the hallway and down it a bit, leaning against a wall and letting out a shaky breath before gesturing to the apartment we’d just left. “Because without Jason that could have been me.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “A few different pushes, a few trips the wrong way, and not on the path I took, and that could have been me.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe, but I still don’t get what that has to do with Jason.” 
 
    “Everything,” I admitted. I sighed and ran my hand over my face. “I was having a rough time in ROTC and seriously considering leaving. I was thinking of just finishing my degree and coming back to Chicago to be a cop. I thought maybe I could do more as CPD and not have to deal with the Navy’s bullshit and who knew what else. Jason talked me out of it.  
 
    “He said the military was more in need of numbers and people than police academies and overlooked backgrounds more often. I didn’t get it. I didn’t understand what he was trying to tell me then. I didn’t understand how my shitty childhood would ever be a flag because it wasn’t my fault so why would it be. But he told me that the Navy was the right path and from there I had all the doors open to me. 
 
    “He was right. He set me on the path I needed to get here. Without Jason knowing the way things were, knowing the system and the way the game was played before I even had a clue there was a game to play, I’m Jeremy just wanting to do good and getting turned down for bullshit reasons and labeled a psych problem because of my past. So yeah, I think I owe Jason a big damn thank-you I never realized.” 
 
    “I could see that,” he agreed after a moment.  
 
    I nodded. “When this is done, call him for me?” 
 
    “Of course. What am I saying?” 
 
    “What I just said,” I answered after a moment. “And that all isn’t forgiven but I won’t let him ever become Jeremy and get swallowed by the darkness either. He’ll know what that means. If he needs a reminder or place to feel home, tell him the pack apartments will always be open to him.” I nodded when he gave me a shocked look. “Apparently I wouldn’t have been Alpha to do all of it without him.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for him to argue or object, turning and heading for the exit. I’d had enough for the day. The current threat against Chicago was handled and even if there was still a mess to clean up, there always would be and we’d take care of that too. 
 
    There were other threats against us and for now, that would be tomorrow’s problem as I was sure Andrew Murray wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. But he would have to wait. My damn shoulder still ached and I was hungry from healing that fast.  
 
    The bomb didn’t go off and that was a win. Even if everyone didn’t come out alive and my heart hurt at the end of this case again.  
 
    No one ever said this job was easy, but the job was mine. 
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    Jeremy Baig was splashed all over every paper and news outlet Chicago had. As was always the case, someone leaked way too much information. My money was on someone with CPD to throw some of the stink off of them and onto me. Pictures from inside of his apartment showing his obsession with me were some of the focus.  
 
    I wasn’t—and certainly the FBI wasn’t—amused when several reporters called him my sidekick. That really wasn’t funny on several levels and I made that clear when I answered questions during a press conference. 
 
    “Well, considering Mr. Baig was shot dead by the CPD officer who illegally sold him explosives and other evidence from other cases he had access to, I think we’re focused on the wrong part of the story here,” I said firmly, shocking everyone silent. “We found the evidence in Mr. Baig’s apartment along with proof of other corrupt officials and officers in Chicago. So no, he wasn’t my sidekick as we’d never even met before the other day.” 
 
    “You sound awfully defensive of him though, Chief Thomas,” a reporter called out. “Especially for someone who was clearly so mentally ill.” 
 
    I leaned on the podium and gave the guy a nasty glare. “First of all, I don’t come down hard on people who are mentally ill. I come down hard on criminals who choose to hurt people or commit crimes while of sound mind. There is a difference. Second, Jeremy Baig was not always mentally ill, as stated by the five separate and independent psychiatrists who did extensive profiles on him.  
 
    “We have a bit of a chicken-egg situation here. He was repeatedly told he failed the psych profile and mentally unfit to be admitted to the police academy while knowing he was absolutely able. I’m defensive because we had similar childhoods and I’m ridiculously grateful that the United States Navy has a much more accepting nature and open mind about a person’s history. 
 
    “My recruiter knew of my past and made sure to sit in on a few sessions while I spoke with a college counselor and psychiatrist to make sure my PTSD and triggers were manageable. In other words, they didn’t write me off, nor did the FBI, because I had a crap childhood. That could mess up anyone and yet he kept trying and finding corruption while being told he was the mental case. 
 
    “So yes, I think he had help pushing him down that road that led to this tragedy instead of a much, much better story. He was intelligent and had a promising future if someone had simply taken the time to see him and given him a real chance. And now he’s dead because a corrupt cop tried to silence him before Mr. Baig could tell of his crimes. Why aren’t you upset?” 
 
    Needless to say, the press conference didn’t last much longer. The FBI wasn’t happy how I handled it; however, I did give them a backhanded compliment that they were more accepting and understanding over the CPD. So they ran with that. The Navy did as well. 
 
    Glad they took their bow because I didn’t regret giving it. Not when I fully believed they deserved it for giving me a chance when I saw how other people wouldn’t have. 
 
    The Russian government is denying everything. I mean every-fucking-thing. They don’t know the guys we have in custody that shot Brian or were involved even though they confessed. They didn’t order the hit and would never do something so stupid as to hurt an FBI agent when we have such a good relationship. 
 
    What world are they living in that they can say that with a straight face? 
 
    So that’s going to be going on a long time. I doubt we’ll get a resolution or any sort of justice or answer. The answer for now is Brian and I aren’t going near Russia, the president’s orders even. 
 
    Yeah, no shit. 
 
    There’s more to this because they mentioned Eugene by name so now that he’s popped his head up publicly and they know he’s alive… That can’t be good. It seems most thought he was dead or the humans at least didn’t know he was working with the shifter council. That’s broken what little peace there was left with the humans and supes in Russia and now every paranormal wants out of there. 
 
    Which is a great payday for Alpha Oleg. Or so he thinks. Grigori Alexeev is actually working that angle with Zeno and Councilwoman Haton. There’s going to be a money trail and a whole bunch of fun there. I wish I could get more involved but I’m sure there will be some hacking that won’t be completely sanctioned by the US government so better I stay out of it. 
 
    Still, I’m so, so heartbroken Oleg will get screwed in the end. 
 
    Yeah, sure I am. 
 
    The YouTuber guest thing turned out to be a huge hit. Like exceptionally huge, and several did multiple pieces about building a menu with guest chefs and all we were doing that was crazy cool. Noah gave them in-depth tours and behind the scenes looks at how the coven runs the hotels to dispel a lot of the crazy rumors how vampire businesses run. So we have some good PR for the moment. 
 
    We also launched our YouTube channel after talking among our leaders and getting the approval for the parts with the FBI. I knew full well the director thought I would look like such a blonde idiot that he wanted me to be laughed at. Except it was the first video we put up and it got over a million hits within twenty-four hours. People love it and want more. 
 
    We’re buying up land for solar and wind farms under private hidden corps so people don’t start shit because supes are doing it more than bitching about clean energy. If nothing else, they’re another place to hide like pack lands should problems every blow up or shit hit the fan. I think planning like that is best. 
 
    People call me paranoid but Carter calls them stupid for not taking it more seriously. Yeah, I agree. 
 
    Hestia and Linus were shocked about their new housing developments but it’s all done and done. Linus hit his goals as well so I was glad I jumped ahead. Hey, it was great progress and I was glad two of the packs that were mine were doing so well. I mean, of course New York and Newark were with Melicent handling them. 
 
    Now if I could just fucking figure out Sioux Falls, but yeah, maybe next year since that was right around the corner. 
 
    Dain also handled the professor that talked down to the kids of the pack in college, showing that we were, in fact, going forward with the plan. According to Ashley, my fairy lover spent over an hour lecturing the jerk about how shortsighted and limited he was mentally to not see such a detailed and well-tailored proposal and how much it saved the pack in billable lawyer hours.  
 
    But I guess I missed out on some fun. Oh well. I enjoyed the highlights. 
 
    More paranormals want to come to Chicago or be under my umbrella—and not just from Russia. For now they’re still going through Greece as refugees, but we’ve taken in so many that we need another round of reorganizing and giving people a chance to move up. 
 
    Or really, showing them that those at the top will be staying at the top. So we’re going to have some more dominance fights at the casino and do them even bigger this time for New Year’s. And yes, I’ll be fighting this time. More expo fights, but we all agree it’s needed to show I’m not all talk or like the wolf elder ran his mouth about, that I’m still in power because of who backs me. 
 
    I’m so counting the days until that douche visits Melicent and gets himself dead. Really, I wish I was going to be there to witness it. 
 
    Brian’s family took his spanking pretty well once he talked with them about the optics and it kept us all safe. Jimmy also quit his job and took one with the Dorcuses’ global corporation, auditing resorts and helping with pack investments. He’s also going to be helping Dain with all my assets that Alena took possession of.  
 
    It’s not like I’m going to do it. 
 
    The Haverses are taking a nice extended vacation touring and exploring the resorts to get out of the line of fire. No one had to talk Grammy Havers into it once we promised we’d do video chats with Topher, and she’s looking forward to getting to see how Eva and Alena really live in Greece. I think she’s curious to see how Brian’s future will be even after she’s gone.  
 
    I think it doesn’t really matter how they live as that won’t ever be us, but I understand that curiousness of it. 
 
    And apparently we have a yacht parked on the waterfront that’s a mating gift from Alena and Zeno instead of the castle they wanted to get us. Yeah, like an actual fucking castle like Eva bought them. Right, so I really was adopted into royalty, no reason to freak out. 
 
    Of course I freaked the fuck out. It seemed to amuse the shit out of Melicent and the sister I have yet to meet and have only spoken to on the phone a few times. Melicent is trying to get us together but she is hesitant with me as she was closer with Bernard than Melicent was. Melicent begs me to be patient with her. It took us meeting and seeing the truth of Bernard to understand. 
 
    I get it. Well, not really as I never had siblings before Topher, but I get I can’t understand the pain and loss. If that makes sense. 
 
    Enzo snuck out of Chicago and into Greece at some point because Eva informed me she felt him and then Giannis Barlos suddenly accepted that Christos and not Theon infected Brian. And so did a lot of other people. So not only did he make good on our deal, he did better on it and cleaned up more than that one spill so there wouldn’t be waves later. 
 
    Great, so he wants to make sure I ask him for help again. Or he wants something he’s planning on asking for later. Or he’s hoping I’ll be just as dangerous. I’m not sure which is worse. 
 
    I’m not sure I have the energy to worry about it after this last case and everything else on my plate. 
 
    The next APA event has been decided for the third week of January in Vegas hosted by Laila… And we’ll be driving. No more fucking flying. I just can’t right now. It’s not that far of a drive and fuck it. Seriously, just fuck it. We can caravan down there and get work done on the way and others can fly out to meet us. 
 
    I still have to handle things with Axel and Reagan and I’m excited and scared to. Phobie says that’s normal but best to just get it over with. Not sure if that’s practical or maybe she needs to get laid to remember that sex is fun and not scratching an actual itch. She was less than thrilled when I told her that. 
 
    Doesn’t mean I’m wrong. 
 
    The first part of Brian’s education and rewriting the story trip is going well. From what he’s told me at least, but if I know Laila, she’s putting him through his paces and torturing him in a way I wouldn’t. It amuses me as much as it worries me he’ll start a mess I’ll have to clean up. 
 
    Or walk away from me. Dain’s keeping a close eye on it all as he still has friends at court. He assures me Brian’s doing well. He promises his love for me is stronger than his low bar for bullshit.  
 
    I hope so because I’m doing my best to forgive him when he brought all of this into our lives. That might not be fair, as it was coming no matter what, but he did give them the door to walk through. 
 
    Andrew Murray and the director won’t go away. This isn’t just a battle we’ve gained some ground on. This is a war brewing that goes far beyond them. We’ve made progress for paranormals and supes across the country—across the world with what’s being done in Iran and Greece. 
 
    And there are many who can’t stomach we be treated as people. I saw it all in Andrew’s mind that battle plans are being drawn and alliances formed. A war is coming and if we’re not ready, we’re all going to be in deep, deep shit that none of us will be safe from. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Seraphine After Dark 
 
      
 
    “You sure about this?” I asked Carter. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m really sure,” he chuckled as he lowered his forehead to mine. He took my hand and moved it over his groin, letting me feel how hard he was. “I want this, Sera. Fuck, I so want this.” 
 
    I glanced around the party and entertainment floor the apartment building had. “I know I said whatever you wanted, but really, did you need to make it into an event?” I rolled my eyes as I looked at the loaded up kitchen. “It’s catered, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “I was a bit overzealous,” he admitted with a half shrug. “I wanted them to see how amazing of a Mistress you are. You’re scared to do this but you’ll do it not for the normal vampire games or to use it against me. You’re doing this because I want to and as a reward. I want them to see that side of you and know it’s not a weakness, but your strength, your heart we all cherish as they should.” 
 
    I nodded. Enzo’s team was working out well with our ancients and fitting in well with our dynamic. They’d all made it clear they wanted to make Chicago and our ancient coven their permanent home… Even Absolon after his finger regrew.  
 
    So all the ancients were taking a night off and watching the fun. Of course Enzo wouldn’t miss that. Goran as well. Zlat wasn’t to join us but I wasn’t okay with other women seeing this side of me. Well, at least ones I didn’t know well or weren’t my friends like Simone or other sirens. They wouldn’t understand and rumors would fly about me. 
 
    Well, more than I already had. I wasn’t completely oblivious. I knew women in other paranormal groups in Chicago had some choice words about me and my “hogging” all the best men.  
 
    Enzo had been a good pal to Apollo and conferenced him in via Discord. Apparently we were switching video chat programs as a new one came out this year that was more secure and harder to hack than Skype. Well, according to Noah who was also there.  
 
    On the call was also President Nuri. Yes, the leader of Iran was going to watch me be very dirty with my head of security and was thrilled to be included. Damn vampires. Damn ancients. 
 
    Actually, just damn men as it wasn’t only vampires. Yes, the two other ancients we’d “stolen” were there—Niall and Rayne—who were doing well spying for us, but so were Eugene and Axel, looking very interested to get a deeper glimpse at how far I’d let the games go. Dain refused to let that many vampires around me—especially ancients—when I’d be giving blood if he wasn’t. 
 
    Jonik was also on the call with Brian. I had a feeling Hagan and Reagan were watching as well but I wasn’t sure. So that pretty much covered everyone I regularly slept with or got a pass in my bed. 
 
    “Virgil’s finally on,” Orson announced. 
 
    Oh wait, yeah, Alpha Virgil from Memphis I played with. Geez, the list was getting longer than I could remember.  
 
    “Hey, I’ll send them all away and end the call,” Carter murmured against my lips. “I got overexcited. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re so much work,” I sighed heavily. “You all are.” 
 
    “Yeah, just us,” he chuckled, shooting at glance at my shoulder where I’d been shot but was completely healed. I kissed him, not wanting to bring up any bad or think about what we’d just been through. 
 
    “Be sure,” I worried as I cupped his cheek, making him look at me.  
 
    His pretty eyes darkened with desire. “I’m sure. I know the risks. I want this. I want you like this.” His fangs slowly slid out. “Experiencing you like this is worth the risk.” 
 
    “You ancients are idiots,” I grumbled. Nothing was worth the risk of losing myself to someone. It had to be some combination of a new level of danger and adrenaline and the rarity for them wrapped up in power and thrill. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” he agreed, leaning in and running his nose along my neck. “You’re willing? I know you promised, but don’t do it just for that. I won’t force you.” 
 
    “I’m not the one at risk. You want this, we can try it.” I gave my wolf and siren a last pep talk, both mentally nodding and knowing the line. Neither wanted to risk hurting Carter any more than I did. We cared for him and he was important to our lives and the pack. 
 
    “I want it. I want you like no one else has had you. I want you like this first,” he said with a hiss as he pulled me closer. “Say yes.” 
 
    “Yes. Just a sip.” I moaned as he sank his fangs in my neck. The moment he sucked my blood and swallowed I flared my siren’s power up to high to enthrall him, only him, and completely. I’d done both before and several times, even letting out my power to a whole room for fun. 
 
    But never together and so focused. My blood was a drug to vampires and doing this together like we were… A “risk” didn’t seem to quite cover it but my siren was clear she wouldn’t permanently bond him to us. 
 
    At least not yet. She was clear she wanted him to be one of ours, but I wasn’t ready so not yet. 
 
    Glad she had learned some patience, given the first two she’d jumped the gun on had turned out so well. 
 
    He stopped drinking and I shut down my power. He leaned his forehead against my shoulder, panting as his hands roamed over the satin robe until they were in my hair. I worried for only a moment but then he simply kissed his bite again. He leaned away and gave me a lopsided smile that was more goofy Hagan style after a bit too much to drink.  
 
    Certainly not always serious and in control Carter. 
 
    “Someone’s high,” I chuckled, reaching up and tapping his nose. 
 
    He snapped his teeth like he was going to bite my finger but kept smiling at me. “High on you. Yeah, totally. Shit, this is unreal.” His fangs were retracted but he slowly licked his lips and teeth as if making sure he got every drop of me. 
 
    Then he kissed me like he was dying for me. It set my body aflame and I kissed him back, wrapping my arms around his neck.  
 
    “I don’t get why he would want what she did to Absolon,” someone muttered. 
 
    “She didn’t,” Enzo explained. “Siren blood is a drug to us or the closest we get to a true, euphoric high, especially right from the source, warm and from one so lovely. Plus, Carter truly cares for her. Letting out her power not in punishment like she did with Absolon, but in pleasure—I cannot even imagine what he’s experiencing.” 
 
    “But she’s young so there’s always a risk of permanent enthrallment,” someone added. “Or being tied to her for good.” 
 
    Carter broke the kiss. “I wouldn’t mind that.” He untied my robe and pushed it off my shoulders, inhaling deeply as he took in what I wore. “There are such worse fates than being tied to such a woman.”  
 
    He ran his fingers over the black eyelash lace trim lingerie set he’d bought for me. He didn’t like complicated or straps. It was a halter top and flatter cheeky bottoms with matching thigh-high stockings. That was it. No crazy heels or anything. He just wanted me wearing what he wanted. 
 
    And permission to rip it off of me when he wanted. 
 
    “I’m so high and hard for you,” he giggled, actually giggled. 
 
    “I bet you are,” I purred, ready to get on with the fun. “Let’s hope it’s not permanent.” 
 
    He shrugged as he leaned down so we were nose to nose. “I love you so it would be okay.” 
 
    Oh, he would regret that later. “You love me tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, but maybe more than that. I don’t know. You’re special. You’re maybe the closest I’ll ever come if I can love.” 
 
    I moved my fingers over his mouth. “Tell me when you’re sober and we’re alone. That’s not for others to hear.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” He kissed my fingers. “My Mistress is going to get dirty with me, isn’t she? She’s going to give me everything I’ve ever dreamed of a Mistress giving me.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am. Why is that?” 
 
    “Because I’m your favorite vampire ever.” 
 
    “Not sure I’d say that,” I hedged, not wanting to start a fight. “You’re one of them.” 
 
    “Okay,” he accepted easily, shrugging his shoulders. “Will you start wearing what I bought for you? I love that you’ll let us dress you. No bullshit or games. We want it and you’ll just give us what we want. You’re so amazing, Sera. It’s why we all love you.” 
 
    “You’re amazing too.” I gave him another kiss before dropping to my knees. I blinked and he was mostly naked. Damn, so he wanted his fun without clothes in the way while I was wearing his lingerie. Okay then. 
 
    The moment he freed his hard dick and it slapped up against his ripped abs, I grabbed it and put it in my mouth. He moaned and fisted his hands at his sides. I caught one and moved it to my head, coaxing him on so he tangled his fingers in my hair. He got the idea and took out the clip holding up the curls I’d even taken the time to put in my mane.  
 
    “Fuck, Sera, I’ve dreamed of this.”  
 
    I gave him a look that said I know as I sucked him in deeper. I moved my hands to this thighs and moaned as he begged me for more. His other hand tangled in my hair as well and he was gentle but he helped guide me exactly where he wanted.  
 
    I didn’t want him gentle for his reward. I slid my hands to the backs of his thighs and dug my nails into the flesh of his ass, egging him on and he got the idea, thrusting as he pulled me onto him. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” he groaned. I started humming in approval but also just to drive him nuts. It worked because he stopped trying to be gentle and while not taking things too far, lost himself in the pleasure I was giving him. He didn’t even warn me, grunting my name as he finished down my throat and holding me to him so I swallowed it all. I could have broken his hold but I had no problem giving him what he wanted. 
 
    I’d been egging him into taking it, after all. 
 
    When he was done he blinked down at me like he couldn’t believe I’d just done that or maybe he couldn’t believe he’d done that.  
 
    In a flash he had me up in his arms, growling at people to move who were sitting along the bar. He sat me on it and tore off the panties. I had a moment to worry I should have gotten myself prepared for his size when I knew he was going to be out of his head, but then I felt bad when he dropped to his knees. 
 
    Yeah, even high as a kite or drunk as a skunk Carter could never be a selfish lover. 
 
    He ate me and ate me some more until I was obnoxiously loud with back to back orgasms since he was doing so many crazy things to my body in between giving my inner thighs bites and taking tiny sips. When he stood, he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and ripped off my top. He plunged in me hard and moved his arms behind my shoulders, tangling his fingers in my hair again as he owned every inch of me. 
 
    “I love you, Sera,” he murmured, sounding too high and enthralled for me to take him seriously. I knew there were levels of love and I loved him too, but I knew we weren’t in love so I simply nodded to accept. It appeased him as he kissed me and fucked me much, much harder than he ever had before. 
 
    The damn ancient had been seriously holding back. 
 
    Why the fuck had he been holding back? I ended up biting him when I came yet again and he exploded in me. 
 
    “Shit, he gets an Alpha bite too?” someone said with a thick French accent. “They get spoiled in this coven.” 
 
    “Yes, we most certainly do,” Sander chuckled.  
 
    “Again, fuck me like that again,” I begged, digging my nails in the back of his neck as I wrapped my legs around him. “Give me more, Carter. Fuck, give me more. Why have you been holding back with me?” 
 
    “You’re so young and I couldn’t ever hurt you,” he worried, holding me tighter. “I shouldn’t have lost control. You just felt so good and I love you so fucking much. I’m so high on you, Sera.” 
 
    “Show me. Fuck me. Own me. Own every inch of your Mistress, Carter.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned and picked me up. He moved us over to the wall and slammed me up against it hard enough that I knew we at least chipped the paint. “You are mine now.”  
 
    He snarled and bit me, not drinking but lapping at the blood that dripped down my skin before the wound healed as he completely plowed me again. I couldn’t do anything but enjoy the ride, trapped between the onslaught of his body and the steel reinforced concrete wall. I couldn’t even get enough air to scream as he made my body fly apart and completely give to what he wanted. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked when we were done. 
 
    “Put me down,” I ordered, gasping for air. 
 
    He gave me a worried look as he slowly pulled out of me but he did it, gently lowering me to the ground. I had to lean on his legs to keep up but I let my teeth shift into my wolf ones and then bit his hip, giving him another Alpha bite but deeper this time and somewhere intimate.  
 
    Marking my territory basically as any woman who saw him naked would see it as that wouldn’t fade anytime soon. 
 
    His eyes filled with heat as he licked his lips. “I’m fucking your ass next.” 
 
    “Yes, you are but gently. You want to be gentle with me because I like it gentle there.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes but then gave me a goofy smile, still high. “Yeah, you do. And I’m too big to be rough with you there. Do you need a break? Do you hurt?” 
 
    “No, you’ll take care of me.” 
 
    “Always.”  
 
    I blinked and I was up in his arms, his face nuzzling his neck. “You good, Carter?” 
 
    “Yeah, this feels amazing and not just the sex. It’s like… It’s not just high or high on you. It’s… I can’t even—it’s almost like that new fledgling bond when Apollo made me but deeper but I know it’s not permanent but it’s opened something inside of me.” 
 
    “We’ll see if that’s your answer tomorrow,” I worried. 
 
    “Stop. I knew the risks.” 
 
    “You did but I would never forgive myself if I fucked you up, Carter. You’re great the way you are,” I whispered. 
 
    “Glad you think so but I’ve lived a long time. I’ve learned that what can be done can always, always be undone. You wouldn’t ever let something bad be done to me without finding a way to fix it.” 
 
    Fair enough. Yeah, even Tristan I could undo the siren bond with and there had to be a way to un-enthrall someone or make it degrade over time. Besides, I didn’t think I had the real juice to do it permanently. 
 
    Hate was too strong of an emotion to make love forever, after all.  
 
    My stomach growled obnoxiously and he insisted that we take a break. I thought it was completely selfless but then I found he had a toy he wanted to do some of the work for him. So I sat on his lap with the robe half hanging off of me while he fed me and teased the toy in my ass, Enzo watching us with a bit too much focus for my liking. 
 
    Or the liking of a few others the way Eugene, Dain, and even Axel kept blocking his view. Which I found amusing since Axel and I still hadn’t talked since everything had happened with Brian. One look with him and I saw we were okay and our conversation could wait. We had to handle it but we could work it out. 
 
    Well, that was something and a relief for sure.  
 
    I’d been so busy lately that everyone wanted a chance to speak with me. Unfortunately for others, President Nuri was president and yeah, that took priority. 
 
    “Seraphine, I heard you might be having another American Paranormal Alliance event. Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes, I just got the vacation time approved for the third week in January,” I answered. “Queen Laila was kind enough to agree to host this one. We’ve discussed several ideas and options but after the rumors and bullshit people have been pushing to sabotage us that the APA is a mob network, we decided that we’re not doing it anywhere we don’t know well or allowing a host we’re not tight with.” 
 
    “No, that is very wise, very wise indeed,” he praised. “I heard from one of mine who still speaks with Lt. Commander Roberson that he is now welcome in Chicago with the protection of your pack. I found that shocking.” 
 
    “I did as well but it’s personal,” I hedged. “Let’s just say I realized Jason did a lot more for me when we were younger than I understood. He was more worldly and grew up around games I was ignorant to. As much as I hated he uses people as pawns, his understanding of those games saved me from a few bad paths I never would have seen coming.” 
 
    “Hindsight is a funny thing like that,” he agreed. He seemed to be thinking of something or conflicted as well because he shook his head and then sighed. “I think he might need that haven or reprieve. Forgive me if this is over the line, but I know he was being pushed to use his connection with you for the military to tighten bonds with us and for other purposes. He refused. I cannot imagine the pressure though.” 
 
    I found myself smiling. “He finally found a line they tried to push him over that wasn’t for his mission that he couldn’t stomach. Good for him.” I sighed. That might be a headache for us later. “Thank you for warning me.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you for always inviting me and our continued friendship.” 
 
    It was hard not to blush. We both knew he didn’t mean friendship like my friendship with Simone. He meant he wanted to keep being friendly with me. Yeah, fine by me. Bijan Nuri was sexy as fuck and a fantastic lover. The man could have me anytime, anywhere, and in any way he wanted. 
 
    Always. 
 
    I knew when Carter was done with the time-out and I found Dain was there blocking him from my neck. I gave him a worried look. 
 
    “You’re about to go over the line, my friend,” he warned. “I know it doesn’t feel like it, but she is not a potent liquor you are used to as an ancient or even an herbal drug you remember from your human life you took hits of. She is a different type of drug that compounds. You know this, but with her power riding you the effect is exponential. So is the addiction should you go over a certain line.” 
 
    “You can feel it?” I asked. 
 
    Dain gave a slow nod. “I feel something. It’s akin to how humans react differently to fairy nectar and what we watch for with them. It’s not simply alcohol addiction but something more given there’s magic in there. Certain people can slip over a line. I feel he’s about to.” 
 
    “You don’t need more, right?” I checked with Carter. “We were having fun as we were.” 
 
    He nodded. “No, yeah, I was just thirsty and you’re so tasty, plus you love when I bite you.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Bite me tomorrow then but drink from what we have here and then do everything else to me. I need more of the other stuff.” I waved over to Orson, who immediately handed me a glass of another blood blend that I knew wouldn’t have my blood. I gave it to Carter and he chugged it down. I mentally sighed in relief when that seemed to do the job. 
 
    And got him wound up for more fun.  
 
    Like a lot more fun. Next he took me over the pool table, gently so he got his anal sex. But that wasn’t even remotely the end of the night. Oh no, we started all over again. By the end I was completely spent and so was he, which I didn’t think could happen to an ancient vampire.  
 
    Well, at least he would absolutely remember the night and think the reward was worth it. 
 
    And I was pretty sure I’d be walking funny the next day even with my rapid healing. Totally worth it.  
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    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. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Upended Life: Artemis University 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Tamsin Vale and my life is about to get real… Really complicated and ridiculously dangerous. Which is almost funny given at nineteen I already know too much of the darkness of the world and people, the secrets they keep. 
 
      
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Turns out those quirky abilities I’ve been keeping secret expose me to a world I didn’t know existed. Sure, I knew I wasn’t human—but how exactly do I find out more without ending up in the wrong hands? 
 
      
 
    And I’m not so sure I’m in the right hands now given some of the reactions to finding me. They say I’m the last fairy. I’m not sure I should trust them when their thoughts are mostly of power and how to use me. 
 
      
 
    But I’m also not sure I have much of a choice. My powers are dangerous and I don’t know how to use them. They promise to teach me what I need to know and give me a chance at something I’ve never had before. 
 
      
 
    A normal life. I don’t think anything about Artemis University and those who attend is normal, but it’s still better than the life I’ve been living if they keep half their promises.  
 
      
 
    I think hoping they’ll keep half is generous. 
 
      
 
    Artemis University is a hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to.  
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    No Longer Home: House of Garner 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Inez Garner, and my story has sort of been told… But not. I’m turning twenty-three and find out I’m not human; I’m apparently a vampire. Sure, who hasn’t read that story? Oh, but I’m a princess. And there’s a zombie apocalypse—although I’m debating where the line is of apocalypse vs. post-apocalypse. There’s also a quest that I’m compelled to be on, and it might all be coming from the Goddess.  
 
      
 
    Awesome. It seems She has big plans for me. And I have to deal with ghosts. When I kill corrupted—the nice PC name people call zombies, as it’s not their fault they eat people—I then have to deal with their ghosts. Which is super when being hunted for years by some guys I don’t want to know better. 
 
      
 
    Add to everything, I have to apologize to heroines for judging them when they fall in bed with the hot guy and buy the story he gives. I get it now. Sex is splendid. I’m not one to believe a con, but he’s got answers I need, like why I have no memories before I was eighteen.  
 
      
 
    Plus, the fangs sort of sold it for me. I hope he forgives me for shooting him. 
 
      
 
    House of Garner is an apocalyptic hot burning WhyChoose romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine that doesn’t let anyone get in her way. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Undisclosed Assets: Untraceable Succubus 1 
 
      
 
    A succubus working as a stripper sounds like a cliché or start of a bad joke, but Lola Chase is in a human only province in Canada for other reasons. Someone is murdering women society looks down on, and she’s there to stop it. As a demon, she’s bottom of the supernatural food chain and knows how often people ignore crimes against them. 
 
      
 
    From the start there isn’t much to go on, and she ends up getting in a bit of trouble following any leads she gets. Things get complicated when an ancient, big name vampire takes interest in her and getting away from him proves to be much harder than her normal admirers.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, although her cover is a stripper, Lola loves to dance and the fun she has helps balance out the stress and worry of the case. 
 
      
 
    Plus, she finds some very hot men to play with and feed from. The question is whether or not she can balance it all and find a murderer before he kills again. 
 
      
 
    Untraceable Succubus is a murder mystery series where the sex is hot and often and the main character kicks some serious ass on the road to finding out if she can have real love in her life even if it comes from multiple men. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Demon of Death: Enchantress 1 
 
      
 
    Soraya Devil is the Enchantress, one of the most powerful magics in the world… But she’s so much more than that, and everyone’s constantly attempting to unravel her past and secrets. She’s not worried though, as many have tried and never find out the truth. 
 
      
 
    It’s safer for everyone that way. 
 
      
 
    The owner of Paranormal Investigations—among other companies—she has her own answers to find. Though she’s continuously pulled in too many directions, she always answers the calls that make even her magic tingle in warning at the danger.  
 
      
 
    When a sprite begins killing people in Chicago, she has to team up with SPU—Supernatural Police Unit—to figure out who summoned the demon and why before more die. While that’s enough of a challenge, the main hurdle is the team lead on the case who loathes all magics. But when he can’t seem to get past his hate and do his job, can Soraya make an ally from an enemy, or will the evil unleashed in the city she loves win the day? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    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? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Meave: Naughty Witches 1 
 
      
 
    Leaving NYC and a troubling past, Meave Washington is starting over. She has a good plan, but she’s probably bit off more than she can chew. So she embraces the chance of fate that lands help at her feet—and if he’s smoking hot, all the better. 
 
      
 
    Distracted by a text while driving, Ashton Perry injures Meave. He’s horrified that he could have killed someone, and steps up to make it right… And not just because she’s the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Sparks immediately start flying and the desire is undeniable but it’s not that simple to take the leap. But Ashton’s barely a man, and Meave is hiding something important. When the woman is older, age isn’t just a number and Meave isn’t sure Ashton can be who she needs. 
 
      
 
    Ashton steps up to prove he’s not just a man, but the man his bewitching lady deserves. He doesn’t care what she is—only who she is. And he’ll do whatever it takes to prove it. 
 
      
 
    Naughty Witches is a burning paranormal romance novella series with strong female leads, fun so sexy it raises the temperature, and mismatched people who find HEAs that give us all hope fate won’t forget us. Each book is a new pairing in the same world, with an overall series arc. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Owned: Secure Settings 1 
 
      
 
    Kate Boyle has lived through more loss than most people twice her age. She’s strong and independent, so letting people in to help her handle her grief or problems is next to impossible for her. 
 
      
 
    The owner of a successful company, Secure Settings, Kate devotes all her time to keeping people safe and rescuing those who can’t save themselves. When she gets the call that her grandpa died and she’s now inherited his ranch, a storm of epic proportions starts. Smart enough to know she can’t watch out for danger while grieving, she calls in a favor for help. 
 
      
 
    Jared and Dean Acker just got out of the Marines and are a little lost as to what comes next for them. So when they’re asked to back up a friend of a friend, they’re in… And meet the woman of their dreams. Now, if they could just convince her. 
 
   
 
      
 
    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? 
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