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 Prologue 
 
    Amy 
 
      
 
    Velvety black shadows from the trees outside stirred along the walls of Amy’s room, plunging her shelf full of anime characters in and out of the darkness. Normally, she liked to lay in bed and imagine stories for each of the figures as she fell asleep, but tonight her mind couldn’t focus on anything other than Kandice. Her bestest friend in the whole world had been missing for close to three days, and Amy couldn’t stop wondering where she was.  
 
    The principal of their junior high said Kandice had run away, but Amy knew that wasn’t true. 
 
    They’d been friends forever, growing up on the same street and going to the same school for as long as Amy could remember. On the surface, their friendship probably seemed weird. While Amy was quiet and content to stay in the background, Kandice was the popular girl—the one everyone wanted to sit next to at lunch. She had the most beautiful, long black braids and perfect mahogany skin while Amy had dull blonde hair and seemed to be cursed with acne. Despite their differences, Kandice was her best friend in the entire world, so she knew her BFF would never take off without telling her. It just didn’t make any sense. Even Aaron, Amy’s twin brother who thought Kandice was a flake, didn’t think she ran away. 
 
    Seemed like the only ones that believed Kandice had taken off were the adults. 
 
    Amy’s feet ached and she stretched them out beneath her sheets with a low groan. She’d spent all day walking through the state park with a group of volunteers looking for Kandice. They’d met at the break of dawn, close to a hundred people ready to search the vast forest. Maybe it was her imagination going into overdrive, but walking through the still woods had been nerve-wracking. It had seemed unnaturally quiet beneath the dense, leafy canopy, and even her mom commented on the lack of birds. Something about the very air discouraged noise, and Amy noticed that the adults formed a protective circle around Amy and her brother Aaron as they walked the trails. In a way, it reminded her of nature documentaries she’d watched about herds of animals like elephants circling to protect their young.  
 
    The really freaky thing had been the fact that they weren’t the only people searching the woods for a missing kid. Two other groups combed the massive forest as well. One group was searching for Thomas Klemmens and the other for Robin Harris. Amy didn’t know Robin, since she was homeschooled and lived on the other side of town, but Thomas played on the same soccer team as Aaron during the summer. They’d both gone missing last week, and there was still no sign of them. It was like they’d vanished off the face of the earth. There one second—poof!—gone the next. 
 
    Kandice, Thomas, and Robin.  
 
    All vanished into thin air with no explanation. 
 
     And nobody knew where they were. Kandice’s parents said she’d gone to bed like any other night, and they didn’t notice she was missing until her mom went to wake her up for breakfast. Thomas had somehow disappeared from the middle of a busy grocery store after his mom sent him to grab some milk. And Robin had been playing disc-golf with her older sister when she’d disappeared. Robin’s sister said she took her eyes off her for just a moment, and when she looked back, Robin had vanished. 
 
    There were rumors of a band of child molesters hunting kids, and even though her parents said it was—in the words of her dad—“just the liberal media hyping shit,” she was scared. Her dad also said that if someone had taken those kids, it was probably the shifters or the witches. Amy hated that her dad was prejudiced against people blessed by the Goddess, because she didn’t believe that being born a shifter or a witch made someone evil. She’d tried to argue with him about it, but he got really mean and said some really bad stuff, so now she just didn’t say anything when he went off on one of his rants about the shifters taking all the good jobs and the witches somehow being responsible for his truck breaking down. 
 
    Her Dad liked to blame everyone but himself for his problems. 
 
    While Amy might not believe shifters were running around eating kids, or witches were kidnapping them to use in evil spells, she did believe in human monsters. The kind that took kids and did horrible things with them before killing them. What if there was some group of creepy perverts out there, and what if they had Kandice? What if they were hurting her? What if… what if Kandice was dead? Her corpse dumped in some shallow grave like on those FBI TV shows her mom watched? 
 
    A full body shiver ran from the top of Amy’s scalp to the bottom of her feet, and she shook her head against her pillow. 
 
    No, she wasn’t going to think that way.  
 
    Kandice was out there somewhere, and Amy was going to find her. 
 
    Outside, the big old oak tree her grandma had planted when they built this house waved in the stiff wind. After her parents divorced, when she was really little, they’d moved into Grandma Virdin’s house with her. Amy couldn’t remember a time when the sprawling ranch hadn’t been home. Secretly, she was glad that her mom gotten custody of her and Aaron. Though she loved her dad, she didn’t want to live in his bachelor pad condo that always smelled musty. 
 
    Shifting beneath the covers, she stared up at the ceiling, worry giving her a sour stomach. 
 
    Glow-in-the-dark star stickers hung above her, but their green light grew fainter as the night wore on. Her throat became tight and her nose burned as she tried to swallow back a sob. Kandice helped her hang those stars. She was really strong, thanks to cheerleading, and she’d stood on Amy’s bed with Amy on her shoulders so they could reach the ceiling. They’d almost fallen a couple times because they were laughing so hard, and Amy dashed a tear away as she remembered her friend. 
 
    Rolling over onto her other side, she stared at the gap between the pale orange curtains of her window while pulling her fluffy comforter up to her chin.  
 
    A sound—no, a voice—caught her wandering attention. 
 
    At first, she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it, but when the sound of Kandice whispering her name filled the room, she stopped breathing. 
 
    Ammmmmyyyyyyyy. 
 
    Not sure if she was hearing things, she whispered back, “Kandice?” 
 
    There was a long, weighted pause then her stomach clenched as she heard her name again. 
 
    Ammmmmmmyyy. 
 
    Sitting straight up in bed, Amy flung her blankets off her legs and stood up, almost tripping over the edge of her green and purple nightgown. 
 
    By the Goddess, that was Kandice’s voice! 
 
    “Kandice,” she said louder as she turned in a circle, “Where are you?” 
 
    Outside. 
 
    Smiling wide, she ran across the room then threw open the curtains blocking her window, ready to find her friend giggling on the other side of the glass. 
 
    She knew it, knew Kandice was pulling some kind of prank and was fine. 
 
    She knew… 
 
    The backyard was dark as usual, other than some of her mom’s small solar lights lining the flower beds bordering the back porch. Past their old swing set, a row of thick hedges separated their backyard from the state park. Their yard butted up against their Aunt Syn’s privacy fence on one side, and their neighbor Miguel’s garage in the other. The garage usually had a bright security light that would turn on if anyone walked by, but it was dark. And in that darkness, a hunched, twisted form shambled out of the shadows. 
 
    A scream built up somewhere deep inside of Amy as she took in the wrecked form of her best friend. 
 
    Her mind rebelled, telling her that thing couldn’t be Kandice. 
 
    She wanted to deny it, rejected what she was seeing, but she couldn’t. 
 
    Amy recognized the unicorn pajamas Kandice wore. A matching pair hung in her closet—they’d both gotten one for Winter Solstice last year from Amy’s mom. Except her pajamas were clean, while the one’s Kandice wore were filthy and torn. One clear spot on the right calf showed the glittering neon horn of a unicorn. The rest of the image was covered in black muck, making it impossible to see the rest of the horse. She watched in horror as Kandice took another step closer, the dim, cool blue lights surrounding a nearby flower bed illuminating her further. Kandice’s gorgeous braids hung in thick, dreaded hanks, the ends dripping with some viscous fluid. The fall of her hair obstructed most of her face, but left her mouth exposed.  
 
    Kandice’s lips parted as she whispered something. 
 
    Come outside. 
 
    Fear closed Amy’s throat tight, and she literally choked on the shrieks of panic trying to escape. 
 
    It sounded like Kandice was whispering from right behind her. 
 
    Holding her finger to her lips, Kandice made a shushing motion, her movements stiff and jerky. 
 
    Come outside, Amyyyyyyy. 
 
    She tried to shake her head, but a weird melting sensation filled her body. Although she wanted to fight off the urge to open her window, her thoughts drifted and grew dull like she was getting super sleepy. It felt like she was in a dream, watching someone else flick the lock on her window and slide it open. The pane only went up two inches before the safety lock clicked. Her mind didn’t seem to comprehend the reason why the window wasn’t opening, so she tried to shove it open, making her sweaty hands skid off and scrape painfully on the edge of the frame.  
 
    The pain cleared her dizzy head, and she shook her hands against the sting with a whimper. Sucking in a desperate breath through her nose, she keened softly as Kandice shambled forward another step, almost to where the swing set stood. The tips of her fingers looked like they were missing, the white of exposed bone gleaming, and Amy closed her eyes, so scared she was about to faint. Pressure seared through her head, and she struggled to stay conscious.  
 
    The only thing she could do was pray, and she did so—desperately begging for the Great Mother’s protection. While her mom wasn’t religious, and her dad thought all religion was bullshit invented by the shifters and witches to subjugate humans, her Grandma Virdin was and she’d taught Amy lots of prayers to the Goddess. At the time, Amy had just been humoring the old woman, since she really wasn’t interested in magic and all that crazy stuff.  
 
    But now, with evil coming her way, she knew her father was wrong. If things like the abomination in her backyard could be real, then the Goddess was real as well. And Amy desperately needed her. 
 
    Great Mother, help me now 
 
    Your child is in desperate need of your aid. 
 
    Evil days and evil ways have come to this world. 
 
    The darkness hungers. 
 
    Give me the wisdom to be your light. 
 
    Give me your blessings, so that I may be your sword. 
 
    Give me the strength to resist the wicked lies of the whispering dark. 
 
    Kandice took a step toward the house, but it seemed like she moved in slow motion…or pushed against something. Her clumped, snarled braids fell forward as she visibly leaned, like the world’s greatest mime pretending to run into an invisible wall. Her snarl of rage was so inhuman, Amy stumbled for a moment over her prayer, then whispered it all the faster. Kandice slammed herself against that invisible barrier, and she seemed to be making progress. Little blue sparks seemed to flare at the edges of Amy’s vision, and she nearly choked on her spit as Kandice looked her right in the eye and grinned. 
 
    Loud, frantic barking split the air. A second later, Amy’s chihuahua, Kipper Doodle, burst out of the house, his sparkly rhinestone collar glittering around his tiny neck. To her surprise, he was followed by their neighbor Syn’s massive, fat and furry tabby cats. Booboo and BoBo were normally super friendly cats and sweet to Amy. If she was outside playing, they never failed to come say hi and get some cuddles. They were super affectionate and their purrs were loud enough to vibrate her bones. She could still remember them as tiny kittens that Aunt Syn had found abandoned in the forest. The kittens had been nothing but teeny brown and white bundles of fur that had blended in with the decaying leaves, but Aunt Syn had spotted them.  
 
    It was probably only the fact that they each had bright white bellies and chests that saved them. The color had caught Aunt Syn’s eye, and being the kind person that she was, she immediately took them home with her. Thankfully, it had been during Amy’s winter break, and she’d been able to spend the night with Aunt Syn, bottle feeding the two weak little babies back to health. Both cats had bonded with her and would often sneak over to her house, using the dog door at night to come in and sleep at the foot of her bed.  
 
    Except the cats stalking behind Kipper Doodle barely resembled the super fluffy kitties she knew. Yes, the fur was the same, brown tabby on top and white beneath, but there was something threatening about them now. Everything about the cats’ postures and movements seemed to radiate menace. Hugging herself, she gasped as their green and gold eyes began to glow. And the animals got bigger. Not like when a cat puffed up its fur when it was mad, but physically bigger. They doubled in size until they dwarfed Kipper Doodle. A few seconds later, they were tall enough that if Amy was outside, they’d come up to her chin. In the time it took her to blink they grew to the size of the biggest tiger she’d ever seen at the zoo. Maybe bigger.  
 
    The little chihuahua didn’t even pay the suddenly massive cats any attention as it charged forward, foam flying from his snarling doggie mouth as he lunged at Kandice. 
 
    A loud, low hissing filled the air and Amy panted as she realized the sound came from Kandice. Her friend turned on the little chihuahua, her mouth growing impossibly wide, distorting and morphing until the corners of her lips reached her ears. Her tongue lashed out, and it was long and black. Scaly and barbed.  
 
    Kipper Doodle let out a little yip and backed away so fast he was tripping over himself. 
 
    Moving as one, BoBo and Booboo stalked forward, each cat radiating menace. Their sharp teeth gleamed white in the moonlight, and their low growls sent shivers down Amy’s spine. With the cats now in front of him, Kipper Doodle seemed to regain some of his confidence because he started barking again. Her gaze darted back to Kandice, who was…changing. Long, snake-like tentacles squirmed out from where her fingertips used to be, dancing and waving in the air. Her tongue lashed out at the cats, but they merely yowled and slashed at the tentacles. When BoBo’s paw made contact with one of the lashing stalks, sparks flew out, bright enough to render her momentarily blind. 
 
    The burst of light seemed to free Amy from whatever magic had kept her frozen in place. She tried to scream, but the only sound she could make was a high-pitched whine as she choked on her own terror. Kandice’s tongue returned to her mouth, and she took quick, jerky steps backward as the cats advanced on her. Kipper darted away again, circling and snarling as he drove Kandice farther and farther into their backyard, until she was finally forced through the hedges that separated their house from the state park. 
 
    The cats followed, but Kipper Doodle stayed behind. He stood at attention, his ears forward, his whole-body straining to hear. Only when Kipper Doodle finally turned around, then dug into the grass with his hind legs and flung it back like he was covering up his poop, did Amy finally regain the ability to scream. 
 
    Sucking in a breath that seemed to go on forever, she let out a piercing screech, then broke down into sobs as the door to her bedroom opened and her mom rushed inside. 
 
    Even though her mom wore silly pink camo pajamas and had her hair in fuzzy green curlers, the sight of her mom made Amy cry even harder. Tall, close to six feet and stronger than most men, including Amy’s dad, her mom was force to be reckoned. She worked as a mechanic in a truck garage and could hold her own with any man or woman on Earth. 
 
    Relief flooded through her, making her weak.  
 
    Nothing would her hurt when her mom was around. 
 
    Holding out her arms, she yelled, “Mommy!” 
 
    Her twin brother Aaron rushed into the room a second later, his prize baseball bat in his hands. His blond hair stuck up in irregular spikes, and the print of his pillowcase still lined his cheek. Despite his sleepy appearance, his blue eyes were alert and he held the bat like he was ready to beat someone’s butt. 
 
    “Amy!” Her mother gathered her up into her strong, soft arms. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Kandice,” she sobbed out. “I saw Kandice. But she wasn’t Kandice. She was all-all dirty and bloody—and she had tentacles inside of her. But Kipper Doodle scared her off, and so did Aunt Syn’s cats—but they were like the size of lions, and I couldn’t scream! I was so scared, but I couldn’t scream!” 
 
    Aaron relaxed his stance and let the tip of the bat rest on the floor. “Musta’ been a nightmare.” 
 
    “Oh, darlin’,” her mom hugged her close, stroking her hair with one hand. “It was just a dream, baby.” 
 
    Trying to wiggle out of her mom’s arms, she shook her head. “No, no, it wasn’t a dream. Kandice was here. And she wanted me to come outside. She tried to get into the house, but there was…this…this invisible something that kept her out. She tried to break through, but Kipper Doodle scared her off.” 
 
    “Only thing that dog could scare off is a box of donuts,” Aaron muttered as he left. “I’m goin’ back to bed.” 
 
    Ignoring her brother, she looked up at her mom’s tired face. “It wasn’t a dream. Kandice was out there, and she was—she was hurt…her unicorn pajamas were all dirty and bloody, and she wanted me to come outside.” 
 
    Overcome by sobs again, she collapsed against her mom as she rocked her. “Baby, it was a dream. A bad, horrible, terrible dream, but still just a dream. Nobody is out there.” 
 
    “But Kipper Doodle. You heard him barking too, right? Look, he’s still out there, watching the woods.” 
 
    “Kipper Doodle barks all the time honey. You probably heard him yapping at some opossum or skunk wandering around on the other side of the hedge in your sleep.” She sighed as her hand, calloused from years of hard work, gently stroked Amy’s sweaty brow. “I know you’re worried about Kandice. We all are, but we’re going to find her.” 
 
    “But mom, it was real. She was really here.” 
 
    Helping Amy back into bed, her mom tucked her in as she said, “Dreams can feel so real sometimes, it’s hard to tell the difference between what’s true and what’s not. Try to get back to sleep. I’m sure in the morning you’ll feel better.” 
 
    Before her mom could leave, she grabbed her arm. “No, wait. Can you please stay with me? Just until I fall asleep? Please?” 
 
    Her mom’s blue eyes softened, and she nodded. “Sure. Scoot over.” 
 
    The mattress dipped as her mom slid into the other half of the full-sized bed. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Reaching out, her mom stroked her hair. “I love you. Now get some sleep.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    After a few minutes the fingers stroking her hair slowed, but Amy remained awake and watched Kipper Doodle patrol the border of their yard until the morning sun started to brighten the distant horizon.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears, stupid big fat crocodile tears, spilled down my cheeks despite my best efforts to stem them. “I wish you didn’t have to go.” 
 
    The morning sun seemed to caress my mate, gilding the sharp planes of Nevoj’s high cheekbones and wide nose. Amber undertones glowed in his dark skin, and he looked incredible in a well-cut black with silver pinstripes suit. Big enough that I had to strain my neck to look up at him, Nevoj was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. It was still hard for me to believe that less than a month ago he’d been female. Or at least his body had been. His soul had been completely male, waiting for his mate—me—to arrive in his life and transform him from female to male. 
 
    And what a male he was.  
 
    Aidan reached out and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze with his massive hand. Like Nevoj, Aidan had also made the transition from female to male. I’d only seen his female form briefly, but other than the blue eyes being the same, and the red gold of his hair, there was no trace in his features that he’d ever been anything other than almost hyper-masculine. A man’s man with his thick bone structure and neatly trimmed red-gold beard. While Nevoj was urban and stylish, Aidan still dressed like he worked on a ranch. Jeans and faded black t-shirt lovingly clung to his thick muscles. Together, they presented an odd sight—a cowboy and a billionaire—but below the surface, the same fierce, honorable heartbeat in both their chests. 
 
    Aidan’s gaze was on Nevoj, and I could see and feel his worry for our mate through our bond. Nevoj was going off on a secret mission he wouldn’t tell me about because ‘he didn’t want me to worry.’ Foolish man, the fact that I didn’t know where he was going or why only made me worry more. All Nevoj would tell me was that he had a lead on something that could make the difference between our fledgling court surviving or falling. And by falling he meant all of us dying a horrible death.  
 
    “I don’t want to leave you, either.” Nevoj brushed my wet cheeks with a pained look in his dark amber eyes. “But I need to do this, and you need to go back to Fairfax. Ted said your mom is growing suspicious about your little impromptu vacation and she’s making noises about talking to the police if you don’t contact her soon. The last thing we need is any more attention turned in your direction.” 
 
    No doubt my mom was having a hard time believing my cover story to hide the real reason for my sudden disappearance. Ted, a bear shifter who was an old friend of the family and like a surrogate father to me, and my Aunt Patty knew about my transition from ordinary human to hyena Queen. They’d tried to cover for me with my mom. Unfortunately, the best lie they could come up with was that I’d decided to jet off to the Caribbean, alone, to recharge from everything I’d been through. That I wanted to go on an adventure. Despite having my passport, the only time I’d left the US was to go to Canada to visit a cousin. Not exactly the type of girl to go on vacation by herself. Besides, my mom knew I wasn’t comfortable around strangers, let alone an island full of them. The only way she’d buy the idea that I went on vacation by myself was if I’d went to a deserted island. 
 
    Or a hotel catering to introverts. 
 
    But I couldn’t tell her the truth. My mom was entirely human, and the Illusion not only kept humans from seeing much of the magical world, it protected them against demonkind as well. Demons—or danjal, as Nevoj called them—were attracted to the energy and power stored in our spirits, our souls. Shifters and witches naturally held way more energy in our essence than humans. It didn’t take much for the Illusion to shield the energy signature human souls gave off, making them nearly invisible to the darkness. If I told my mother about what had really been going on in my life these past few weeks, I’d break the Illusion for her, and she’d be vulnerable to the demons that seemed to be infesting our world. The thought of my awesome mom, who I loved more than anything, being slowly killed by a demon made me want to rush home to protect her. 
 
    “My Queen,” Nevoj said in his ‘so deep it made my panties wet’ voice, “What has you so fearful?” 
 
    “Just worrying about my mom. I don’t like her being alone when I know there’s demons running around.” 
 
    “She will be fine.” He nuzzled his nose against mine, and I drew in a deep breath of his ice cream and coffee scent. “I have a guard on her at all times. He is discreet, so she won’t even know he’s there. What else has you so tense?” 
 
    Knowing he probably smelled my anxiety, I stroked my thumbs over the smooth skin of his neck, trying to calm both of us. “I don’t like lying to her, and I’m not very good at it. What’s she going to think when I don’t show up with a tan? I don’t exactly look like I’ve been lounging around in the tropics.” 
 
     “You’ve only been gone a little over two days. It’s not like you’d have a lot of time to lay out.” Nevoj tilted his head toward Aidan. “Just tell her he kept you busy indoors.” 
 
    That wasn’t a lie. I’d spent the last few days bonding with my Alpha and Beta mates, learning how to be a hyena Queen in between enormous amounts of sex. Really, really good sex. The kind I never even imagined existed. A rill of desire warmed my belly, but I shoved it away before my lust could take hold. From what my mates had told me, the scent of my arousal did crazy things to them. If I was turned on, their minds and bodies were instantly ready to satisfy me in any way I desired. 
 
    And, boy, did I desire. 
 
    Aidan grinned and said, “Yeah, great way to meet the Queen’s mother; tell her I’ve had Syn on her back for the past two days. That we fucked so much we never left our room. Then again, if she believes that, she might be a little more understanding when she learns we’re living together.” 
 
    More worry twisted my stomach, and I started to bite my thumb. “She’s going to freak when she finds out you’re here to stay.” 
 
    Aidan tilted his head to the side, the golden-red highlights showing in his thick, wavy Viking hair. “Why? I’m your neighbor. We hooked up, and I whisked you off to a tropical paradise without WIFI or phones. People fall in love all the time. What could she possibly be suspicious about?” 
 
    I sighed and added an eyeroll for good measure. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that I’ve only had one fake boyfriend? Or that I’d never go anywhere without WIFI. And, don’t forget, she’s still getting over my little ‘accident’ that left me in a coma for a month. Not to mention my sudden growth spurt and almost getting killed by crazy sky demons at the museum.” I gave him a wide-eyed look and said in a sweet voice, “I can’t imagine why she’d be worried.” 
 
    Nevoj ignored our banter and pulled me in for a hug. “I hate to leave you, but I have to go.” 
 
    My heart ached, and the pain I’d been trying to ignore made itself known. “Do you really have to go?” 
 
    He gently kissed my forehead. “You know I have to.” 
 
    “I still think it’s bullshit,” I grumped while holding Nevoj close. 
 
    We’d been arguing about him leaving for hours, in-between bouts of steamy sex.  
 
    In an effort to protect ourselves, we planned to keep who my mates were on the downlow until I located all my husbands.  
 
    We’d agreed that, for now, Aidan would be my public mate. According to the men, other shifters could smell the fact that I was a partially mated Queen, so it was silly to pretend I hadn’t met at least one of them. While I wished I could publicly claim both of my mates, Nevoj had a lot of enemies. His mother had been a vile woman, an evil Queen in every sense of the word. Plenty of shifters would love to kill her only living offspring—and his Queen. They didn’t care that Nevoj was an honorable man, or that he’d saved thousands of people’s lives. Or that I was completely innocent. My Alpha’s enemies only cared that he carried the blood of his mother, and they desperately wanted to spill it. 
 
    To hurt him. 
 
    If they couldn’t get to him, they’d take out his family…including the mates I had yet to find. Many witches and shifters gifted with magical abilities could see into the future and find people. Sure, it wasn’t super common, but there was always the possibility an unknown enemy could find and kill my Enforcer and Omega before I could locate them. The less the public knew about my mating situation, the better. 
 
    Anxiety twisted in my stomach as I stared up at Nevoj. My hyena spirit animal already mourned the loss of her mate’s presence. “I know why you have to go. It just sucks. Call me as soon as you land.” 
 
    Nevoj would return some of the treasures his mother had stolen as she’d looted and pillaged her way across the world. According to Nevoj, Queen Talia had hoarded everything she could get her hands on. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, of vaults hidden all over the place where she’d stored her plunder. Nevoj knew about a few of them, and as her only living heir, had begun the task of going through them and working to return what stolen goods he could to their rightful owners. 
 
    He’d been in the process of doing that when he’d met me. Under the guise of a traveling art exhibit, he’d been touring the world, hoping someone would recognize some of the artifacts displayed and be able to claim them. Fate and the will of the Goddess had brought us together when he’d taken the exhibit to the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History to be displayed.  
 
    Staring up at my Alpha, I let my love for him flow through our bond and was rewarded with one of his brilliant smiles. “I’ll call you as soon as I land, my Queen.” 
 
    “Be safe,” I whispered before giving him a soft kiss, lingering over the sensation of his full lips before pulling back a little. “Remember, the second you feel the Veil start to fall, you come home.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nevoj murmured. “I believe I’ll have enough time to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “But you don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “No.” He trailed his fingers down my cheek. “I don’t know for sure. None of us do.” 
 
    From everything we’d learned, the Veil that kept us safe from the danjal was disintegrating at an increasing rate. Holes big enough to let major demons in were appearing all over the world. Rumors abounded within the secret society of the shifters and witches, and some whispered tales of not only the Veil failing, but of the witches covering it up with the Illusion. An ancient spell, its origins long forgotten, the Illusion was crafted to hide the world of the magical from the mundane. To camouflage magic users from regular humans, to keep us all safe from each other.  
 
    But some said the Illusion had been perverted somehow, twisted to hide not only the magical community, but their nefarious deeds as well. I had no idea what or who to believe, but after my own personal experiences with the danjal and the damage they could do, I knew something was very wrong with our world and it was only getting worse. 
 
    News had filtered into our little bubble of happiness from the outside and it wasn’t good. Natural disasters seemed to be on the rise, striking devastation on countries already destabilized by war and terrorism. It seemed like people were going mad all over the globe, committing bloody atrocities and acts of degradation and horror. While we hadn’t reached the point of no return, humanity seemed to be doing its best to hurtle us there in record time. 
 
    And my mate was going out into the middle of it. 
 
    A spike of fear twisted through my stomach, and Nevoj’s nostrils flared.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Aidan started to move into a defensive position as he scented my fear, but I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just worried about you.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Aidan said as he joined us and stroked my hair back behind my ear. “Our Alpha is smart and careful. He won’t do anything stupid and get himself killed. Right, Alpha?” 
 
    Nevoj rolled his eyes at Aidan’s obvious warning then he stared down at me. “I will be back, my Queen, and I will not take any unnecessary risks. Do you think I want to lose you when we’ve just found each other? I’ve been waiting for you since the moment of my birth.” 
 
    I tried to battle back tears, but my voice broke as I said, “I’m going to miss you so much.”  
 
    He kissed my forehead, then leaned forward and buried his nose in my hair. “Find our Enforcer and Omega so I can come home.” 
 
    That made me lose it. Soon, I bawled in Aidan’s arms as Nevoj drove away in a sleek, sexy as hell silver Jaguar sports sedan. It was a cool, sophisticated car—just like its driver. I swore I could feel a piece of my soul leaving with my Alpha, and I grabbed for the tissues Aidan gently shoved in my face. 
 
    “Thanks.” I mopped my face, my breath coming out in those ugly, lurching hiccups I always hated. “Sorry, I just—it hurts.” 
 
    Giving me a solemn nod, he whispered, “It hurts me, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course.” He continued to rub my back, his broad chest and strong arms encircling me in safety and comfort. “Nevoj is not only my adopted brother; he’s my mate.” 
 
    The warmth, the affection for the other man in his voice, startled me. “Um, so you like Nevoj?” 
 
    Aidan frowned. “Of course I do. He’s been my friend for decades.” 
 
    “Like, do you like him like him?” 
 
    “Do you mean am I attracted to Nevoj, sexually?” He shook his head. “No, I’m not. I will gladly share you with all of my mates. I have no problem with sharing space while we all pleasure you at once, but I’m not attracted to men. Though it does arouse me to watch Nevoj pleasure you, I get off on how much you enjoy his attentions. There’s only one person in this world worthy of my worship, and it’s not my fellow husbands. Did I seem to mind sharing you with Nevoj?” 
 
    “Um, no, not at all.” 
 
    I flushed bright red at the memory of Aidan watching me while Nevoj rode me hard. I would have been more than happy to have him join us, but he’d insisted that he would do his duty as a mate, standing guard over us to keep us safe. Evidently, we were more vulnerable than usual to attack while we mated. I could believe it. When I was having sex with Aidan or Nevoj, they were the only thing I thought of, the center of my universe. A football team could run across the room, and I wouldn’t have even noticed them. Part of it was the pheromones I released while aroused and had an orgasm. When I mated with my men, I released a hormone that made them high, drunk on my lust and pleasured by my scent. The better I felt, the better they felt, so my mates were very motivated lovers.  
 
    Thankfully, the pheromones dissipated quickly, so Aidan had been able to stand far enough away from us not to be too affected. He said the hormones mellowed him out, made him feel relaxed and happy, but not enough to dull his senses. If he’d been lying right next to us, he would have been totally shitfaced by our chemical scent, lulled into a state of relaxation that was both mentally and physically healing—catnip for shifters. 
 
    “I loved watching you take him. It made me so fucking hard, but it also just felt…right. Good.” Aidan’s gaze went heated and distant. “The thought of watching you come apart as all four of us worship you makes my balls ache with the need to fuck you.” He growled in a way that made my nipples tingle and my core clench. “The hormones you give off when you’re aroused…you have no idea how good they feel to me, to us. We are lucky males indeed to have such a lusty Queen.” 
 
    Embarrassed, I swatted at his flat stomach. “Shut up.” 
 
    “I look forward to the day we find another one of your mates, so he can guard us while Nevoj and I both work you over.” He shifted, his nostrils flaring. “You like that idea as well. I can smell it, smell your hot cream, smell how your pussy is getting soft and wet for me.” 
 
    I wanted to throw him to the ground and ride him hard enough that the gravel tore up his back, but managed to restrain myself, barely. 
 
    The rising sun caught the blond in his hair, illuminating bits of copper flame through his beard. Studying my mate, I could scarcely remember what he looked like when he was Nadia. Even though I’d seen him come out of the ground during his transformation, it was hard to believe he’d been born in a female form. It wasn’t just that his body was masculine, but his spirit as well. There was something very confident and strong about him. The way he walked, the way he took in the world around him, he exuded control. He reminded me of those old cowboy movies my grandpa loved, the ones with John Wayne and Sam Elliot, where the men were quiet and strong. 
 
    A true, old-fashioned cowboy. 
 
    I remembered Nevoj saying something about Aidan working on a horse ranch, and I had to smile as I said, “My grandpa’s going to love you.” 
 
    He blinked at me in confusion. “What?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry, my thoughts drifted. I was thinking about how you’d get along with my grandpa. You remind me of him in some ways. You’re both the strong, confident, silent type.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly silent, cinnamon girl.” He grinned. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you like how vocal I am. You sweet pussy grips my dick every time I whisper naughty things to you while we fuck.” 
 
    Remembering exactly what it felt like to grip his incredibly thick cock with my inner muscles, I flushed. “We promised Nevoj no sex until we get home, so stop teasing me.” 
 
    He gave me a sullen look, but he nodded. “Let’s head out. We need to stop by my house first to pick up my stuff and maybe do some grocery shopping. How well stocked is your fridge?” 
 
    “Uh—what?” 
 
    “Oh, are we staying at my place? That’s fine. I have more room, but it’s not really furnished. We can pick up some stuff tomorrow.” 
 
    For the first time, I really, really thought about the fact that I was bringing a man home. Like, to live with me. As a couple.  
 
    My mom was going to lose her mind. 
 
    It would be a lot easier to introduce Aidan as my mate, to explain that the Goddess and magic had brought us together, but my mom couldn’t know I was a hyena shifter. As long as she remained ignorant of the magical world, the Illusion would protect her from a great deal of negative magics. If I revealed too much of the magical world to her, the Illusion would fail and her bright, vulnerable soul would draw the hungry darkness to her.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was a terrible liar, and an even worse one when it came to my mother. She might not have shifter or witch magic, but her mom mojo was strong. One stern look from her, and I swear even the most hardened criminal would spill his life secrets.  
 
    I didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Syn.” Aidan gently cupped my chin and lifted my no doubt troubled gaze to his. “Do you have a problem with us living at your house?” 
 
    Anxiety hit me harder, and I slipped out of Aidan’s arms. “No, no. We can stay at my place. It might get a little cramped as we find my other mates, but we’ll make it work. You know, add an extra bathroom, maybe enlarge the kitchen. Thankfully, my couch is already orgy-sized, so that’s good. Is there some polyamorous family furniture store shifters shop at? Then again, I guess I don’t really have to worry too much. I mean, with the way the world is going, it’ll be a race between the Veil falling and something magical happening around my mom and ripping the Illusion from her. Gosh, now I’m hoping for the Veil to fall, so I can stop lying to her. Does that make me a psychopath?” 
 
    My voice was slightly hysterical by the end, and Aidan gave me a weary look as he got out the keys to his big black truck. “Come on. You can have a nervous breakdown in the car.” 
 
    Laughing way too hard at his lame joke, I climbed into the passenger side and buckled up. Aidan shut my door then came around to the driver’s side. My breath was coming a little fast, and I felt like I’d reverted to a scared teenager in many ways. The idea of introducing my conservative mom to my four husbands was a bit much to take. She might literally have a heart attack. I had to ease her into things. For the first time, I was happy Nevoj wasn’t with us.  
 
    Then I immediately worried that I was acting like a self-centered bitch. Tears prickled my eyes again, but I blinked them away.  
 
    “So,” Aidan said in a low drawl, “You wanna tell me what’s got you so torn up? I can sense your confusion and worry like wads of wet toilet paper clinging to my skin.” 
 
    Wincing because I kept forgetting that he could feel and smell my emotions, I tried to smile. “It’s nothing. Just—uh, trying to imagine the reaction of my family when they eventually find out I have four husbands.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “I’ve spent a lot of time around humans, more than most shifters. I know they’re going to be upset. Hell, if this was a couple hundred years ago, they might’ve burned you at the stake for being a harlot.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    His deep chuckle had me narrowing my eyes at him as he drove. “Don’t sound so glum. From what you’ve said, I know your family loves you. They may balk a little at first, but they’ll come around. Especially once they see how things are with our den. Bet there’ll be some females pea-green with jealousy, and maybe a few males. You need to be ready for that as well. Some people, well, they just don’t like to see others happier than they are. It sticks in their gut, eats away at them and makes them feel small and ugly.” 
 
    “I know.” I turned in my seat so I could watch Aidan then took his hand in my own when he offered it. “After my transition. I found out some unpleasant truths about some people I’d cared about.” 
 
    Aidan winced. “Ouch, that sucks. What happened?” 
 
    “A couple of my cousins and their friends said some mean stuff about me behind my back. Normally, I wouldn’t have been able to hear them, but thanks to super shifter hearing I understood every bitch word. I kind of expected it from them, because they were always catty.” I looked away, toying with the ends of my shiny golden-brown hair. I badly needed a trim. “But then a guy I’ve known since elementary school talked about wanting to do all kinds of crude stuff to me with his friend while I was out of the room. He’d never said anything like that before, and he treated me differently. Made me feel weird and uncomfortable. I’m still the same person inside, but because my outside was different, I became like a fuckable stranger to him.” 
 
    Aidan stiffened. His voice was rough as he said, “What an asshole. Want me to kill him for you, my Queen?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, that’s okay.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me his name so I can pay him a visit?” His Texas accent thickened as he gritted out, “Have us a little discussion about how you treat a lady.” 
 
    Fear for my old friend Jacob had me quickly saying, “No, for real. It’s not necessary. He’s proven his true colors, and I’ll never trust him again. There is absolutely no reason to beat him up.” 
 
    “He offended your honor.” 
 
    “What honor? I don’t have any honor.” 
 
    Whoops, that was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    Though we were still on rural roads, Aidan whipped over to the shoulder, the tires rumbling and sliding a bit as they hit the gravel.  
 
    Slamming the truck into park, he turned in his seat and leaned close so all I could see were his gold-flecked blue eyes. “Never, ever say you don’t have honor. Ever. In the hyena world, your word, your honor—they mean something. And you have plenty of it, more than just about anyone I’ve ever known. Now, I know in the past people have talked down to you, and you didn’t have someone in your corner, so you believed their shit. Those days are over. You have me and Nevoj now, and soon you’ll have your Enforcer and Omega. You carry all of our honor, so for you to say that you have none is a grave insult and it hurts.” 
 
    Once again, I put my foot in my mouth out of ignorance. “That’s not what I meant at all. I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that honor was such a big deal for shifters.” 
 
    His nostril’s flared, and he whispered, “My parents were slaughtered because they were honorable. That dead bitch Queen targeted my den because people respected us. I may not remember much about them, but I know they were honorable. As my Queen, as our Queen, you carry not only my honor, but their honor as well. Someday, you’ll carry the pride of your people. Do not dismiss it so easily.” 
 
    Stung, I mutely nodded as he put the truck back into drive, my insides shriveling into a hard, little ball. Part of me felt terrible for what I’d said, while another part insisted Aidan had been unfairly harsh with me. It wasn’t like I’d purposely offended him, it just never occurred to me to take honor that seriously. I mean, to be honest, in the human world it had become somewhat of an outdated concept. Political leaders lied about anything and everything, their word was shit, yet they continued to lead the world. That had a ripple effect as others looked to their leaders and saw them profiting from breaking their word— getting away with being total scumbags.  
 
    The world had changed, and not for the better. People didn’t do loans on a handshake and a promise anymore. These days, you had to fill out forms in triplicate that would force you to honor your debt. When you hired someone to do something, there was often a contract there as well. Hell, nobody trusted anybody anymore because, at some point, our word had turned to shit and lying became acceptable. That’s not to say that there weren’t decent people out there, and I like to think my family and friends had more integrity than most, but it wasn’t something our nation prided itself on anymore. We didn’t elect the most honorable leaders; we elected the best liars.  
 
    Mulling over all of it, I asked Aidan, “Can you lie to a shifter? I mean, I think I heard Nevoj say something about smelling a lie once.” 
 
    For a second, I thought he was still pissed at me because of the way his jaw hardened, but then he sighed and his shoulders lost some of their stiffness. “Of course shifters can lie, but it’s harder. You have to learn how to cover your scent and find a way to keep anyone with the right magical gifts or spells from reading your thoughts. As you grow up, you’ll gain more control and be able to isolate subtle scents better.” He tapped his long, thick fingers on the wheel. “Think of it this way, you let a toddler smell a rose and he’ll tell you with his limited vocabulary that the rose smells nice. You give an adult a rose, and he’ll do a much better job of isolating and explaining the different complexities of a flower.” 
 
    Relieved he wasn’t mad at me, I smiled. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d say this, but my Queen is too sweet.” Shaking his head, he slowed down for a red light and glanced over at me while we waited. “I was an ass. I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. I shouldn’t have taken out my issues on you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I didn’t understand how important it was to you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He winced, then turned away as the light flashed to green. “Stop apologizing. Don’t let me, or anyone, get away with talking to you like that.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t mean to.” Traffic started to move, and I was released from his demanding gaze. “The only thing you’ve done is try to survive in a world you don’t understand. I have to remind myself that, despite the fact that I can feel your hyena spirit, you weren’t raised as one of us. Don’t worry, with time this will all become second nature. You won’t be facing this alone. I’ll be with you, at your side, helping you learn our ways. I promise.” 
 
    Knowing how seriously Aidan took his word made me feel a sense of security I’d been missing. It was refreshing to be with someone who meant what they said. I didn’t have to worry about word games, or the mental torture of being unsure if someone was angry with me. In the past, my insecurity had me constantly walking on eggshells, wanting to be liked so bad that any hint of anger directed at me made me anxious.  
 
    Over the years, I’d learned to deal with it, but Aidan seemed to have brought those old feelings back to the surface. I was already more than falling in love with him, and the thought of him not liking me back threatened to send me into a spiral. Those stupid tears rose up again, and I angrily scrubbed them away. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked as we took the exit leading to Fairfax. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. I mean I’m not fine, but I’m fine. This stupid new body cries all the time! I didn’t use to be this emotional.” 
 
    He laughed, the sound deep and as warm as a hug. “Trust me, I understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you do.” 
 
    “You get tears, I get testosterone rage. Fun stuff.” 
 
    That made me grin, and my tears dried up as we approached my neighborhood. My subdivision, Wiley Acres, had been built in the heart of the seventies, and it showed in the style of the houses. Set on big plots of land, most of them started out as single-story ranches that had been added onto over the years. It gave the neighborhood an interesting feel, because there was no housing association telling people what color to paint their homes, or what kind of flowers to plant. I liked it—now that I thought about it—I would miss living there. Don’t get me wrong, the farmhouse the size of a mansion that Nevoj purchased for our den was amazing, but my little ranch house still felt like home. 
 
    When we drove past it, I frowned. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Told you, I need to pick up some stuff from my house.” 
 
    He kept driving for a couple blocks, entering the wealthier and newer neighborhood across the main road from mine. We pulled up to a nice two-story brick home with a big front porch. The yard was neat, but empty looking, and plain white curtains hung in all the windows. As we parked in the driveway then got out, I noticed there were no personal touches on the outside of the house. This was reflected when we stepped inside and found the interior virtually empty—a couch and a TV, but that was it.  
 
    “This way.” 
 
    I followed Aidan, trying to avoid becoming distracted by his tight ass. “Why don’t you have any furniture?” 
 
    “I don’t actually live here. This is just a place we got so we could be close enough to you if you needed us. It’s safe, Nevoj made sure it’s heavily warded, but none of us spent much time here. Right now, a few of our guards are staying here, but they’re out on assignment.” 
 
    “You keep saying guards—who are they?” 
 
    “You’ll meet them eventually. They’re men and women Nevoj knows, part of his personal guard. You might have seen one or two of them wandering around the exhibit at the Smithsonian.” 
 
    I tried to think back to that night as we headed upstairs then entered a long hall full of closed doors. “Why can’t I meet them now?” 
 
    “You will,” he repeated. “But for moment, we want it to appear as if the guards are there for me, not you. As far as the world knows, you have no connection to Nevoj on your own, only through me, and I’m just an old friend he hired to run security for his exhibit. If there were suddenly dozens of Nevoj’s personal guard on you, people would get curious.”  
 
    “Ohhh,” I said as we entered a bedroom containing just a bed with a generic red comforter and a dresser. “That makes sense.” 
 
    I paused, leaning my shoulder against the plain eggshell white wall. “Hold on, you’ve been living this close to me, yet you didn’t let me know you were here? How long did you know I was your Queen before you approached me?” 
 
    He avoided my gaze as he walked past me. “A while.” 
 
    I trailed behind him with my hands clenched into fists. “How long?” 
 
    “A while,” he repeated as he moved around the sparsely furnished bedroom.  
 
    After giving a huff of annoyance, I looked around the room. A few framed pictures sat on the nearby dresser. In one, a man who looked a lot like Aidan in a ye’olde style suit posed with a stunning, petite blonde. The woman wore a gown that had to come from the Victorian era, and the man sported an admirable mustache. They stared straight into the camera and didn’t smile, but I could feel their happiness in the photo. It was in the way they stood next to each other, holding hands just barely out of view of the camera. While his face was expressionless, her lips curved just the slightest bit, as if she couldn’t help herself. For the first time, I noticed a small bouquet of flowers in her hand and wondered if this was their wedding photo. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    He paused in the act of pulling a suitcase out of the closet. “My parents, Patrick and Rosemary Mulvaney.” 
 
    I hesitated, full of a thousand questions about them, but not wanting to pick at an obviously a sore spot. 
 
    After setting the picture down carefully, I pointed to another one. “And what about him?” 
 
    The shadows were chased from his blue eyes as he came to my side and picked up the picture. The faded color image was of an older, but still fit, man with a cowboy hat pulled low on his brow. He sat on a lovely reddish horse and looked deep in thought toward a vast mountain range. I wondered what he saw, and why his jaw was so tight. Heavy lines marked his tanned face, carved into his leathery skin. 
 
    “That is my adopted father Thaddeus. Good man, salt of the earth. Passed away around seventy years ago. I still miss him every day.” He set the picture back down. “That’s the downside of living a long life—more years to lose people you love.” 
 
    “Wow, that sucks.” I drifted over to his side and rested my head on his chest, wrapping my arms around his waist. “I’m kinda bummed out now. I mean, I know my mom is going to die someday, I just didn’t know I’d potentially spend most of my life without her in it.” 
 
    “Ahhh, sweetheart, I’m sorry.” He rubbed his big hand up and down my back like one might sooth a skittish horse. “But it’s not all bad. Every parent wants their children to have a better, happier, longer life than the one they’ve lived. It’s the prayer of every new mother and father as they hold their wee babies for the first time. It’s the prayer I’m gonna have for our children one day.” 
 
    A sudden, fierce longing hit me as I remembered the sensation of holding my babies in my dreams/visions. I could still feel their soft hair against my lips, their rounded little limbs pressed against me. The smell of them. My heart ached something fierce, and I lost the fight against my ever-present tears. I’d cried more in these last few weeks than in my entire life, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. It was like my body took over, and my rational mind had to take a backseat to the hormones roaring through me. Everyone said my reactions would settle down in the next couple months, but until then, I was stuck on an emotional rollercoaster.  
 
    Shifter puberty sucked. 
 
    Aidan made soothing noises while he cradled my body against his. The feeling of his heartbeat beneath my cheek soothed me and my tears tapered off, replaced by a growing awareness of the healthy male in my arms. I rubbed my nose against his chest, taking in his natural scent along with a hint of cologne and the detergent used to wash the fabric. As I focused on him, my tears stopped entirely, and I drew in a deep, drugging—and very audible—sniff. 
 
    A deep laugh rumbled through Aidan as he kissed the top of my head. “What? Do I stink?” 
 
    “No, you smell wonderful. Like home.” 
 
    The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Feeling better?” 
 
    My cheeks heated with embarrassment as I leaned back in his arms and studied his broad chest. The material was darker, soaked with my tears from where I rested my face against him. I brushed my hand over it in a totally ineffective effort to clean him up. 
 
    “Sorry about getting your shirt wet.” 
 
    “Nothin’ to worry about.” 
 
    “I just feel so crazy. One minute I’m normal, then this…this change comes over me and every little emotion is amplified. I’m normally a very chill person. I like being a very chill person.” Frustrated, I fisted the fabric of his shirt. “I don’t like feeling out of control. I don’t like feeling like my body is working against me. It’s like…it’s like this change comes over me, and I’m no longer thinking logically, but instinctively.” 
 
    “That’s your hyena making her presence known. Animals don’t bother to hide their feelings like humans do. If they have an emotion, they express and accept it. Don’t get me wrong, your animal spirit is crafty as shit, probably way smarter than you or me will ever be, but she’s still an animal. Her thought process is different from ours.” 
 
    “Wait—my animal spirit is making me feel things? Am I always going to be like this?” 
 
    “It’s partially your hyena Queen, and partially the hormones.” He moved his hands from my lower back to my face, cupping my cheeks gently as he stroked my cheeks with his thumbs. “Things will get better, I promise. You’re just gonna have to ride out the transition like every other shifter. Don’t worry, we understand what you’re going through. We’ve all been there. Shifter puberty, as you like to call it, sucks.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but look up at him and grin. “Well, at least I know there’s an end in sight.” 
 
    “Yeah, once you come into your first breeding season, you should find some relief.” 
 
    “Uh—breeding season?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, then stroked at his beard while shifting. “Has anyone told you about your fertile time?” 
 
    “No, and why are you being so weird?” 
 
    He walked away from me, his head ducked low, and I swear his cheeks flamed with a blush. “Well, this is awkward as shit.” 
 
    Throwing my hands on my hips, I growled. “What is awkward as shit?” 
 
    He blew out a stiff breath. “Maybe we should talk about this later. You already have a lot on your mind.” 
 
    “Stop stalling and tell me already. What is my breeding season? Nice name, by the way. Makes me feel like a brood mare.” I held up my hand, cutting him off before he could open his mouth. “I know—I know. It’s a different culture than what I’m used to, blah blah blah. Just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “When a Mommy hyena and a Daddy hyena love each other very much, and they want to have a baby…” he started with a smirk pulling at his lips. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him, then sat down on the bed with a huff. “Stop screwing around and tell me.” 
 
    Moving over to his dresser, he began to pull out neatly folded shirts. “First, the good news. You won’t be fertile for at least another ten years.” 
 
    “Ten years? You said I’d be a psycho until my first heat. I have to wait ten years until I’m not crying at every sad song I hear? Until I don’t get choked up when I see a sweet old couple holding hands while walking down the street?” I flopped back on the bed and threw my arm over my eyes. “Awesome.” 
 
    Aidan’s voice rang with laughter as he said, “No, drama llama, you’ll have your first heat in the next few months, but it’s just a practice run for the first few years. You won’t actually be fertile. Carrying a shifter baby is hard on a woman’s body.” I looked up when he added, “Don’t worry, you’ve got nice, wide birthin’ hips. You’ll be able to have as many little ones as your heart desires.” 
 
    My head whipped up, and I went onto my elbows as I glared at him. “Are you saying I have big hips?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he growled, pausing in his packing. “Real nice ones. Thick—the kind a man likes to grip onto while he fucks his mate into the mattress.” 
 
    My heart sped up and my pussy grew hot and sensitive at the bass notes in his voice. “Well…I guess that’s okay then.” 
 
    “Glad you think so, cinnamon girl.” 
 
    Feeling restless, and trying to ignore the arousal building in me, I lay back on the bed and stared at the white ceiling. “You said I won’t be fertile. No need for birth control?” 
 
    “Nope. You’ll go into hyena shifter heat now instead of the human version of menses. You won’t be bleeding once a month, you’ll only bleed right before your fertile period which happens twice a year for three days.” 
 
    “Wow.” I spaced out at as I stared at the ceiling some more while he dug around in his closet. “That’s actually kind of cool. Will you know when I’m fertile? Are there signs?” 
 
    Something in the closet broke, and I looked up as the rod holding up his hangers slumped to the floor. 
 
    “Uh, everything okay in there?” 
 
    He was silent long enough that I was about to get off the bed and go to him, but he finally said, “Yes, I will be able to sense it. All your mates will. We’ll be unable to stop ourselves from fucking you until we’re drained. And still you’ll demand more. You’ll be glorious, and I cannot fuckin’ wait to soothe your hunger.” 
 
    He gave a shiver, and I don’t think it was an unpleasant one.  
 
    Trying not to be distracted by the yummy scent of his arousal, I asked, “Is there any kind of birth control I can take? I mean, what if in ten years I’m not ready for a baby?” 
 
    “There is no guarantee you’ll conceive. I can’t remember the exact figures, but there was a study done on the hyena’s chances of conception. When our numbers started dropping, we used every resource we could find to figure out why our females stopped having young. Right now, a healthy hyena shifter has a twenty percent chance at conception.” 
 
    “Wow. And with only being fertile twice a year, that cuts down the chances further.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Trying to lighten the mood, I gave him a cheeky grin. “Well, at least we don’t have to worry about birth control for now, since I’m not going to be able to have babies for years.” 
 
    “Nope. Right now, we’re just spittin’ into an empty well.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I threw a pillow at him, which he easily ducked. “Please, don’t ever call my pussy an empty well again. You’ll hurt her feelings.” 
 
    He placed his shirts into his bag, then returned to his dresser for an armful of stuff, no longer being neat and orderly. 
 
    In fact, he kind of looked like he was racing to fill his bag from his dresser. Instead of folding his pants neatly, he lumped them in. A handful of underwear was followed by some hastily grabbed socks, and when he shut the drawer, he slammed it so hard the heavy dresser thumped into the wall. 
 
    It wasn’t until he turned around and strode toward me that I got an eyeful of his thick erection straining his jean shorts. His scent filled the air, and I drew in a shuddering breath, my body responding to his desire. I wanted him, needed him to soothe the growing ache between my legs. I’d never understood the drive for sex wasn’t just a pursuit of pleasure, but of relief. My body grew desperately sensitive when I became aroused, and my pussy would literally ache to be filled. 
 
    I was suffering, but oh…the moment I was filled to the brim with dick, I knew I’d feel so, so much better. 
 
    He grabbed his erection and fisted it, making my sex clench with longing.  
 
    “Mother Goddess,” I griped as I dramatically threw my arm over my eyes, pretending I wasn’t equally aroused. “Can’t you put a lid on it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry! You said I insulted your pussy, and now all I want to do is kiss and make up with her. She smells so good. I need to make things right with her.” 
 
    “You mean with me?” 
 
    “No, I mean with her, your pussy.” I jumped when his hand went between my legs, cupping me and massaging lightly. “I never want her to think I don’t appreciate every beautiful inch of the world’s most perfect cunt.” 
 
    I lifted my arm to glare at him, or at least I tried to glare. His thumb rubbed against my growing clit in slow, steady circles. The thin cloth of my black shorts and panties beneath did nothing to hinder the feeling and my breath became stilted. My clit swelled with each rub, and the more he stroked and massaged, the more it grew. I kept waiting for him to stop and be icked out or something, because my clit was now an unmistakable bump against my thin shorts. He reached beneath the wide leg, and the sensation of being stroked through my silk panties had me twitching my hips.  
 
    “There we go,” he whispered in what I’d come to think of as his sweet as caramel deep voice. One he used only on me. “Let me properly repent for my transgression.” 
 
    At this point, I didn’t care what he said. I wanted his face between my legs—now. Twisting my nipples, I arched my pussy up and hoped he’d get the hint. 
 
    “What is it, my Queen? What do you want?” 
 
    “I want your mouth on me, now,” I snarled. 
 
    And I do mean snarled. 
 
    Like an angry animal. 
 
    I don’t know who was more shocked by my growl, me or Aidan. While I was horrified at how much I’d sounded like a deranged movie monster with my instinctive tone, Aidan was pleased. Very pleased. In fact, he was so turned on I could feel how much he wanted me through our mating bond. The knowledge that we shouldn’t be doing this, that we should wait until we were safe in my house, sent a little spike of forbidden arousal through me. 
 
    He stroked my thigh with his big, rough hand, smoothing up and down my skin. Leaning forward, I swallowed back a whimper at the pure desire on his handsome face. Our gazes connected and the golden flecks in his blue eyes glittered. 
 
    The cocky smirk he gave me made me want to bite him as he brushed his knuckles over my clit, making me shiver. “You sure?” 
 
    Oh, that asshole, he was playing with fire. I barely held onto my humanity as it was. If he didn’t step up, I would have to take drastic measures. Measures I had a feeling he would like. There was this odd sense of a sexual power play between us, a give and take I didn’t have with Nevoj. My Alpha was my equal in every way and dominant as hell, but Aidan was just a little less dominant than me. My spirit animal recognized this, so when she ordered a lower member of the den to do something, she expected it done.  
 
    Curious to see how far I could go before Aidan lost control, I reached down between my legs with both hands and ripped the crotch of my shorts open, but I left my silky teal green panties intact.  
 
    Yay for shifter strength! 
 
    “Lick my pussy, Beta, but do not tear my panties. You may only move them with your mouth, not your hands. I want your hands wrapped around your thick cock, stroking it.” 
 
    Reaching down, he squeezed his obvious erection as his nostrils flared. “Feeling sassy, eh? I like it. I’d be more than happy to service you, my Queen. It is truly my pleasure.” 
 
    Giving me a look so heated I almost whimpered, he quickly undid his shorts and pulled them and his underwear to his knees. I only had a brief glimpse of his thick, pink and red cock standing out from the light brown hair of his pelvis before he knelt. I leaned up a little, wanting to watch him, my desire for my handsome mate making my pussy throb.  
 
    When his broad shoulders settled between my legs, I spread them wide, wanting him to have all the access he needed. The scruff of his beard brushing lightly over my inner thighs had me sighing, and I threw my arms back on the bed, completely relaxed now that I was having my way. Aidan cupped my ass with both hands, lifting me to his face and making me moan. He kissed my clit through the delicate silk of my panties, licking at it through the fabric before teasing me with a light suck. 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered as he leaned back. “Would you look at that. Between my mouth and your honey, we’ve soaked your panties transparent. That’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I tried to sit up to look, but his talented mouth was back at work, so I gave up and let him seduce me with his suckling. Aidan liked to take his time with me. He seemed to savor getting me worked up, then keeping me on edge. The more I squirmed, the more he played until I had my fingers sunk into his hair.  
 
    “I need to cum,” I groaned, shameless as he lapped at me.  
 
    “So do I,” Aidan growled as he flicked his tongue over my clit. 
 
    “Stroke your cock.” I arched my back as my legs began to shake. “Cum for me.” 
 
    He slipped a finger back in my pussy. “You first.” 
 
    The delicious combination of his hand and mouth brought me to the edge and my stomach clenched as I threw my head back and moaned. Bright sparks glittered behind my closed lids as I let myself be swept away, the wave of my release crashing over me. Aidan moaned against my sex, the vibrations making me clench my teeth against the sensation that bordered on pain. The scent of his orgasm reached my sensitive nose, and I rumbled in contentment as his pheromones washed over me. 
 
    A few moments later, he joined me on the bed, my body rolling into his as he held me close. With a happy sigh, I cuddled into him, licking the exposed skin of his neck. Dimly, I realized I was grooming him, but right then I didn’t care that my hyena was in control of my body. She adored Aidan as much as I did, and I was more than happy to let her have some time with him. Taking another deep inhalation of his scent, I let the pleasant buzz from his pheromones tingle through my mind, making me sleepy and content. 
 
    I might have drifted off, if Aidan didn’t give my bare butt a sharp pinch. “Wake up, sleepy head.” 
 
    Grumbling, I tried to cuddle deeper into Aidan. “Just a little nap.” 
 
    “No, not until we get you home.” When I didn’t move, he added, “I bet your cats…uh—Boobs and Brewski—miss you.” 
 
    I pushed up on one arm, frowning down at his laughing face. “Their names are Booboo and Bobo, not Boobs and Brewskies.” 
 
    “I like Boobs and Brewskies better.” 
 
    I shoved him back with a laugh, and we rolled around on the bed for a little while longer. By the time he finally got me up and out the door, I felt relaxed and at peace as we made the drive to my house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we pulled up to my garage Aidan said, “Why is there a big ass dark spot on the lawn that smells like danjal?” 
 
    I glanced over at my slightly overgrown front lawn, making a mental note to clean up the flower beds by the front door…someday. A large, black circle marred the lawn slightly to the left of the red-painted front door of my blue with white trim house. The grass was toast, like someone poured oil on it then fired a giant blowtorch at the ground. I wondered if anything would ever grow on that spot again, or if I’d have to figure out some way to make a rock garden there so my house wasn’t an eyesore. Though my neighborhood was old, it was well kept. Sure, the yards of most of the homes weren’t pristine, but for a working-class neighborhood where people didn’t have all day to garden, they were still nice and obviously cared for. 
 
    Turning away from the dark mark I sighed. “Oh, that’s where Nevoj killed a demon. You can park in the garage. My aunt must have had my car towed after it was trashed by that cow demon.” 
 
    I hit the remote for the garage in my purse as Aidan asked, “What?” 
 
    The dim light of the garage washed over us as he pulled in, squeezing the SUV between the storage boxes along one wall and the lawn equipment on the left.  
 
    I dug through my purse for my keys as I said, “A danjal? That’s what you call them, right? Am I committing some kind of faux pas for using the word demon?” 
 
    He turned on the interior light of the SUV and turned to look at me, his jaw tight and his face pissed. “I know what they’re called.” 
 
    Not liking his attitude, I glared at him, the tick of the engine cooling loud in my small garage. “Well, two danjal showed up at my house. My aunt, who happens to be a Wise Woman, was with me, so she called Nevoj, and he came out with a big old sword and slayed them.” I patted his arm. “Don’t worry, they didn’t even get close. Not like the one at the museum.” 
 
    A muscle by his eye twitched. “Tell me more about the museum attack.” 
 
    “Well, that demon was a big one. Came out of the sky with tentacles as thick as tree trunks and everything.” I abruptly sobered as I remembered all the people that were hurt and…missing. “That danjal was terrifying. The attack happened while you were going through your Transformation.” 
 
    That muscle by his eye twitched again. “And how is it again that one mention this to me earlier?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we were too busy doing other things.” 
 
    Abruptly, his stiff body relaxed, and a look of guilt washed over his handsome face. “As much as I love ravishing you, we must learn self-control, my Queen. Your safety, the safety of our family, is paramount. The wards on your house are strong and old, but every attack weakens them.” 
 
    “Really? How old?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and his lips parted as he took a breath. “They were laid into the foundation of the house when it was built. But there’s also newer ones, woven into the existing spells. Filling any cracks…really well done.” 
 
    “The newer ones are probably Aunt Patty’s work.” I frowned at him. “You can feel the wards?” 
 
    Nodded slowly, he blew out a breath and opened his eyes again. “It’s one of my gifts.” 
 
    I tried feeling the wards around my house, but I couldn’t sense anything. “Will I be able to feel wards one day?” 
 
    “Probably, as this is a common gift among magic users. My gift is a lot stronger than most. Not that I’m complaining, because it got me a good paying job working for the rodeo.” 
 
    “I’m confused. You were in the rodeo because you can sense wards?” 
 
    He laughed at my confused expression, his beard looking more red than blond in the dim light. “Yep. For six years back in the 1930s, I helped my witch buddy Fred do security on the rodeo circuit. Watched him put up and take down wards a couple thousand times. Learned a lot from him.” 
 
    “What kind of wards?” 
 
    “Various types of protection and deflection, mostly. Every site was different, and every ward was tweaked that particular place. Fred would put up his wards, then I’d see if I could get through them. We worked well together, and our rodeo gained a reputation for being fair. You could win a lotta money in the rodeo, some purses were worth millions, and as I’m sure you know some people will do anything to win. I’ve run into more than one cheater during my time as a competitor in the rodeo circuit who tried to use magic to win, but our wards stopped ‘em every time.” 
 
    “You competed? Did you ever win any money?” 
 
    “Sure did. I could barrel race like my ass was on fire. Won the title Rodeo Queen more than once.” 
 
    I smacked my forehead. “Shit, that’s right, you were a woman. Sorry.” 
 
    His blue eyes narrowed as he glanced over at me. “It bothers you, doesn’t it? The fact that I used to be female.” 
 
    I thought about lying, but there, in my full yet tidy two-car garage, I decided to stop thinking so much like a human. “Yes, it does, but only a little bit. Less every day, heck, every minute. I didn’t know you as Nadia, and I keep imagining you as a guy growing up. Realizing that you weren’t is a little…jarring. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to offend you.” 
 
    “No, no, darlin’. It’s okay and thank you for being honest. If we can’t talk about things like this openly, our mating is doomed from the start. It means a lot to me that you didn’t try to piss on me and tell me it’s raining.” 
 
    Giggling, I smacked at his thick bicep, loving the warm smile he gave me. Mother Goddess, his eyes were so pretty—starbursts of bright blue against a gray background with golden sparkles. His reddish-brown eyelashes only highlighted their color, and I found myself sighing like a ninny as I gazed at him. With a grunt, he closed the space between us and was about to lower his lips to mine as I heard the worst sound I possibly could at that moment. 
 
    My mom’s voice. 
 
    She opened the door to the garage, and because of my position where I was kissing Aidan, I had a nice, clear view of her mystified, then horrified, face. 
 
    “Sweet Mother of us all,” she yelled so quick it all kinda blended together in one word. “Cynthia, you get out of that car this instant. I want to have a word with you, young lady.” 
 
    Aidan, who’d pulled back at the sound of the door opening, snickered. 
 
    “Shut up,” I hissed. 
 
    With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I opened the door to the truck and slunk out. Aidan met me before my feet could hit the ground. He gently grabbed my waist and lifted me out of the truck, then shut my door in a display of good manners that most men were lacking. Tugging at the edge of his shirt, he placed his hand behind my back, gently urging me forward. 
 
    “Forgive me for the rude introduction, ma’am,” he said with his drawl a little bit heavier than usual as he turned on the charm. “I wasn’t aware you were here. My name’s Aidan Bronner. I’m Synthia’s boyfriend.” 
 
    Her hazel eyes, so like my own, went wide. “Her boyfriend?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    My mom stared over at me, looking slightly dazed. “Synthia, you have a new boyfriend?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom. Cool it a little, please.” 
 
    Appearing a little flushed, my mom gave Aidan a much warmer smile than her previous glare. “It’s so nice to meet you, Aidan. I do apologize for interrupting you, but you took me by surprise.” 
 
    “Took me by surprise, too,” I muttered. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “It was such a nice evening, so I rode my bike over.” She smiled at Aidan, her round pink cheeks positively glowing as she took him in. “It’s only a couple miles. Close enough if she needs me, but not so close I’m an annoyance.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I said under my breath. 
 
    She turned her attention to me, and her smile went from sweet to irritated mom. “I didn’t know Synthia planned on taking an impromptu vacation. Am I correct in assuming, Aidan, that you were the reason she decided to just up and go, without a word to anyone other than her Aunt Patty? And the reason she forgot how to use a phone once you were there? Or check her email? To not consider how I might just be a little worried when my only daughter disappeared off the face of the Earth?” 
 
    Aidan cleared his throat, and I held back a snicker as he shifted beneath my mom’s stern look. “Uh-yes, ma’am. Syn and I are new neighbors. I live in Ochee Manor. When I finally got up the courage to ask her out on a date, and she accepted—well, I didn’t want the date to end. If you’ll forgive me for saying it, your daughter is an amazing woman, and I wanted to impress her. So I convinced her to hop on a plane and fly down to St. Thomas with me so we could get to know each other better. I have a beach house down there, and while it’s beautiful, it’s also isolated. No cell service at all. Gotta drive into town if you want to connect with the rest of the world.” 
 
    “A beach house?” My mother glanced behind us to the big, shiny new truck, then back Aidan again. “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “I’m a financial advisor.” 
 
    “Really? What kind?” 
 
    “Mom,” I grumped, tugging at the sweatpants I’d borrowed from Aidan after I shredded my shorts. “Can we go inside to continue this discussion?” 
 
    She followed us in, the warm sunlight bright enough to make me wince as we left the garage. Bobo was on the counter, stretched out in a pool of sunshine, and he let out a really loud meow when he saw me. I had to laugh as he leapt across the countertops so he could rub his face all over me. His long, brown, gray, and black tabby fur felt like silk and my heart filled with love as we cuddled. Scratching his soft, furry cheeks, I gave a sigh of pure happiness that my hyena animal spirit echoed, responding to my love.  
 
    I had to admit it, I adored my cats the way some people adore their children. I was shameless with my affection for them, so I ignored Aidan’s increasing chuckles as I baby-talked to my cat. Bobo allowed me to pick him up, then head butted me as I carried him across the kitchen to where Aidan stood with my mom. My cat turned in my arms so he could get a better look at Aidan, who watched us with a bemused smile. 
 
    “This is Bobo. His brother BooBoo is around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Cute names.” 
 
    I pressed my face into Bobo’s soft fur. “That’s cause they’re cute cats. Isn’t he the sweetest, fluffiest, cuddliest most wonderful thing you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    “Sure is,” Aiden said in a soft, warm voice that made me look up. 
 
    A flush rushed through me when our eyes met, and the adoration I saw in his gaze made my knees a little weak. 
 
    Bobo broke the spell by head butting me in protest.  
 
    Turning away from the temptation of Aidan’s smile, I looked over to my mom who watched all of this intently. “Thanks again for taking care of everything while I was gone.” 
 
    “I wish you would have told me you were leaving.” My mom took a few steps so she could brush my hair off my forehead. “I was worried sick about you after what happened at the museum.” 
 
    Walking over to the counter, I set Bobo down then grabbed some cat treats off the top of the fridge, all while avoiding my mom’s eyes. “I’m sorry, I thought Aunt Patty would have told you I was okay.” 
 
    “You should have called me. I didn’t find out about the micro-burst until the next morning at the teacher’s conference when I got that voicemail from Ted. When I tried to call you, I couldn’t get you to answer. Then I called your work, and they said you were on vacation. I thought something had happened to you.” 
 
    The tears in her voice made guilt burn through me, and I had to blink back tears of my own as I turned and rushed to her, hugging my mom tight as she cried. “I’m so, so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. That thing happened at work, then Aidan appeared and totally took my mind off everything.” 
 
    His deep voice rolled over me as he said, “I’ll give you ladies a moment alone. Where should I put my stuff, Syn?” 
 
    Stiffening against me, my mom pulled back and said, “His stuff?” 
 
    I should have been an adult about it, should have just come out and said Aidan was living with me, but like a punk ass kid, I chickened out and blurted out a lie I knew she would believe. “Aiden’s place is being fumigated for cockroaches.” 
 
    At the mention of the insect that scared her like no other, my mother grabbed her chest and gasped. “No, that’s terrible!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, going with the lie and pleading with Aiden silently for understanding. “Those buggers were all over his kitchen. We left kind of unexpectedly, and there was some food out on the counter.” 
 
    “That’s all it takes,” my mom said with a sage nod, her dangling turquoise earrings mirroring the movements of her head. “For the Goddess knows whatever reason, this area has always had a problem with those vile insects.” 
 
    “Right,” Aidan drawled out, his gaze hard on me. “Wanna show me where your bedroom is, Syn?” 
 
    Once again reverting to a teenager scared of making her mom mad, I blushed then mumbled, “Uh, the guest room is on the other side of the living room, down the hall and to your left.” 
 
    My mom laughed. “The guest room, Synthia? Darling, I may be old, but I’m not fool, and you don’t have to pretend for me. You’re a grown woman. If you wish to entertain a gentleman caller in your bedroom, it’s none of my affair.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I muttered into my hands as I hid my face. “Just stop, now.” 
 
    My enhanced hearing picked up the sound of a familiar motorcycle pulling up my driveway, so I let out an inner groan. 
 
    Great, Aunt Patty is here. 
 
    There was a brisk knock at the front door, then Aunt Patty yelled, “Helloooooooo, anyone home?” 
 
    “In here,” my mom yelled back. “With Synthia and Aidan.” 
 
    The clomp of Aunt Patty’s biker boots, and the clink of the chains on her leather jacket swaying preceded the force of nature that is Aunt Patty. 
 
    To combat helmet head, she always wore a bandana while riding. Today’s was paisley tie-dyed with long multi-color fringe around the edges. I bet it looked really cool flying out behind her as she rode her black-as-night motorcycle through Fairfax. 
 
    Even though Aunt Patty was pushing her late fifties, she still dressed like it was 1985 and she was backstage at a Def Leppard concert. And she rocked the makeup to match. I don’t know how she did it, but her makeup was always on point, even if it was a little heavy for current trends. She could do a smokey eye like no other, and for the first time, I wondered if Aunty Patty’s makeup was so perfect because it was a spell. 
 
    See, it turned out my sweet and awesome aunt was a witch—well, kind of. She was a wise woman and Fairfax was her city to protect. While Aunt Patty was plenty powerful in her own way, a wise woman’s magic differed from a witch’s spell craft. Wise women’s magic was tied to family and hearth, community and nurturing, while a witch’s power was more elemental in nature. It might sound like wise women got the short end of the stick, but Aunt Patty’s magic was strong enough to help keep demons out of my house. Despite her powers, Aunt Patty lived a totally human life with my uncle, a retired roadie who’d worked with the likes of ZZ Top, Kiss, and Warrant. Their sons, my cousins, were all grown with families of their own, but they still stopped by to visit their mom on a regular basis. 
 
    “Well, great blessed shit.” Aunt Patty hit the entrance to the kitchen, her hands on her black spandex-clad hips as she looked Aidan up and down with a critical eye. “You aren’t who I was expecting to see.” 
 
    I forced a laugh, trying to cover up for my aunt’s odd statement. She was probably expecting Nevoj, not Aidan, and was no doubt figuring out who Aidan was right then. Her statement was confirmed when she gave an excited squeal, then swept Aiden up in one of her patented hugs of doom. 
 
    “Welcome to the family!” she yelled into his chest as she attempted to squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    Thankfully, Aidan was made of sterner stuff, but he was still obviously completely thrown off. “Thank you?” 
 
    I gave my mom a worried look, wondering if she’d find anything odd in Aunt Patty’s greeting. 
 
    “For the love of the Goddess,” my mom scolded as she peeled Aunt Patty off Aiden. “You’re going to scare him away. Can you at least try to appear normal?” 
 
    “I am being normal.” 
 
    “I meant normal for the rest of the world, not your version.” 
 
    Deciding to head off the bickering sister tirade I could see heading toward me like a runaway train, I grabbed Aiden’s hand and pulled him after me. “Come on, I’ll show you where my room is.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Aunt Patty called in a teasing voice. 
 
    My mother yelled, “Take as long as you want, honey. I’ll make dinner if you two want a minute to rest up after your trip.” 
 
    “Go work up an appetite,” Aunt Patty encouraged with a bawdy laugh. 
 
    “Would you shut up,” my mom hissed. “You are so totally embarrassing. I swear, I will stab you with a fork if you don’t stop.” 
 
    I ignored the rest of their chatter as I determinedly hauled Aidan behind me. His chuckles let me know he was still listening to them, and I could only hope my mom and aunt weren’t being their usual wacky selves. After taking us downstairs, I paused before I turned on the lights. 
 
    “Just so you know, I didn’t design the basement to be a swingers’ den. It came that way.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it before, at least parts of it, though it was dark and I didn’t have a chance to explore,” his voice grew rumbly with desire.  
 
    “When?” 
 
    “The night I broke in so I could ease your heat.” 
 
    Flushing hot, I cleared my throat and nodded. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    Flicking the light switch, I had to smile at the sight before me. The basement was basically one giant bedroom, with a giant bathroom attached. There used to be a sauna, but I’d turned that into a walk-in closet. I’d also ripped out the old linoleum flooring and took the wood paneling down from the walls. My changes left the floors a silky soft pale wood and the walls a soothing light mint green.  
 
    I had room to spare in the 1,500 square foot space, so I’d created a sitting area near the closet and the bathroom, complete with a mini version of my couch upstairs, though this one was a soft teal that complimented my baby pink and creamsicle orange comforter. There were more splashes of bright pink, orange, and yellow in the form of pillows and knickknacks on the various shelfs. Oh, and there were crystals.  
 
    Lots of crystals. 
 
    All these thoughts raced through my head as Aiden slowly walked to the center of the room, the big space seeming somehow smaller with him in it. 
 
    He took a deep, deep breath, his nostrils flaring, then let out a low groan. 
 
    “Mother’s tits, it smells so fucking good in here. Like a cinnamon bun shop in paradise.” 
 
    That was so not what I expected him to say, so I couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm…” His eyelids lowered as he prowled over to me. “My hyena wants me to strip you down so I can fuck you on your bed. Roll around on the sheets and cover myself in your scent.” I opened my mouth to readily agree, but he shook his head with a smile. “No, cinnamon girl. Not with your mom and aunt upstairs. Trust me, I want to fuck you so bad my nuts ache, but I don’t wanna make your mama mad. That glare she’s got…” He gave a mock shiver. “Naw, I wanna stay on that woman’s good side.” 
 
    Giggling, I ran my hands down his warm chest, loving the solid curve of his pectoral muscles. “Awww, don’t be scared of my mom.” Falling into his arms, I cuddled close, the blueberry muffins smell of his natural scent making me nuzzle my nose into his neck. “She’s so overjoyed I have a for-real boyfriend, she doesn’t know what to do with herself.” 
 
    He made a humming sound, then asked, “How do you think she’s going to handle you having other mates? She’s about as human as you can get. She’s not gonna understand you havin’ more than one boyfriend.” 
 
    I hid my face against his chest. “I know. Honestly, I’ve been trying not to think about it. Just attempting to get through today, you know what I mean? If I start worrying about it, I’ll never stop. That’s how my mind works. And, right now, I have so much to worry about.” 
 
    “Hey.” Aidan rubbed his fingertips down my cheek. “You’re not alone anymore. You have your mates to help share the burden now.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I took a step back and put some starch in my spine. “So, I guess this is our den.” 
 
    “I’m a little surprised by the mirrored ceiling over the couch area, but it’s nice. It feels like you, like home.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked past him to the bathroom. “I told you, this place used to be a swinger’s house. I couldn’t get that mirror down without some major demolition, so I decided to just leave it there. Don’t worry about cooties. I bleached the hell out of everything and tore all of the fabric surfaces out. Come check out my monster tub.” 
 
    “That’s a hyena thing, you know. The bleaching to get rid of scents?” He paused to inspected one of my shelves loaded with crystals that really needed a good dusting. “We like to only have our smells in our dens. Don’t be surprised if your mates get possessive of your bedroom and try to keep everyone else out.” 
 
    “My mates meaning you?” 
 
    He winked at me as he turned away from the crystals. “Maybe.”  
 
    “Hmmmm. What if I want to have my girlfriends in here to get ready for a big night out?” 
 
    “They can use the spare bedrooms upstairs.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?” 
 
    Gesturing to the shelf in a clear effort to distract me, he said, “You’ve got some powerful crystals here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Some hyena queens can connect better to some elements of the earth than others. For example, one Queen may be gifted with soil, others with lava, and yet others with crystal. Do you ever feel anything when you touch them?” 
 
    “Well, no. I mean I haven’t really touched them since I changed. They could obviously use a good cleaning.” 
 
    I reached out to touch one, but he grasped my wrist. “Wait. If you do react to them, you might cause something to happen that would be hard as hell to explain to your mom. Or someone could get hurt. Before you touch any of them, we’ll need to get a circle put up down here. Something permanent. I know some witches that could do it.” 
 
    “Actually, I know a really good witch who would help me out. I work with her at the museum. You might know her, Judy Chancellor?” 
 
    “Judy Chancellor?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He whistled. “Damn, little girl. You’ve got some friends in high places. Judy isn’t just any witch, she’s a living legend.” 
 
    “Really? I mean, I knew she was strong, but a legend?” 
 
    “Yep. Now, I’m not much into the witch world, but even I’ve heard of Judy. Met her a few years back when I was in the area doing some work for Nevoj.”  
 
    “What the heck is she doing working at a museum as a security guard if she’s that powerful? Why isn’t she running the Coven?” 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, but not everyone wants to get involved with politics. Not everyone has the stomach for it. Plus, working for security at the museum is both an honor and a challenge. There are rumored to be treasures worth more than all the gold on Earth. Haven’t you ever noticed how security seems to be a bit excessive for the Natural History museum? How you have more guards than any other museum?” 
 
    Slowly, I nodded. “Good point. I mean, there is the obvious stuff like the jewelry, but I bet there’s shifter and witch treasures as well. Am I right?” 
 
    “Smart girl.” He kissed the top of my head. “I’ve only heard rumors, but they say there are priceless magical artifacts hidden deep beneath the museum for safekeeping behind so many wards even the Goddess couldn’t break in.” 
 
    A tingle of curiosity had me looking up at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Yep.” He leaned down as if to kiss me, then jerked away at the last minute. “I need to get out of here. If I keep breathing in your concentrated scent like this, I won’t be able to do the honorable thing and keep my hands to myself.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this tour over with and go upstairs. The faster we eat, the quicker we can get them out of here.” 
 
    His answer was cut off when he caught sight of the massive eight-person tub. “Wow, you said it was big, but I thought you were exaggerating.” 
 
    “Hey, isn’t that my line?” 
 
    He smacked my ass as he took in my pool-sized bath. “Any time you need a reminder how well my cock can stretch you, just let me know.” 
 
    “I tried but you let my mom cockblock us,” I pouted. 
 
    He leaned down, then nudged my hair off my neck with his nose. Wrapping my arms around his strong shoulders, I let him support my weight as he began to slowly lick my neck. My pussy flooded with heat, and I squeezed my thighs together. 
 
    “I promise I’ll make it up to you later.” With the tip of his tongue, he traced my ear, making my nipples tighten and my belly quiver. “You know I love to eat my cinnamon girl. Maybe I’ll tie you down again, like I did that first night. Lick and suck on you until you can’t even breathe without moaning. I remember how puffy your pussy got, how swollen and sensitive. Now all I can think about is what it’ll be like to slide the head of my dick between those puffy lips. To sink into all that wet heat.” 
 
    I reached between us and cradled his erection, running my thumb over the head through his jeans. The pure shock of the strength of desire I could feel was still a thrill to me, a hit of adrenaline and positive feelings. I understood now why people would use sex to distract themselves. When I was in Aidan’s arms, feeling nothing but his warmth surrounding me, I couldn’t help but want more. At this moment, he was the only thing in my vision, my senses, and my heart.  
 
    His hips bucked against me, and he swore softly, but he didn’t pull away from my touch. “Syn, stop.” 
 
    “I thought I was your cinnamon girl?” 
 
    “You’re my cinnamon girl when you’re being sweet, but right now you’re bein’ sassy.” His eyelids lowered further, and the golden sparks blurred into firestorms of misty light with the heat of his passion. “But if you don’t stop rubbin’ my dick, I’m gonna be on you like a stallion in heat, not caring one bit who is watching me take my mate. And that ain’t the kinda first impression I wanna make on your mama.” 
 
    I let go of his obviously throbbing erection with a sigh of deep regret. “Fffffiinneee.” 
 
    Putting a good flounce in my walk, I gestured to the stairs. “I need to change and freshen up. Go hang out with my mom and Aunt Patty.” 
 
    For the first time, I got to see a hint of fear on his face. I had to hold back a laugh as he said, “Changed my mind, let’s fuck.” 
 
    “Go!” I laughed as I gathered my clothing. “I’m surprisingly clean after our little spelunking adventure, but I need to change.” 
 
    “I’m gonna get you back for this,” he grumbled, his big feet stomping slightly as he clomped up the stairs. “Just you wait.” 
 
    The door slammed behind him and the smile slipped from my face as I sat down on my bed and clutched my pillow. Putting on a brave face for Aidan took a lot of effort. I couldn’t let him know how scared and screwed up I still felt on the inside. Sometimes, when I closed my eyes, all I could feel was the weightless sensation of being momentarily pulled into the sky by that tentacle back at the museum. The ugly dip of my stomach, the lightheadedness as I’d risen above the earth. 
 
    The certainty that I was going to die. 
 
    My spirit animal whined softly at me, a little bit of the hyena cackle entering her call to me. While some people made fun of the way hyenas communicated in the wild, they just couldn’t hear what I heard. There were bass notes accompanying the cackle, tones so low they were impossible to hear unless you had supernatural senses. Her call to me wasn’t the harsh, high-pitched sound humans heard, it was multilayered and complex, almost reminding me of the sound brass windchimes make when they ring together. A clear, high note mixed with a low you felt in your teeth, if you were close enough. 
 
    She knew I liked her song, so she sang to me in my head and heart until I calmed. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered to the room, glad I’d been able to get past the urge to cry. 
 
    As I almost ripped the door to my bathroom off the hinges, I tempered my strength and slowly disrobed before my mirror, taking time to study the changes in my body. The spiritual coil, as I’d taken to calling my flesh, was doing well. I’d lost a little bit of weight since I woke up from my coma and gained a good layer of muscle. I still had curves, but things were just a little perkier. Jeeze, it only took me fearing a fight to the death to get my butt in shape.  
 
    Speaking of getting in shape, my lady garden could use a good trim. Nevoj and Aidan didn’t seem to mind, but the furry state of my nether regions bugged me. I considered shaving, but I had a feeling that while running for my life from sky demons, or whatever the heck tried to kill me next, it wouldn’t be touch-up friendly.  
 
    And I did not want to give my mates stubble burn on their lips from going down on me.  
 
    That said, part of me wanted to keep the natural look because it somewhat hid my enlarged clit.  
 
    Before I could begin to feel bad about myself, I forced my mind onto how much my mates loved my body. How the changes that were happening to me, while outside of the human norm, were totally natural for a shifter. And since my mates were the only ones that would ever be seeing me naked, I was going to do my best to beat back my body image issues. So, the pubic fro had to go. 
 
    Luckily, I’m an always prepared kinda girl, so I pulled out my trusty waxing kits. I’ve waxed myself what felt like a thousand times and as I sat on the edge of my tub after doing some trimming, I played with the wax. It was bright blue, and the kind you had to rub between your fingers to warm up. After I had a ball nice and stretchy, I carefully laid a strip over my mound, then pulled. 
 
    Normally, there’s a little sting and I’m done. 
 
    Normally, I’d wince, and go onto the next part. 
 
    Normally, I don’t bite back a scream and grab my crotch, rolling on the ground in pain. 
 
    Deep breathing through my nose, I lifted my hand and looked down, expecting to see a chemical burn, not a normal strip of pink bare skin on my otherwise fuzzy mound. 
 
    I expected red, flaming, possibly missing skin to reflect the level of pain I was experiencing from that area. 
 
    Shuffling around in the tub, I squatted before one of the arching, swan shaped spigots-original to the house, and turned it on. 
 
    The cool water made me yelp, but it helped to numb the pain to a tolerable level. I looked down in shock at my partially bald pussy and wondered how the hell I was going to fix this. I could just shave the rest, but then it had the potential to grow in weird.  
 
    Though slightly inflamed, my lady bits seemed none the worse for wear, but I seriously considered never waxing again. That shit hurt, and I wondered if there was some kind of special shifter salons. Places where they catered to the sensitive cooter. Squatting down in the shallow, warm water, I gave myself a quick sponge bath. The liquid peach scented soap I usually loved seemed overpowering, like bathing with air freshener, so I used it sparingly. I wished I could just google a store that sold shifter only items, but thanks to magic’s aversion to technology, or technologies’ aversion to magic, I was doubtful I’d find a legit ‘shifter personal care products’ category on Amazon. 
 
    While I was rinsing off, a knock came from my door, then my mom said, “Synthia, dinner’s almost ready. Stop primping and come eat.” 
 
    I had to clear my throat, choking back a hysterical laugh as I turned off the water and grabbed a towel. “Be right there, mom.” 
 
    “Just to let you know, I adore Aidan, and I see why you ran off with him. The way he talks about you…honey, that boy is head over heels for you.” Her dreamy sigh was loud enough that I heard it plainly through the door. “I was the same way with your father. One look and I was his forever.” 
 
    A little pang of hurt went through me that my dad wasn’t here to meet my mates. 
 
    “Do you think Dad would have liked Aidan?” 
 
    “Oh yes, they’re very similar. Not in looks but in spirit. There was something very…primal about Paul. I can see an echo of it in Aidan. It’s just the way they hold themselves, how they’re constantly aware of their surroundings. The fluid way they move. Almost shifter-like.” 
 
    I froze in the process of pulling on a pair of lacy pink panties with black silk ribbons at the hips. “How so?” 
 
    Shit, had she somehow figured out that Aidan was a shifter? 
 
    My worries were put to rest as she said, “It’s in the way he watches you, the how he catalogs everything around him. Your father was the same way. I used to think it was because he was in the military, then I realized it was just part of his nature. Some people are just born with the need to protect those weaker than themselves. And everyone knows shifters exist to guard their fated mates, to always provide a watchful presence over their territory, so their people may prosper in peace, and to protect the element of water against those who would use it for evil.” 
 
    I held back a laugh of relief as I said, “Mom, did you just quote the opening line of the Primal Passion movies?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before she chuckled. “Well, it’s still true.” 
 
    My mother and a couple of my good friends were obsessed with an extremely popular bear shifter romance series of books and movies called Primal Passion. Because I was a loving and supportive friend and daughter, and because I dragged them to various rock hound events with me, I didn’t protest their love of the Teddy Bear Brothers, stars of the international best-selling Primal Passion series—a series I now knew was complete bullshit. According to my good friend Judy, the actors playing the Teddy Bear brothers weren’t even shifters, just regular old humans with makeup and expensive glamours to give them the hulking physique of real bear shifters. 
 
    “Mom, you know none of that’s real, right?” I tugged on my pale gold shirt with its cute, pink embroidered neckline and checked my bra strap before slipping on jean shorts. “Those movies and books don’t really reflect shifter culture.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot, Synthia,” she said in the dry, sarcastic mom tone she had down to perfection as I braided my hair. “I love the movies, not because of their factual accuracy, but because sometimes the way the bear shifters act reminds me of your father. It’s not like I watch them like they’re documentaries or agree with the plotlines. I mean, what dumb-as-a-box-of-bricks woman turns down the amazing Christopher Bear for his egotistical, jerky brother Mitch? Seriously? No, I love them because of the way the men in the movie treat their women. They dote on their mates; the sun rises and sets on their wives. I don’t know if that’s how bear shifters really treat their mates, but that’s how your father was with me. Some women argue that the Teddy Bear Brothers are overprotective and smothering, but I think it’s just because they love their mates so much, they can’t imagine living without them.” 
 
    Her voice cracked as I applied some lip stain, so I quickly set my makeup down and made my way over to the door. 
 
    Opening it, I found my mom dashing away tears. I gave her a big hug, holding her tight and trying to somehow pour my love into her. It killed me when my strong, capable, always positive mom was hurting.  
 
    “It’s okay.” She took in a shuddering breath and slowly let it out before releasing me. “Watching Aiden tonight, how he is with you, reminds me so much of Paul. It’s brought back a lot of very pleasant, if melancholy, memories. But what makes me happiest of all is to see you happy. To see you get to experience that kind of attention and devotion. Now, I’m not trying to marry you off to the first bidder, and I’m highly encouraging you to take your time, but you could have done a lot worse for your first boyfriend.” 
 
    I looked away, unable to meet her gaze as I thought about Nevoj. He was my first boyfriend. Kinda. I mean, I guess Nadia had been my first lover, but did that make her my first girlfriend or boyfriend? My thoughts pinged around as that stupid stone of guilt started to sit in my gut again. I hated lying, and really hated lying to my mom, but I was too much of a chicken shit to tell her to expect three more guys to be in my life. I mean, how did I explain having multiple husbands without also telling her that I was now a hyena shifter and exposing her to the hungry dark?  
 
    Goddess knew, I wasn’t in the position to offer her shelter at the moment. Until I found the rest of my mates, we were all vulnerable. My inner hyena started to become agitated as we reached out, trying to feel our mates. Aidan’s presence washed over me, soothing me a little, but my hyena wanted Nevoj as well. She was irritated that he wasn’t there, and I could practically feel her pouting.  
 
    Which made me want to pout. 
 
    “Synthia?” my mom’s voice grew tight. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    My eyes grew misty, and I waved my hand in front of my face even as I laughed. “Nothing, I cry all the time now. I know it’s just the hormones, but it’s super annoying.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly normal, honey. Your body is going through some changes—” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I burst out into laughter at the absurdity of the whole situation. “Mom, are you going to give me the birds and bees speech? Aren’t I a little old for this?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she tried to scold me even as she grinned. “I’m trying to be here for my daughter who is going through a confusing time in her life, brat.” 
 
    I wiggled away from her finger as she lightly poked me in the side. “Seriously, you don’t have to give me any sex talks. I’m good.” 
 
    “I bet you are after being locked away with Aidan for a few days.” 
 
    “Ack, Mom, please. No more. This is so weird.” 
 
    “What’s weird?” 
 
    “Talking about sex with my mom.” 
 
    Leading me over to my couch, she sat down and tugged me with her. “While I’m sure this whole situation is a little strange for you, I have to confess it’s odd for me as well. When you were growing up, I kept waiting for you to become interested in boys, telling myself you were just a late bloomer. Deep down, I knew something was different about you. Something that set you apart from the rest of the kids. I tried to lie to myself at first, to pretend nothing was wrong, but I knew. Even before you told me that you were asexual, I knew and I’m sorry I wasn’t brave enough to speak up before you had to seek me out. I wish I had been there for you more.” 
 
    “Hey.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “You were totally there for me. Please don’t feel guilty. You’re, like, the best mom ever.” 
 
    She squeezed me back and gave me a small smile. “Well, I’m going to be better.” 
 
    “You can’t top perfection.” 
 
    This time she couldn’t hide her smile even as she shook her head. “Stop.” 
 
    “It would be like trying to shine a diamond.” 
 
    “You are such a goof.” She stood up and smoothed her linen capris. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Really, I’m good. In fact, I’m better than I’ve been in a long time.” I thought about Aidan and Nevoj and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “You really like him, don’t you?” 
 
    I thought about playing it off, but instead I nodded. “I really do.” 
 
    She fiddled with her turquoise beaded bracelet. “Just remember, if you have any relationship problems or questions, I’m always here. The first rush of being in love makes it seem like being committed to someone is easy, but even soulmates fight and act like fools. Love may be divine, but we are entirely human and prone to making silly mistakes. I’ll always have your favorite kind of ice cream in the freezer and a spoon with your name on it.” 
 
    Laughing, I stood up and hugged her. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Wincing, she rubbed her eyes, and I didn’t like the way her body stayed tight with pain. 
 
    “Mom, you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Just a stress headache.” 
 
    “Here, let me get you something for it.” 
 
    Knowing I was probably the cause of her pain, I darted into my bathroom and grabbed a couple pills. After filling the cream stone glass next to the sink, I brought them both back to her, concerned at how hard the pain was hitting her. I could smell it, the scent sharp and biting, kind of like vinegar and salt. But it wasn’t an entirely bad smell, and I quickly dropped that line of thought before I dwelled too long on why human pain now had an appealing aroma. 
 
    Trying to cover up my inner turmoil, I handed her the cup. “Take these.” 
 
    After downing the pills, she then placed glass on the coffee table.  
 
    I leaned over and gave her arm a quick rub. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes and nodded. “I’ll be fine. I haven’t been getting as much sleep as I should, and it’s catching up with me.” 
 
    After waiting a few minutes, I hesitantly said, “I’m sorry I make you worry so much.” 
 
    Turning her head so she could look at me, my mom reached out and rubbed my hand. “No, honey. You’re my greatest joy and not the reason I’m up late. I just have a lot going on right now.” 
 
    The guilt that I seemed to love wallowing in soaked through me again as I realized how selfish I was being. Yes, I had a lot going on in my own life, but my mom was obviously dealing with some shit and I’d been totally oblivious. She was just so resilient, so strong, that sometimes I forgot she was a person and not a superhero. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Looking away again, she closed her eyes and swallowed hard. “We’ve been having a problem with runaways at school. Good kids, troubled kids, and kids that just blended in with the background have all disappeared. I’ve been a middle school teacher for over twenty years now, and I’ve never seen so many kids take off at once. I’ve even had a couple of kids from my after-school STEM club go missing, and I swear to you, I didn’t notice anything that would indicate they were having trouble at home. In fact, most of them had great parents and normal lives. I could see if it was only the troubled kids taking off, but Kandice, a girl that vanished a few days ago, had no reason to run. She’s a popular girl, gets good grades, and has everything going for her. You might know her, since she’s Amy’s best friend. Pretty, black girl who has blue and gold beads in her braids to match the school colors?” 
 
    I nodded slowly; I’d met Kandice more than a few times over the years, and my heart gave a pang at the thought of the sweet girl being in danger. “Yeah, I know her. She’s missing?” 
 
    “Yes.” My mom looked down at her clasped hands, her shoulders bowed forward. “The school has brought in grief counselors, but they don’t seem to be doing much good since kids keep running away. And it’s only the first few weeks of school, so none of them should be so stressed out about their classes and grades that they’d just take off.” 
 
    A sense of unease tingled over me, and my hyena stirred. I got the feeling she’d been giving me privacy and mental space to talk to my mom, but the mention of missing children caught her attention. My senses sharpened and I got this odd, metallic taste on my tongue as a slight tremor went through my hands. I was starting to recognize it as the feeling of my spirit animal coming forward, but I didn’t fight her. She wasn’t intent on acting but rather listening. 
 
    “How many kids have gone missing?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “Sixteen?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” She nodded, her chin quivering as she said, “Every day that I go to work, I hold my breath, praying all my kids are there. Praying that there won’t be another empty seat. And that’s just from this area. There are reports of missing kids all over the place. Some kind of…” She fluttered her hands helplessly in the air. “Runaway pandemic in dozens of cities all over the US.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
    She gave me a faint smile. “You must not have been watching the news on your vacation with Aidan.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Hating lying to my mom, and not wanting to talk about what I really was doing, I said, “Have they found any of them? I mean, did any of them ever come home?” 
 
    My stomach twisted as my intuition told me something really bad was going on. Something more than just a bunch of kids taking off for the various reasons kids did. I’d thought about running away once, after a particularly bad week at school. Sure, I never went through with it, but I understood why so many kids took off in hopes of a better, if misguided, future. But I also knew that a lot of them came back, that running away was a cry for help and they didn’t really want to leave the only home they’d ever known. 
 
     My mom pressed her palms to her eyes, her pale pink nail polish gleaming in the lights. “None of them have come home or been found. We’ve been trying, Mother Goddess, how we’ve been trying. Last week, we had a rally at the school, a fundraiser for the families so their bills are still paid while they look for their kids. We’ve walked through the state park, hoping that maybe they were camping out in the woods, but there wasn’t any sign of them anywhere. And we looked, we looked so hard. There were so many people looking for their children…” Her lower lip trembled and her voice broke as she said, “It was very sad. So very, very sad.” 
 
     “Mom,” I drew her into my arms, crying with her.  
 
    “Watching them lose hope was the worst as the day wore on, and team after team came back with nothing. It was like little pieces of those families’ hearts died right in front of my eyes. Their grief was terrible.” 
 
    What could I say? Just hearing about it tore at me, and I couldn’t imagine what it had been like to actually be there. Especially for my mom. While my mom was as human as they come with no magic, she was gifted with excessive amounts of empathy and compassion. Gifts she freely shared with her students. My mom was the cool teacher, the ones kids came to with their troubles and their triumphs. No doubt the parents followed their children’s lead and sought my mom out for support as well. I’d seen it happen in the past when some tragedy or another struck, and my mom had to help her students deal with the aftermath. But usually I was with her, at her side, giving her someone to lean on. She’d had to face this on her own, and I felt awful that I’d let her down. 
 
    Tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, I said, “I’m sorry. I should have been there with you. I’m sorry I left you alone to deal with this. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “What?” She sat up and turned to me, her gaze firm as she narrowed her eyes at me. “What in the world are you talking about? I’m glad you were away with Aidan, having what I hope was a wonderful time. You have absolutely nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
    “Still, I should have at least called you or something. Then I would have known that you needed me.” 
 
    Giving a little huff, she pushed me away. “Synthia, my love, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t need you with me all the time. I enjoy your company and I love you to pieces, but I don’t need you constantly at my side.” 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t know I was so clingy,” I muttered, my feelings a little hurt.  
 
    She ignored my surly tone. “What I’m trying to tell you is that you have nothing to feel bad about. I want you to be independent, to live your life to the fullest and get everything out of it that you possibly can. I want you to be happy. That’s every parent’s wish for their children.” 
 
    “I know—it’s just…well, it’s always been you and me. I feel like I’m letting you down.” 
 
    “Honey, you’re not letting me down by getting a life.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    She flapped her hands at me. “Spare me the righteous indignation.” 
 
    “I had a life, and friends, and all of that. Jeeze, nothing like having your mom call you a loser.” 
 
    “You do have friends, good ones,” she soothed. “And I wasn’t calling you a loser. But other than your family, you’ve never really let anyone in. I’d like to blame that bitch from high school that pretended to be your friend for your inability to trust, but that would be giving her too much credit. I think you’re like your dad.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, to Paul, there was family, and then there was everyone else. We were the only ones he really trusted completely. Even with Ted and Janet, your dad always held himself a little back. You do the same thing.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but when she gave me a look I sighed. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Don’t hold yourself back with Aidan, okay? I’m not saying just give yourself to him, but at least give him a chance to win you over.” 
 
    I gave her a wry grin. “Don’t worry, I couldn’t keep him out even if I tried.”  
 
    “Oh, I know that feeling. Your dad was the same way.” She smiled, and I could see the young girl she’d once been beneath her light wrinkles. “Finish getting ready, I need to get back upstairs, anyway. Poor Aidan has been trapped with your Aunt Patty. He’s probably desperate for an escape from her craziness by now.” 
 
    “Good call, I’m right behind you.” 
 
    She cupped my cheek and gave me a gentle smile. “Love you. No more disappearing on me, okay? My old heart can’t take it.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom. I love you, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Aidan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Across the bright kitchen with its cheerful, country decor, Patty leaned against the countertop with her legs crossed and her dark eyes focused solely on him. The silver of her various rings flashed in the light as she drummed her fingers lightly on her elbows. At first glance, Patty was an intimidating if curious woman. Someone a person could easily dismiss as being kooky but harmless. Beneath the surface, beneath the glamour she wore to appear human, lay a very powerful Wise Woman. 
 
    If he concentrated hard enough, he could see past the illusion cloaking her to the real woman beneath. Her true face had only the faintest of laugh lines around her eyes, instead of the deep wrinkles the glamour gave her. A woman in the prime of her life, not someone approaching their sixties. And her power hummed around, deep and as powerful as most witches he’d met—except her power was slightly different than a witch’s. Warmer and comforting in a way he couldn’t explain.  
 
    Patty looked over her shoulder as she put the seasoned steaks in the oven. “We need to talk. There are some things you should know.” 
 
    He had a feeling something was going on by the way she’d turned her attention to him the instant Synthia’s mom, Carol, went downstairs to talk to Syn. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She moved over to the vegetables on the counter, the chains on her belt swaying. “Here, chop these up and throw them in that skillet with some white wine and butter. Oh, and a little lemon juice.” 
 
    Patty shoved a skillet at him then tossed him some peppers and onions to go with the steaks she’d just put in the oven.  
 
    She gave him a searching look, then said, “So, you’re mated to my niece.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    She resumed her leaning against the counter and pretended to look at her red painted nails. “If Nevoj is Syn’s Alpha, then I’m going to guess you’re her Beta.” 
 
    “How did you figure it out?” 
 
    She shrugged, then gestured to him, the silver bracelets on her arm clinking together. “The amount of dominance you’re putting off. I’ve hung around Ted and Janet’s clan enough to know the feeling of a dominant shifter. Compared to you, they’re lightweights, but Nevoj felt stronger when I met him. That man can certainly put the starch in any woman’s shorts. Still odd to think he used to be Joven. And I can’t even imagine you as a woman. You’re so…male. The best I can do is picture you shaved with breasts and that is just weird.” 
 
    He grit his teeth, trying to hold his temper that wanted to take offense at everything. While Syn had to deal with tears, he had to deal with his hair-trigger anger. And his overly sensitive pride took offense to Patty’s line of questioning. He couldn’t figure out if she was being catty or if she was just tactless. Her scent held no traces of malice, so he swallowed back his irritation and grunted out a response, hoping she’d get the hint and drop it. 
 
    “I am as the Goddess made me.” 
 
    Patty tilted her head, the fringe on her bandana swaying with her movements. “Do you miss it? Being female?” 
 
    He looked down at his big, capable hands and tried to remember when they’d been slender and feminine. “No. My soul was never meant for that body. I was never really a woman.” 
 
    “That’s so damn weird.” 
 
    Settling the bowl carefully onto the counter, he slowly turned to look at Patty. He crossed his arms and drew in a calming breath. “With all due respect, I’d ask that you never refer to what I consider to be a blessing as weird. While it’s probably strange for you to see me one way and know my physical form used to be female, my soul has always been the same. Nevoj is no different. We sacrificed a great deal for the privilege of being selected by the Goddess as Syn’s mates, and to have you call our sacred journey weird is downright insultin’.” 
 
    Flushing, she darted a glance up at him, then turned away so she could wash her hands in the deep white porcelain kitchen sink. “You’re right, poor choice of words. I’m sorry, I truly didn’t mean it the way it sounded. It’s just a lot for my mind to wrap around. I know I come off as a little brash sometimes, but it’s only because I’m trying to understand. Seriously, I meant no harm. As my sisters often remind me, I’m nosy as hell and have utterly no tact.” 
 
    He rubbed his beard, getting control of his temper and regretting the way he’d snapped at her. “No, it’s okay. You’re curious, it’s only natural. I’d be happy to answer any questions you have.” 
 
    “Did it hurt?” Her gaze darted down to his crotch then back to his face. “You know, that whole gender changing thing?” 
 
    “No,” he hesitated, then decided to show some faith in her and tell her the truth. “At least not the physical parts. The spiritual journey is another matter. That was…troubling.” 
 
    Patty grunted as she dried her hands off on a pale-yellow towel. “I feel you on that one. When I came into my powers as a wise woman, I had to go on a spirit quest. If your journey was anything like my quest, I understand you completely. At least you knew it was coming. I had no idea.” 
 
    “I thought witches and wise women made sure to always instruct their young? That they tested you at any early age for any trace of aptitude.” 
 
    “They do, but I was adopted. Don’t ask me how it happened, all I know is I was raised by a couple of lovely humans who never treated me as anything except their daughter. To this day, they still think I don’t realize I look nothing like the rest of my family. Bless their hearts, they still try to claim I’m the spitting image of a great-grandmother from Romania no one really remembers.” Patty rolled her eyes, then turned away and began to dither with the teapots on the ledge above the sink, dusting them with the hand towel.  
 
    “So how did you find out you were a wise woman?” 
 
    “It didn’t happen until the summer I turned twenty-three. I was a late bloomer. One minute I was sleeping in the back of a tour bus, exhausted after a night of partying with Ozzy, the next thing I knew I was in an ancient village talking with the Goddess.” She shook her head, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening as she grinned. “I’m lucky she didn’t smite me, because I wasted a lot of time arguing with her that she was just the result of some bad drugs I must have taken.” 
 
    Chuckling, he ran his hands through his hair. “Damn, you’re lucky you’re still alive.” 
 
    “Thankfully, the Goddess has a good sense of humor.” She darted a glance to the stairs leading to the basement, then whispered, “So I gotta know, what’s it like to have a dick?” 
 
    He couldn’t help but laugh at her wide, earnest eyes.  
 
    “It works as the Goddess intended.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” Shifting back on her hip, she crossed her arms and rolled her eyes dramatically. “You’re like the only person that I know who understands how it feels to play both sides of the puzzle game. I find it fascinating.” 
 
    “Patty, I’m not discussing my sex life with you.” 
 
    “You’re so lame,” she griped as she held her hands out. “At least tell me this, do you all sleep together at the same time? You know, do some sausage hiding for lack of available holes. You and Nevoj are two very good looking men. Not that I’m hitting on my niece’s mates, but a girl can be curious.” 
 
    The crackle and snap of the peppers sautéing on the stove was the loudest thing in the room as he stared at her in disbelief. 
 
    “I cannot believe you just asked me that.” 
 
    Patty gave him an exasperated look. “We’re all adults here. I’ve played around with girls before, did more than my fair share of threesomes…and foursomes…and sixsomes… After a certain point during an orgy, you don’t care who you’re getting pleasure from or giving it to. Just one big happy pile of people. There is nothing wrong with sharing love and friendship via sex. It’s very healthy.” 
 
    He held up his hands and choked out, “Okay—and we’re done.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes again. “I’m just trying to let you know that if you need someone to talk to about relationship or sex stuff, you can always talk to me. I’m the cool aunt.” 
 
    He grimaced at the cheerleader pose she struck when she said cool aunt. “Thanks, but no.”  
 
    “Now, Aidan, don’t be shy. Sex really isn’t a big deal or anything to be ashamed of, despite what our conservative society would have you believe. It’s a blessing from the Goddess. Why, some witches and wise women use sex a great deal in their rituals and spells. In fact, the witch couple who used to own this house belonged to a gathering, a group of wise women, who specialized in fertility magic. They were before my time, but I know from firsthand accounts they used to do major spell work in the basement. They must have had one hell of an orgy when they erected the wards for this place,” she said with a considering look as she glanced around the kitchen. “Bet that was a heck of a night. I wonder if—since the foundation series of wards are sex-based—they’ll get a boost from y’all having sex. Let me know if you feel any changes in the wards after you take her for a ride to happy town.” 
 
    He blinked, then grunted, refusing to be drawn into the conversation. 
 
    “Aidan,” she said in a deceptively sweet and sane voice. “I’m the last person to judge about what consenting adults do behind closed doors. Back in the day, I was one of the more famous, or I guess you could say infamous, groupies. They’ve even mentioned me in a couple books. It was a fun life, and I did a lot of crazy things that most people would consider a little taboo. Why, this one time I was backstage with Poison before they went on, and the lead guitarist had a thing for me putting my tongue in his as—” 
 
    “Whoa!” he barked out. “Whoa. Stop. Right now. I do not need to know those details, thank you very much.” 
 
    Patty gave him a narrow-eyed look that was exactly the same glare that Syn gave him when she was annoyed. “Look, from what I understand, y’all are pretty much virgins—” 
 
    “We are not discussing my sex life with your niece,” he growled, his animal spirit adding an extra note of menace to the sound, annoyed because he was irritated. 
 
    Pressing her ruby red lips together, Patty nodded. “Fine, fine. I’m just trying to help. I want Synthia to be as happy and fulfilled as possible. I want you both to be happy and figured you might have some questions. I hope your other mates aren’t as big of a prude as you are. Maybe I can teach them a thing or two.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin a little at her put out tone. “I am not a prude, but I’m not gossipin’ about my sex life with my mate’s aunt. Period. End of story.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” Patty dried her hands briskly as she crossed the kitchen and began to slice open the baked potatoes, “I just wanted to let you know that I’ve got your back when Synthia decides to explain to Carol about your relationship. I know she seems like a stick in the mud, like you, but I’m telling you, back in the day, Carol was just as crazy as me. Well, maybe not just as crazy, but she had her fun. She just happened to meet the love of her life, Paul, when she was nineteen, while I didn’t meet my Larry until I was in my late-twenties. She may not have had as many orgies as I’ve—” 
 
    “Sweet Mother!” He held up his hands in a warding gesture. “Once again, I do not need to know this shit.” 
 
    “Sheesh, you’re almost as bad as Carol. It’s just sex. Completely normal and natural. What’s the big deal?” She patted his back in a disturbingly motherly fashion.  
 
    Desperate to talk about anything other than his sex life with this boundaryless woman, he asked, “You want to tell me about that demon stain in the front yard? I think that might be a little more important than my bedroom skills.” 
 
    The teasing smile fell from Patty’s face, and worry spiked through her scent like nails piercing his skin. “Sorry, kind of forgot myself there for a moment. It’s just that I’ve been praying for Synthia to find love for so long that I’m—well, I’m very happy that you’re here. I want you to be happy. I want all of you to have the best life together possible. If anyone deserves four amazing husbands, it’s my Synthia. That girl has so much love to give, it would take four men to absorb it all. Having met you, I’m even happier knowing, if the other two are anything like you and Nevoj, we’re very blessed to have you in our lives.” 
 
    His irritation with the older woman’s brash nature faded, and he gave her a one-armed hug. “You’re nuttier than a squirrel turd, but I’m glad Synthia’s had you in her life.” 
 
    “Awwww.” She laughed and gave him an elbow to the ribs before handing him some napkins. “Here, put these on the table.” 
 
    Taking the small pile from her, he gave her a wry look. “You gonna stop dodging my questions and give me an answer about that demon?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if now is the right time to talk about this.” 
 
    “Patty, I take my Queen’s security very seriously. If there is somethin’ going on, I need to know.” 
 
    The harsh, pained laugh Patty gave had the hair on his arms standing up. “Something going on? Oh, I guess you could say that. We’re having major problems. Kids are disappearing, animals disappearing, well water becoming suddenly poisonous. Miles of forestland are devoid of any signs of life. I would bet my left tit there is a demon nest somewhere around Fairfax, and they’re hunting our children. But I seem to be one of the very few who think that’s even possible. I report to the Alexandria coven and they insist everything is okay.” She gave a harsh, shocked laugh. “They didn’t even bother to respond in person to investigate. Instead, they sent me a note—a freaking note—to tell me that demon nests are a myth. But I know the signs, I can feel the disturbance hunting my town, but they don’t believe me.” 
 
    His head ached strangely as he said, “There hasn’t been an active nest on Earth in tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    “I know. Everyone knows there haven’t been demon nests since they were banished back on the other side of the Veil. And everyone knows it’s impossible, yet all the signs are there. You have to be blind not to connect the dots. Pubescent teenagers are a perfect food source for the hungry darkness, especially magical ones.” 
 
    “Shifter and witch kids are missing?” 
 
    “No, at least I don’t think so. Though now that I think about it, I do know a few of these kids had shifters and witches in their background. Like great-great grandparents kinda thing. But even without magic, pubescent kids are practically bursting with energy, yet still young enough to be easy victims. When they aren’t available, dogs and cats are a favorite snack because they try and defend their houses against the hungry dark. Or at least they did in the old stories. I remember reading a book when I was younger about demon lore…but I can barely remember it and the knowledge I think I learned from it seems contrary to what everyone believes.” She shook her head, rubbing her temples. “I don’t know, maybe I am going crazy, but I just feel it in my bones that my town is in great danger, one unlike anything I’ve ever felt, and I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “Have you gone to the coven in D.C. for help?” 
 
    Her lips curled back from her teeth as she snarled, “Of course I have, but the fucking uppity bitches at the national Coven won’t publicly acknowledge that there’s a problem in Fairfax and all the other cities where kids are disappearing. They said they’re ‘handling’ it, but that’s bullshit. They have no idea what’s going on. They’ve had investigators out here, but it’s the wise women who are doing the real work. We’re the ones warding houses, chasing down demons, and doing our best to defend our people. It’s our gatherings that are banding together to fight and protect as the Goddess has entrusted and tasked us to do. I have a friend high up in the D.C. Coven, and she said they’re freaking out about something—something big, so big the vanishing of children possibly being taken by demons isn’t even a blip on their radar.” 
 
     “Mother Goddess.” He gripped his hair hard enough to send pain zinging along his nerves, trying to clear his oddly wandering thoughts. “Why haven’t I heard anything about this?” 
 
    “Because you’re a shifter, and somewhere along the way the witches decided shifters were untrustworthy.” Patty shook her head and leaned back against the counter, crossing one booted foot over the other. “You’d think, after the incident at that amusement park out in California, the Coven would have come clean, but no, they’re stretching the Illusion thin and covering that whole tragedy up. The Good Mother only knows where they’re getting the power to fuel those spells. They’ve twisted the Illusion and turned it from something that protects innocents into a way to hide their sins and weaknesses. I don’t know how they did it, but the Illusion has been twisted to fool more than just mortals. Some of my fellow wise women and I think the Illusion is being used to blind the magical community to the Coven’s dirty laundry. There is no way the tragedy in California wouldn’t have been all over the news, the talk of the magical community, if the Coven hadn’t used the Illusion to blind the world to what really happened. If they’d known the truth about that terrible day, we might have been better prepared to defend the museum against the demon attack.” 
 
    He dug his fingernails into his palms, the pain helping to focus him against the odd, almost irresistible urge to change the subject. “What happened in California?” 
 
    The lines around her mouth deepened as she frowned. “Remember when that ride malfunctioned at that big theme park last year? The one that killed a bunch of kids?” 
 
    Surprised by the direction of the conversation, he frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, I remember reading about that. There was some breakdown with the special effects of the ride. The train caught fire in a tunnel and incinerated everyone, right? Terrible tragedy.” 
 
    “Even more terrible when you find out that it wasn’t a ride malfunction. Those people didn’t die, they vanished. One minute, they’re riding one of those bullshit miniature trains that go like three miles an hour through some fantasy forest. Except when this train went through a tunnel, it really went through a rip in the Veil.” 
 
    “Shit.” He eased his fists open slightly, the weird fog still trying to cloud his thoughts, but weaker now. 
 
    “Those poor people. I can only imagine the horrors they faced on the other side of the Veil, in the land of the hungry darkness. The only thing they ever found was a small foot, still laced in its sneaker and the stench of demons coming from the train tunnel. The local witches managed to seal it up, but they kept it all very hush hush.” 
 
    “So something like that is happening here?” 
 
    “Yes, but worse. See, the incident in California was contained, the breech identified and sealed with the Veil once again solid. What’s happening here in Fairfax, and D.C., and parts of Maryland and West Virginia is different. If there was a tear, we could locate and deal with it. Instead, we’re experiencing an area-wide pulse of randomized slits within the Veil.” 
 
    Confusion thickened his mind, but he fought against it. “You’re losin’ me again.” 
 
    “Picture a map of Virginia? Now picture it with all the major cities as lights, but not all of them are on. They flash on and off in random patters, so fast you would miss it if you blinked. But every time a light flashes, a small tear in the Veil appears and spits something out. There is no pattern that you can tell, no rhyme or reason that you can use to predict where a tear will occur. Hell, the only reason we know there was an opening in the first place is because suddenly the area is crawling with demons.” She ran her nails over her spandex leggings, deep in thought. “Around a month ago, we started to have problems around here. Kids disappearing, people going on sudden vacations never to be heard from again. The witches ignored it until we found our first husk before it withered.” 
 
    He knew all of this, but had never heard the term husk before. “Husk, like a corn husk? That strangely fits.” 
 
    “Yeah. Husk like the drained remains of a body that had all the energy sucked out. See, demons are made from energy, electricity, and they need to feed off a living source to replenish it. Sure, they could eat a bird, but that would be the equivalent of one grain of rice. Not worth the effort. Same with most animals—in large quantities they’d do in a pinch, but more effort would be expended on their capture than would be worth it. No, they’d ignore all of that for the delicious treat that is humans, and I’m including shifters and witches in that group. Maybe especially shifters and witches, but we’re much harder prey. Like hunting a stronger predator. No, demons, normally, prefer the tasty, mostly harmless little humans with their massive stores of energy. The ones unlucky enough to have lost the cover of the Illusion without any magical protection are walking buffets to demons.” 
 
     “Fuck…that’s messed up. How have I never heard about this shit before?” He rubbed his temples, memories just out of his mental reach. “I mean, I know about demons, but I’m realizing that everything I’ve been taught is either wrong or completely lacking. I feel like…I feel like I should know this. Like I’ve heard this information before and forgot it.” 
 
    She gave him a considering look, her dark eyes searching him. “There are rumors the Coven twisted a secret spell into the Illusion a couple hundred years ago so that shifters wouldn’t get into witch business. There are also rumors that some shifters worked with the witches on this spell.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. You think the witches put a spell on every single shifter out there using the Illusion? That’s insane.” 
 
    “Why are you surprised? After all, who crafted the Illusion that protects the humans? If they can make a spell that big, why couldn’t they craft one for a population 1/10th the size?” 
 
    “No way. It can’t be true.” 
 
    “’Fraid so, cowboy.” Patty moved back into the kitchen and took down four cut crystal modern wine glasses. “Just the fact that you and I are discussing this lets you know how low the Coven has fallen power wise. Normally, I wouldn’t even be able to share my worries. You literally wouldn’t hear me, and I would have been silenced. I’m still a little shocked I haven’t been shut up by the spell yet. Heck, I bet I wouldn’t have even been able to talk a month ago about my suspicions and what I know, yet here we chat away like a couple of magpies.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how they could have gotten away with this for so long. How have none of the shifters noticed?” He rubbed his arms, not liking the thought of the Coven fucking with his head.  
 
    “I’m not sure. To be honest, it’s only over these last few years that I’ve started to put the pieces together and figure out what I think is going on.” She gave a tired sigh, then sipped her wine. “What I can’t explain is why the Coven would want the shifters to forget about our ancient enemy. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    The sound of crying came from downstairs, and he abruptly stood, adrenaline instantly rushing through his veins like a drug as he snarled, testing the air. 
 
    Looking alarmed, Patty grabbed for her big black studded purse and pulled out an impossibly long, wicked looking blade. “What is it? What’s wrong, Aidan?” 
 
    The edge of the sharp knife gleamed in the overhead lights, and he relaxed as he heard the women talking again. 
 
    Patty’s skin began to glow faintly as she drew on her power. “Blast it, Aidan, what’s going on? Are we under attack?” 
 
    “Nah, just Synthia cryin’ again. Hormones and all that.” He nodded in the direction of her knife/sword, pointed at the backdoor. “You wanna put that thing away before someone gets hurt?” 
 
    When she waved it at him, he took a step back. “You sure they’re okay?” 
 
    “Positive. I don’t scent any fear, just…” He struggled for the word, his head tipped back in frustration. “Like a complicated knot of guilt, sorrow, love, exasperation, and humor all wadded up into a confusing ball of emotions. Most of that is coming from Syn, but her mom’s exasperation is pretty strong as well.” 
 
    With a weary sigh, Patty slid her small sword/giant knife back into the purse that appeared way too small to hide a sword. “Sounds like typical teenage drama. Ted and Janet clued me in that Syn was going to act like an overgrown, emotional teen in a woman’s body for a little while.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got her back.” He inched closer to her purse. “Is that a magic bottomless bag? I’ve only heard of them, but never seen one. What else do you have in there?” He tried to peek inside, but it was completely dark. 
 
    “None of your business.” She gave him a gentle elbow. “You sure they’re okay?” 
 
    He listened again, then nodded. “Yeah, they’re talking again. You were right, they genuinely enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    “They’re close, you know?” Patty went into the kitchen then began to bring out the steaks from the oven as he moved to help her plate everything. “Even before Paul passed away, Carol and Syn were tight. After his death…well, sometimes I thought it was a little unhealthy how much they leaned on each other, but eventually my sister got a grip. Not that I blame her. To lose your soulmate like that would destroy anyone.” 
 
    His gut cramped at the thought of anything happening to Syn. “I’d rather die than live without my Queen.” 
 
    “I think Carol felt that way as well, but she had Synthia. When you have a child of your own, you’ll know how it is. You’d give up everything, survive your own personal hell, to make them happy.” 
 
    “Syn and I may not have kids yet, but I’m already prepared to do whatever it takes to make a safe world for our children.” 
 
    To his surprise, Carol laughed from behind him as she opened the door to the basement, startling him enough that he had to bite back a growl. “Well, now, let’s not get carried away. I want grandbabies, but when the time is right. Like after Synthia is married.” 
 
    No doubt he flushed clear to the roots of his hair, so he turned away and busied himself with taking the plates to the table. “Don’t worry, ma’am. We got a lot to do before we talk about babies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t shove my mom out the door fast enough. 
 
    “Be sure to call me,” she hollered out over my shoulder as she leaned against my hands on her shoulders. “We’ll do lunch with you and Synthia in D.C. one day soon.” 
 
    “Come on, Carol.” Aunt Patty joined in my efforts to pry my mom away from Aidan. “You’re spending the night with me. I don’t want you home alone, drunk.” 
 
    “I’m not drunk,” my mother sniped as she stumbled into my massive rhododendron bushes.  
 
    “Rigghhttt.” Aunt Patty hauled my mom out with a sigh, the bright porch lights giving them dense shadows. “In the car with you.” 
 
    My mom continued to mutter and fight, pausing once again to remind Aidan to call her, before my aunt shoved her inside the car with a sigh. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Aunt Patty said. Aidan and I stood on the front porch, with his arms wrapped around me. “Carol was in the mood to celebrate and let loose tonight. She needed it, so thanks for putting up with her. Once she gets a few drinks in her, she’s a lot of fun.” 
 
    While I was glad my mom was able to cut loose, she unfortunately lost the filter on her mouth. She’d told Aidan all kinds of embarrassing stories about me. Stories that had made Aidan laugh until he cried while I tried to melt into my couch and disappear.  
 
    Narrowing my eyes at the car, where my mom danced around to whatever music was playing inside, I muttered, “I hope she has a hangover.” 
 
    Both Aidan and Aunt Patty laughed.  
 
    “Awww, cinnamon girl,” Aidan purred into my ear. “That’s not very nice.” 
 
    A pleasant shiver raced down my spine, and the whisper of desire already burning through me flared into a pleasant heat.  
 
    “Take care of her, Aidan,” my aunt said as she moved around to the driver’s side. “I’ll have one of the boys stop by to pick my bike tomorrow while you’re at work. Love you, Syn.” 
 
    “Love you, too, Aunt Patty,” I yelled back, waving at her as she got in the car and they drove away. 
 
    “Finally,” Aidan groaned as he picked me up by the waist and pinned me to my front door. 
 
    His lips met mine in a searing kiss that had me wrapping my hands around his thick, muscled neck, delighting in the way he held me so easily.  
 
    “Open the door,” he mumbled against my lips, refusing to let me unwrap my legs from around his waist. 
 
    Laughing, I did as he said, allowing us to tumble through into my living room.  
 
    Falling back into my lilac couch, he landed on his back with me on top of him, the massive piece of furniture easily fitting us both. 
 
    “You know what?” I murmured in between kisses. 
 
    Licking along my jaw with a pleased hum, he murmured, “What?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to make out on my couch.” 
 
    He smiled as I tucked a wayward strand of hair behind his ear. “What a coincidence, because I’ve always had that fantasy as well.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Nuzzling my neck, he ran his teeth along my skin, and I shivered as a hot moan escaped me. “Mmmhmmm. Moment I saw this, smelled your scent so heavily saturated into the fabric, I wanted to roll around on it with you. I’ve been dreaming about you being in my arms before I even knew you existed.” 
 
    My passion cooled a little bit as my natural curiosity took hold. “What did you think I was going to be like?” 
 
     Aidan moved us so we were on our sides and nuzzled against my neck. “I honestly had no idea. My mind would switch through different physical looks all the time when I imagined you, but your spirit would always remain the same. I dreamed that you would be sweet as sugar, and kind, but that you’d have a backbone and some sass.” He pulled back and his gaze traveled down to my chest. “Never imagined you’d have such a magnificent set of tits, though. You are blessed.” 
 
    Laughing, I wiggled beneath him, making my breasts shake and Aidan groan. “You had your own you could have played with.” 
 
    He stiffened, uncertainty spiking his scent. “Nah. Never really had any interest in my body. Even if I had the equipment, it had utterly no use to me. Like a costume that I was in, but not connected to me, you know what I mean?” 
 
    His honesty touched me, and I nodded. “I do. My old body was just this…I don’t know—vessel, I guess? I didn’t feel as at home in it as I do my changed form. I feel more like…me. The me I always was on the inside and outside.” 
 
    “Exactly.” His smile was blinding, but the scent of his relief was a warm hug on a frigid winter’s night.  
 
    Curious, I traced my hand up and down his thickly muscled arm, playing with the golden hair dusting his tanned skin. “What was it like, growing up and being female with a male spirit?” 
 
    He pursed his firm lips in thought. “It wasn’t that bad. Once I was old enough to figure out what I was, why I never felt like the girl I was born as, my adopted parents let me live as a boy. It was a huge relief to stop pretending being something I wasn’t.” 
 
    “But you were dressed like a girl when I saw you.” 
 
    “A disguise of sorts. I rarely ever dressed like a woman, so when I did it helped me blend into the crowd. Since I was with a newly changed Nevoj, trying to keep him from doing something stupid and going to you, I needed to blend in more than usual. Hence the female tourist.” 
 
    “Huh. That makes sense. But you grew up as a guy?” 
 
    “Yes. My adopted family always treated me as a male, and our den accepted it as well. It wasn’t a big deal.” 
 
    Petting his beard with my fingertips, I watched the light reflect off the red and gold strands of hair. “That’s very progressive of them, considering this was back in the what, late eighteen-hundreds?” 
 
    “You’re thinking like a human again.” 
 
    Frowning, I muttered. “Right, think like a shifter. Of course they’d see nothing weird about you being female but living as a male. They all knew that someday you’d find your Queen and transition.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He booped me on the nose with his finger.  
 
    I nipped at his wayward finger, snatching at it easily in my teeth, much to my surprise. “Wow, I moved really fast.” 
 
    Or at least that’s what I intended to say, it came out a little garbled because I still had his finger in my mouth. 
 
    “Your mouth is so soft.” He began to gently withdraw, then thrust his finger into my mouth, mimicking a whole lotta things that made my body grow hot and wet. “Suck it.” 
 
    I did as he requested, moaning with him as he shifted his hips and ground his cock between my legs. The pleasure was so intense I had to release his finger and turn my head to the side as he rubbed his dick against my swollen clit, the silk of my panties rolling over the sensitive, and growing nub. In the back of my mind, the human side of me was still kind of uncomfortable with my changing form, but I was trying to accept it. The fact that my enlarged clit gave me more pleasure than I could handle certainly helped my acceptance along. 
 
    “Mother of us all,” Aidan groaned as he held my shirt up with one hand, then groaned again at the sight of my lacy bra clad breasts. 
 
    My giggles at his hungry expression cut off as his lips closed around my nipple, still encased in pink silk and lace.  
 
    “You are too beautiful to be real,” he whispered against the damp cloth. “More than I deserve. My luscious Queen.” 
 
    Smiling, I closed my eyes and held his head to my breast, enjoying the rasp of teeth against the aching tip. “My handsome Beta, I’m the lucky one. You have no idea how good looking you are, how much I enjoy simply being with you. But you know what I really love?” 
 
    “What’s that, my Queen?” 
 
    “When your thick cock is inside of me.” 
 
    “Does my Queen wish to be pleasured?” he asked with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Get naked.” 
 
    With our gazes locked, we eagerly scrambled out of our clothing, our surging hormones running the show.  
 
    Everything was going great, right until the moment he started laughing. 
 
    Kneeling naked on the couch, I wanted to die as he stared at my crotch and laughed-hard. 
 
    Humiliation crushed me, and I shielded myself as I tried turn away from him. “I know my clit looks weird, but please don’t laugh at me.” 
 
    Abruptly his laughter cut off. “What?” 
 
    Tears dripped down my cheeks, and I curved in on myself. “My body, it’s weird.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “My clit—it’s getting all big so I can—so I can fuck my Omega. You think it’s weird.” 
 
    “Darlin’ I was laughing at the huge bare patch on your pussy. Did ‘ya forget to trim the rest or is this a new fashion statement?” 
 
    Blushing hard, I covered myself, having totally forgotten about my botched wax job. “Oh shit! I totally forgot! Don’t look!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes as he tried to pull my resisting hands away. “World’s fallin’ down around us and you’re worried that I don’t find you attractive. Women are fucking confusing, and I was one.” 
 
    “Hey!” My back straightened as I wiggled in his grasp. “That’s not very nice.” 
 
    “But true. Don’t you get it? I love you. All of you, every single inch. I love you now the way you are, and I’ll love you two hundred years from now when you’re old and gray.” His gaze burned into mine and my chest pulsed with the heat of his words. “And I love you enough to tell you when you’re being a dumbass, worryin’ about me not finding your Queen body attractive. Also, you absolutely do not have to worry about how I’m gonna feel ‘bout you being with one of your mates in the way the Goddess intended. When you meet our Omega, you’ll understand. He’s gonna fit a piece of you that you didn’t know you were missing.” 
 
    Staring at his bearded chin, I played with the hair on his chest as I asked, “Does that make you jealous at all? The thought of me being with our Omega?” 
 
    “I feel like I keep tellin’ you this, but I’ll say it as often as I need to until you get it through your stubborn head.” He settled back into the couch, getting comfortable and taking me with him. “I honestly can’t wait. Just like you need him in your life, I need our Omega in mine, but for different reasons. He was born to love you, but he was born to be my mate. A man I can trust with both my life and yours, a friend and a companion who’ll only add to the happiness of our family. You may gain a mate, but I gain a brother.” 
 
    He believed what he was saying, it radiated from his scent like heat off a sandy beach on a sunny day.  
 
    “I’m kind of afraid of losing myself,” I whispered as I pressed my lips lightly against his bare shoulder. “Everything’s changing so fast, sometimes I can barely remember who I was before all of this.” 
 
    Shifting in his lap, I became aware of his erection and he groaned. “Ignore that.” 
 
    My mercurial mood shifted, and I let out a soft sigh as my body warmed with desire once again. 
 
    “I can’t. It’s so…solid. Like you. I love your body. I love your sense of honor and your compassion. I love how patient you are with me, and how you’re always honest. And I love the way you’re looking at me right now. Your eyes remind me of Sleeping Beauty turquoise flecked with gold.” 
 
    “Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    I gently ran my fingers through his burnished copper hair, marveling at how soft it was. “Yeah, the Sleeping Beauty mine in Arizona produces some of the bluest turquoise in the world. As blue as a fall sky. Your eyes remind me of it.” 
 
    “Cinnamon girl,” he sighed with appreciation as our lips met. “At the risk of sounding unromantic, if I don’t get inside of you, my dick is going to burst.” 
 
    “Oh, you charmer you. Well, we wouldn’t want any dick explosions happening.” I smiled as I swung a leg over his hip, and he chuckled. “Just think of how we’d have to explain it at the ER.” 
 
    Straddling him, I reached between us, grabbing his thick length in my fist and squeezing hard, which cut off his laugh. I wanted him, wanted his strength inside of me, his scent all over me as we rutted together. My animal spirit grew stronger within me, soaking in the sexual energy Aidan and I were putting off together. Dimly, I realized that in a way she absorbed it, fed on it, but those thoughts splintered into jagged shards of desire as Aidan leaned forward and bit my nipple. 
 
    “I tell you how much I love your tits yet?” he murmured with complete and utter bliss. 
 
    My insides ached to be filled, and I shifted, rubbing the thick head of his swollen shaft over my wet labia. Words were beyond me, especially when he grabbed my hip with one hand, and began to caress my swollen clit with the other. I had to clench my teeth against the intense pleasure of sinking down on Aidan, of his shaft filling and stretching me. My breath hissed out as the rough hair of his thighs met the back of my ass. 
 
    Rubbing his face back and forth between my breasts, he moaned out, “Fuck, you’re so soft. I can’t get over how fucking good it feels to be inside you, cinnamon girl. Come on, baby, ride my cock.” 
 
    To encourage me, he wet his fingers with my desire, then began to massage my clit. I lost my rhythm, my hips grinding down as I rocked with him deep inside of me. It felt so, so good, and I shivered on the edge of orgasm as Aidan grunted. 
 
    “Ride me, Syn.” 
 
    I ignored him, the glorious feeling of his dick filling me so completely sending flutters of pleasure though my pussy. With each rolling contraction, Aidan cursed and grit his teeth, but he didn’t try to make me move. I loved that, loved that he was controlling his natural urges for me. Moving with small, sharp circles of my hips, I fell forward and licked his neck, tasting the salt of his desire. The spice of his pheromones hit me hard as I smelled his skin, so hard I was thrust into a breathtaking orgasm. 
 
    My head fell back as I was thrown onto my back on the couch, Aidan’s dick still inside of me.  
 
    “Gonna fuck you rough,” he warned. “Brace yourself.” 
 
    I did as he asked, pressing my hands into the arm of the sofa behind me. Leaning back, Aidan grabbed my ass with both hands, and began to move me up and down his dick with very little help from me. I moved my legs, so they were straight up, then rested my heels on his shoulders. The move bent me, so my oversized clit rubbed against his furry abs with each thrust. It also made me feel slightly vulnerable, something that only further heated my blood.  
 
    The tip of his cock stroked the roof of my pussy, and I fucked him back the best I could, panting out encouragement for him to take me harder. I was vicious with lust, consumed by the need to feel my own release, but his as well. I craved the feeling of him filling me up with his seed, of taking and keeping a bit of him inside of me, the scent of his body on mine a primal stamp any shifter would recognize. I wanted to belong to him, but I also wanted Aidan to belong to me. Just the thought of other females scenting him and knowing he was taken almost brought me to the edge of orgasm. I liked the idea of marking him that much. 
 
    When his thumb pressed against my asshole, I lost it. 
 
    My scream could have woken the dead, and I went utterly limp as Aidan pumped me full of his cum. 
 
    I was so, so comfortable, and my entire body was ragdoll limp as Aidan attempted to pick me up. 
 
    “Sleep on the couch,” I mumbled, being utterly no help while he carried my limp form downstairs. 
 
    “No, baby. When we’re home, we sleep in our den.” 
 
    Yawning, I nodded. “Kay.” 
 
    He settled me down naked onto my bed and together we got me underneath the sheets with little effort. I couldn’t help but let out a huge, low happy sigh as he turned off the lights then joined me. Our legs twined together beneath the cool sheets, mine smooth and his rough with hair. I loved the feeling of it, and rubbed my calves up and down his, my toes playing with his feet. Touching him brought me pleasure, even when I was completely sexually satisfied. We got comfy, and he spooned me, allowing me to trace invisible pictures on his thick forearms with my nails. 
 
    “This, right here right now, is perfect,” he whispered against my hair. “Whenever shit gets rough, I’ll remember this moment and know what we have is worth fighting for.” 
 
    I tried to formulate a response, but sleep wouldn’t be denied, and I drifted off to the feeling of his lips rubbing against my hair.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Kim 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kim Heroshi crouched on the stout limb overlooking the row of suburban backyards in the distance, the arches of her feet aching from having been in one position for so long. 
 
    Still, she barely moved, too well trained to give into the needs of her physical form.  
 
    The sun rose as she shifted then slowly brought the rifle with its powerful scope to her eye.  
 
    Was it luck or fate that had brought the Venandi to the small town where they discovered Nevoj was hiding his Queen? Was it just coincidence that Kim had spotted two of Nevoj’s most trusted guards when she was hunting the danjals that were plaguing Fairfax? That she’d followed them to a home and overheard them speaking about Synthia being Nevoj’s mate? Had the Goddess finally given in to the Venandi’s pleas for revenge? 
 
    Nevoj’s mother, Queen Talia, had hunted the Venandi to near extinction, slaughtering the elders and stealing the young.  
 
    Yet, despite the overwhelming odds against them, the Venandi lived on. Bear, raven, lion and hyena hunters had all banded together, joined by some wise women and rogue witches. Seriously diminished in power, they’d managed to survive in secret, living isolated from the world with the few remaining treasures they’d managed to save. Working in secret, they hunted and fought the hungry darkness when it managed to find its way through the Veil. And while they’d lived in the shadows for five hundred years, the world had changed. 
 
    Thanks to Queen Talia’s treachery, entire generations had been raised ignorant of the true history and power of the shifters. And she’d had help from other powerful Queens and witches, men and women just as perverted and power-hungry as she was in wiping out their races’ history during her long, wicked life. Tales said she was close to seven hundred years old and there were people who would do anything to live as long as she had.  
 
    In the end, even with all her power, the despised hyena Queen had died during a cave-in at a mine in Peru of all things. 
 
    Killed by her own element. 
 
    A shot of fierce happiness went through Kim at the knowledge that the cunt was finally dead, and she had to take a deep breath of the warm morning air to steady herself. 
 
    The remaining Venandi had debated going public after Queen Talia’s death, but decided against it. While their leader and a half dozen of her close followers may be gone, plenty of people remained that were still fiercely loyal to Queen Talia, even after her death. Then the Veil began to degenerate and the Venandi had their hands full trying to defend a world that had forgotten how to protect itself against demons. 
 
    When the rifts between dimensions had begun to open soon after Queen Talia’s death, the Venandi did what they had always done—they closed them. As time wore on, the rifts began to get bigger, more numerous and deadlier. They needed assistance, badly, but because of the curses Queen Talia’s witches had twisted into the Illusion, there wasn’t anyone who knew how to help. The wise women were doing what they could, but there weren’t many strong enough to overcome the Illusion. So the Venandi did what they could, hunting down the hungry darkness and sealing the tears in the Veil.  
 
    Like the one there, in Fairfax. 
 
    The Venandi dispatched Kim and two others to find out what was going on. They should have easily located the rift plaguing this neighborhood by now, but it was proving elusive. Like it was moving, which was impossible, because rifts couldn’t be controlled or opened at will. 
 
    Yet she swore that’s what seemed to be happening.  
 
    A week ago, she felt the rift nearby, close enough to vibrate through her bones like a big engine. 
 
    Today…? It was a distant hum again. 
 
    Their failure to close the rift bothered her greatly. Children were vanishing more quickly, and she’d personally put down two well-sized, recently-fed demons in the area. Her hunting pack had racked up various individual kills as well, and these demons were big. At least the size of a man, if not a little bigger. In the past, the holes in the Veil that allowed the danjal to enter their world were small, so the resulting demons that could fit through were usually no bigger than a wolf. But the ones that had shown up in the past few months were different—larger and smarter. The Venandi’s scholars were searching through the old records, trying to figure out what they were dealing with.  
 
    Absently, she rubbed a still healing wound on her shoulder where a spiked demon the size of car had gotten her with its claws a few weeks ago. 
 
      
 
    Her breath stilled as she saw movement through the sheer curtains shielding the kitchen window facing the backyard. 
 
    There she was, Kim’s target. 
 
    A woman that couldn’t be allowed to live. 
 
    Hatred for Jevon, no-Nevoj now, tightened her chest. A few weeks ago, one of Kim’s fellow hunters had received the invaluable information that Jevon had found her Queen and become Nevoj. Though Nevoj had never participated in his mother’s atrocities, and had been born well after the worst of the battles, he’d had stood by while his mother rampaged through their people and did nothing to stop her. He couldn’t be allowed to form his own court, couldn’t be allowed to forge a new reign of terror.  
 
    And the kind of woman that would be a soulmate to Queen Talia’s spawn had to be equally evil. 
 
    Except…except that didn’t seem to be the case.  
 
    Kim’s finger trembled on the trigger as guilt assailed her. 
 
    By all reports, Synthia Rowley was a genuinely nice, if a little nerdy, woman. 
 
    An innocent bystander to the whole mess. 
 
    But how truly innocent could she be, if she was mated to Nevoj? 
 
    Kim had researched Synthia, looking for some clue of a secret dark side, some hidden agenda that couldn’t be found in public records. From everything she could find, it looked as if Synthia was just a normal, if exceptionally smart, human. Kim had met her, briefly at the Smithsonian museum during the reveal of the Bissonnette collection. Kim and her team had the perfect opportunity to take Nevoj out, and they’d almost accomplished their goal, when Synthia had been attacked by lion shifters and sent Nevoj running to her side. 
 
    The plan had been perfect. Nevoj was normally highly protected, surrounded by loyal guards and impossible to get to without the Venandi revealing themselves to their enemy. Once they’d learned Nevoj was going to take some of the Bissonnette’s stolen treasures on tour, they thought they’d have the perfect opportunity. Kim, posing as a hyena shifter social climber, would lure Nevoj and his guards to an empty part of the museum under the pretense of there being a bomb. Once they had them alone, they’d kill Nevoj and finally have their revenge. Except the lion shifters had unexpectedly attacked one of their own, and an unremarkable human named Synthia Rowley had been hurt in the process. The distraction had saved Nevoj, and Kim spent many nights wondering why it seemed as if the Goddess protected him. 
 
    And why would his destined mate be someone so…nice? 
 
    The sun glinted off the glass of the side door to Synthia’s house as she exited with Aidan at her side. That was another thing that threw Kim off. Aidan was descended from Hunters, from an ancient and powerful Venandi pack that had been destroyed by Queen Talia. He was one of the lost, one of the children taken by the Queen and raised in her court. Luckily for Aidan, he’d been raised far away from Talia’s influence and seemed to have resisted the rot that consumed Queen Talia’s people.  
 
    But how could he be a good man if he, too, was mated to Nevoj? 
 
    The seed of doubt began to spread out roots, despite her best efforts to dig it out from her soul. 
 
    What if…what if they were wrong?  
 
    What if Nevoj wasn’t like his mother? 
 
    Synthia yelled out, “Bobo, Booboo!” 
 
    Frowning, Kim watched as the woman looked around the yard, then said something to Aidan and began to walk again. 
 
    Kim breathed out a low breath, setting into a comfortable shooter’s stance. Placing her finger on the trigger, she lined up the sight with Synthia’s face. Today the other woman wore a knee-length black skirt and a black with blue patterned blouse that clung to her large breasts. Her skin was a natural, golden color that reminded Kim of bronze silk. As Synthia turned to look at Aidan, she reached up and began to braid her long hair. Her shirt lifted, exposing a sliver of her stomach. 
 
    Synthia wasn’t lean, she was curvy, and for some reason Kim found the little pudge of her exposed lower belly incredibly…appealing. 
 
    It looked so soft. 
 
    She wondered what it would feel like to touch the other woman there. 
 
    To press her lips to the skin and inhale her scent. 
 
    An unfamiliar tingle ran through Kim’s body, startling enough that she almost lost her balance. 
 
    Cursing herself for acting like some amateur assassin on her first hunt, Kim locked down her focus and once again sighted the crosshairs on Synthia. 
 
    Her hunting pack would lose their shit if she messed up this chance to strike a mortal blow to Nevoj. 
 
    The woman had reached Aidan’s truck by this point, and she appeared to be arguing with the man about something. 
 
    Aidan wore a dark suit that fit him well and he swept Synthia into his arms then kissed her. 
 
    No, he didn’t just kissed her. 
 
    He was consuming her like she was his air. 
 
    That weird tingle started in the pit of her belly again, but she pushed the sensation away. 
 
    As soon as they parted, she’d take her shot and this uncomfortable twisting in her gut would go away. 
 
    Any second now. 
 
    Sweat beaded her brow, and she had to take her finger off the trigger, just in case the shivers that wanted to tighten her gut broke free of her iron self-control. 
 
    But they kept on kissing, and the more they kissed, the more a strange kind of need grew heavy in her chest. 
 
    By the time Synthia and Aidan finally broke apart, Kim was a physical and mental mess. 
 
    In fact, Kim was so distracted by her inner turmoil that she didn’t notice that she was no longer alone until it was too late. 
 
    Something long, silky, and furry brushed across her nose and cheek. 
 
    Then, to her complete humiliation, she choked back a yelp and almost fired off a shot into the air. 
 
    With a grunt she fumbled with her weapon, catching it on the last second before it fell to the earth. 
 
    Her late combat instructor would have skinned her alive for having such a lack of control of her weapon at all times. 
 
    As she balanced herself against the wide tree trunk, she stared down in astonishment at the fat, brown tabby cat with a white belly sitting on the limb. He was obviously well cared for, his fur silky and thick. When he closed his eyes, he could almost blend in with the bark of the tree, his fur a perfect mixture of shadows. But with his big green eyes on her, she couldn’t help but gasp as the cat’s eyes turned pure, shining silver swirling with opalescent sparks. Only one creature on this earth had eyes like that. 
 
    A Yōkai. 
 
    Known by a hundred different names in a hundred different cultures, the Earth’s guardian spirits were both feared and respected—at least by those not dumb enough to piss one off. She could remember her Japanese father telling her tales of these forest spirits. They were sometimes playful, sometimes fierce, and they had a deadly sense of humor. Also, they could disguise themselves as other creatures.  
 
    One of their favorite forms? 
 
    House cats. 
 
    Despite their mischievous nature, the Yōkai were servants of the Goddess, powerful beings that should be treated with respect. Her father’s tales had been full of stories of arrogant hyenas that thought they were better than the humble guardian spirits of the land. Usually, the hyena would do something to offend the spirit, or insult it somehow, and the dumb hyena would soon die a horrible death. At the time, Kim had thought they were just old fables, but the older she got, the more she realized her father was far wiser than Kim gave him credit for being. 
 
    Remembering her father’s advice for dealing with them, she set her weapon carefully against the tree trunk, then gave a short bow. “Guardian spirit, I offer you greetings and ask for safe passage through your woods.” 
 
    She had no idea if the guardian spirit even understood English, but an attempt at respect was better than nothing. 
 
    Kim’s father had said repeatedly that spirits were big on manners, and they expected to be treated with respect by those lucky enough to see them. 
 
    Ignoring her, the Yōkai closed the distance between them and twined around her ankles, clearly marking her. 
 
    Befuddled, she watched him slink around her legs in a display of complete grace, almost flowing around her as if the creature was made of water instead of flesh and blood.  
 
    In the distance, she could hear the truck Aidan drove pulling away, and she bit back a curse as she glared over her shoulder at the spirit animal.  
 
    “Thanks a lot,” she whispered. “There goes my mark.” 
 
    The cat bared his fangs at her, and she choked back a gasp as a collar materialized around its throat. 
 
    Moving slowly, she leaned closer to read the writing on the silver disk attached to the bright yellow and orange collar the cat now wore. 
 
    Bobo. 
 
    Her mind instantly ticked back to Synthia yelling and groaned. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? You belong to her?” 
 
    The cat clearly nodded his head up and down in a yes gesture. 
 
    Feeling a little dizzy, she gave the cat an incredulous look before grabbing her weapon and leaping down to the ground.  
 
    Like any hyena, once she was back on solid earth, she felt better.  
 
    Turning to the cat, she lifted her lip in a snarl. “Do you know how long I’ve been looking for a way to avenge my family? Do you have any idea how much I’ve sacrificed, how much pain and loss I’ve endured seeking to balance the scales, to get justice?” 
 
    The guardian spirit rolled its eyes. 
 
    Rolled its motherfucking eyes at her as if she was being tedious. 
 
    Mother’s womb, she was about two seconds away from shooting at it. 
 
    Only her sense of self-preservation kept her from doing something completely foolish. 
 
    Instead she kicked the tree, which hurt her foot, which made her even more pissed. 
 
    Her rant was interrupted by a really, really nasty warning growl from the branch above her. 
 
    She crouched, expecting the cat to land on her any second in an attack. 
 
    Then she felt it, a repulsive disturbance in the earth. 
 
    Like a vile, rotting worm squirming beneath her skin. 
 
    The cat hissed again, and she took the hint, putting her gun to her shoulder and searching for the source of the evil now pulsing through the woods. 
 
    Sunlight filtered through the trees, and this deep into the large state park, the forest floor was littered with big, rotting logs. Ferns grew here and there, drinking in any sunlight that managed to get through the canopy above. As she took in her surroundings, Kim became aware of the lack of birdsong. There weren’t even any warning cries.  
 
    Just silence. 
 
    The snap of a branch drew her attention, and she turned her scope on a creature out of a nightmare. 
 
    It was a weird, bloated shape, almost like a walking beachball, except it had three mouths filled with fanged teeth and six legs. Larger than a human, it moved with a trembling liquid grace, pausing now and again for no reason she could discern, its mouths opening and closing. She’d never seen a demon in bright daylight before, but the sunlight didn’t seem to have any effect on it. Shit, everything she’d been taught told her that only the strongest danjal could withstand sunlight. Then again, these woods did have an odd feel to them, as if the air was slightly thicker there, the sunlight dimmer. She’d first noticed it when she’s scouted the area a few days ago, but the sensation seemed to have grown stronger with the appearance of the danjal. 
 
    The implications of a demon like this roaming a populated area on a weekday morning were enough to make her a little panicky, but there it was. Lurching through the leaves. The danjal suddenly froze, even the mouths not moving, then abruptly turned and started moving quickly to the south. Looking away from the scope for a moment, she calculated the direction it was heading and cursed when she saw Synthia’s backyard. 
 
    With a tired sigh, she rolled her neck. “It’s heading for your mistress’s house, isn’t it?” 
 
    The cat grumbled, then jumped off the branch and gave her a look that clearly said, Follow me. 
 
    Cursing her luck, she nodded and took off after the forest spirit.  
 
    Her inner hyena rose to the surface and merged seamlessly with Kim’s mind, the two becoming one in perfect balance. 
 
    When she crouched and began to take some bullets out of the tight, black ballistic utility vest she wore, the cat gave an impatient hiss. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    It hissed again, this time with a lingering growl of dominance that brought her spirit animal’s back up. 
 
    “I said hold the fuck on,” she snarled. “That’s a big demon, I’m not a huge woman. I’d rather not get close enough for it to snap me like a twig.” 
 
    When the cat swiped at the end of her gun with an obvious hiss of disgust, she merely grinned. “I know, bullets don’t stop those bastards. At least normal ones don’t.” 
 
    She’d never seen a puzzled cat before, but that’s the expression that took over the spirit guardian’s kitty face as Kim loaded up her handmade ammo. 
 
    Lining the scope up, she looked for her target as she murmured, “Did you know that salted iron can be melted down, and bullets coated in it? 
 
    As she found the creature again, she was surprised to see that it had changed course and was headed their way. 
 
    “Come on, you ugly bastard,” she muttered before shooting it three times. 
 
    It jerked, and one of its mouths went limp, but it was for sure pissed and still wobbled her way. 
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered as a rill of fear chased down her spine.  
 
    Usually, the demons she’d shot in the past had gone down after just two bullets. 
 
    Looked like this type would take more. 
 
    Counting to herself, she carefully fired off shot after her shot, her training keeping her mind focused one every detail of the demon so she could relay the info to her hunting pack later. After six rounds, it finally crumpled to the ground and began to melt. Through her scope she watched the process. 
 
    It wasn’t dead in the traditional sense, but the energy that had been maintaining the creature’s form had been banished back to the rift it had come through. 
 
    Lowering her rifle, she smiled at the forest spirt named Bobo, expecting him to be impressed by the power of her weapon. 
 
    Instead, she found him sauntering away with his furry tail lifted high in the sky. 
 
    “Hey!” Shouldering her rifle, Kim sprinted after the guardian spirit. “Where are you going?” 
 
    The cat ignored her, following a well-worn path leading to Synthia’s backyard. 
 
    Kim stood there for a moment, torn between reporting back to her leader David about the danjal and the forest spirt, when the cat paused. It looked over its shoulder at her, the green and gold in its eyes sparkling like gemstones. Then, in an entirely too human gesture, the cat lifted its chin in a clear come on gesture. Kim thought about ignoring the forest spirt, but quickly decided against it. The Goddess had sent her there for a reason, that much was clear, and she had to see what it was.  
 
    Bobo bound ahead, so she sprinted to keep up with the cat’s unnatural speed. They ran through the forest, the scents of earth and life filling her nose. But the closer she got to the row of suburban homes spread out before her, the more her senses began to pick up on…something unusual in the air. A spice that flowed through her senses. A delicious, seductive smell that whispered of soft sheets and silken limbs. Warm lips that tasted like cinnamon and sex. 
 
    Her pulse raced and warmth flowed between her legs. 
 
    It wasn’t until they reached the tall wooden fence that encircled Synthia’s backyard that Kim realized why she felt so weird. 
 
    No, no way. 
 
    The Goddess couldn’t be so cruel. 
 
    There had to be some mistake. 
 
    The cat leapt up onto the top of the fence, staring down at her with an inscrutable expression. 
 
    “No, this can’t be happening,” she begged the forest spirit.  
 
    The cat seemed unimpressed by her pleading. 
 
    “She can’t be my Queen,” Kim tried to explain, her agony twisting. “The witch told me that my Queen had been killed by Talia long ago. My Queen is dead.” 
 
    The cat slowly shook its head. 
 
    All the strength left her legs as she sat down hard among the tall grass growing between the houses and the forest. The heat of the sun beat down on her head, and she covered her face with her hands. Her heart raced, and while her mind was in complete turmoil, her animal spirit was not. Her inner hyena was singing a victory song in her soul, his elation only adding to her confusion. He’d never believed the witch that Kim paid to tell her future. He’d always been certain that their Queen was out there, no matter what Kim or the witch said. 
 
    Turned out her inner hyena was right. 
 
    Lowering her hands, she tried to get a grip on her new reality, but she couldn’t focus on anything but the smell of cinnamon rolls. 
 
    Delicious, hot from the oven, dripping with sweet sticky icing, cinnamon rolls. 
 
    A hunger she’d never experienced before stirred through her blood, little explosions of chemical reactions that left her feeling disoriented. 
 
    The scent of her Queen called to her. 
 
    Her mate. 
 
    Nevoj’s mate. 
 
    Standing, she had to fight the urge to run away, to pretend this never happened. 
 
    She even managed to take a few steps away from the fence leading into Synthia’s backyard before her inner hyena surged up through their bond and forced her in the other direction, toward Synthia’s house. Taken by surprise, she was all the way to the back gate before she managed to wrestle back control of her body from her hyena. He thought she was being a coward and an idiot, and he wanted to go hunt down their Queen right then. A true animal spirit, he didn’t understand the complex human emotions she was experiencing.  
 
    The strength went out of her legs again and she slumped against the fence, the wood creaking beneath her weight. A little shiver ran over her skin, and she had to hold back a somewhat hysterical laugh as she realized she was resting near the boundary of a magical ward. A strong one by the feel of it. Maybe more than one. Whatever, she was lucky as hell she was Synthia’s mate, because she had a feeling the wards would have knocked her out if she wasn’t. 
 
    Clenching her short black hair in both fists, she tried to deal with her whole world turning on its head. 
 
    Years ago, a witch had read her fortune and told Kim that her Queen didn’t exist.  
 
    It had been a devastating blow, and it had thrown Kim into a deep depression—knowing she’d was forever doomed to die alone in a body that felt more like a prison every day.  
 
    Soft, slightly smelly warm breath hit her a moment before something licked her hand. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she stared in disbelief at the little dog now wiggling its tail as it returned her gaze. No bigger than her foot, the tiny dog was a pretty light brown color that reminded her of a fawn. He had big, expressive brown eyes and the black lining on his lips made him look like he was smiling. Despite his gender, he was wearing a pink rhinestone encrusted collar. With his tail going a mile a minute, he licked her wrist, a submissive gesture that helped calm her spirit animal. 
 
    “Hey, boy,” she muttered, glancing up to see the cat still watching them. “You’re not another forest guardian, are you?” 
 
    The dog snorted, but she didn’t sense anything extra about the little animal. His scent was pure canine, happy and content. She could practically smell the love he was probably smothered in at home, and she found herself scratching his ears as he closed his eyes in doggy bliss.  
 
    “Do you belong to Synthia as well?” 
 
    Above her, the cat made a clearly disgusted sound similar to the hack of clearing a hairball. 
 
    Taking in a deep, shuddering breath she blew it out slowly. “Guess not.” 
 
    After a few moments, the chihuahua left her lap and stood stiff and still before her. His ears pricked forward and his whiskers quivered as he scented the air. Then he began to snap at the forest she’d just come from, his snarling bark clearly meaning business.  
 
    When the little dog followed her, she growled, “Go away. Let me handle this. Go home little doggy.” 
 
    Still lifting its lip in a snarl that was ferocious—to a mouse—the little dog kept pace with her as she moved to the cover of the neighbors bushes. While Synthia had a sturdy fence, her neighbor to the left had slightly overgrown evergreens, giving her plenty of cover. Or, at least she would have had cover if not for the little dog snorting and snarling right in front of her. The tags on its collar jingled as it began to bounce, the hair on its tiny back standing on end. 
 
    Without even questioning her instincts, Kim let her hyena come forward then lifted up her rifle, loaded a clip of her special demon hunting ammo, then pointed the gun at the tree line.  
 
    When she was this connected to her other half, she felt like she was more alive, more aware of the world. Little details became clear, her sight sharpened, and her senses heightened enough that she could feel the danjal approaching from the trees. Where the first demon had been round, this one was lean, and it slithered instead of walked. And the fucker was fast—real fast. 
 
    A moment of panic tried to worm through her mind, but she shut it down. Shooting the danjal was no different than the literally thousands of hours she’d spent on various gun ranges. And in different battles. The Venandi earned extra money as mercenaries for hire to the right cause, and Kim was one of the best. She’d hunted some of the sickest monsters on the planet, and she’d live another day to hunt even more.  
 
    Squeezing out six precise shots, she smiled in satisfaction as the demon twisted into itself, then became yet another stain on the landscape. 
 
    Now that she was looking, she could see dozens of stains like the one she’d just made destroying the demon. 
 
    Moving a couple paces forward, she crouched before a faded spot, running her fingers over the discolored grass. Dead demon tended to leave an oily residue that dissipated after a few days. She’d hazard a guess to say this one was a few weeks old. The tabby cat strutted over to her side, then gave her a smug look as the little dog peed on the big hedge separating Synthia’s house from her neighbors. 
 
    Gesturing to the stains on the ground, she lifted a brow at the cat. “Is this your work?” 
 
    The forest guardian nodded, then gave her a creepy as hell smile that reminded her of the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland. 
 
    “Okay, first, never smile like that again. It’s terrifying.” The cat smiled bigger, and she shuddered at the alien expression on its face. “Second, did you kill all these demons?” 
 
    First it nodded yes, then shook its head no. 
 
    “You did kill some of them?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “But not all of them.” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Did Synthia kill any?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Her mates?” 
 
    Yes and no. 
 
    “So her mates and other people?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Are they targeting Synthia?” 
 
    Yes and no. 
 
    Frustrated she balanced on her toes and leaned closer. “You sure you can’t talk or some shit?” 
 
    The cat let out a screeching cry that might have been an attempt at speech, then did its creepy smile. 
 
    “Okay, also, no talking. Ever.” 
 
    Bobo merely gave her a mysterious look, then began to clean his front paw. 
 
    “Okay,” she muttered to herself. “Why would they come here? What motivates a demon?” 
 
    The answer was simple of course.  
 
    Only one thing motivated the hungry dark—feeding. 
 
    And Synthia, as an unbonded Queen, was no doubt as attractive to them as an all you can eat buffet. 
 
    Add to the fact that she had only one mate with her—Kim knew Nevoj was in Thailand meeting with a raven Queen—so the demons would be drawn to her like sharks to blood in the ocean. Whatever weird demon internal radar they had would zero in on Synthia. Wiping the greasy smear of demon remains off her fingers and onto her pants, Kim wondered if it was a good or bad thing that the demons were drawn to Synthia. While her gut twisted at the thought of her Queen—Goddess, the knowledge that her mate was still alive was hard to get a grip on—being in danger, Synthia and her mates were better equipped to deal with the danjal than normal humans. 
 
    Glancing behind the cat, she took in the house and remembered the powerful ward she’d felt. Synthia was well protected, because someone had gone to the effort of putting those wards up, and she did have a forest guardian as a pet. Shit, Kim was still trying to wrap her mind around that one. 
 
     “Hey!” A woman said from the other side of the hedge where the dog had disappeared. “Can I help you?” 
 
    In a swift move, Kim stood and took out the fake state police badge she carried with her everywhere and looped it onto her belt as someone finished pushing their way through the hedge.  
 
    A tall, big-boned blond woman with her hair held back beneath a Dallas Cowboys ballcap came thundering through. Dressed in a pair of worn jeans and an equally worn pink t-shirt with a faded bar logo on the front, she sported a big ass baby pink handgun that matched her shirt. Kim had to blink to make sure she was seeing things right. Yep, the woman had a pink gun with a pearlescent finish.  
 
    “Who are you?” The tall woman’s gaze landed on the badge and she relaxed, then lowered her gun to the side. “Oh, sorry, officer. I heard my dog barking up a storm, and gunshots and, well, with all those kids missing, I’ve been a little jumpy lately.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she tried to give the other woman a reassuring smile.  
 
    “What were the shots about? You back here looking for those missing kids?” 
 
    The little dog chose that moment to try and scramble up his owner’s leg, distracting her while Kim asked, “Yes, do you know anything about it? Anything we might find helpful in our search?” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed red and her eyes teared up as she shook her head. “No, I don’t, but I wish to the Mother I did. My daughter’s best-friend is missing and…” 
 
    Kim’s heart hurt for the woman, and she placed a hand on her big-boned shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I understand, ma’am. And I promise you, we’re going to do everything we can to help.” 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Kim swore softly to herself as she spotted a familiar figure standing by the side of the road. With a curse, she pulled her car off onto the shoulder of country lane, gravel crunching beneath her tires. Thankfully, the area was deserted, one of the small barely one lane country roads that crisscrossed this rural part of Virginia. If they’d been on a more populated stretch of highway, they’d no doubt soon have an audience wondering why an ancient white woman with long wavy red and white hair was standing naked on the side of the road. 
 
    Well, almost naked. Yorba, a powerful witch who’d been alive longer than most could remember, wore a multitude of beaded necklaces that almost hid her sagging breasts from view. Thank the Goddess, she’d decided to wear a skirt today. True, it was a hot pink mini-skirt made of some kind of holographic fabric that sparkled, but at least it was clothing. Kim had to suck in a deep breath to keep the tears back as she put the car in park and unbuckled her seatbelt.  
 
    Once Yorba had made kings and queens tremble on their thrones, now she was a crazy old woman who everyone pitied.  
 
    Though Yorba often forgot what day it was—hell, what year—and couldn’t take care of herself, she still had her magic. A magic that allowed her to teleport wherever she pleased, escaping the Venandi members that had been assigned to care for her. Kim hoped that today was one of the good days for Yorba, that the witch wouldn’t try to blast Kim into a million little pieces. Or turn the blood in her vein’s to ash. She’d seen Yorba do that once before and the effect was gruesome as shit. 
 
    Raising both hands to show she wasn’t armed, Kim said, “Hey, Yorba. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You can’t go home,” Yorba said. Her faded blue eyes stared over Kim’s shoulder to the cornfield on the other side of the road. “You must stay away from the den.” 
 
    “Okayyyy.” Kim looked Yorba over, making sure she wasn’t injured. 
 
    Because of her advanced age, Yorba’s skin was as thin as parchment, dotted with liver spots but still showing the blue veins clearly beneath. Her feet were bare, but they appeared uninjured despite the fact that she stood on sharp gravel. Thankfully, her hair had been recently brushed, and she hadn’t defecated on herself. Somedays—the bad days when Yorba completely lost herself to the madness devouring her mind—she regressed to an almost animalistic state that made it impossible to reason with her. 
 
    “Why don’t you come into the car with me?” Kim urged. “I don’t want you to get a sunburn.” 
 
    Yorba’s gaze sharpened, the formidable woman she’d been replacing the doddering old woman she’d become. “I’m not a fool, Kim Heroshi. I used a protection spell before I left my prison.” 
 
    “But not a bra,” Kim countered, ignoring the prison remark. 
 
    Snorting, Yorba held out a stick thin arm and waved it around her head. “The birds don’t care, the insects don’t give a shit, and the Goddess has a lot more on her plate to worry about right now than an old woman’s titties.” 
 
    “Right,” Kim said as she held out her hand. “Still, why don’t we sit in the car where it’s air-conditioned?” 
 
    “Such luxuries have made you soft,” Yorba spat, returning her gaze to the cornfield. “You think you control everything, that the world is yours to command, but you’re wrong. Mark me well, blessed of the Goddess, hard times are coming. All these modern comforts that you take for granted will cripple your generation, make them susceptible to the poisonous whispers of the dark. They will trade their lives, their children, for the false illusions of comfort and safety. Without the light of the circle to guide them through the night terrors, all will fall. Nations are already crumbling from within, darkness is gaining footholds on this world, greed and selfishness run rampant, and the Veil is on the brink of collapse. It is too late, too late to save the mighty kingdoms on man, too late to stem the tide of war. Battle is coming, blessed child, of the likes of which this world has never seen.” 
 
    Chills raced down Kim’s arms as the air seemed to go still and heavy around them. Before her mind began to rot, Yorba was one of the few witches who still had seer powers. She would get glimpses into the future, snapshots of a time to come if destiny and fate had their way. Her visions had saved countless lives, but over the years they’d become less and less reliable. The last time she’d shared a vision with a hunting pack and the pack had followed her advice…they’d been slaughtered by a group of Queen Talia’s warriors. 
 
    That was almost fifty years ago. Since then, Yorba hadn’t had another vision—or if she had, she’d chosen not to share them with anyone. 
 
    Yorba turned her attention back to Kim, her eyes gone completely white as power wreathed her withered form.  
 
    “The darkness has set its sights on our world through deceit and lies, through promises of power and eternal life. The dark is clever, it has bided it’s time, waiting centuries for the perfect moment to strike. It has found fertile ground in which to lay its wicked seeds, vile children of the Earth who welcome them with open arms. They have their agents everywhere.” Grasping Kim’s forearm in a gnarled fist, she yanked it hard enough that Kim winced. “We were so arrogant, so sure of our superiority, that we did not even notice that we were being destroyed from within! Rats, nibbling at our minds, our bonds, our very history, until that too was forgotten and devoured by agents of the hungry dark.” 
 
    Kim tried to resist the urge to pull away from the old woman’s punishing grip. “What can we do to stop it?” 
 
    “There is no stopping it. That time has passed. All that we can do now is try to preserve what remains.” The veins on the old woman’s neck stood out as she visibly strained against something. “Their hold…is so strong. Even now their curse fights me, steals my words, clouds my thoughts. We are blind but we must see!” With a garbled shriek, Yorba reached up, scratching her fingernails down her cheeks, red blood instantly filling the crevice’s in her wrinkled skin. 
 
    Alarmed, Kim grabbed hold of Yorba’s hands, trying to restrain the woman as she thrashed and wailed, spitting out gibberish as spittle flew from her mouth. Despite her weathered body, Yorba was incredibly strong. It took everything Kim had to keep the old woman from injuring herself further.  
 
    “Stop, Yorba, you’re hurting yourself!” 
 
    “Blood for a blessing,” she moaned as she managed to wet her hands with the blood seeping down her cheeks before gripping Kim’s hands, palm to palm. “We hid the truth from you so no one would suspect that you were a threat, that you would one day serve your formidable Queen, the pillar of Earth needed to close the circle. We made the agonizing decision to risk crushing your heart to give you time to grow into the Enforcer your Queen would need. You suffered, how you suffered, thinking that you would be forever alone in the world. But you did not give up, not my Kim. You did not betray your Goddess even though you thought her so cruel.” 
 
    Shock rocketed through Kim as she tried to pull away, but Yorba’s skeletal fingers had a death grip on her hands she couldn’t break. “Wait, are you saying you knew my Queen wasn’t dead? All this time, you knew she was alive?! How could you?” 
 
    “The dark was always searching the future.” Yorba’s eyes glowed with power, the light bright enough to make Kim squint. “Always looking for those who might oppose their reign, ending the lives of countless Queens and Kings before they even had a chance to take a breath. They have spies everywhere, even among your pack, among your friends. We had to hide you from their sight, from yourself. Sacrifices were made so that blessings could be offered.” 
 
    Reeling, Kim tried to pull away from Yorba, but the woman held her tight. 
 
    “Save her, save your Queen, your destiny, the mother of your children. She is in grave danger, but she must see! You must protect her.” Her mouth snapped shut so quickly she nipped her lip hard enough to draw blood, mixing with the saliva frothing at the wrinkled corners of her thin-lipped mouth. “Tell no one. There are rats in the pack, vermin who scamper away to squeak your secrets to the dark. If you tell anyone, your Queen will die. Find her, use the gift I’ve given you, and save her before it’s too late. The Hyena Queen must answer the Witch Queen’s call to form the circle.” 
 
    “Witch Queen?” Still unsure if Yorba was speaking truth or insanity, Kim tried to sooth the ancient witch, afraid she was going to have a stroke. “Yorba, how do I save her?” 
 
    “Enforcer,” Yorba slurred out, her body starting to shake. “They are seeking out the hidden children, the latents whose bloodline has been cloaked by the Goddess, our greatest treasure. Their blood is awakening, and the darkness will do everything it can to snuff out their spark before it becomes a flaming sword to fight back the danjal. They mock the parents’ grief, feed on their tears, and thrive among the humans in positions of power. For centuries, they’ve been sowing the seeds of war, and the vile fruit of their rotten harvest is almost ready to be reaped.” 
 
    Collapsing into a bundled heap on the ground, Yorba vanished from sight with a pop of displaced air.  
 
    Kim stared down at her hands, her heart thundering as she took in the shape of a pentagram, painted on her palm in Yorba’s blood. As she watched, the blood began to sink into her skin. It burned and hurt so bad, she dropped to her knees, the sharp gravel digging into her shins. Unable to even scream, she moaned as the pentagram smoked then seemed to settle into the skin of her palm like a dark red tattoo.  
 
    Staring in disbelief at her palm, she gently flexed her hands, thankful the pain was gone but freaked the fuck out. In the center of the pentagram was an arrow. The arrow moved as she lifted her hand. Letting out a little shriek, she stumbled to her feet, but she couldn’t exactly run away from her own hand. Holding her palm away from her body, she let out a little hysterical giggle of fear mixed with revulsion. 
 
    The brush of her animal spirit against her soul soothed her, and Kim gratefully allowed her inner hyena to comfort her. In her mind, she could see his spirit wrapping around her own, could practically smell the musk of his fur and the raw power of his magic. He wasn’t worried at all by the mark on her hand. No, as Kim opened herself more to the spirit inside of her, she could sense that he was pleased by the mark.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Kim muttered to herself as she shuffled back to her car. “Everything’s okay. You’re alive. You survived. Shit is getting weird, but it’s gotten weird before, and you got through it.” 
 
    Getting into the car, she shut the door with a slam and turned it on, the air conditioning blowing heat into her face before the coolness kicked in. A bass heavy dance song pounded from the speakers, so she fumbled with the volume, turning it almost all the way down. Her brain was on overload, trying to figure out truth from fantasy, reality from what had to be some bizarre dream. Yeah, she was having a hyper-realistic dream that featured Yorba naked except for a hot pink skirt. 
 
    Sure. 
 
    Leaning forward, she closed her eyes as the vent cooled the sweat on her face, helping to fight back her growing panic.  
 
    If she believed Yorba, their world was about to go to war with the hungry dark. 
 
    But everyone knew Yorba was mad… Surely this had been one of her episodes. 
 
    A sharp sting came from her palm, and she watched the little arrow in the center of the pentagram shift slightly. 
 
    As she followed the movements of the arrow, she realized the mark on her palm reminded her of a compass. 
 
    But what was this arrow tracking? 
 
    Forcing her mind off the hurricane of worries drowning her, she opened up a map on her phone, figuring out her location. Using the arrow on her palm, she created a line from where she sat north of Richmond in the direction the arrow was pointing. It sliced through Alexandria, then Washington D.C. before heading out to sea.  
 
    Her heart gave a little skip as she realized that Synthia was probably at work right now in the Smithsonian.  
 
    Kim’s mouth went dry as she turned her palm this way and that, the arrow remaining stubbornly pointing at the nation’s Capital. 
 
    At Kim’s Queen. 
 
    Damn, that was a handy and powerful bit of magic.  
 
    She stared with unseeing eyes out the windshield, her heart still hammering away in her chest. Too much information crowded her mind as she tried to reason out fact from fiction, truth from the ramblings of a madwoman. The thought that Yorba and Goddess knows who else were aware that Kim’s Queen was alive, that they’d lied to her, cut her to the bone. She’d trusted her pack’s witches, and this betrayal left her scrambling to figure out who she was. She’d loved Yorba like family, had bonded with the old witch and thought she could trust her. Memories of Yorba holding her as she’d wept over the news that her Queen was dead filled her with anger. 
 
    Yet…if what Yorba said was true, they’d lied to Kim in order to protect her. 
 
    To protect Synthia. 
 
    Her kind skipped through the various missions that had gone wrong, the bad luck that seemed to follow the Venandi, and the way the Venandi ruling council had died off and been quickly replaced over the last fifty years. She thought about how artifacts had gone missing, how the resurgence of the dark had caught them by surprise. And she thought about the day the Venandi had come for Yorba, how the old woman had been screaming that they were letting the darkness win.  
 
    It would be so easy to dismiss all of it as dementia eating at Yorba’s mind, to go on as usual…if Kim hadn’t scented her Queen that morning. 
 
    Maybe a little caution wouldn’t be out of place. 
 
    Maybe she wouldn’t be betraying every oath she’d taken as a Venandi by keeping the information of Synthia’s existence from her pack for a little while longer. 
 
    Closing her palm, she made a tight fist, the knuckles of her hand going white while she made her decision. 
 
    Putting her phone on the car’s speaker, she turned back onto the road, heading north toward Synthia’s house instead of south to the pack safehouse. 
 
    On the third ring, David, the leader of Kim’s hunting pack, answered with his usual gruff growl. “Report.” 
 
    His face came up on the car’s display, still as intimidating as he had been eighty years ago when she’d pledged herself to the Venandi. His dark hair, gone thick with gray, was pulled back into an old fashioned low ponytail, and the leathery skin of his face was creased with deep lines around his mouth and on his broad forehead. He looked like a man who’d lived a rough life, yet the cold gleam of his faded green eyes sparkled with bits of gold which only added to his image of all around badass.  
 
    If someone had asked her yesterday if she trusted David, she would have replied with all her heart. But Yorba had said there was a traitor in the pack, a powerful one, and to tell no one that Synthia was her Queen. But she couldn’t possibly mean David… 
 
    Maybe it was better to error on the side of caution. 
 
    “I’m going to head back to see if I can get a lead on Nevoj,” Kim lied. “I didn’t see any sign of him this morning, but our agents in Thailand reported that it looked like he was getting ready to leave.” 
 
    David made a growling sound as his lip curled up, revealing his sharp teeth. As one of the rare hyena shifters that could take on the war dog form, he also suffered from the unwanted side effects of that gift—namely, his teeth sharpened into fangs when he was pissed. For him to lose control of his temper enough to flash those fangs showed just how upset he was. A long time ago, David’s family had been tortured to death in front of him by Queen Talia’s witches, his pain and theirs used to fuel some foul spell. David had managed to escape, but he had never forgotten what they’d done to his family. 
 
    Anger saturated David’s voice as he said, “And his Queen? Did you manage to take out that bitch?” 
 
    Yorba’s warning about a traitor in the Venandi came back to Kim, so she hesitated for a moment. She trusted David with all her heart and couldn’t find it in herself to believe that he’d sell them out to the danjal. But what if she was wrong? What if his hatred of Nevoj was so great it drove David to hunt Synthia down despite her innocence? While Kim would like to think her bond with David was strong—she considered him a mentor and one of her best friends—David believed it was his sacred mission to hunt down anyone with Bissonnette blood and wipe them off the face of the earth.  
 
    Sometimes, he acted more like hitman than a hunter. 
 
    “There were too many witnesses this morning,” she lied again. “I didn’t have a chance for a clean shot.” 
 
    “Fuck.” David sounded pissed. Then again, he always sounded mad, so Kim was used to it. “What about your hunt for the danjal entrance point?” 
 
    “No luck there, either. I came across two strays in the woods and eliminated them, but there were no signs of a trail.” 
 
    “It’s like they’re just popping up out of nowhere,” David muttered as he moved around whatever room he was in, pale blue walls and a beat-up leather sofa briefly coming into view. “And then vanishing just as quick. None of this makes any sense, and kids keep getting taken from right under our noses. Goddess bless me, I can’t figure out what is going on.” 
 
    Guilt nipped at her, because in her heart of hearts she believed that David was a good man. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.” 
 
    David made a frustrated sound as he looked away from the camera and nodded at someone. “Are you heading back to the safe house?” 
 
    “No, there are a few more areas I’d like to scout.” 
 
    “Don’t overextend yourself,” David warned, and she could practically see the way the wrinkles around his dark eyes would deepen with displeasure. “I’m sending Bev and Jay into Fairfax tonight. They’re having some big rally for the missing children at the high school football field, and most of the town is expected to attend. It’ll be a good chance for us to do some surveillance without a lot of people around.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kim muttered. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Nothing, just almost hit a dumbass squirrel with a death wish.” 
 
    He gave her a droll look as she glanced from the screen then back to the road. “Maybe you should come back and get some sleep. You’re acting a little off. Last thing we need is to lose another pack member to a dumb mistake. We’re already down two hunters due to injuries. Talk to Jay, and see if he’ll give you a sleeping potion. I swear, they work. Without his potions I’d never get any sleep.” 
 
    Her gut clenched as she thought about Omar and Phillis, two hunters recovering from extensive injuries back at the east coast Venandi headquarters, and of Maury who hadn’t made it. They’d been ambushed by a pack of demons in a coordinated attack that had overwhelmed the experienced hunters. Though, to be fair, the clearing out of a nest of low level demons should have been an easy task. 
 
    Lower power level demons weren’t known for working together. They were almost like the animals of their distorted world, driven by instinct and cunning. When the hunters opened the nest, they’d found dozens of demons that, instead of running and trying to hide, had worked together to take the Venandi down, similar to someone training a pack of dogs to hunt together—something that had happened in the distant past, but not in recent memory. It took a high-power demon, she’d guess their world’s version of a human apex predator, to get the lower level ones to work together. Against overwhelming odds, Maury had been the first to fall, and as the danjal drank down his spirit, Omar and Phillis managed to escape. 
 
    “Kim?” 
 
    “Sorry, I was thinking about the location I want to scout out,” she lied again to the man she’d sworn she’d never be dishonest with. “I’ll talk to Jay when I get back and see if he’ll hook me up with a sleeping potion.” 
 
    “Call me later tonight and let me know your status. And promise me you’ll get a hotel room if you’re too tired to drive home.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Yes, Dad. Jeeze, what’s with all the paternal concern?” 
 
    His lips pressed together in an annoyed line, but his green eyes were filled with worry. “I just have…a bad feeling.” 
 
    Trying to keep her tone light, she pulled onto the freeway entrance ramp. “A feeling, huh? Is Jay gonna lose his spot as pack witch to you? Got some hidden seer gifts we don’t know about?” 
 
    “Shut up,” David muttered, but the lines around his mouth softened as he bit back a smile. “Just take care of yourself, Kim, okay? I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “I will,” she gave the screen a quick smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll be home by curfew, Dad.” 
 
    With a final glare, he hung up on her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you got a job here,” I bitched as we stood in line with the other employees, waiting to go through security to enter the Smithsonian Natural History Museum.  
 
    Still feeling the heat from long walk from the Metro station, I lifted my braid off the back of my neck, trying to cool down. Even though it was the beginning of fall, it still felt like deep summer. The cool air conditioning felt wonderful against my sweaty neck, and I sighed in relief. As I inhaled, I caught the scent of Aidan’s desire mixed in with the nearly overwhelming blend of magic and humanity that filled the large marble foyer.  
 
    A waft of desire floated on the breeze from my mate, and I arched my brow as I caught him stealing peeks at my breasts. Even though I’d worn a conservative blue and black top, I’d noticed more than one set of roving eyes checking out my chest during our commute. Evidently, big boobs had some kind of magical, hypnotic power for some people.  
 
    Like my breast-obsessed mate. 
 
    “Seriously?” I gave Aidan a withering look as we inched forward in line.  
 
    Aidan winked at me, his sparkling grin sending little tingles through my belly. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” he drawled. He gave me a small, dirty smile as his voice lowered. “They look so bouncy when you walk. When you lift your arms up like that, all I want to do is bury my face between them, but I promise, I’ll behave.” 
 
    “You better,” I muttered, pretending I wasn’t equally guilty of stealing my own share of lingering looks. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. My mate was hot. 
 
    Dressed in a black suit that did amaaaazzinggg things for his broad-shouldered frame, Aidan tucked a stray strand of his reddish gold hair behind his ear. He’d slicked his wavy mane back into a short ponytail, but the strands framing his face kept escaping. Before we left, he’d trimmed his beard as well, cutting it closer to his square defined jaw. Yep, totally drool worthy. 
 
    We neared the security gate, where we’d part ways for a little bit while he went to have a meeting with Judy, his new kinda-boss. Technically, he worked for her, but we all knew he was here acting as my bodyguard. Aidan had explained to me that, no matter what was going on, I’d always have at least one mate nearby wherever I went.  
 
    Secretly, I didn’t mind. I had practically strutted my way into work with Aidan at my side, proud to be seen with him, proud that people knew we were together. The possessive streak that had been growing in me had taken hold, and I’d glared at more than a few women who I’d caught ogling him. Not that I could blame them, as there was a lot to ogle. While he didn’t have Nevoj’s delicious bubble butt, he did have an ass like carved stone from all the time he’d spent riding.  
 
    An ass I wanted to become better acquainted with. 
 
    “Hey.” Aidan snapped his fingers. “Focus.” 
 
    “I am focused,” I grumped, smiling when he took me in his arms. 
 
    “On my ass.” 
 
    “It’s a really nice ass. You have delicious thighs as well.” 
 
    “Funny, I was gonna say the same thing about you.” 
 
    A large bear shifter with dark hair and skin motioned me forward. “Next.” 
 
    Aidan moved with me, and I could tell the guard was about to object until his nostril’s flared and he met my gaze. The anger twisting his mouth quickly faded, and the big man nodded first to me, then to my mate. He turned around, and motioned to an older guard, also a bear shifter, who I’d seen around the museum before.  
 
    “My Lady,” he said in a low voice. “Jose will take care of you and your mate.” 
 
    Trying to keep the confusion from my face, I nodded. “Uh, sure. Thanks.” 
 
    Jose, a dark skinned man with a rather magnificent silver handlebar mustache and a shaved head, took us over to the side where he gave us an impersonal, but thorough, pat down before leading us over to the second stage of security where Judy waited. 
 
    In her late forties, Judy still had a body better than most twenty-year-olds and an amazing Afro that only had a few streaks of silver in it. At least, that’s what her glamour showed the world. I’d seen her in her true form once, a few days ago when the Veil had split over the green space in front of the museum. Judy and a band of guards had performed some spell that sealed the rift and sent the tentacles packing using big, big magic. Her glamour hadn’t been able to keep up, and the witch’s true form had taken my breath away. In her witch form, Judy was still black, and still had that magnificent afro, but her skin glowed as if she had sunshine radiating from within. Her bone structure had also changed, going from slightly round and plump to lean with carved cheekbones and slightly slanted eyes. Her ears had grown as well, the pointed tips going halfway up her head and giving her a distinctly ‘not human’ appearance. Knowing how she really looked beneath her glamour was a bit disconcerting as I took in the human form her magic gave her. 
 
    Dressed in the black security guard uniform of the museum, her no-nonsense ‘resting bitch face’ had filled with happiness as we approached her secured room. Built to shield the museum from any hostile magical attacks, the individual security rooms contained a magical double circle that both detected bad magic. Rumor had it that the circles could be used to seal the threat inside the ward, then vaporize them if need be. I used to think that was bullshit, but as I stepped into I couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. 
 
    “Hey, Synthia. Aidan,” Judy said with a bright smile. She lowered her voice as she leaned closer to me. “Good to see you, sweetheart. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Good, what’s with the switch in guards earlier?” I asked while gesturing to Jose. 
 
    Judy grinned at me as she said, “Shifter curtsey. They can smell that you’re a newly-mated couple.” 
 
    Aidan leaned against the wall, crossing his arms as he said, “The first guard is an unmated male shifter who would physically touch you during a search. My hyena instinctively might take that as a challenge to his position as your mate, which would lead to me brawling with the guards. Not the kind of impression I want to make on my first day of work. To keep that from happening, security did the smart thing and had you searched by an older, mated male who wouldn’t come off as a threat to my spirit animal.” 
 
    “Huh, that makes sense.” 
 
    Once we were inside the large cubicle with its circle set in silver in the middle of the floor, Judy grabbed me up in a tight hug and whispered, “It really is good to see you, darlin’. Makes me feel better to know you got at least some of your mates to help keep you safe. With the Veil tearing all over the place like a wet tissue in a washing machine, it eases my mind to know you’ve got help nearby. How are you feeling? Ted said one of the tentacles grabbed you before we managed to banish them.” 
 
    “I’m good.” The memory of my terror as the demon had tried to snatch me had my heart racing, but I managed to sound normal as I said, “I see security has stepped up after the…what are they calling it, microburst?” 
 
    “Right, microburst.” Judy snorted, then whispered as she waved her wand over my hands while I stood obediently in the circle. “I can’t believe, with everything that is happening, the Coven is still trying to cover shit up and pretend a demon attack never happened in our nation’s Capital. All that witch power wasted on keeping people ignorant instead of building up our defenses. I may not be able to do anything about the decisions the National Coven makes, but I’m still one of the heads of security for the museum. We’ve hired on a dozen new guards, and I’ve been personally checking the wards around the building, fixing anything that’s been tampered with.” 
 
    She motioned me out of the circle and Aidan took my place, holding his arms out so Judy could check him over as he said, “Someone’s been messing with the wards?” 
 
    “Yep,” she spat out, obviously pissed. “Gotta be someone with either demon magic or access to our security system, ‘cause our cameras keep on going out.” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” Aidan said as she placed a crystal in first his right hand then his left. “I know a thing or two about wards. Studied with Fred Swifthawk back in the ‘30s.” 
 
    Judy’s eyebrows rose up high as she made a low whistle. “Fred Swifthawk? I’m impressed. That cranky old bastard didn’t like working with anyone. Coven tried to get him to take on apprentice witches dozens of times, he turned them all down…but he took on you. Well, I prayed to the Goddess this morning for help, and it looks like She sent you.” 
 
    Aidan stepped out of the circle, joining me. “I can’t be away from Syn for very long, but I’ll give you what help I can.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Judy said with obvious relief. “Lemme get someone to cover my station, then you and me can go walk the grounds. Mind if I bring a couple witches with us to watch you work?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine.” Aidan took my hand in his own, his gold-flecked blue eyes searching my face. “Is that okay with you, my Queen?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said quickly, giving his hand a squeeze. “You do what you need to do. I’ll be safe here in the museum.” 
 
    His mouth tightened, and he glanced around with a suspicious look as Judy went to talk to a man and woman in guard uniforms waiting nearby. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive. Go help Judy keep the wards on this building strong.” I leaned up on my tiptoes, running my fingers over his soft beard. “Just don’t be gone too long. I have a lock on my office door and a fantasy that involves you bending me over my desk.” 
 
    Giving me an all too brief kiss, he pulled away reluctantly. “I’ll be there as soon as I get done with Judy. Be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he muttered right before he gently grabbed the back of my head and brought my lips to his. 
 
    Warmth spooled through me, and I wrapped my arms around Aidan’s thick neck, brushing my fingers over the fine fabric of his suit jacket. His delicious blueberry muffins smell grew stronger, spiced with his growing desire. Our tongues stroked together, and I dug my nails into his shoulders when he groaned against my lips. Need blazed through me, and I pressed my hips to his, rocking against his erection. 
 
    “A-HEM,” Judy said loudly. 
 
    Jumping back, I looked down at the floor as I pretended to smooth my skirt, my face flaming with a hot blush. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you lovebirds,” Judy said in a dry voice with a hint of laughter, “but I don’t think the folks out there need any more of a show than you already gave them.” 
 
    Embarrassment cooled any lingering desire, and I glanced over at Aidan. Rather than looking chagrined, he seemed to like that everyone had seen us kiss. His shoulders were back, and his already large chest puffed out with pride as he smiled down at me.  
 
    “You have no shame,” I grunted as I picked up my backpack and slung it over one shoulder. 
 
    “Nope,” Aidan said in a cheery voice as he gave me another quick kiss. “I’ll see you soon, and we’ll take your desk for a test drive.” 
 
    “Goddess help me,” Judy muttered as she took Aidan’s arm by the bicep. “Come on, lover boy. Let’s get you out of here and clear the air of all the hormones you two are puttin’ out. Last thing we need is a bunch of horny shifters runnin’ around. Nobody would get any work done.” 
 
    As I made my way to my office, I kept getting distracted by new sights and smells. I felt like a dog with ADHD, distracted by every unfamiliar odor, and my inner hyena wasn’t helping me focus. She wanted to explore the museum, to investigate all the new and interesting things and people. I found myself almost wandering off a few times before I made it to my office. 
 
    I flashed my ID over the lock on my door, frowning when I found it already unlocked. The familiar scents of my office washed over me as I opened the door and stepped inside the small room. While miniscule, the office boasted a window that looked out into a pretty courtyard, and I had to squint against the bright sunlight as I closed the door behind me. 
 
    “Hey, you have those samples from Peru?” a man asked from right next to me in a thick Canadian accent. 
 
    “What the hell?” I yelped, spinning to see a semi-familiar face staring back at me. 
 
    It was Nelson, one of our full-time research assistants. He’d always reminded me of a blind mole, with his pink skin and thick glasses. It didn’t help that his mouth and nose were so small they were almost abnormal. With thinning brown hair, he wasn’t much to look at, but he was brilliant. He was just one of those people who didn’t really know how to communicate with other people. I mean, I may be a stammering dork at times, but he truly didn’t get social nuances and things like that. 
 
    For example, not announcing his presence and basically sneaking up on me. 
 
    Or letting himself into my office. 
 
    “Hey, Rowley, do you have those samples?” 
 
    Calming my racing heart, I adjusted my backpack before I faced him. 
 
    “Which samples, Nelson? And how did you get into my office? The door should have been locked.” 
 
    “I had security let me in.” He frowned at me, his already small mouth scrunching up until it almost disappeared. “I need the crystals.” 
 
    Holding my hand up, I slid my backpack off my shoulder and placed it on the small gray loveseat bathed in sunlight from the window behind my desk. “Hold on, you had security open my office door? Nelson, that’s uncool.” 
 
    To my surprise, he seemed to get angry, small dots of perspiration breaking out on his quivering upper lip. “I need the crystals.” 
 
    Since I obviously wasn’t going to get any sense out of him until we discussed the crystals, I crossed my arms and stared at him. “Which crystals?” 
 
    “The ones from Peru, from the Miro mines. They exhibited some interesting electrical properties and one of our government research partners wants to study them. I can’t tell you anymore, because it’s Top Secret, but you need to give them to me.” 
 
    I was glad I wasn’t facing him, because my heart lurched into my throat. Shit, I knew the samples he meant—those negative black crystals my friend sent me a few months ago, the ones I’d completely forgotten about. My spirit animal shifted restlessly inside of me as I tried to figure out a way to keep those samples out of anyone’s hands. Maybe I was just overreacting, but I’d rather wait and see what I could figure out about them before I let anyone else have access. 
 
    But why would the government want them, and why would they classify their research as Top Secret? I mean, the request in itself wasn’t unusual. Uncle Sam had deep pockets and we always worked with different branches on various projects. I personally had secret level security clearance which allowed me to deal with some potentially very dangerous elements.  
 
    Then something occurred to me, and I frowned as I turned back to Nelson after I set my backpack next to my desk. “Those crystals aren’t even in the system yet, aside from their initial entry, and I doubt they’ll be leant out to anyone anytime soon. How did they know I even have them?” 
 
    Nelson glared, then shoved his glasses up his nose with one finger. “Look, Rowley, I don’t have time to explain everything, but I need you to find those crystals. Okay? They were entrusted to your care, and it would look really bad for us if you lost them.” 
 
    I was glad I’d taken the time to hide the samples, even though it had seemed like the act of a crazy woman at the time. “It probably got moved somewhere. You know how chaotic the vaults are.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he frowned, clearly displeased at the notion that something was out of place. “Make sure you let me know when you find them, okay?” 
 
    “Will do,” I gave him a false, merry smile. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Nelson frowned, then nodded. “We’re glad to have you back, Rowley. I hope you’re feeling better. I know a lot of people were shaken up after that windstorm. Glad you weren’t hurt.” 
 
    I gave him a crooked smile, kind of weirded out by the fact that his mind had been wiped by the witches’ illusion to believe the demon attack had been nothing more than a freak downdraft.  
 
    “Thanks, Nelson.” 
 
    After he left, I stared at my computer, wondering if I should go check on the crystals to make sure they were safe. Then again, with as squirrely as Nelson was behaving, I had a feeling that he might follow me into the vaults. This whole crystal thing was just another layer of weird in my already crazy life. Deciding I would deal with it later, I went through the hundreds of emails that had piled up in my inbox while I was ‘sick’ and got lost in my work. Aidan texted me that he was having an early lunch with Judy and some of the guards, which was fine by me. I hated feeling like I slacking at my job, and all my absences due to illness and injury had really, really put me behind. I snacked on a protein bar and some trail mix I had stashed in my desk, determined to empty my email before the end of the day. 
 
    I had no idea how long I’d been working when my friend Diana waltzed into my office, her rapidly clicking heels going silent as they went from the stone of the hallway to the carpet of my room. She squealed at the sight of me, her black hair held back in a high ponytail graced with a cherry red bow that matched the belt on her black dress. Her white sweater set off her tasteful pearls, and she oozed 1950s sophistication, at least until she opened her rather randy mouth.  
 
    Diana was one of my best friends and a fellow shifter. But she was a raven instead of a hyena, and that gave her eyes purple sparkles instead of gold like my own and Aidan’s. In her late nineties, she looked like she was in her mid-twenties thanks to her shifter genetics. Evidently, we aged slower if we lived with a group of our people. Like, our spirit animals living together slowed the aging process or something. I had no idea how it exactly worked, only that I’d been shocked as hell to learn my friend had actually lived through the 1950s. 
 
    Despite her age, she had an immature streak that would stick with her until the day she died. 
 
    “Syn!” Diana grinned at me as she said, “I got your text and I can totally set you up with my waxer to take care of your hair-down-there situation. What did you call it? A reverse mohawk?” 
 
    A man’s laughter came from the hallway through the door Diana had left open. Aidan strolled through wearing a huge grin and carrying a white paper bag that smelled delicious. 
 
    “Reverse mohawk? Yep, that’s about right. I was thinking more along the lines of a crooked racing stripe.” 
 
    I shot Aidan a glare as he grinned at me. “Shut up.” 
 
    Diana turned around and gawked at my mate giving him an appreciative up and down look. “Holy shit I didn’t even seen you!”  
 
    “I noticed,” Aidan said as he tried to hide a smile. 
 
    “Hi, Diana,” I muttered as Aidan took a seat at one of the chairs in front of my desk and Diana sat in my loveseat. “Nice to see you as well. I’m good, thanks for asking. Oh, and thank you for the appointment for my lady bits.” 
 
    Trying to peer around me to get a better look at Aidan, Diana said, “I could have told you that waxing with human stuff was a no-no.” 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t think to call and ask you for your advice before I landscaped my lady garden.” I sat behind my desk and closed out the email I was working on. “Kay, thanks for stopping by and totally embarrassing me, talk to you later.” 
 
    “Stop being such a poop,” she huffed. “Aidan doesn’t care that we talk about carpet cleaning, do you?” 
 
    Aidan rolled his lips before responding, “I don’t know, I kinda like the stripe. Like a cute skunk.” 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, completely offended. “That’s my vagina we’re talking about, Mister. I’ll thank you to not refer to it as a skunk. Ever.” 
 
    “I said a cute skunk,” he smirked as he set the bag on the edge of my desk. 
 
    Diana stood up and moved over to Aidan, holding out her hand. “Hi, I’m Diana, Syn’s bestie. And you are?” 
 
    He shot me a questioning look and I smiled. “It’s okay, you can trust Diana. She might look flakey, but she’s cool.” 
 
    “Hey,” Diana said with a pout. 
 
    Aidan took her hand with a small smile and shook it. “Hello, I’m Aidan, Syn’s mate and Beta.” 
 
    She blinked, “Wow, you’re the Beta? Damn, I’d have sworn by your dominance that you were her Alpha. Either way, I’m glad to meet you and I wish you and your mates a long and happy life together.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aidan said as they sat down again. “I’m a very, very lucky man to have such a wonderful Queen.” 
 
    My stomach growled as I lifted my chin at the bag at the edge of my desk. “Is that for me?” 
 
    “Yep. You said you hadn’t eaten yet last time I texted you. Figured I could pick something up for you on the way just in case you were hungry.” 
 
    “I had a protein bar, but I’m still starving,” I held out both my hands like a greedy kid. “Gimme.” 
 
    Laughing, Aidan handed over the bag and left me to happily dig into a delicious turkey and cheese sandwich followed up by an enormous chocolate chip cookie. While I chowed down and tried to clear out some of my emails, Aidan and Diana chatted like old friends. It made my heart happy to see them getting along, and Aidan sent a little burst of love through our bond, making me feel all glowy inside. 
 
    A knock came from my door as I was throwing away the remains of my late lunch, then Ted sauntered through, his big body making my already small room seem even more cramped. Since I’d known Ted from pretty much birth—my parents were best friends with him and his wife Janet—his size never intimidated me. I have no idea where they found lab coats that fit him, because he was built like a tank, a huge barrel of a man with a mighty presence to match. Physically he looked like he was in his late fifties with his salt and pepper hair, but Ted was a bear shifter and had to be well over a hundred and fifty years old. Whenever I asked him how old he was, Ted would get all vague and just say he was older than dirt.  
 
    Annoying. 
 
    Closing the door behind him, Ted gave Diana a quick hug before moving over to Aidan with a huge smile. 
 
    “Well, Aidan, I see you survived your transition. You’re a big son of a bitch, too. How are you feeling?” 
 
    My forehead drew tight as I watched them men embrace. As far as I knew, Ted and Aidan had never met, which meant Ted knew Aidan when he was Nadia. Interesting.  
 
    Rolling his shoulders, Aidan smiled. “I feel great.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, Ted stepped back and took Aidan in from head to toe. “No matter how many times I see a transformation, I’m never less than amazed at the Mother Goddess’ power.” 
 
    A hard flush hit Aidan’s cheeks, and I drawled, “Sooooo, how do you two know each other?” 
 
    The briefest flicker of guilt in both their scents reached me, feeling like tennis balls wrapped in poison ivy smacking my skin.  
 
    “We met through Nevoj,” Aidan said quickly. “When I visited you at the hospital with our Alpha, Ted was there with you.” 
 
    “Nevoj…” Diana said, her eyes narrowing as she thought. “Wait, holy crap! Your Alpha is Joven Bissonette?” 
 
    “Keep it down,” Ted rumbled. “This isn’t public knowledge yet.” 
 
    Diana slumped back into the loveseat, her eyes wide. “I bet not. Wow…just…wow.” 
 
    “You can understand why we want to keep it quiet,” Aidan said as Ted sat in the chair across from him.  
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” Losing her usually cheery smile, Diana gave me an unexpectedly grave look. “Dang, Syn, you don’t do anything halfway do you? Not only are you a latent Queen, but you’ve managed to tag one of the most infamous and sought after hyena shifters out there. I’m just glad you don’t have to deal with Queen Talia as a mother-in-law. I saw her once, many years ago, and she was…well, she was scary as hell. I had nightmares about her for months afterward.” 
 
    “From what Nevoj told me, she sounds like she was a horrible person.” 
 
    Ted shifted, the chair creaking in protest. “Horrible doesn’t even begin to cover it. She wiped out half of the hyena shifter population before she settled down to rule.” 
 
    “Half the population?” I gasped. “Why didn’t anyone try to stop her?” 
 
    “It was internal hyena politics,” Ted said with a shrug. “Wasn’t much the bears could do about it. This was before my time, but my grandad told me that back in those days, anyone who stood against her or tried to stop her soon found themselves and everyone they loved dead.” 
 
    Diana nodded. “My great-gran said the same thing. Said the best her flock could do was try and help some of the hyenas that managed to escape, but no one would dare stand up to Queen Talia. She didn’t bother the other shifter species, so everyone pretty much turned a blind eye to what was happening. After all, we had problems enough of our own already. A series of magical plagues decimated our numbers, and with our already low birth rates plummeting, we focused our energy on trying to stay alive.” 
 
    “Same with the lions,” Ted added. “They had their own problems to deal with. By the time anyone figured out what Queen Talia was doing, it was too late to stop her. Everyone was relieved when she got off the warpath and stopped killing.” 
 
    “Oh, she kept on killing,” Aidan said with anger thick in his scent. “She just had the power to cover her massacres up. Her witches made sure of that.” 
 
    “Wait.” I pointed to Ted. “You’re, like, super old, but Queen Talia was alive in your grandpa’s time? Which had to be what…the 1700s?” 
 
    Ted gave me a sour look but nodded. “Best we can tell, Queen Talia was born in the fourteen or fifteen-hundreds.” 
 
    I slumped back into my chair, the wheels rolling me back slightly from my desk. “How did she live to be almost six hundred years old?” 
 
    “Nobody knows.” Diana rubbed her arms, as if cold. “But her flunkies and allies all lived longer than usual lives as well.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Ted brushed a hand through his thick silver and brown hair. “That was part of her allure. Everyone knew what she was doing was wrong, and those with morals withstood the temptation, but even good men, when nearing the end of their life, become desperate for it to continue. An extra couple hundred years to live could tempt a man in a way money and power never could.” 
 
    “That makes sense. It’s fucked up, but it makes sense.” 
 
    An email drew my attention, and I sucked in a sharp breath as I clicked on the title.  
 
    Memorial Service for the Victims of the Windstorm - Saturday 6 pm in the mezzanine.  
 
    I had to close my eyes after I read the long list of names of all the people who had died during the demon attack. Eighty-six people, ranging in age from nine-months to ninety-two years. All those lives, wiped out…or worse. Taken to the chaos realm where the Goddess only knew what they had to endure.  
 
    Someone clapped their hands near my head, startling me. “Syn?” 
 
    “What? Sorry, I got distracted.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aidan’s concern scented the air between us. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” I waved at my computer screen, trying to blink back tears. “Just a notice about a memorial service for all those poor people who died during the demon attack.” 
 
    Diana made a mournful noise with an eerie echo of a raven’s cry in it. “Yeah, I’ve been working with the media and my department all day coordinating it. They want to live broadcast the service. It’s a fucking headache and a half.” 
 
    “From a security standpoint as well,” Aidan added, stretching out his long legs. “There’s going to be all kinds of political bigwigs attending, all wanting their moment on camera so their constituents can see them properly grieving.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the shifters,” Ted said. “The local clan, pack, pride, and flock leaders will be there as well. Seems like everyone lost someone.” 
 
    Diana chewed on her lower lip as she studied me. “Syn, I don’t know if you should go to the memorial service.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well, some of the hyena Queens will be there. I don’t know if it would be a good idea to have such a…public confrontation with them.” 
 
    I bit back a flash of anger as I said, “You really think they would start shit at a memorial service?” 
 
    “I’m not saying they’d start a brawl.” Diana rolled her eyes. “Too many cameras. But there will be subtle power and domination games. With you being as young and powerful as you are, it might rile up your hyena enough that she’ll force you to react if any of them challenge you. A simple dominant glare from the right Queen could have you losing your shit.” 
 
    “Oh.” I lost some of the indignant starch in my spine. “Yeah, that wouldn’t be good.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ted said as he tapped a blunt fingernail against his firm lips. “This might be a blessing in disguise. They won’t be able to make any aggressive moves on you in such a public place, so it would give you the upper hand… If you could control your hyena.” 
 
    Aidan laced his hands over his firm stomach, a considering look on his face as he studied me. “And the fact that there will be so much sorrow will help dampen your anger. Even if your inner hyena was provoked, she wouldn’t disrespect the Mother Goddess by disrupting what amounts to a funeral service.” 
 
    Crossing her legs, Diana pointed at Aidan. “Not only are you good looking, but you’re a smart cookie. Nice to know at least one of Syn’s mates is more than eye candy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aidan said in a dry voice.  
 
    Ignoring them, Ted lifted his chin in my direction. “This would also help deal with the gossip about you flying around.” 
 
    “Gossip about me?” My stomach gave a painful twinge, the memories of the bullies from my past slicing through me. “What gossip?” 
 
    Aidan moved to my side of the desk and began to poke around the various stuff filling my selves. “While you were reading your email and zoning out, Ted was telling us how word has gotten out that you’ve found your Beta.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Aidan’s shoulders dropped a bit as he looked at me. “Last night we were photographed kissing on your porch. It’s a blurry shot, probably taken from a distance, but you can still make out who we are. Whoever it was, they were far enough away that the guards didn’t notice them. I am sorry we failed you, my Queen.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I drummed my fingers nervously on my desk. “Not even the best security in the world can keep out the paparazzi. Any idea who it could have been?” 
 
    “Anyone and everyone,” Diana said with a small, sad smile. “You’re hot news right now, Syn, in the shifter community. A human who became a hyena Queen after saving what amounts to a lion shifter princess’ life? Lots of people are interested in you.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered, resisting the urge to bite my nails. “Just great.” 
 
     “Look,” Diana said, the ruby heart necklace wore glittering as she leaned forward into the sunlight, “This is good because people know Aidan, he has a solid reputation, and no one really has any beefs with him. But, it’s also kinda bad because Ted is no longer officially your protector.” 
 
    “Why not?” I tried to hide my hurt feelings, but some of it must have seeped through in my scent.  
 
    “Because I’m your protector now.” Aidan’s offense poked at me like the bristles of a stiff brush. 
 
    “So why can’t you both protect me?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Aidan bit out, his anger icy and fierce. 
 
    “Why are you so mad? Is this some shifter thing I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Yes,” Diana said quickly, her ponytail swinging as she empathetically nodded. “As your mate it is Aidan’s right to defend you in all things.” 
 
    Ted must have seen my confusion because he added. “I’m not part of your den, and if I tried to guard you, knowing you have a mate, I would be insinuating that your mate can’t protect you. A big insult.” 
 
    “A killing insult,” Diana shivered. “I’ve seen fights to the death for less.” 
 
    Reaching out, I grasped my desk and slid my wheeled computer chair over so I could grab Aidan’s hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t protect me. I just meant that I don’t want Ted to go away. He may not be part of my den, but he’s always been a part of my life since like the day I was born. He’s family.” 
 
    Letting out a low huff of air, Aidan’s icy anger thawed as his blue eyes warmed. “I know, Syn. And I’m sorry I snapped at you. I know how much he means to you and I would never try to separate you from those you love. I’ll fix this.” Turning to Ted, Aidan said in a very formal voice, “Speaking on my Alpha’s behalf, we acknowledge you as Synthia’s family, by spirit if not by blood, and ask that you be her guardian.” 
 
    Pride and happiness radiated from Ted as he stood up and came over to my desk, sweeping me up into a hug. “We love you too, Syn. You’re the daughter of my heart and clan, and I happily accept the role of guardian.” 
 
    I swiped at a tear. “What does that mean? Guardian, you make it sound like it’s a title.” 
 
    “Because your dad has passed, Ted has assumed the duties of your father if he’d been alive.” 
 
    I frowned at Ted. “But you already do that.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ted nodded. “But as you are now a mated female, your mates must agree for my guardianship.” 
 
    “Shifter stuff,” Diana chirped up. “But it is unusual for your guardian to be of a different shifter species. Usually we stick to our own, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “That’s dumb.” 
 
    She shrugged, “I don’t make the rules, I just follow them.” 
 
    I looked over to Ted, “Is this going to cause problems for you and your clan? Being my guardian?” 
 
    A dark look came over Ted’s face as he shook his head. “No, we’ve got bigger things to worry about right now.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Aidan sat back in his chair, his blue and gold speckled eyes growing serious, “Judy took me for a walk around the building. Something or someone has definitely been messing with the wards.” 
 
    “Demons?” I asked as I nervously glanced out my window. 
 
    “No…” Aidan stroked his beard as he followed my gaze, looking outside. “I don’t think so. No reports of power outages or freaked out humans reporting demons walking around.” 
 
    “That we know of,” I said bitterly. “Maybe they’re all over the place and the witches are just covering it up.” 
 
    Diana shook her head. “No, witches wouldn’t work with demons.” 
 
    “Then why are they saying it’s a windstorm when we all know it’s not? Wouldn’t it be better for everyone, safer for everyone, if people knew about the demon attacks?” 
 
    Ted grunted. “But if we tell them, then all the humans lose the protection of the Illusion. That would be a very, very bad thing with all the tears in the Veil.” 
 
    “Goddess,” I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes. “This is all so complicated.” 
 
    Pulling his phone out of his pocket, Ted made a face. “I need to get back to work.” 
 
    “Me too,” Diana said as she stood, then frowned as she looked down at her own phone with a groan. “Great, now they have the Secretary of State coming to make a speech at the memorial.” 
 
    “Shit.” Aidan and Ted exchanged a grimace. “Security is going to be bonkers.” 
 
    Diana gave him a sweet smile, her blue and purple flecked eyes glittering. “Good thing we have such a big, brave strong Beta like you to help us deal with it.” 
 
    Aidan rolled his eyes while Ted came over to me and said in a low voice, “I am honored to be your guardian, kid. Couldn’t love you more if you were my own.” 
 
    “Ted,” I croaked out as tears flooded my eyes, “I love you, too.” 
 
    He enveloped me in a hug I felt from the top of my head to my toes. As I turned my face into his chest to try to hide my tears, the scent of his love wrapped me up even better than his arms. He smelled of family, of birthday parties and evenings spent roasting marshmallows, of the feeling that you got sitting down to dinner with those you cherish, everyone laughing and happy. I hugged Ted tight, drawing strength from him.  
 
    His phone chimed in his pocket, and he let me go with a squeeze. When he pulled back, his eyes were suspiciously watery, and he swallowed hard as looked away. Despite being the size of a tree, Ted had a soft heart. It only made me love him more. 
 
    Aidan put and arm around my waist and tucked me into his side, the blueberry muffin flavor of his smell mixing with the lingering traces of Ted’s affection.  
 
    “Gotta go,” Ted said as he visibly put some steel in his spine.  
 
    Feeling a little embarrassed by my weeping, I tried to cover it up with a wave. “Bye, Ted.” 
 
    He grinned, then blew me a kiss. “Bye, Synthia. Call Janet and set up dinner sometime soon. You know she’s dying to meet your mates, and she’s going to want to give you a proper party announcing my guardianship.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will.” 
 
    “Make sure I’m invited,” Diana chirped. “I haven’t been to a bear party in eons.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ted said as he held the door open for Diana then glanced out into the hall. “Aidan, how long until your…friend returns?” 
 
    “Depends on how long it takes him to find the rightful owners and make his deliveries.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll talk to you later,” Ted said with a final wave. 
 
    Once the door was shut, Aidan took my hand with a growl. “Finally.” 
 
    Giving him a puzzled look, I allowed him to lead me across my small office to my gray loveseat. “Finally what?” 
 
    “Finally we’re alone, and I can get my dick inside of you.” 
 
    “As romantic as that sounds…” I batted at him as he sat on the loveseat and tried to pull me down with him. “We don’t have time to have sex right now. I have soooo much work to catch up on.” 
 
    “How about a quick blowjob?” 
 
    The thought of tasting him sent a naughty tingle through my body that had my nipples tightening, but still I said, “No.” 
 
    “Handjob?” 
 
    “Negatory.” 
 
    He gave me a pleading look, “Show me your tits while I jerk off?” 
 
    Another tingle from this mental image, a much stronger one that had my clit growing sensitive. “Aidan, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    He went to run his hand through his hair, then scowled when he realized it was still back in a ponytail. “All morning I’ve been thinking about you, how you look when you cum, what you taste like. I could still smell you on my skin, and I’ve had to carry my suit jacket in front of me to hide how hard I was. My dick aches for you.” 
 
    As he spoke, the scent of his desire rolled over me. I unconsciously took a step closer until I was stood between his spread thighs. “It aches?” 
 
    With a low growl, he nodded and fisted the impressive bulge in his pants. “I’ve been hard for so long without relief, that it’s painful.” 
 
    His mind brushed against mine, and I lowered the barriers between my side of the bond and his. 
 
    Instantly, hot, insistent, painful male lust blasted through our link. 
 
    “Shit,” I stammered as my knees went weak. “Reel it back. Too much.” 
 
    The bond muted and Aidan gave me a guilty look. “Sorry, I just wanted you to know how I felt.” 
 
    An echo of his lust still teased at me, and the memory of how he felt had me dropping to my knees between his spread thighs. “Let me ease you.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to protest. “No, my Queen, you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    After glancing over my shoulder to make sure the door was locked, I gave him a wicked smile. “Of course I don’t have to, I want to. It’s my right to take care of my mates, correct?” 
 
    He didn’t fight me very hard as I unclasped his belt. “It is.” 
 
    “Then let me taste you.” 
 
    I slowly unzipped his pants, and he lifted his hips so I could slide them and his underwear down his thighs. The crisp hair of his legs felt ticklish against my palms as I massaged his thick thigh muscles while admiring his cock. He’d trimmed back his pubic hair, and I leaned forward, licking his shaft from where the base met his balls all the way to the tip. 
 
    “Sweet Goddess,” Aidan groaned out as his head thumped back against the couch. “That feels so fucking good.” 
 
    Grasping his shaft with one hand, I wrapped my lips around the fat head of his cock, my mouth straining to accommodate him. The salty, musky taste of precum eased out of the slit as I licked at him, opening our bond so I could feel his pleasure. Relief and bliss, my sucking on his dick was an interesting combination of the two sensations, and I moaned deep in my throat at how good this felt for him. I sucked him deeper, slowly going down inch by inch until his thighs were tight as steel with tension. The head of his shaft tickled my throat and I swallowed, earning another groan from Aidan. 
 
    “Fuck yes, that’s it, my cinnamon girl. Suck that cock. Fuck.” 
 
    Moving my head up and down, I sucked and licked at his erection, my own arousal growing hotter between my legs. I squeezed my thighs together as I knelt before him, wiggling a little so my clit was rubbed with each move. Inside, my pussy kept on clenching, the ache to be filled growing by the second. But I held back, wanting to feel Aidan’s release sliding down my throat. Rubbing my fingertips over his balls, I could feel them drawing up as Aidan began to thrust into my mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Use your tongue…oh Goddess, that feels so good. Suck my balls.” 
 
    I did as he demanded, smiling to myself at the sounds of pleasure that came from him as I carefully sucked one ball, then the other into my mouth. 
 
    When I pulled back, he swooped forward and picked me up by my armpits to straddle him. 
 
    “Your cunt is wet,” he snarled, “I can smell your need. Do you want my cock, my Queen?” 
 
    “Always,” I gasped as I rubbed my panty clad pussy on his erection. 
 
    Reaching between us, he jerked my panties to the side as I grabbed his shaft and lined us up. With a little jerk of his hips, he breeched me. We both groaned as I spread my thighs wide and sank down on him. The feeling of him filling me, of his shaft stretching me tight, had my head rolling back on my shoulders. Using one hand, he grasped my hip and began playing with my clit with the other. 
 
    “Ride me,” he ordered with a little slap on my butt.  
 
    I didn’t bother to respond, instead putting my hands on his wide, strong shoulders for support as I began to lift and lower myself, the drag and pull of his cock inside of me making me shiver. Aidan leaned forward and began to nip at my breasts through my shirt and bra hard enough to make my pussy clench. He must have liked that sensation, because he did it harder, sending pleasure pain streaking from my breasts to my clit. 
 
    Using two fingers, he began to stroke my oversized clit like it was a real erection, jerking me off as I rode him. The idea was weird, but the feelings he was giving me erased any apprehension. I was on fire for him, riding him faster, our panting breaths mingling with our mutual moans and sighs. Leaning forward, I captured his mouth, pressing our bodies tight together as he moved his hand so he could hold me by my ass with both hands. 
 
    Bucking up into me, the feeling of his furry abdominal muscles rubbing against my enlarged clit had me getting closer to my climax by the second. My whole body seemed to tingle, and everything felt incredibly sensitive as he fucked me hard enough to make our thighs slap together. I had to tear my mouth from his right before I came, tossing my head back and crying out as he fucked the orgasm out of me. Aidan shuddered beneath me, bucking into me like a wild stallion as he joined in our mutual release. My pussy clenched his dick over and over, wringing every bit of cum out of him. 
 
    We lay there for a long time, each of us shivering as we cuddled close. Eventually, he started to soften and I got off, then cleaned us up as best I could with the box of tissues from the desk. I felt wonderful, floating and relaxed, yet my thoughts seemed to have somehow sharpened as well. When I said there is something magical about fucking my mates, I wasn’t kidding. Sex with them left me feeling boosted and energized, like I drank an entire pot of coffee. 
 
    Humming, I leaned down and gave a deeply relaxed Aidan a kiss after we were both done righting our clothes. “Mmmm, thank you for that. I was wrong. We’re going to fuck in my office, a lot.” 
 
    He dug into his pocket for his phone while saying, “Happy to be of service to my Queen.” 
 
    I went around to my desk, still stressed about the amount of work I had to do, but not obsessing over it like earlier.  
 
    “Nevoj says hi, and he misses you,” Aidan said as he looked at his phone. 
 
    “What else did he say?” 
 
    Aidan gave me a distracted look before returning his attention to his phone as he tapped away at it. “That things are going well.”  
 
    Lifting my eyebrows at his deliberately vague reply, I said, “What exactly is Nevoj doing right now? I know he’s out of contact somewhere in the wilds of Thailand meeting with a raven Queen, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s meeting with Banríon Amudee, and he returned an enchanted tapestry that belonged to her ancestor’s court.”  
 
    “Enchanted tapestry?”  
 
    He smiled. “It’s a weaving like a rug—” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “I know what a tapestry is, but how is it enchanted?” 
 
    “They vary depending on the spell, but this one, when activated, showed an ancient ceremonial scene of a long-forgotten flock winning a battle against the danjal. The image would move and flow just like our modern-day televisions, giving us a forty second glimpse into what must have been a key moment in the battle.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really cool.” 
 
    “It is, which is probably why Talia wanted it. She had no interest in the beauty of something, only it’s worth. Everything with her was about power and gaining more. Money and nice things were helpful in this endeavor.” 
 
    “This enchanted tapestry—are there more magical objects like it?” 
 
    “Sure, lots of stuff. I have no idea how much of it sits in the Bissonnette vaults, but I’m sure there’s a lot in there. Wish this shit was over with, so we could go explore. There’s so much I’d like to show you, so much you haven’t been able to see because you were human.” 
 
    I toed off my shoes beneath my desk, stretching my legs out. “It still pisses me off to think of how a stupid spell could make me literally blind to the world around me. Without my consent. Just thinking about all the stuff I missed, how helpful it would have been to know these things growing up, makes me mad. I mean, how did I not know that my neighbor across the street, Mr. Freely, is a raven shifter? Or that the Washington Monument is actually covered in carvings depicting famous scenes from witch history?” 
 
    “Yeah, that does suck. I wish I could take you to the vaults, but we need Nevoj to get into most of them. The spells are keyed to the blood of his mother’s line. Without it, we’re stuck.” He suddenly sat forward with a grin. “Wait, what am I thinking? We don’t need to go to the vaults for you to see some of the best magical artifacts in the world. Put your shoes back on.” 
 
    I slipped my feet back into my shoes with a sigh. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He grabbed my hand in his own, his big fingers engulfing mine. “Come with me.” 
 
    “But I have so much work to do,” I protested, trying to dig in my heels which had utterly no effect on Aidan. 
 
    “It can wait a few minutes. You need to see this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
    As Aidan pulled me out of my office and into the hall, I was glad no one was around to see the spectacle. “Aidan, seriously, I have a mountain of work to catch up.” 
 
    “It can wait, seriously.” He grinned over his shoulder at me. “You’ve been working all morning and most of the afternoon. Surely you can take a break for a moment to go see the shifter and witch exhibits in the hidden magical wing?” 
 
    Suddenly curious, I stopped resisting him and instead held his hand as I walked by his side. “I really shouldn’t…” 
 
    “Come on.” He chuckled. “We’re technically going to see stuff at your work, so that counts as working, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” I muttered, not putting up much of a fight as my curiosity flared to life. 
 
    He led me through the museum like he’d worked here his whole life. We passed a few of my coworkers, but didn’t stop to talk. After he’d taken me to an unfamiliar elevator in a small locked room I’d never noticed before, he practically vibrated with anticipation. 
 
    Watching him bounce on his toes, I smiled. “Why are you so excited to show this to me?” 
 
    “Because you love learning new things, and I love making you happy. Literally. The scent of your happiness is like a drug to me. It makes me feel all…. glowy inside. It’s something all your mates will feel when we’re around you.” 
 
    We exited the elevator into a marbled foyer with a few chairs and a table, along with a large, closed door on the other side. “So me being happy makes you high?” 
 
    “No, it makes me happy. Like that feeling I get when you smile at me, the gold in your eyes gleaming like a million doubloons scattered on brown velvet.” 
 
    I had to fight the dreamy sigh that wanted to escape me. 
 
    My cowboy—he was both a poet and a gentleman. 
 
    Stepping closer, he grabbed me by the hip and pulled me to his warm, suited body. 
 
    Running his nose along my neck, he said, “And when you’re turned on, when your pussy is nice and hot—that is like a drug. And the reason why we at least try to have more than one mate with our Queen at a time. Even if she requests privacy with her chosen mate for the evening, one of my brothers will stand guard for us nearby. Because they know that tasting you, coating myself in your scent and pheromones, will turn me completely stupid with lust.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh and stepped back to put a little distance between us. “Yeah, well, unless you want every shifter within two feet of us to smell how much I want you, hands off, mister.” 
 
    “I’ll be good.” He winked and held out his arm. “Come on, there are some things I want to show you.” 
 
    I let out a soft gasp as we exited the room into a wide cream marble hallway with towering ceilings. Directly across from the room we’d just left there stood a giant grey stone elk…that moved. The overhead lights caught on bits of mica in the stone, adding a sparkle that contributed to the illusion that I was looking at a living animal instead of a statue. 
 
    “No way,” I whispered, staring at the moving statue. “What is it?” 
 
    “A totem spirit.” 
 
    Startled, I turned away from the sight of the wonderous statue grazing on what looked like stone grass. “A what?” 
 
    “A totem spirit.” 
 
    “Is it alive?” 
 
    “No. It’s simply a sculpture that’s been infused with the magic of its creator. In this case, to protect whatever place it calls home.” 
 
    “Whoa…” I moved closer, but still well clear of the bannister encircling the statue. “That’s cool. Is it sentient?” 
 
    The stone creature continued to graze, seemingly oblivious to our presence as Aidan said, “Yes, but it doesn’t as much think as it does exist.” 
 
    I blinked as my mind tried to wrap around that idea. “Huh.” 
 
    Chuckling softly, Aidan took my hand in his. “You haven’t seen anything yet, come on.” 
 
    The noise level increased as we drew closer to what I assumed were the public exhibits. As we walked through a large, carved marble archway I stumbled to a halt as my jaw dropped open. There was just so…so much. So much of everything. And all of it beyond belief. Colors, sounds, smells and emotions filled me as I took in wonder after wonder. More living statues, more moving tapestries, and objects that burned, froze, and glittered. I swore I could feel the magic filling the room, like it was a sweet, but faint vibration against my skin. Like the buzz of a hummingbird near your ear. 
 
    Before today, I would have sworn this area of the museum was all research labs and storage. Not this wonderland of magical artifacts and priceless knowledge. Like the rest of the museum, each piece had its own placard and display. It gave the exhibits a feeling of familiarity, as did the sight of museum employees going about their daily tasks. The ceilings were high, at least two stories, and I marveled at what looked like the skeleton of a dragon with enormous wings hanging above us. It had to be at least as big as the famous whale that greeted visitors in the non-magical parts of the museum. 
 
    “Dragons are real?” I whispered as I stared up. 
 
    “They used to be,” Aidan said as he stared at the articulated skeleton above. “They vanished around five hundred years ago along with the unicorns.” 
 
    “Unicorns are real too? Crazy,” I muttered as the sound of a child shrieking drew my attention back to the crowd.  
 
    Even though it was early, there were still a lot of people here, and I took in a deep breath, drowning in the smell of so many shifters. They didn’t look any different than the usual tourist crowd. Parents pushing kids along in strollers, senior citizens of every nationality slowly meandering past the displays, and what looked like a group of high schoolers being led around by one of the museums tour guides that I faintly recognized. But beneath the skin, every person here was blessed with magic. 
 
    Soon the input, the sheer mass of scents and sounds became overwhelming, and my head hurt as I tried to differentiate and catalog them all.  
 
    “Aidan?” I whispered as my vision started to get a little blurry. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He scooped me up in his arms bridal style and carried me back to the hallway with the totem statue. 
 
    “I’m okay…just so many smells.” 
 
    “Is everything all right over here?” a woman asked from somewhere behind Aidan. 
 
    As he turned with me still in his arms, I found a familiar shifter watching us closely. The pretty brunette bear shifter smiled at me, and I smiled back at the sight of one of my friends from the museum. I’d met Bee, short for Beatrix, through Diana. Bee was one of my casual work friends, and we’d hung out a couple times. Though she was a bear shifter, she belonged to a different clan than Ted. With her long brown hair tucked back beneath the baseball cap, and her stern, no nonsense expression, she was downright fierce and intimidating as hell if you didn’t know her. 
 
    My inner hyena crept forward, sniffing the air. 
 
    Powerful, my hyena seemed to whisper in my mind. My animal spirit felt Bee was very powerful and dominant. I don’t know how Bee’s scent told me she was dominant, it just did, and my hyena gave off a feeling of respect and curiosity as she came closer. The tall bear shifter intrigued her, and she let out a little chirping bark inside my soul. 
 
    “Hey, Bee,” I poked at Aidan, trying to get him to put me down.  
 
    Frowning, she took a step back, her hand lowering to the gun at her hip. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “Do you know me? Of course you know me. It’s me, Syn Rowley. You’ve been over to my house a bunch of times for game night with Diana.” 
 
    She blinked, and the brilliant blue sparks in her brown eyes flared bright when she smiled. “Syn! I totally didn’t recognize you. Crap, Diana told me you were a latent, but it had totally slipped my mind with all the craziness lately. Look at you! Come here and give me a hug!” 
 
    Aidan lowered me to my feet, but he kept a possessive hand on my waist. Ignoring him, I pulled away enough to give Bee a good hug. When she rubbed her cheek against my own, my hyena let out a pleased rumble. I’d read that shifters were touchy with other shifters that they liked, but I’d underestimated my own need to make sure she was carrying my scent. My animal spirit was more in charge of my body than I was as I marked Bee. She giggled when I rubbed my cheek vigorously against hers. 
 
    “I like you too, Synthia, but your mate is going to skin me alive if you don’t stop rubbing on me.” 
 
    “Mother’s tits,” I winced and took a step back. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize I was molesting you.” 
 
    “You’re fine. My little sister just got her spirit animal, so I’m used to new shifter antics. And I’m flattered that your hyena considers me a friend. My bear likes you, too.” 
 
    Aidan’s voice came out deep, almost growly, as he pulled me close and said, “I take it you know each other?” 
 
    “Sorry, Aidan, this is my friend, Bee.” Turning to the other woman, I couldn’t help but preen a little as I said, “Bee, this is my mate, Aidan.” 
 
    Holding out her hand, but making sure to step on the side of Aidan opposite to me, she smiled. “Nice to meet you, and congratulations on finding your Queen.” 
 
    Still giving her a warning look, his scent prickly with jealousy, he gave Bee’s outstretched hand a firm shake before quickly releasing it. “Thank you.” 
 
    I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes. “I didn’t know you worked here.” 
 
    “Normally, I work in the human section. With all the…troubles, they’ve beefed up the security all over the museum.” Glancing behind her, the skin around her eyes tightened. She scanned the crowd as she lowered her voice, “So many shifters in one place, so many humans with their children—this whole area is a disaster waiting to happen if they don’t take shit seriously. Thankfully, the bear clans at least are paying attention and acting accordingly. I even heard Judy and her witches are going to try to put a new permanent ward around the old ones on the building to make it extra safe.” 
 
    “Are they doing that anywhere else?” Aidan asked suddenly. 
 
    “Doing what?” Bee studied my mate’s face, her attention narrowing on him.  
 
    “Doubling the wards.” 
 
    Her lips turned down as she tapped her chin. “I don’t know. It’s not something I’ve really thought about.” 
 
    “Why would they double the wards for a museum, but not the State Capital or the White House?” 
 
    Bee pursed her lips. “Maybe they are?” 
 
    “I would have heard about it,” Aidan replied, his grip on me growing tighter. “Something is going on that they’re trying to cover up.” 
 
    Bee’s eyes narrowed as she put a hand on her utility belt. “What are you thinking about, Aidan? I can smell the suspicion on you like a wet blanket soaked in gasoline.” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I could as well, and I sneezed.  
 
    He glanced around, then lowered his voice. “Things just aren’t adding up. Or I’m missing some pieces of the puzzle, but the actions of the witches aren’t making sense.” 
 
    “Judy said the same thing.” Bee added in a low voice, “That the Coven seems to be doing more to cover this stuff up than stop it.” 
 
    “Later,” Aidan said, “we’ve got company.” 
 
    Bee glanced around and I did as well, realizing how many people watched us closely from the entrance of the hallway to the public exhibit area. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered. “Why are they are staring at us?” 
 
    “Don’t you know you’re famous, darlin’?” Bee drawled as she turned her back on the crowd. “You’re hot gossip right now. Seeing you is like seeing one of the Kardashians out in public. Latents are rare, Queens rarer still, and coming from a completely human background, you’re somewhat of an oddity in the shifter world. We’re curious by nature, so you shouldn’t be surprised that your existence would turn some heads. And now you’re appearing with your first mate—Alpha or Beta?” 
 
    “Beta,” Aidan said quickly. 
 
    “Right, your Beta out in public. And you’re obviously together. It’s clear in your body language, and the way he snarls at anyone who gets close to you.” Her nose wrinkled, and she grinned bigger. “Plus, you both reek of pheromones and sex. I bet they’re checking you out to see if they might want to petition you to join your den once you establish yourself as a Queen. Speaking of which…where are your Lady’s escort?” 
 
    “Lady’s escort?” 
 
    “Well, they’ll be your Queen’s guard one day, but Lady’s escort for now.” 
 
    “I have guards?” 
 
    “Of course you have guards.” Bee took in my frown and understanding dawned in her eyes. “Right, not raised a shifter. I know hyenas do things a little differently than bears, as we just have our two clan leaders instead of a Queen and her harem, but all leaders of every shifter race have their own personal guards. It’s just the smart thing to do. In a world full of predators, the last thing you want to be seen as is easy prey. Your personal guards are totally loyal to you. Bet there’ll be a lot of competition to be part one of your guards.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your guards and their families will become part of your den,” Bee said as she turned slightly so she could keep an eye on me, and the main section of the museum. “See, anyone who seeks to join your den will have to be personally approved by you. The positions in a new Queen’s court are usually highly sought after. Plus, there’s the fact that you’re not a cruel woman, you’ve existed outside of the bloody political scene, and you’ve bonded a powerful male as one of your mates. To hyena shifters without a home, and there are a lot of them, you’re their last hope for a long life and safety for their children. There will be fierce competition to earn a place in your den, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But you can’t accept just anyone,” Aidan said in a serious voice, his hands landing on my shoulders. “I mean it. Some of these hyenas are without a pack for good reason. I know you’re going to want to take in every stray, but you can’t. The entire den relies on you to make good decisions for everyone, not just your heart. You are responsible for the final say on anyone joining our extended family, and your people will be trusting you to keep the bad guys outta our den. While you may feel sorry for someone and want to give them a chance, you have to be sure you aren’t endangering your people.” 
 
    “Goddess, you act like I’m some bleeding-heart moron.” 
 
    Bee shifted, the leather of her utility belt creaking. “He’s just worried that your natural empathy will hinder you from being a good ruler. I’d take his advice, if I were you. I know of a Clan out west that took in a stray without vetting him first. He ended up being a serial killer and slaughtered some people before he was caught by the Clan Leaders and put down. This isn’t something you would consider, because you don’t have the same life experiences that Aidan and I do having grown up around shifters. Listen to your Beta’s council. Let him help you.” 
 
    The bubble of my anger pricked. “Sorry, you’re right.” 
 
    “No apologies needed.” Aidan rubbed my shoulders, the tension leaving me as his yummy scent warmed my heart. “You’ll make the right decisions when the time comes, I have faith in you.” 
 
    My heart softened as the truth of his words enveloped me like a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    Aidan’s phone beeped, and he took it out then glanced down. “I need to take this; it’s you know who. He’ll get pissed if I don’t answer.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll hang out with Bee. And give him, err, tell him I said hi.” 
 
    “You’ll want to go back by the elevator you came in on or your phone won’t work correctly. Too many artifacts nearby.” 
 
    Aidan flashed her his stunning smile, and I almost went to kiss him goodbye, but I held myself back. 
 
    There were too many people watching. 
 
    By watching, I mean outright staring at us as if they were mentally recording our every move. Whispers rose around us, too faint for even my sensitive hearing to make out. It reminded me of the hiss of snakes, and my hyena took note that not everyone in the crowd was happy to see me. There were those who may have appeared bored to the human eye, but I could scent their distrust and distaste. 
 
    An uncomfortable prickle ran over me, and Bee noticed as I took a step back from the crowd. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you the Mother’s sanctuary. It’s really cool and private.” Bee nudged me forward and whispered, “You’re getting overwhelmed trying to take everything in at once. Focus only on my scent. Smell me, smell the honeysuckle lotion I use, the perfume of my hairspray, my bear musk. Ignore everything else. Listen to only my voice. Focus on me, Synthia and slow your breathing. In….and out…Good.” 
 
    I did as she told me and tried to smell and think about only her. My mind began to quiet, and I realized I was breathing rather fast, and that my heart drummed loudly. Turning away from the crowd, I took a deep breath, connecting to the smell of Bee. Inside, my hyena gave a little yelp, still feeling uneasy around so many people. I took a step closer to Bee and that helped settle my animal spirit. I had the strangest sensation…my hyena felt respectful yet friendly to Bee’s inner bear, and that the esteem was returned. Bee’s animal spirit was strong, fierce, and my hyena somehow knew would have her back in a fight. 
 
    “Better?” Bee murmured. “You’re doing great. It’ll get easier as time goes on. Soon you’ll unconsciously be able to block out unwanted stimuli. Think of it like visiting the monkey house at a zoo. At first, the smell of shit is unbearable, but by the time you leave, you barely even notice it.” 
 
    That made me give a weak giggle, and helped me further regain control of myself.  
 
    “Thanks. I was kinda feeling like a robot whose circuit board was overloaded.” 
 
    “Totally normal,” she assured me. “One sec, I’ll let Aidan know where to find us.” 
 
    After she told Aidan our plans, I followed Bee through the crowd. Right away, I noticed how people seemed to clear a path for us, and I tried to keep from gaping at all the sparkling eyes around me. Sure, there were some witches who looked totally human due to their strong glamour, but it was mostly shifters. Bears, ravens, lions, and hyenas—they all turned to watch us pass, and I had to fight myself to keep from hunching. Thankfully, my hyena shared none of my insecurities and insisted we strut through this place like we owned the bitch. She was dominant, she was Queen, and she wasn’t going to let me creep past people like a scared mouse. 
 
    I didn’t quite strut, but I settled for not skulking and made myself walk at a steady, even pace. 
 
    Despite my attempts to appear outwardly calm and professional, I still fiddled with my lanyard, flipping it over so people couldn’t see my name. Like that would help. I’d heard ‘Synthia Rowley’ whispered from more than one pair of lips, as well as ‘Aidan Brennon’ and ‘mate’ while we walked by groups of people. We passed more moving statues, along with musical instruments that appeared to be playing on their own. The sight of a jade serpent eating a jade mouse in a display case had me almost tripping over a toddler, so I made myself focus only on the back of Bee’s dark ponytail as she led me through the crowd. While falling on my face in public was never high on my list of things to do, being watched by hundreds of people while eating floor would be even worse. 
 
    Thankfully, I managed to follow Bee without embarrassing myself. A few people had attempted to approach me, but Bee scared them away with a deep and intimidating growl if they got too close. There was no mistaking the sound, it registered on all levels as a warning, and no shifter was brave enough to risk her displeasure. 
 
    The fact that she was armed probably helped, too. 
 
    Turning to the left, I gasped as instead of another carved marble hallway, I found a long, rough stone passage leading to the entrance of what appeared to be a cave. 
 
    A beaded entrance to a cave.  
 
    One that seemed to exhale the cool scent of the earth like we were deep, deep underground. 
 
    Instead of in the middle of the museum. 
 
    Nothing weird about that. 
 
    As we got closer, I realized the colorful things strung together on long gold chains weren’t beads at all. I mean, they were, but they weren’t made of plastic or glass. No, there was easily, like…hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of rings just hanging there. Some silver, some gold, some shiny and new while others had the patina of time. Most of them boasted jewels worth tens of thousands of dollars. Maybe hundreds. On the human side of the museum, our security was super tight, with everything safely kept away from the public’s grabby hands. People would try to steal anything that wasn’t nailed down and some things that were. One time, someone stole all the stall doors in a third-floor men’s bathroom.  
 
    That one still baffled me.  
 
    With as greedy as people were, I couldn’t believe the museum had all these jewels just hanging where anyone could take them.  
 
    Looking over her shoulder, Bee stopped with a grin that gave her a slight dimple. “Trust me, no one is stealing anything from the Mother.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You were thinking out loud that someone was going to steal these.” She ran a hand through the strands of rubies, diamond, and sapphire rings glittering between her fingers. “But you have nothing to worry about. Everybody knows better than to steal from the Mother’s temple.” 
 
    “Temple? Is that what this place is?” 
 
    “Yes, this is one of her sacred places, brought over through magical means from Europe not long after the museum was founded.” She slipped her finger into one of the rings, rubbing her thumb over the diamond before sliding it off again. “And as far as why no one has ever tried to take a ring, well, have you ever had the Goddess pissed off at you for defiling her Temple?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “It’s not a pleasant experience. Last fool that tried to take her tribute died a swift and gruesome death.” Bee carefully picked among the strands until she found what appeared to be a diamond wedding ring secured to a silver chain. “And if the threat of her holy wrath wasn’t enough, lots of people have pledged to defend this Temple in exchange for finding their husband or wife. These engagement rings? People spend as much as they can on a ring then gift it to the Mother by placing it on her alter. The stone swallows the ring, and it reappears in here—somewhere. The temple inside was dedicated to love before humans built their first city. It’s considered one of the most powerful sites in the world.” 
 
    Now that I was looking closer, I marveled at the thousands of rings glittering from the thin chains. “Did all these people find their mates?” 
 
    “No idea. Some do, and they come back and take pictures with their ring. It’s very romantic.” Embarrassment and a hint of a sweet, cotton candy sticky type of longing filled her scent for a moment. “Sometimes, I wonder if I should take three months of my salary and buy a ring.” 
 
    “You’re looking for your mate?” 
 
    Blushing harder, she looked at the ground like a shy teenager rather than a kickass bear shifter. “I am very dominant with the potential to be a Clan leader.” 
 
    “Like I have the potential to be a Queen?” 
 
    “Yes. And just like you, I have a destined mate. It will take a certain…type of shifter to attract both myself and my animal spirit.” 
 
    Trying to lighten the mood, her pain spiked out of her scent like little needles, I said, “What is your type?” 
 
    She fiddled with the rings, avoiding my gaze. “How much do you know about bear shifter culture? Do you know how the female Clan leader’s pick their mate?” 
 
    “No.” I tried to read the engraving inside what looked like a men’s bronze ring, but it was in a language I didn’t know. “I’ve mostly been researching hyena stuff. And I really don’t want to talk about Ted and Janet’s sex life with them.” 
 
    She chuckled and looked behind us as if checking for anyone listening, then turned to me with a hot blush turning her cheeks red. “Well, in the bear culture, even though the male co-leads the Clan, the females dominate the bedroom.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a small smile, finding it cute that she was embarrassed to share that tidbit with me. “I’m dominant with my mates as well, except for my Alpha.” 
 
    “Nooooooo.” She huffed out a breath, her embarrassment thickening the air around me until it felt like a clingy gel. “We’re dominant. As in our mate submits to us in the bedroom.” 
 
    Frowning, I turned away from the rings to look at Bee. “Like BDSM stuff?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. Ugh, this is worse than giving the birds and the bees speech to my sister. You know how, because you’re a hyena Queen, or a potential one, your mating habits are different from most hyenas?” 
 
    Thinking that was an understatement and a half, I nodded, “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a potential clan leader. Because of this, my animal spirit was made for one mate and one mate only. His bear will be my bear’s equal in strength and dominance. Though he will be physically larger and stronger than me and be the official leader of the clan, he will be submissive to me in the bedroom in a way he would never be with anyone else. In fact, most male bear shifters that have the potential to be clan leaders are dominant in and out of the bedroom before they meet their mate. It is part of our courting process for the female shifter to get the male to submit. With ravens, it’s the opposite—the male is dominant in the bedroom while the female runs the flock as their Banríon, their Queen.” 
 
    “Huh.” Taking in her still burning cheeks, I tried to help her relax. “That’s a lot easier than changing genders.” 
 
    Her relief was cool silk against my psychic senses. “Yeah, I don’t know how you hyena and lion shifters do it.” 
 
    Not in the mood to talk about myself and my mates confusing situation, I turned my attention back to the strands and strands of rings. “Do you have to spend a ton of money in order to find your mate? Three months’ salary means eating a lot of ramen noodles.” 
 
    Bee smiled, the soft lighting making the blue sparks in her eyes appear to dance with amusement. “Not at all. You’ll find everything from bits of twine woven into a ring, to the kinds of cheap rings you get at a flea market that instantly turn your finger green in addition to the real stuff. It’s not the cost, it’s the sacrifice involved.” 
 
    “Oh, right. You want a blessing; you pay the price.” 
 
    “Yep.” Bee grabbed a nearby strand, holding up a simple gold ring. “You never know what kind of sacrifice lies beyond the surface. What things have happened that make this something special, something worthy of the Mother’s blessing of true love. The difference between you and me and the Goddess? She knows what the true worth of each ring is.” 
 
    My mind wrestled with the metaphysical implications of her words, trying to imagine what it would be like to be an all-knowing Goddess, and failing miserably.  
 
    “Well, I hope whoever it was, that they’re happy now.” I reached out and touched the rough rock wall next to me, running my fingers over what I thought was granite. “How did they get this over here? These rocks must weigh tons.” 
 
    “I have no idea. However it was done has been lost to the mists of time. From what I know about it, one day this was a hallway with offices, the next it was a piece of the European continent.” 
 
    “Really? Can we go in?”  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I started to part the curtain of rings, freezing as they sparked with visible bursts of light. “Wow, what was that?” 
 
    “Magic.” Bee winked. “If you’d been deemed unworthy, those pretty jewels would have zapped you with enough energy to send you flying out the door.” 
 
    I quickly dropped the strand. “Shi-err, fudge doodies.” 
 
    “Fudge doodies?” 
 
    “I don’t want to swear in front of the Goddess in her own house.” 
 
    Bee laughed, turning from just pretty to beautiful. “Come on, I think you’ll be okay.” 
 
    The rows and rows of easily nine-foot-long strands clicked and clattered as we walked through, and I was too busy looking behind me to pay attention where I was going. To my chagrin, I bumped into Bee, making her stumble forward a couple steps. She made an odd noise, and I wondered if I’d managed to hurt her with my inability to focus. 
 
    Getting ready to apologize, I looked over at Bee and froze as the essence of the divine wrapped around me. 
 
    The room was amazing. In many ways, it reminded me of the magical caves where Nevoj and Aidan had gone through their transitions.  
 
    Instead of dirt, the floors were made of a pale, gleaming white stone that had an opalescent sheen. As the good-sized room went deeper into the cave, the stone became rich, dark earth. Torches that had to be magic lit the room, bathing it in bright light and dancing shadows. At the other end of the room stood an enormous old, old stone alter flanked by statues of the four guardian animals made of what looked kind of like silver, but not really. Fresh flowers adorned either side of a small walkway lined with glowing crystals leading to the alter. The scent of the flowers’ perfume should have been overwhelming, but instead I found myself taking deep breaths of the cleansing, sweet scent.  
 
    The walls were made of smooth, pale brown stone, but they glittered with more bits of jewels, and veins of gold and silver. Bee began to move closer to the alter and I followed her, still taking in the temple. Large mounds of pillows were scattered here and there on the floor, and I wondered what they were for. As we walked, I wished I’d taken the time to remove my shoes so I could feel the earth beneath my paws—errr, feet. That last thought snuck in for sure from my animal spirit who was sniffing the air curiously. 
 
    As we approached the altar, a woman moved out of the shadows, her purple cloak flowing behind her as her completely white eyes sought out my own. 
 
    Oh shit, Grace Darling—the most powerful witch I’d ever met and a woman who told me one day we’d be good friends and our kids would get married—was there. 
 
    And she wasn’t trying to pretend to be human anymore. 
 
    Clad in a classic cream wool pantsuit combined with a light teal blouse and scarf, she oozed class and sophistication. That is, if you found crazy ass witches—so chocked full of power their blonde hair was floating in an invisible wind—sophisticated. Power vibrated off her in waves, the flowers surrounding the alter shivering as she approached. Her skin had an otherworldly glow that lit her up like a firefly, and the bones of her face were longer, more delicate than the humans. The curved tips of her pointed ears—pierced ears with dangling Chanel logo earrings—were revealed as her hair continued to float in the winds of power coming from her.  
 
    “Lady Synthia Rowley,” Grace whispered in that weird, mesmerizing voice she got when she went all witchy. 
 
    “Grace Darling,” I responded, peering around a frozen in place Bee to find her staring straight ahead. “Um, what’s wrong with Bee?” 
 
    “The guard will not be harmed, but she cannot be privy to our conversation.” Grace stopped about six feet away, somehow standing on the flowers in her bare feet without crushing them. “To hurt anyone in the Mother’s sanctuary is a very, very bad idea. I hope you keep this in mind when I tell you what you need to know.” 
 
    “What?” It was hard to read her face when she was all Goddess-touched like this, but I thought I could detect a faint trace of stress in her scent. “Grace, what’s going on?” 
 
    Sunlight burned beneath her skin as she said, “I have your Omega.” 
 
    At once nerves and happiness flooded me. “Really? Wait—how?” 
 
    “Valaria is my familiar.” 
 
    Valaria, a powerful female lion shifter whose life I’d saved, had put out a Calling for my Omega for me. It was her gift, the ability to somehow magically lure people she’d never met to her side. I’d been skeptical that it would work, but obviously I should have had more faith in her. I knew Grace and Valaria were lovers, and that the other lion shifters did not approve of their union, but I didn’t know the lion shifter was also the witch’s familiar. 
 
    More excitement had me bouncing on my toes. “You really have her—er, him? My Omega?” 
 
    “I do.” She withdrew something from her pocket and tossed it to me. 
 
    I caught it reflexively, still buzzing with the idea that I’d found my Omega. Looking down, I found a rolled-up woman’s navy blue silk scarf. It had gorgeous gold embroidery along the edges and looked expensive. I almost asked Grace what it was, but then I caught the scent trapped within the fabric and my hyena raced to the surface. 
 
    With my animal spirit in control, I held the cloth to my face and took a deep, deep breath of the most delicious apple cobbler scent ever. Instantly, I had a mental image of a wonderful cabin somewhere in an idyllic wood in the fall. In the weird way, scent created mental images in my mind, I could smell apple cobbler cooking in a woodfire burning stove, and the hint of fall from the forest. The next inhale brought more information, the hint of a woman’s musky scent. My mate. 
 
    Small explosions seemed to go off inside my head as my body cataloged that scent, committed it to memory and wanted immediately to track it down. Not just because I wanted to find my mate, but because I could smell her fear in that fabric. There was a low undertone of unease and anger, a tiny trail of pheromones that alerted me to her distress.  
 
    “Where is she?” I growled, my voice low and rumbling with anger.  
 
    “Somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Grace, give her to me.” 
 
    “First, you must pay the price.”  
 
    My upper lip lifted in a snarl as I growled, “What price?” 
 
    Grace’s alien features seemed to somehow soften, and her voice was gentle as she slipped her hand into her pocket then brought out a folded piece of paper. “Your Omega is a powerful seer. She goes into trances and draws images of the things she witnesses. Synthia, she’s seen you and what she observed was not good.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Handing me the paper, she simply said, “Look.” 
 
    I opened it up, then held the paper up to the glow Grace was putting off so I could see it better. At first glance, it looked like a page out of a comic book. The illustrations were beautiful, expertly done in pencil, and I recognized myself right away. In the first image, I was in clearly in the hospital, with an IV in my hand and wearing a hospital gown. The drawing showed me after my transition, in my new form as I looked down at my new body with obvious surprise. 
 
    In the next frame, Diana was sitting next to me on the bed and we leaned into each other.  
 
    And in the next picture, we were talking about what had happened to me, about my mates. To my horror, I recalled my callous words as I read them.  
 
    The last panel showed a close up of my face, my eyes wide with tears, my lips twisted in disgust as I said, “I’m going to make chicks grow dicks, Diana. How is that natural? How is that not bad? That’s fucking insane!” 
 
    My heart broke as I realized my Omega must have been devastated by my callous words.  
 
    “I didn’t mean it,” I said as my voice cracked and my hand holding the paper shook uncontrollably. “She must think I’m a horrible person, but I didn’t mean it. I’m so sorry. I have to explain it to her, please.” 
 
    Grace shook her head, her hair still floating. “Your Omega is very hurt. She has had a rough life, but the thought of her Queen kept her going when others would’ve given up. I was there when she had this vision and, Synthia, it hurt her deeply.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I repeated, feeling desperate. “Where is she? I have to explain it to her. I have to apologize.” 
 
    Grace’s voice rang with echoes of the Goddess as she answered. “Listen well, young Queen. The price is not mine to set, but merely to relay to you. The Mother Goddess has a task for you and your mates, an important one. Complete it, and I’ll give you your Omega safe and sound. Fail, and I will hide her so well that you will never find her. Ever.” 
 
    I went to lunge at her, but it felt like a giant hand swooped me up then slammed me into the ground. 
 
    Letting out a heavy wheeze, I grabbed my side and wondered if my ribs were broken. 
 
    Grace’s voice drifted over me, the faint hint of amusement making me want to tit punch her. “I told you not to do violence in the Mother’s Sanctuary.” 
 
    Snarling at her, I pushed my way to my feet. “If you harm one hair on my Omega’s head, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said calmly, in a more normal voice. “I don’t blame you. She’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. I truly hope and pray you complete the Mother’s task. Without your Omega in your life, you will become unstable and everything we have worked for will fall. You cannot fail.” 
 
    The pain from being slammed into the ground still had me unsteady, so I bit back my urge to cause her bodily harm. “What’s the task?” 
 
    “Listen well, Synthia Rowley.” Grace held up her hands, a little glow forming between them. “You are to attend the rally to find the missing children that your mother is going to invite you to tonight. She is in great danger, you all are, but you must go. See what must be seen, witness what must be shared, and find out what is happening to the children.” 
 
    Grace began to glow brighter, the power she gave off strong enough to blind me. “My mom’s in danger? What’s going on? How do I protect her? How do I find the kids? What do I have to see? Please, you have to help me.” 
 
    Grace’s elfin features softened as she held her hands out to me, palms up. “Synthia Rowley, I give you every blessing that I can, and pray to the Goddess that you’re strong enough to see what must be seen. Only you have the knowledge to recognize it. I wish I could make your burden lighter, but things must be done a certain way or what little chance we have is lost. Please, trust me that everything I do is to make a safe place for our children, for all the Goddess’ children. I must go.” 
 
    “Wait,” I held my hand out, then flinched back as Grace vanished into a flash of light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Nevoj 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting in his black silk sleep pants, Nevoj stared deep in thought out the window of his bedroom in his private jet. There was nothing to see, only the unending black of the dark ocean far, far below. It was past midnight, and he was exhausted after spending all day trying to negotiate with the Banríon Amudee who ruled southern Thailand. He hated politics, hated the smiles that were as sharp as knives, the promises made with no intention to ever keep, the double talk that sounded good, but in reality was nothing more than lies. For the past two days, he’d done everything right, proven himself in every way that he could, but still had nothing to show for it. 
 
    But even as physically and mentally tired as he was, it lifted his spirits to speak with Aidan. 
 
    “Did you have any luck with the ravens?” Aidan asked, the echoing of a crowd in the background fading. 
 
    Aidan was with Synthia at her work, something that made Nevoj nervous. If he had his way, their Queen would be safely ensconced at their new den, surrounded by their people and protected. Unfortunately, other than a trusted few, none of Nevoj’s people knew who Synthia was yet. Oh, they knew Nevoj had a Queen, the whole gender switch was a clue no one could ignore, but they didn’t know who she was. For most people, this would have been a problem, but those loyal to Nevoj knew just how dangerous of a place the world could be and understood his caution, even if they were eager to meet their new Queen. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Nevoj growled as he tapped at the cool glass of the window with his fingertips. “Amudee has been playing games with me. While she appreciated the return of her ancestor’s artifact and made all the right noises about being eternally grateful and looking forward to a future of working together, she refused to believe my warnings that the dark is rising. She said that humans were warlike creatures, and the current spate of wars and disasters was nothing new.” 
 
    Aidan made a frustrated noise. “How can she doubt you? Has she not turned on a TV or looked at a newspaper?” 
 
    Nevoj rubbed the back of his neck with one hand as he glanced over at the small television mutely playing on the partition at the foot of the bed. An image of a large building set fire by mobs during a protest dominated the large screen for a moment, then it switched to a line of ambulances treating the wounded from the latest terrorist bombing. All across the globe, the governments of man were under attack, though no one seemed to realize it. To the vast majority of the world, all of these tragedies happening at once were just terrible coincidences. They didn’t yet realize the danger all of humanity faced. 
 
    “No, she hasn’t. Queen Amudee spends her days sequestered away in her palace in the jungle in blissful ignorance, surrounded by her court of ‘yes’ men and noble ass kissers. She could give a shit less what was going on in the world as long as it doesn’t disturb her.” Nevoj ran a frustrated hand over his short hair. “She’s an old woman, and I got the feeling that her time is coming to an end, and she knows it. The affairs of the world just don’t seem to interest her anymore.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Aidan groaned. “So, no luck getting her to contact the Venandi for you?” 
 
    “None. She denied they even existed, saying they were nothing more than a myth.” 
 
    Aidan swore some more before he said, “But we know her son Kiet is one of them!” 
 
    “She doesn’t trust me,” Nevoj said as his frustration made his voice sharp. “No matter what I do or say, they all believe I’m like my mother. That I’m just trying to lure them into a false sense of security before I betray them. She’ll deny the very existence of the Venandi all day long if she believes she’ll be protecting her son from me.” 
 
    “This is such fucking bullshit,” Aidan seethed on the other end of the line. “How long are you going to have to pay for the crimes of your mother? How long will you be blamed for her actions?” 
 
    “Until the day I die,” Nevoj said as he sat forward, looking down at his bare feet on the beige carpet.  
 
    Aidan’s voice was lower as he said, “She misses you.” 
 
    They both knew who ‘she’ meant, but while modern technology was wonderful, it also wasn’t foolproof. “And I miss her, deeply.” 
 
    And he did. Synthia was the last thing he thought of before he went to sleep at night, and the first thing in the morning. He missed her smell, her taste, and the way her smile made him feel like the sun was shining on his soul. His inner hyena was growing more pissed by the day at their separation. It didn’t understand politics and the games that humans played with each other. It had tolerated the separation, because it knew on some level that Nevoj was trying to do something to protect their Queen, but its patience was running thin. His inner hyena felt that their Queen was in danger without Nevoj there to protect her, and he urged Nevoj to return to Synthia’s side. He wanted to, oh how he yearned to hold her in his arms, but they needed more warriors. Warriors unaffiliated with any Queen or King, warriors that had trained to fight the dark from birth. Only the Venandi fit his need, and he had to find a way to convince them to serve in Synthia’s court. Unfortunately, his hope of being able to convince them grew thin as the realization that the shifter community might never truly trust him took hold. 
 
    Aidan told him about the wards being tampered with at the museum, then said, “Do you think you’ll be returning anytime soon?” 
 
    He wanted to tell Aidan that he was already on his way home, but he didn’t trust the phones. Technology, while a wonderful thing, was also easily hacked if one had the right resources. He hadn’t survived this long by being careless. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I have a few more loose ends to tie up.” In an effort to turn his thoughts away from his failures to secure the Venandi, he asked, “How are the preparations coming on our den?” 
 
    Listening to Aidan talk about the construction of their new home in western Virginia helped him to focus on something other than his own failings, and by the time he hung up with Aidan, he felt a little better. While he might not have been able to secure an alliance with either the Thai ravens or the Venandi for his Queen, he was building her a home that would hopefully keep them safe.  
 
    After he hung up, Nevoj sat back in the chair and stared out into the night. A sick feeling curled through his mind and stomach. He had the oddest sense that he was missing something, that he should be doing something… more to get their den ready to defend against the dark. But he’d gone over his plans a hundred times, talked with every expert there was, had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars to get construction crews to work on their reinforcements as quickly as possible. Yet no matter how many walls he added, or gates, or guard towers, it felt like their preparations weren’t enough.  
 
    A knock came from the door leading to his room and he inhaled deeply, his mind cataloging the scents flowing through the air and recognizing the familiar smell of his guard, Luka. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    One of his oldest friends and most trusted guards, Luka entered the small sleeping area, his steps almost silent despite the heavy combat boots he favored. At seventy-five years old, Luka was still considered young by shifters standards, but the hard look on his face belonged to a man who’d lived a difficult life. Once Luka had been a stunningly handsome man, but Queen Talia had ruined his face long ago in a fit of rage. A long, pale pink scar bisected the dark brown skin of his forehead and sliced down through his eyebrow before tapering off on his cheekbone. The side of his mouth was now pulled down in a permanent frown by another scar, this one extending over his jaw to the missing tip of his ear. Nevoj had been there the night those wounds had been inflicted, had been unable to stop his mother from delivering her brand of justice. 
 
    What had been Luka’s crime? What betrayal had the young guard done that had so angered the Queen she’d personally taken a knife to his face? He’d dared to refuse to bed Drusilla, Queen Talia’s second-in-command and a truly horrible woman. For that slight, Drusilla and Queen Talia had made certain that he’d never bed any woman again. The scars on his face were horrible, but the ones below his belt were even worse.  
 
    A shiver raced down Nevoj’s spine as he remembered Luka’s screams, and his own powerlessness to stop the torture, to save his friend. Afterward, after they were done unmanning Luka in front of the entire court, Nevoj had managed to spirit Luka out of the palace and get him to a healer, but the damage had already been done and the once proud warrior was permanently maimed. Just another tragedy to lay at his mother’s feet. Thankfully, Luka had managed to find the will to live, unlike some of the other victims Nevoj had tried to save. He was now one of Nevoj’s most trusted warriors, a man fiercely loyal to both Nevoj and their people. 
 
    Normally, Luka was unflappable, so when the scent of his worry and…maybe a hint of fear hit Nevoj’s sensitive nose, he tensed. 
 
    “What is it, Luka?” Nevoj asked as he took mental stock of the nearest weapons. “Trouble?” 
 
    There had been two assassination attempts while they’d been in Thailand—nothing out of the ordinary. Nevoj was used to people trying to kill him; it was his normal. From pretty much birth, people had been trying to end his life, so he’d learned early on to defend himself. Energy filled his muscles, heightened his senses, and he thanked the Goddess once again for giving him such a strong, powerful male body to defend himself with. 
 
    “There is…” Luka swallowed hard, then licked his lips as he said, “There is someone here to see you.” 
 
    “What?” Nevoj frowned in confusion.  
 
    Luka’s left eyelid twitched as he said, “She said her name is Yorba. She—ah, she just appeared in the middle of the plane and asked to see you.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that someone just popped up out of nowhere in the middle of my jet flying over the Pacific Ocean?” 
 
    Giving a jerky nod while placing his hand on his gun, Luka said, “I think—I think it would be best if she were to introduce herself.” 
 
    Following Luka out of the bedroom and into the sitting area of the suite, Nevoj paused in the doorway and blinked. 
 
    He knew she was a witch—the scent of her powerful magic rolled out from her like a wave—but she wasn’t like any witch he’d ever seen. For one, she was old—really old, with long white hair streaked with faded red hanging in a wild mass to her hips. For another, she wore a pair of sparkling silver pants that hung loose on her twig-like legs and a fluffy purple tank top with glitter along the bodice. Various neon rubber bracelets clung to her stick-thin arms, and her skin was as thin and wrinkled as crepe paper. In a weird way, she looked like someone’s great-great grandmother dressed up for a night of clubbing. 
 
    The old woman toyed with a light up yo-yo, doing some impressive tricks as she stood with bare feet on the elaborate blue and red oriental rug in the center of the room, seemingly oblivious to the various weapons pointed in her direction. 
 
    The movements of the yo-yo were strangely hypnotic, and Nevoj had to shake his head as his thoughts began to wander. 
 
    “Hello,” he said as he slowly approached the old woman, “My name is Nevoj. You wished to speak with me?” 
 
    The yo-yo continued on its up and down path, the old woman glancing at him before returning her attention to her toy. “My name is Yorba. I have a message for you from Grace Darling.” 
 
    Exchanging a look with Luka, Nevoj carefully took another step closer. “Grace Darling? The witch?” 
 
    The witch nodded. “She said that you need to return home. Your Queen needs you.” 
 
    There was a ripple of movement around the room as his guards all reacted to her words, but he ignored them, “Is she in danger?” 
 
    Yorba looped the yo-yo as she snorted. “Of course she is. We all are. Don’t ask foolish questions, son of the Destroyer. Although, I suppose you can’t help it. The curses on you are so strong, it is a testament to your strength that you can even see enough to have found your Queen.” 
 
    “Curses? What curses?” 
 
    Yorba rolled the yo-yo up into her palm with a practiced flick of her frail wrist as she gave him a pitying look. “The Goddess will help you to see, but there is a price. There is always a price. Are you willing to pay it?” 
 
    If there was one thing he hated about witches, it was dealing with their double talk and vague words. 
 
    But, if the strange woman was there on the behalf of the Goddess, it wouldn’t hurt to at least hear her out. 
 
    “What is it the Goddess wishes me to do?” 
 
    A small smile deepened the deep wrinkles on her face as she nodded to herself. “The Venandi will come for you when you land. You will go with them without a fight, but only if they promise to defend your Queen first.” 
 
    “Defend her from what?” 
 
    The look Yorba gave him was scathing. “The hungry dark, of course. You will remind them of their first law, that any who seek aid against the dark will find it. David is stubborn, his hatred for you is great—if not deserved—and he is as blinded by curses as you, but you will help him see. Tell him I sent you. Tell him the rats have eaten his eyes, but he must see.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. My Queen is under attack? Why are you not helping her?” 
 
    “I am helping her. Unlike you, I can see, and I see far, but not as far as Grace. Never play chess against her. You will lose.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense. Who are you? How did you get here?” 
 
    “Stand by your word, young Alpha,” the old woman said in a voice that vibrated with power. “Act with honor and all will be well. Trust in the love of the Mother Goddess, who is doing all she can to save her ungrateful children. The time to stop the madness crashing against the gates is long gone. All we can do now is save what we can from the coming storm and hold on long enough for the coming of the light. Three weeks, that is all the time we have left.” 
 
    There was a flash of green sparks and his ears popped as he lunged forward, trying to grab the old woman who had already vanished. 
 
    “What the fuck?” one of the guards mumbled. 
 
    Luka gripped Nevoj’s bicep with a wild-eyed look as he whispered, “Do you know who that was? That was Yorba the Wise.” 
 
    Nevoj tuned out the conversations around him as he focused on Luka as they moved to the back of the jet. “Who is she?” 
 
    “She’s a legend,” Luka said with awe shaking through his voice, “I-I didn’t think she was real.” 
 
    Moving over to the liquor bar secured between two seats, Nevoj poured his friend a glass of whisky before handing it to him. “Can I trust her?” 
 
    Luka knocked back the shot and let out a shuddering breath. “I don’t know. What I do know is that she was one of the last great witches to defy Queen Talia. Yorba vanished a hundred years ago, but stories of her turning up at key moments to turn the tide of battle against Queen Talia have been going around since before I was born. And I know Drusilla loathed her, that she somehow blamed Yorba for stealing her mate from her.” 
 
    A hard chill raced down Nevoj’s spine as he could practically feel the threads of fate wrapping him up tight. “Drusilla had a mate?” 
 
    Setting the empty glass on the table, Luka nodded. “She did. I was there one night when she was taking about it with Queen Talia’s pet witches. The witches told Drusilla that her mate was alive, but they couldn’t find him because Yorba had him cloaked in a spell powered by the Goddess herself that none of them could pierce.” 
 
    Sitting down heavily in a nearby chair, Nevoj leaned forward and rested his arms on his legs, his head hanging down as he tried to absorb this. “Mother’s tits. Do you think this is actually the Yorba?” 
 
    Nevoj looked up as Luka knelt before him. “My lord, my friend, we have no way of knowing if this witch really was Yorba, but I can tell you that, simply the fact that she appeared out of nowhere, in your plane flying over the ocean, it proves she has immense powers. Not many witches can jump the world anymore, and none with such precision. And she was certainly old enough to be Yorba. She was so old she made my teeth ache.” 
 
    Believing in Yorba, trusting her words, would be a huge leap of faith…but Nevoj trusted the Goddess. He knew without a doubt in his soul that she loved him as she loved all her children. If the warning Yorba had brought him was true, Synthia’s safety could depend on him trusting the witch’s word. 
 
    Standing up, he slowly scanned the room as he said, “When we land, if the Venandi come for me, you will not interfere.” There were immediate protests, but he raised his hand. “No, listen to me. In these evil days, our faith in the Goddess will be tested over and over again. We must trust her. We must trust that she sees and knows far more than our mortal minds will ever comprehend. If it is her will for me to be taken, then I must trust that she has a plan.” 
 
    There were more protests, but after talking with his people, Nevoj managed to get them to reluctantly agree to his strategy.  
 
    There was so much to do, and so little time.  
 
    Nevoj waited until everyone was busy before he pulled Luka aside. “I want you to go to Serenity Island and make sure they’re taken care of. The island is already self-sufficient with energy and water, but I need you to make sure they’re supplied with things they can’t make or grow on the island.” 
 
    Serenity Island was a special place, an island slightly larger than the size of Connecticut hidden in the Bermuda Triangle where Nevoj sent the people he’d managed to rescue from his mother to recover. While most were able to heal and move on, some were either too damaged to ever leave the safety of the island or chose to stay and help those who couldn’t take care of themselves. It was one of his proudest achievements, but also one of their greatest vulnerabilities. If the world was indeed going to shit, he’d have to make sure Serenity Island was able to take care of itself for an extended period of time. 
 
    Luka shook his head, the scars on his face contorting his features as he frowned. “No, my place is here with you.” 
 
    “I need you on the island,” Nevoj insisted. “If what the witch said is true, we have three weeks to stock it up as best we can. You’re one of my best men at handling logistics, so I need you to fortify the island, to make it as entirely self-sufficient as possible. Make it a fortress against the dark, a refuge in case all is lost. I need you to do this for me.” 
 
    Luka’s nostril’s flared as he took in a deep breath, then nodded. “As you wish.” 
 
    Grasping his friend’s shoulder, he gave it a hard squeeze. “Thank you. The court’s coffers are open to you, spend as much as you need. I have a feeling that in three weeks, money may be no more valuable than the paper it’s printed on. Get as many materials on the island as you can, mobilize our people, and stockpile medicines. Think of everything they will need to not only survive, but to thrive.” 
 
    Luka studied him, then said, “Do you really think it’s the end of the world?” 
 
    “I think it’s the end of the world as we know it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter EIGHT 
 
    Aidan 
 
      
 
    Looking over a Syn, he had to resist the urge to put his wrist on her forehead again to see if she had a fever. She looked pale beneath her natural tan, with dark circles under her eyes that hadn’t been there this morning. He’d still been on the phone with the den’s steward, going over some building issues with when Syn and Bee had found him. Bee told him Synthia wasn’t feeling well, and that he should probably take her home early. 
 
    Synthia had barely said a word, and even though she didn’t smell sick, he could tell something was really wrong.  
 
    Holding the door to his truck open for her, he gave her a quick kiss before helping her inside. 
 
    After he got in and started the big engine, he turned to Synthia and took her hand in his own. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She blinked at him a couple times, then began to cry and spilled out a fragmented story of what had happened in the museum while they were apart. 
 
    When she shoved a piece of carefully folded paper into his hands while weeping that she was a horrible person, he’d been surprised by the image inside.  
 
    “Syn…” he said softly after he’d read the beautifully illustrated comic. “You’re not a bad person.” 
 
    “I am,” she wailed. “My Omega hates me, my mom is in danger, kids are disappearing, and I keep screwing everything up.” 
 
    “Come here.”  
 
    Leaning awkwardly over the gear shift between them, he held her as best he could while she cried, his mind whirling. “So we need to be at the rally tonight to see something?” 
 
    Synthia pulled back, digging into her purse before she found a package of tissues. “Yeah, I think so. Grace wasn’t really clear with her instructions, and I’m probably forgetting some stuff, but she said we had to go to the rally to see something, but she couldn’t tell me what or it would screw things up.” 
 
    “That’s the way it is with possible witches, they can see the consequences and reverberations of what one decision could do. My mom used to say they were like a giant spider sitting on an enormous web, attuned to every moving strand of destiny. I think Grace is trying to help in the best way she can, to perform a very delicate balancing act of trying to shape the future.” He carefully folded the comic again. “And don’t worry about this right now. If our Omega is having visions of you, we’ll make sure the visions show who you really are. My strong, brave, smart and loving Queen who any man would be blessed to call a mate.” 
 
    Synthia fell into his arms again, and he had to admit he loved that she found comfort in his embrace. Rubbing his nose over her head, he inhaled the cinnamon smell of her unique scent, and his inner hyena yipped with happiness. Closing his eyes, going on instinct, he reached out mentally to his queen and tried to pour his feelings for her into their bond. 
 
    He must have succeeded, because she abruptly stiffened and her tears cut off. “What…is that coming from you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” He eased off their mental connection, his animal spirit rubbing against her soul before returning to his body.  
 
    “By the Goddess…” she whispered, “you love me.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’m your mate.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered, “you feel the same way about me that I feel about you.” 
 
    He couldn’t resist grabbing her and kissing Syn until they were both breathless. “You love me?” 
 
    Abruptly, the doors on his spirit were blasted open by a tsunami of warmth, joy, and love. He could barely remember to breathe as the emotions overwhelmed him, his Queen’s devotion rushing through his soul. Breathing, everything became unimportant as he lost himself in her. 
 
    Then an unexpected pain from his face brought him back to reality as the connection between them abruptly shut off. 
 
    “Aidan!” Syn shouted. “Snap out of it!” 
 
    Shaking his head, he grasped his hands into his hair and tried to center himself. “Well, shit. That’ll knock a fella on his ass right good. Damn.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Goddess.” His cinnamon girl peppered his face with kisses. “I thought I broke you.” 
 
    “No…no.” He smiled at her, the memory of her love forever sealed in his mind. “But maybe we shouldn’t do that again until we’re safe in our den.” 
 
    “Right.” She leaned closer, the golden sparks filling her hazel eyes like a storm of embers. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taking off his suit coat, he handed it to her. “You still look and feel tired. Why don’t you rest for the drive home? You can use my jacket as a pillow.” 
 
    She folded up his jacket with a soft smile. “Thanks. I am feeling a little worn out.” 
 
    He knew she was, could sense it in a way he hadn’t been able to before. Something about sharing their emotions strengthened the mating bond between them. Exploring the bond as he drove, he could feel when she slipped into sleep, when her mind finally quieted and a gentle, humming peace occupied the space her spirit had taken up in his body. It was such a calm, serene feeling that he almost got into an accident because he was so chilled out.  
 
    Withdrawing from their link, he was glad to know that he could still close the mental door between them. 
 
    Not that it would do much good if she wanted in. 
 
    But the thought of his cinnamon girl having unfettered access to his emotions didn’t bother him in the least.  
 
    As they sat in the afternoon traffic, he thought about everything that Synthia had told him, the things he’d learned while talking to Nevoj. His Alpha had hinted that there were important things happening that he had to tell Aidan about, but couldn’t over the phone. Nevoj didn’t say when he was returning, but Aidan had a feeling it would be sooner than later. He could almost feel his mate’s distress at being away from their Queen for even a few days.  
 
    Looking over at Syn sleeping, he reached over with his free hand and set it on her thigh, smiling to himself when she let out a happy murmur. 
 
    The simple act of touching his Queen steadied him, gave him strength and purpose as the magic between them flowed through his veins. He couldn’t imagine going without touching his Queen for days like Nevoj had, and he felt a renewed surge of respect for their Alpha. While he was thinking about it and stuck in traffic that wasn’t moving, Aidan typed out a quick text to Nevoj letting him know that he needed to come home soon, even if he didn’t accomplish his task. 
 
    Aidan wished he could tell his Alpha about their Omega, but he didn’t dare put such information into text. Images from the comic skipped through his mind, and he internally winced as he imagined their Omega’s reaction to her vision of Synthia. He had to admit, it didn’t paint his Queen in a good light. But he knew Synthia on a soul-deep level, and he knew that the picture had been drawn soon after she’d awoken from her coma. He wasn’t trying to make excuses for her callous words, but she’d been venting to a trusted friend in private about a rather overwhelming change in her life. If she’d had any idea that her Omega was somehow listening in on her, she never would have said those things. Hopefully, their Omega would see that Synthia was a good woman, that she deserved a chance. 
 
    That they all did. Without their Omega, the pack was doomed and Synthia would never become Queen. Shit, at least they knew their Omega existed. So far, trying to find Synthia’s Enforcer had proved to be a dead end. Even the best witches that money and favors could buy had been of no help. They all said the same thing—the Goddess had blinded them to the identity of their pack’s Enforcer. He only hoped their enemies were equally unable to see. 
 
    And he wished his Alpha was there, even though he knew Nevoj had no choice but to leave. 
 
    On the surface, Nevoj was doing a good will tour, returning stolen artifacts, but that wasn’t the real reason for his journey. Nevoj was trying to establish contact with the Venandi, the world’s greatest demon hunters. Something that had proven almost impossible to do. The Venandi didn’t trust Nevoj, didn’t believe him when he said he took no part in Queen Talia’s evil, and with good reason. The wicked bitch had made it her life’s mission to wipe them out. But Nevoj was nothing if not determined to secure the allegiance of the Venandi to Synthia, to have the world’s greatest demon fighters—or what was left of them—fighting for his Queen. 
 
    Aidan thought it was a fool’s errand, that the Venandi would never agree to anything with a Bissonnette, but Nevoj felt he had to try. During his time in Thailand, Nevoj had seen some things that had him convinced the world as they knew it was quickly coming to an end. Every civilization liked to believe they were permanent. Every powerful kingdom from the Romans to the Aztecs believed that their way of life would be the way the world worked forever. But forever was a long time and the essence of life was change and evolution. Nevoj believed that they were coming up on another global shift, a time when all would be in flux, a time of great danger. 
 
    Switching to the news on the radio, Aidan listened quietly for a few minutes as the somber female reporter spoke of wars heating up across the globe, of massive forest fires and rising tides, of sickness, disease, and death.  
 
    Society might not collapse, but it would definitely weaken, and Nevoj wanted their pack to be as protected and ready as possible before everything went to shit. Their steward in charge of keeping the den safe was busy working with construction crews to build homes on their massive rural property bordering the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains north of the Luray Caverns.  
 
    Dark thoughts ran rampant through his mind, and he prayed to the Goddess that Nevoj was wrong.  
 
    Caught up in his own reflections, he didn’t notice a car parked in front of Synthia’s house until they were almost pulling up to her garage. 
 
    The well-kept ranch home sat back from the road with a nice two-car garage attached to the house. Each home boasted big front and backyards, with mature trees lining the road. Synthia’s place was blue with white trim, and a yard that needed a mowing. The warm, golden afternoon light twinkled off the bronze wind chimes hanging from her front porch and created shadows over her lawn as the trees swayed in a light wind. 
 
    Eying the unfamiliar gold sedan, gently shook Synthia awake. “Hey, we’re home.” 
 
    He pretended not to notice as she wiped at some drool on her cheek. “Uh, okay.” 
 
    She looked so cute blinking at him like a baby owl, that he couldn’t help but lean over and kiss her soft, sleep warmed lips. The smooth, sweet taste of his Queen tempted him as he licked at her mouth, nipping and sucking on the full lower one. She made a happy noise in her throat that had his cock twitching as it grew harder, more sensitive and aching for her touch. When she sucked on his tongue like it was his dick, he reached over and grabbed her hand, placing it on his cock with a growl of need. 
 
    Her responding snarl of desire had his body primed and ready to service his Queen. 
 
    Something he might have done, if someone hadn’t knocked on his window. 
 
    Syn’s petite brunette mother grinned at them with an unfamiliar, blonde giant of a woman standing behind her. 
 
    “Oh my Goddess,” Syn groaned as she hid her head on Aidan’s chest. “Why? Why am I constantly being caught making out by my mom?” 
 
    “Because I missed out on dealing with this when you were a teenager,” Synthia’s mom, Carol, shouted through the glass, “and now I’m getting payback for it.” 
 
    With a laugh, Aidan gently pushed Synthia away so she could get out of the truck then did the same. 
 
    Standing outside in the heat, he was aware of the way both the older women gave him a slow up and down inspection. Standing about a foot taller than Carol, the blonde woman was almost as big as he was, and so solid she reminded him of a bear shifter female, but she was entirely human. She wore a pair of military green shorts that hung loose on her muscled thighs and a black t-shirt with what looked like a unicorn with a rainbow beaming out of its butt. Her long, blonde hair was back in a braid, and her strong looking hands had dark grease beneath the fingernails and stained into the cracks and ridges of her knuckles. A mechanic’s hands, someone who’d spent their life fixing things. Inhaling, he caught the faint scent of fuel and oil that he associated with a garage coming from her. This must be Kelly, Syn’s neighbor and good friend. 
 
    Turning to Carol, Kelly grinned then muttered to Carol, “Well, Syn got herself a looker, didn’t she? I’d have run off to the beach with him for sure. And he fills out those tight pants nicely.” 
 
    Leaning in to whisper, Carol said, “The Goddess certainly blessed him.” 
 
    With a start, he realized his erection was pressing against his slacks in an obvious way, despite his tight underwear. Mortification filled him as he realized he’d never considered how inconvenient it would be to have a body part that signaled to the world his arousal level. Sure, women’s nipples got hard and there were other subtle tells, but an erection was a dead giveaway.  
 
    “Is he blushing? How adorable!” the blonde woman whisper-shouted.  
 
    “Mom, Kelly!” Synthia growled, “Enough. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Moving to stand behind Synthia to try and get his dick to calm down, Aidan cleared his throat. “Afternoon, ladies.” 
 
    “Oh my Goddess,” Kelly whispered again, loud enough for his shifter hearing to pick up on. “He has a cowboy accent.” 
 
    Trying not to laugh, because Kelly had a strong southern Virginia twang to her words that wasn’t too far from his own, he nodded to Synthia’s mother. “Good to see you again, Carol.” 
 
    “Nice to see you as well.” Carol smiled at him as the scent of worry began to spike through her natural happiness. “Though I wish it was under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside and talk,” Syn said as she began to move to the front door. “It’s hotter than an oven out here.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have an Indian Summer for sure,” Carol said as she paused to straighten one of the flowerpots on Synthia’s porch. 
 
    Kelly looked back toward her house and Carol whispered, “She’ll be okay. You’re right next door. Give her some space.” 
 
    Once they were inside, Syn had fussed with and fed her cats. Afterward, they all sat around on Syn’s enormous pale purple couch with glasses of iced tea on the square coffee table.  
 
    Slipping her hand into his, Syn gave a squeeze before she said, “Okay, what’s going on?” 
 
    Kelly gave him a quick look before asking, “Um, no offense, but would you mind giving us a second with Syn?” 
 
    “Of course.” He stood and gave Syn a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll be in the backyard getting some fresh air.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Syn whispered before stealing another kiss. 
 
    After grabbing a beer from Syn’s fridge, he went out onto the back deck and sat in one of his mate’s padded lawn chairs. A big elm tree provided enough shade to keep him cool, and he relished the first sip of the cold beer. For a moment, he let nature pulse through him, his connection to the earth grounding him. It was quiet back there, silent enough that he had no problem hearing the women’s conversation through the glass.  
 
    Kelly’s voice reached his ears first. “Amy hasn’t been handling things well. After the disappearance of her best friend Kandice, she just kind of…fell apart. For the past few days, she’s refused to go to school, and has an absolute meltdown screaming fit if I try to make her leave the house. Her dad is on the road, so he’s no help, but I was hoping if maybe you talked to her, you could see what’s going on. She’s always been close with you, Syn, and maybe she’ll open up to you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Syn said right away, her concern filtering through their bond. “But shouldn’t she maybe talk to a professional therapist as well?” 
 
    Kelly snorted. “Good luck with that. Every psychiatrist in this town is booked until next year. No one I called has any appointments, and they suggested I take her to the emergency room. Seems like Amy isn’t the only kid having a hard time lately. I just…I don’t know what to do. She won’t talk to me, she barely sleeps, and she is scared. Deep, down to the bone scared.” 
 
    “I don’t blame her,” Carol said in a soothing voice. “All these kids disappearing, all this stuff happening in the world—I’m scared, too.” 
 
    “This is different,” Kelly insisted. “It’s like she’s waiting for something. She’s been urging me to do a big grocery shop, to stock up on everything we need. I ended up going to the dang store at nine o’clock at night and spent half my check on food, just so she’d stop having panic attacks. And she’s gotten into her great-great-grandmother’s old spell books.” 
 
    Setting his half-empty beer to the side, Aidan sat up, suddenly alert. 
 
    Syn must have sensed his attention because she said, “Spell books? Your great-grandmother was a witch?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Kelly said. “But back in her day they called ‘em something different. She was the klok kvinne, the healer and sage for her Norwegian village. The last in a long line, from what the family legends says. My grandma had a little bit of magic, but I have none.” She sighed, the sound filled with regret. “Sometimes I wish I did, but that’s neither here nor there. The books are all in Norwegian, so I have no idea what Amy thinks she’s doing trying to read them, but she swears she’s protecting us. Every time Aaron or I leave the house, she has a fit and insists on reciting a spell over us. I worry that I’m harming her by indulging her in her fantasies, but I figured it’s better to keep her happy than to risk sending her into another downward spiral. She’s…she’s a good kid with a big heart.” 
 
    “Easy,” Carol soothed. “Children often try to regain control of their environment in different ways when they are going through a trauma. To control something in their lives. If all she’s doing is trying to translate old spell books, consider yourself blessed. One of my students told me his little brother had built a fortress in their basement and refused to come out. At least Amy isn’t trying to board up your windows.” 
 
    The women laughed, but he could feel Syn’s growing unease which matched his own.  
 
    On impulse, he got up and went to the back of the yard, where the privacy gate separated the house from the greenspace between the neighborhood and the state park.  
 
    Flicking the latch, he held the warm wood as it swung open and he stepped from Syn’s yard and into the green space. 
 
    Even before he saw the first black mark on the grass, a shiver of unease slithered down his spine.  
 
    It was quiet. Too quiet. The eerie silence that only came from the creatures living in the forest sensing a predator. 
 
    His inner hyena let out a warning yip, and his breath caught as he noticed the first demon stain. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    Dozens of them, along with an unfamiliar hyena shifter’s scent. 
 
    Memories, long buried, tickled at his mind as he examined the stains. Faint images danced through his head of kneeling next to his mother and father as they taught him how to track. His heart ached as he remembered his mother’s face, his father’s scent, and the sound of their voices. Usually, when he tried to recall his past, it was like a big wall blocked him from most of it. His adopted parents said it was from the trauma he’d endured, but he’d always thought something felt wrong about his inability to recall his childhood. He’d been fourteen when Queen Talia’s warriors had destroyed his pack, but the first part of his life remained mostly a mystery to him. 
 
    Over the years, bits and pieces had gotten through, along with his adopted family’s detective work. When Queen Talia had gifted Aidan to his adopted parents, they didn’t dare question her about his past, afraid she’d take him away again. In exchange, they trained horses for her, the best in the world, and kept their heads low. But still, they’d risked her wrath for him and later had found the name of his pack, and what history of his people they could. What they learned was Aidan came from a long line of demon hunters, the Dark Eaters pack, but they couldn’t tell him much else. His entire pack had been eradicated, their homes burned to the ground, their people slaughtered or scattered. Aidan was the only survivor. 
 
    And yet…he remembered. 
 
    Bits and pieces, but he remembered. 
 
    His mother had long blonde hair she wore in a bun, and his father had a booming laugh. 
 
    His mother used to like…he grit his teeth, closing his eyes and trying to force his mind to see…she used to like putting flowers in his father’s hair while he slept. His father had shoulder length, deep red hair, a few shades darker than Aidan’s. His mother had been walking death with a sword, lethally graceful as she’d practiced her sword forms with him every morning. A memory, so strong it felt more like he was living it rather than recalling, hit him in his gut as he mentally felt the smooth wood floors of the practice floor beneath his feet. How the mingled scents of his family seeped into the very foundations of the room, their blood and sweat soaked into the wood. Endless hours of martial arts practice drilled into him as soon as he could walk. He was raised by warriors, but everything they did, they did out of love and a need to give Aidan the tools he would require to hunt the dark.  
 
    A lance of pain struck through his head, but he fought the urge to stop thinking about his past, fought the command to forget. 
 
    Once, he’d also been walking death with a sword, trained from birth to be the blade of the Goddess against the hungry dark. 
 
    Once…once… 
 
    The memories left him, fading into his mind but not disappearing entirely. 
 
    Something dripped down his upper lip and he wiped it with his hand, startling when his fingertips came back bloody. 
 
    Pinching the bridge of his nose, he leaned his head back and glanced around, relieved to see he was still alone. 
 
    The eerie feeling continued to hang in the air as his mind whispered to him secrets about the dark circles on the ground, knowledge long buried coming back to him even as his head throbbed with the beginnings of a massive headache.  
 
    Walking over to the neighbor’s property, he toed at the grass, then he opened his phone and tried calling Nevoj again. 
 
    This time, his Alpha picked up, and warmth filled him as he heard his friend say, “Hey, Aidan.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “On my way back home. Goddess willing, I’ll be there late tonight.” 
 
    Scanning the area, he walked away from the fence line, examining the grass for any more signs of demon activity. 
 
    “I’m in Synthia’s backyard, outside of the wards near the woods, and there are at least nine danjal stains right on the edge of her property. They seem to be more centered around the neighbor’s house than hers.” 
 
    Nevoj swore before taking a deep breath. “I’m stuck on a plane over the ocean right now. We should have posted more guards on the house.” 
 
    “You’re right, we should have. I’m sorry. I thought by keeping the force small, we’d be less likely to attract attention, and that we’d have more time, but I should have realized time is a luxury none of us have.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Nevoj asked while Aidan used the edge of his shirt to wipe the blood off his face.  
 
    “Yeah, just a lot on my mind that I need to talk with you about.” 
 
    Nevoj hesitated, then said, “I also have much to share with you. How is our Queen?” 
 
    They were both careful not to use Synthia’s name on the phone, aware that someone might be listening in. “Safe. There have been developments that are both positive and negative. And there’s also the scent of an unfamiliar hyena in her backyard.” 
 
    Nevoj made a frustrated sound. “By the Goddess’ tit, how did they find us so soon? We were careful.” 
 
    “I know.” Aidan moved closer to Kelly’s yard, taking in the old but still strong wards on the house, remembering Kelly’s mention of witches in her family. “But you know as well as I do, it was just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Aidan?” came Syn’s voice from the other side of the gate. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I have to go,” he said quickly, not wanting Syn to see the danjal marks. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” Nevoj promised. “I’m sending extra guards right now. The time for hiding in plain sight is over.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter NINE 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
    With Aidan’s shock and pain still echoing through me, I hurried through my backyard to the source of the torment prickling my skin. I’d been sitting with my mom and Kelly, listening to them talk about the different missing kids, when I’d felt Aidan’s distress. I’d excused myself on the pretense of going and talking to Amy, which would be my next stop after seeing what the heck was wrong with my mate. 
 
    I noticed the back gate was slightly ajar, but before I could open it, Aidan stepped through, looking a little sweaty with some dried blood on his mustache and crusting his nose. 
 
    “Hey,” he started to say before I launched myself at him. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around his thick neck, I relished the feeling of his beard rubbing my face while his soft lips pressed against mine. 
 
    Pulling back, but still staying in the circle of his arms, I searched his face. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    The golden sparks in his blue eyes warmed. “I’m fine. Just a bloody nose” 
 
    “Then what happened that caused you so much pain? I felt it through our bond.” 
 
    He bit the corner of his lower lip, and the mental shields between us grew a little more solid. “Shit, where do I start? Okay, you’ve got some massive demon activity in your backyard. The good news is, someone or something has been slaying them. The bad news is someone or something has been slaying them. I smelled another hyena, someone I don’t know, and they’ve been here recently.” 
 
    I pushed past him, ignoring his protests as I went out into the greenspace. 
 
    Right away, I felt a sense of pressure in the air that wasn’t like my backyard. It was hard to describe, but I felt as if I’d stepped into a steam room. The air had a heaviness to it, without the actual water vapor. Everything looked the same, but it felt different. The hair on my arms stood up as I squinted my eyes against the setting sun, taking in the black circles where the long summer grass had been burned to the ground. The circles gleamed faintly in the sunlight, like black oil slicks without the rainbow sheen. 
 
    Having seen a similar circle in my front yard from where Nevoj had fought a demon, I was familiar with what their remains looked like.  
 
    “There’s a lot,” I whispered as Aidan joined me. 
 
    “Yep,” he said in a low, rumbling voice that had the edge of his hyena to it. 
 
    My animal spirit paced inside of me, her massive head lifted as if scenting the air. She let out a little howl, the sound…questioning? Another stirring in my soul as she moved closer to the surface of our shared body, taking over my senses, making everything snap into sharper focus. With my enhanced eyesight, I could see farther than I ever had as a human and smell more as well. 
 
    Taking a step away from Aidan, my lungs filled as I took a deep breath in through my nose and slightly open mouth, letting the aromas wash over me. 
 
    Grass, the bitter stink of danjal remains, Aidan’s delicious blueberry smell…and the faint scent of lemons.  
 
    The grass whispered along my calves as I followed the smell, tart and sweet. Vanilla…lemon tarts…fresh air and…and…home. Family. Life. Love. 
 
    “Dear Goddess,” I whispered as I realized what I was smelling. “One of my mates was here.” 
 
    “What?” Aidan asked as he took a deep breath.  
 
    “My mate,” I said excitedly as I took another deep breath, the truth of my words ringing through me as my hyena sang out inside of me. “It has to be the Enforcer. I smelled the Omega’s scent earlier tonight, and she was apple cobbler, not lemon tart.” 
 
    “Mother’s tit.” Aidan blinked a couple times, then looked around before repeating, “Mother’s tit.” 
 
    “How long ago was she here?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” Aidan crouched down, sniffing at the grass. “But I’ve got her scent now.” 
 
    “We nee—” 
 
    My words were cut off as a huge blast of magic vibrated through the wards around Kelly’s house. 
 
    Aidan and I exchanged a glance before we both sprang up and headed for the evergreen hedge separating Kelly’s house from the woods.  
 
    The wards around the house still quivered as they let us through, and I slipped between the narrow gap in the hedges that created a living wall between her property and the woods. I didn’t hear any panicked shouts, so whatever the force was that had swept out was magical in origin. Kipper Doodle, Kelly’s fat and kinda dumb tan chihuahua, met us on the back porch, barking wildly. I ignored him, sprinting up the back steps, past a bunch of the kid’s sports equipment, to the sliding glass doors leading into Kelly’s kitchen. 
 
    With Aidan hot on my heels, we ran through Kelly’s house, avoiding the typical kid debris of backpacks, shoes, and assorted stuff Amy and Aaron just seem to shed everywhere they went. Considering I spent almost as much time in Kelly’s place as my own, I knew the layout and led us to Amy’s bedroom and the source of the magical burst. Her door was covered with Korean boy band posters, stickers, and various other teenage girl stuff that made it a mad collage of color.  
 
    I almost burst in, then caught myself and knocked instead. “Amy? Are you in there?” 
 
    “Hey, Aunt Syn,” she said in a rough voice through the closed door. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Can we come in?” 
 
    “We? Who’s with you?” 
 
    “My friend, Aidan.” 
 
    “One sec.” 
 
    From inside of the room came the distinct thwap of a big book closing, followed by a lot of movement and cloth rustling. When Amy opened the door a minute later, I had to bite back a gasp. She looked like shit, tired with her greasy blonde hair pulled back into a sloppy bun, and she reeked of heavy magic in the way only a witch can. 
 
    Great Goddess, Amy was a witch! 
 
    A very tired, very scared, very young witch who looked like she was about two seconds away from a complete breakdown. 
 
    Wearing a long blue t-shirt with an anime character on the front, she wedged her body between the door and the room, allowing only a peek inside. The room, like the little girl, was a mess. Normally, Amy was one of those kids that liked being clean and looking nice. Even as a toddler she’d loved having bows in her blonde hair and wearing pretty dresses. Fond memories of playing princess dress up with Amy flited through my mind as I took in Amy’s zebra stripped leggings stained with what looked and smelled like ketchup, the dark circles beneath her blue eyes, and the fact that she’d lost weight. 
 
    Aidan shifted into view behind me, and she almost slammed her door shut before I stuck my foot in the way. “Hold on, Amy, it’s okay. This is my ma—err, boyfriend—Aidan.” 
 
    Abruptly, she gasped as she stared up at me, her eyes going wide. “You’re a Hyena Queen.” 
 
    Exchanging a confused look with Aidan, who stood a few feet back from the door trying to appear harmless, I nodded at Amy. “I am a hyena shifter, and, um, almost a Queen, yeah.” 
 
    She flung the door open and threw her arms around me in a tight hug. “Oh, thank the Goddess! I’m so scared, Aunt Syn, and I couldn’t tell anyone. Grace said help was coming, and that I had to hold on and stay safe, but it’s been so hard. The demons keep coming, and every night I’m afraid they’re going to break through the wards. Grace said they couldn’t get me, but it’s still super scary. At least they aren’t talking to me anymore like Kandice did. Or the demon that wore Kandice’s skin.” 
 
    “Wait,” I held up my hand, ending her tirade. “Grace? And a demon was wearing Kandice’s skin?” 
 
    A tear slipped down Amy’s cheek that she wiped away on her shirt. “Yeah. Kandice is dead and a demon showed up one night wearing her skin. It tried to get me to come outside of the wards, but I prayed to the Goddess and she rescued me. Grace showed up the next night and helped me through my spirit quest. Come on inside, I have something to show you.” 
 
    Stunned, I followed her inside while Aidan stayed in the open doorway, watching us closely. 
 
    A chill rippled over my skin as we paused at the edge of a pentagram burned into the wood of the floor. 
 
    “This is new,” I said in what I hoped was a mild voice, inwardly freaking out that my sweet little neighbor was not only a witch, but that Grace Darling knew her. “Does your mom know you’ve been redecorating your room?” 
 
    Amy walked over to her dresser and opened up one of the drawers, pulling out a jewel encrusted silver knife, a goblet that should have been too big to fit into the drawer, and a faded brown leather drawstring purse that was stuffed full. 
 
    “She can’t see it,” Amy said as she carefully set the items from her dresser on her bed. “And neither can Aaron. They’re too human. They can’t see any of this stuff. But I’m not human, at least not anymore. I’m a latent, like you Aunt Syn.” 
 
    “That blast of magic I felt a few minutes ago, that was you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to figure out how to extend the wards on the house.” Amy’s cheerful energy seemed to vanish as tears filled her eyes, “Because of the sulten mørkt, the hungry dark that whispers its lies keeps trying to get in.” 
 
    “Amy,” I closed the distance between us, hugging her close as I rested my chin on top of her head. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “No!” Her young voice broke. “It’s not okay. None of us are going to be okay. And I haven’t been able to tell anyone about it. Grace said I had to keep my head down, not attract attention. She put a really strong glamour on me to hide me, but she said it wouldn’t be strong enough to protect me if a powerful demon focused on me. That’s why I stopped going to school.” 
 
    I rubbed her back, the scent of the young girl’s fear making my inner hyena’s hackles rise up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think there are demons at my school.” 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath as my heart lurched. “What?” 
 
    Amy shrugged, her shoulders curling in as she stared down at her hands. “I don’t know how to describe it. I just get this…this feeling at school. Not all the time, but the hair will stand up on my arms, and my mouth will fill with this taste like I’m sucking on a penny, and I just know that something bad is nearby. The air will get heavy feeling, and then like a balloon popping, everything will return back to normal.” 
 
    My fear skyrocketed as I realized my mom was working in a school that might be infested with demons. The only thing that kept me from freaking out was the knowledge that she was sitting in my house with Kelly right now, making some cookies to take to the rally tonight. Surely I’d have noticed if she’d been injured or somehow tainted. I know my inner hyena would have alerted me to trouble. 
 
    Still, I had to ask, “Do you ever sense it near my mom’s classroom? Or around her?” 
 
    Amy shook her head. “No. I mean, I don’t have her as a teacher this semester, but I’ve seen her around and during lunch. She always looks okay to me. It’s been mostly by the gym. I don’t have P.E. this semester, but I was stuck in there for a pep rally, and I thought I was going to puke before the feeling went away and everything returned to normal.” 
 
    Aidan’s deep voice came from behind me. “Is that why you stopped going to school? Because you felt the darkness there?” 
 
    “Yeah. Plus, I needed to work on the charms my stupid grimoire insists I make.” She went over to her white dresser with sparkly purple drawer handles then rooted around in a unicorn jewelry box before holding up three ordinary looking polished gray stones hanging from silver chains. “It wants me to use these stones to make a—” 
 
    “Clachan àrda, shroud stone,” Aidan said in an awed voice, then he groaned as a pulse of pain moved through our bond. “Fuck, that hurts.” 
 
    Giving him a sad smile, Amy moved over to his side then patted his arm. “There’s a curse on your memory, one blocking you off from your childhood. The witches tied the energy of the curse to the Veil, using it to power both their curses and the Illusion. As the Veil fails, so does everything it powers. That’s why you’re starting to remember.” 
 
    Aidan and I both gaped at Amy until she began to nervously shift her feet, the necklaces swinging in her hand. “What?” 
 
    “Are you saying,” Aidan began carefully, “that I’m cursed? And that curse is powered by the Veil?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Amy said in a small voice, taking a little shuffling step back as she put the necklaces back in the box then toyed with the edges of her t-shirt. 
 
    I rubbed Aidan’s back, sending love and support through our bond even as I tried to cover up my own shock. “Amy, how do you know this?” 
 
    “Grace told me.” 
 
    My skin prickled as I practically felt fate falling into place around me. “Grace Darling?” 
 
    Amy smiled, a spark of happiness dancing around in her pale blue eyes. “Yes, do you know her?” 
 
    Trying to keep my cool, because the last thing I wanted to do was scare Amy and keep her from talking, I nodded. “I do.” 
 
     Plucking at her t-shirt again, Amy said, “She saved my life. I thought I was going crazy, seeing things that weren’t there, hearing things that no one else could hear. I was about to ask my mom to take me to a psychiatrist when Grace showed up in my bedroom while I was praying to the Goddess for help. Grace said I’d been given a very special and powerful blessing, one the Goddess only gave the strongest people. I have the true sight that allows me to see through any illusion, and to see blessings and curses.” 
 
    “And I’m cursed?” Aidan asked with a growl in his voice that made Amy pale. 
 
    She moved a little behind me as she whispered, “Yes.” 
 
    Giving Aidan both a warning look and poke through our bond, I took Amy’s chilled hand in my own. “It’s okay, Amy. He’s not made at you. Just a little freaked out to find out that he’s cursed.” 
 
    Aidan moved over and sat down with his back against the edge of the bed, so he looked up at us. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Can you please explain to me what you mean?” 
 
    He flashed her a smile that would make any female’s knees a little weak, and Amy blushed as she replied. “Grace said that all the shifters the evil Queen stole from their families were cursed by the evil Queen’s witches to forget their heritage, to forget who they were, so they could be raised in the evil Queen’s image. So that they could be, um…blank slats?” 
 
    “Blank slates,” I said quickly as I sat on the edge of Amy’s messy bed. The young girl’s sweet scent filled the air as the mattress compressed.  
 
    Amy sat on the floor, her bony knees sticking out as she crossed her legs. “Right, blank slates. Like a computer with their memory erased. The evil Queen was hoping that she could program these kids to be like her instead of like their parents. I don’t think it worked like she’d hoped, ‘cause Aidan isn’t bad and he was one of the stolen babies.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed while giving my stunned mate’s hand a squeeze. “He’s amazing.” 
 
    Aidan rubbed his thumb over my skin, our animal spirits rubbing together for comfort. “But I could always remember some things about my childhood. Bits and pieces.” 
 
    Shrugging, Amy picked at the shaggy green throw rug she sat on. “I don’t know how it works. I mean, I had that one conversation with Grace, but that’s it. Maybe the curse didn’t stick to you for some reason, or maybe you resisted it somehow. Maybe the Veil was already failing by then. Magic is way more complicated than even my hardest science class, and I got a C in science, so I’m probably not very good at magic, either. I’m not very good at anything, so I don’t know why the Goddess picked me to be a witch. I’m a terrible witch. I can’t even protect my family.” 
 
    She looked so despondent that I couldn’t help but reach out and cup her cheek, making her gaze meet my own. “Amy, you are smart, kind, strong, and the sweetest girl I’ve ever known. I love you, and I have complete faith that, whatever it is you’re meant to do, you’re going to be brilliant and blow everyone’s socks off. I believe in you.” 
 
    Blinking back tears, she rubbed her nose on the sleeve of her shirt. “It would be a lot easier if I could read Norwegian. It’s taking me forever to translate Hedda’s grimoire.” 
 
    “Hedda’s grimoire? What’s that?” 
 
    Leaning over, Amy reached under the white ruffled bed skirt next to us and brought out a massive book covered in faded sapphire blue velvet and decorated with gold scrollwork and tiny seed pearls. I could feel the magic contained in the book like a gentle, cool breeze against my soul. There was a thick lock on the side of the book, and instead of a keyhole there was an elaborate knot of gold thread woven together in the shape of pentagram. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said as Amy set it on the rug between us with a thump. 
 
    “Watch this,” she said with a proud grin. “It’s really neat.” 
 
    She placed her thumb in the center of the pentagram, then winced as the sharp scent of her blood momentarily filled the air. A moment later, a humming thrummed in my bones as Amy pulled her thumb back and the pentagram began to glow. The symbols for the five elements flared to life, then a circle formed on the outside of the pentagram as lines connected each symbol to the other. The pentagram turned and the binding holding the book closed slid open. 
 
    Giving us a proud look, Amy said, “Only one of Hedda’s descendants can open her grimoire.” 
 
    The book opened itself to the first page, revealing an illustration of a beautiful blonde woman in an old-fashioned gown. The use of charcoal and watercolors in the drawing gave it an ethereal feel. She sat on the edge of a rock in a pine tree forest, with a hyena and lion lounging to her left, and a bear and raven to her right. Her pose was protective, as if she guarded the animals around her. I could see hints of Amy and Kelly’s face in her high cheekbones and wide forehead, as well as in her blue eyes. 
 
    “This is Hedda of Tønsberg.” Amy carefully traced her fingers over some flowers along the border of the image. “They didn’t use last names like we do back in those days.” 
 
    She turned the page, and I leaned over so I could examine the beautiful illustrations around the borders of the pages. The handwriting was elegant, but I couldn’t read a word of it. There were some diagrams and illustrations as well, but nothing I could make sense of.  
 
    “Do you understand what this says?” Aidan asked as he tilted his head so he could look closer at the illustration of a swan wearing a crown.  
 
    “Kind of?” Amy sat back on her heels, looking down at the book with some of her blonde hair falling into her face. “I’ve been translating it, but it takes forever, and the book has a mind of its own. One day the first page will be Hedda’s picture, the next a story about some old village and instructions on how to find a special kind of ivy that grows in the grotto nearby. And if I try and turn the page and ignore the story it wants me to read, I’ll just find the same page over and over again until I translate it.” 
 
    She reached beneath her bed again and pulled out a three-ring binder with a purple bunny wearing a glittering cowboy hat on the cover. “I’ve written everything down in here. As best I can tell, this book is like a collection of history and spells that she spent her life putting together. Hedda was a powerful witch and married to a fearsome Lord who was a legendary hunter of the hungry dark. She lived a long time, but near the end of her life, she had a vision about the distant future—of a time when our world would face a threat long forgotten. She wrote it down in the book, and the world she described was ours. She also wrote about cars, and airplanes, and TVs, even though there was no way she could have even conceived of them back when she was alive in the 1500s.” 
 
    A hint of Amy’s fear pressed against me, like someone dragging a thorny branch over my skin. “Hedda saw the rise of an evil Queen, the Destroyer, one who would do anything for the promise of eternal life. Hedda had visions of the genocide to come, of this evil Queen’s armies sweeping over the world. This Queen and her allies would try to convince the world that the sulten mørkt would never rise, that demons were never coming back, that they’d been defeated forever. Hedda knew that she needed to preserve the knowledge she carried and wrote her grimoire, so she hid it along with a few of the family treasures in a chest that would be passed down through her family until…until me. Until the darkness that never sleeps returns to this world, invited in by a Queen who convinced everyone demons don’t exist. According to Hedda, this Queen and her vile allies among the shifters and witches would sweep through the land, killing the hunters, taking their children, and cursing them to forget their past. Opening the way for the dark.” 
 
    My stomach sank as Aidan pulled me into his side, rubbing my arm even as his fear added to mine.  
 
    Amy picked up a stuffed cat pillow from the floor near her bed and hugged it to her chest. “Hedda wasn’t the only one who the Goddess sent warnings to. There were other witches, powerful ones, who sacrificed themselves for the safety of the kids in the future. Working together, one of the most formidable Covens in all of time bound the magic of as many bloodlines as they could for two generations. They figured that would be enough time for the evil Queen’s influence to fade from the world. That the visions sent by the Goddess of a possible future would change. After all, destiny can be overwritten by free will.” 
 
    “All of this was written down in Hedda’s grimoire?” Aidan asked as he continued to hold me close. 
 
    “Most of it.” 
 
    Aidan let out a low whistle. “You translated all of that on your own? I’m impressed.” 
 
    Amy blushed again and her knees bounced slightly. “It’s not easy. I have to write down the words as best I can, then go into another room to use my phone to try and look them up. At least my true sight has helped a lot. Like, I can see what the right translation is, and fill in the blanks if I concentrate hard enough.” 
 
    I nodded as if I understood. “That’s a powerful gift.” 
 
    “It is,” Amy said in a somber voice. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t have it, that I could pretend to be normal again. But then I figure that, even if I couldn’t see them, it doesn’t mean the bad things wouldn’t be there.” 
 
    We all startled as the pages of the book abruptly turned, faster and faster until the fluttering stopped at an illustration that looked a lot like the stone necklaces she’d shown us earlier. 
 
    “Ugh,” Amy groaned. “The book keeps wanting me to make these, but I can’t! The spell is too hard, and I don’t understand parts of it.” She pulled up the side of her shirt, showing us her bony ribs, covered with a large bruise on her right side. “I got this yesterday when I tried to do the spell the first time. But the stupid book doesn’t care that I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Wincing, I let out a little hiss as she let her shirt drop. “That looks like it hurt.” 
 
    “It did.” She rubbed her ribs and glared at the book. “I got knocked into my dresser when the spell to create what the book calls hylstein charms went wonky on me. Maybe the spell is only supposed to be used on one stone at a time, but when I found the fairy stones in the creek, all three of them were together and I just knew I had to make three of these. And I knew I had to make them soon, but I can’t.” 
 
    Aidan came closer to Amy, his big body dwarfing the defeated looking little girl as he leaned over and stared at the page. “I didn’t even know shroud stones could be made.” 
 
    “What do they do?” I asked as I watched them somberly study the page holding what I assumed was the spell.  
 
    Aidan didn’t look up as he murmured, “When you wear them, you’re not invisible to the dark, but pretty close. It’s like your scent, your psychic signature, and your power are dampened. Like, if you put a firefly in a box—it’s still a firefly and still glowing, but to anyone outside of the box, the firefly doesn’t exist. In particular, they’re supposed to protect you from the danjal. A human could wear them for protection if the Illusion stopped working for them. If you could learn how to make these, they could help a lot of people.” 
 
    Amy’s lower chin and lower lip trembled before she whimpered, “I’m scared to try again. I don’t know what I’m doing, and it’s a really advanced spell. Kinda like I’m trying to do college math when I only know 6th grade stuff. But if I screw up the spell, I could blow up the entire city.” 
 
    “Can Grace help you?” I asked, hoping to avoid the whole blowing up the city part. 
 
    Amy shook her head. “No, she’s super busy. I don’t think she gets much sleep.” 
 
    “Patty,” Aidan said suddenly. “Patty can help.” 
 
    “Your Aunt Patty?” Amy asked me with obvious disbelief. “She’s a witch?” 
 
    “No, she’s a wise woman, but I bet she could at least keep you from blowing stuff up.” I couldn’t help but smile at Amy’s unconvinced look. “I know, my Aunt Patty is a little crazy, but she’s a powerful wise woman. She did some of the wards on my house. Is it okay if we call her?” 
 
    “Yeah, I love Aunt Patty. She’s a little weird, but funny.” Amy shook her head, but some of the stiffness went out of her shoulders. “I was wondering who made the wards on your house, but I didn’t want to ask you because you are—well, you were—totally human. What happened?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said as I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Let me call my aunt and have her come out here.” 
 
    “You’ll have to go outside,” Amy said. “The book puts off so much magic, it screws with electronics.” 
 
    “Right.” Aidan started to stand to join me, but I waved him back. “Stay here and see if anything you find in the grimoire triggers any memories.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you should be outside alone.” 
 
    I was already walking to the door as Amy said, “She’ll be fine. Booboo and Bobo will kick any demon’s ass. And nothing’s getting through the wards. Just stay on this side of the swing set and you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Snorting at the thought of my cats fighting a demon, I left the room despite Aidan’s displeasure coming through our bond. I walked through the house, waiting for my phone to get a signal. I made it to the kitchen before I got anything and took a seat at the battered, pale wood kitchen table. It was still solid and sturdy, but it bore layers of nicks and dings that came from having kids. Kelly said the wood was a special type of distressed, twin-damaged, and that she wasn’t buying anything new until the kids were out of the house. I liked the character the marks gave the table. They were especially heavy where the kids sat, and I’d spent many nights having dinner with them as they grew up. 
 
    My mind was filled with memories of when Amy and Aaron were toothless toddlers when my aunt answered her phone. 
 
    “Syn, darlin’,” she huffed out. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Are you okay? You sound like you’re panting.” 
 
    “Darndest thing. I was on my way to answer a summons from the Richmond coven and two of my tires blew.” 
 
    “Where are you? I’ll come pick you up.” 
 
    “About two blocks from your house,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m almost there right now.” 
 
    I sat back in the chair, staring up at the ceiling at the almost visible threads of fate coming together, bringing us all to this one place. “That’s funny, because I could really use you here right now.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Patty asked as I heard the rush of cars passing by in the background. 
 
    Giving her a quick rundown of the situation, I wasn’t surprised when she let out a colorful string of insults. 
 
    Finally, she wound down enough to ask, “Amy is not just a witch, but a true seer with a familial grimoire? Fuck me in my fat white ass.” 
 
    “Aunt Patty!” I yelled, then tried not to laugh. “I did not need that visual.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, but shit, if half of what you say is true, this changes everything. Shit, son of a bitch these boots were not made for clomping through tall grass.” Something banged in the background, then Patty let out a surprised noise. “Why the world is there a demon graveyard back here? Mother Goddess, look at the damage to your wards.” 
 
    The sound of leaves rustling accompanied the sight of Aunt Patty fighting her way through the hedges that made up Kelly’s backyard. Some branches caught in her long, curly black hair and she swatted at them with her red painted nails. To my surprise, Aunt Patty almost looked normal. Well, as normal as she gets. Instead of her usual 80s metal groupie outfit, she wore an 80s purple power suit with shoulder pads, a white ruffled shirt, and a skinny black leather tie. The skirt was tight enough that she wasn’t able to take a full stride, but it looked cute with her matching purple suede boots. Even her makeup was subdued, the usual heavy black cat eye she favored replaced with a smokey shade that looked good on her. 
 
    As she came up the back steps, I opened the door for her, smirking as she gave me an incredulous look. “I am too old for this bullshit. Outta my way. I know Kelly always has cold beer in her fridge, like any good woman should.” 
 
    Laughing, I moved aside so she could open the fridge and pull out a brown bottle with a happy sigh. “Come to mama.” 
 
    After twisting off the top, she tipped it back and chugged half the bottle with an enthusiasm usually only seen in frat boys.  
 
    “Better?” I asked in a dry voice. 
 
    “No,” Patty growled as she tore off a piece of paper towel then blotted her face. “I’m sweating like a whore on dollar day at the pier.” 
 
    A giggle came from the hallway leading to Amy’s room, and I shot my aunt a dirty look and yelled, “Ignore her.” 
 
    Patty set her deceptively small black leather purse with decorated with silver studs on the counter. Despite its normal size, I knew it was spelled to somehow hold a ton of stuff, including a salted iron sword. Someday, when the world was sane again, I was going to ask her to make me one. 
 
    “Little witch,” Aunt Patty called as she rested her hip on the edge of the faded counter separating the kitchen from the living room. “Come here for a moment, please.” 
 
    I could scent Amy’s nervousness even before she rounded the corner. 
 
    “Hey.” She smiled at Aunt Patty and gave a hesitant wave, then her eyes widened. “Wow, you look normal.” 
 
    Aunt Patty threw her head back and roared with laughter, coming around the side of the counter so she could give Amy a hug. “Don’t get used to it, darlin’. Also, welcome to the cool kids club.” 
 
    Amy folded into Aunt Patty’s world-class mom hug, a few tears escaping as she said, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Awww, little dove, you’ve had a rough time of it, haven’t you?” Amy nodded, crying some more as Aunt Patty hugged her. “Well, I’m here now, and I’ll do everything I can to help. Come, dry off those tears. Time for your first lesson.” 
 
    Amy blinked up at her, then smiled when Aidan handed her a tissue from the box on the counter. “Thanks. What lesson?” 
 
    “Did Grace have the time to give you any aptitude tests?” Aunt Patty bit her lower lip, then answered her own question. “No, probably not. She doesn’t have a moment to spare.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief at Aidan. “Is there anyone who doesn’t know Grace?” 
 
    Amy giggled while Aunt Patty rolled her eyes at me. “Amy, don’t pay any attention to Syn. Come over here with me.” 
 
    Aunt Patty grabbed her purse off the counter while Aidan came to stand beside me near the kitchen table.  
 
    Reaching into the purse, Aunt Patty drew out a red velvet bag with silver pentagrams embroidered on the sides. “Amy, come here and have a seat. We’re going to see if you have a talent for looking into the future using scrying tools.” 
 
    “Because I’m a truth seer? Like does that mean I can ‘see’ magical stuff?” Amy asked as she sat in her usual seat.  
 
    “No,” Aunt Patty shook the bag, the things inside clinking. “Just because you have one gift doesn’t mean you’ll have another similar to it. Wise women usually only have one or two gifts, and they’re always from the home and hearth blessings of the Mother Goddess. Witches, on average, have three to five gifts. I said on average. Grace Darling, for example, has an unheard of seven gifts, and is rumored to have more.” 
 
    “Wow,” Amy breathed. “She’s really powerful.” 
 
    “She is and thank the Goddess a thousand times over that she’s on our side.”  
 
    Aunt Patty gave the bag a final shake, then spilled the contents on the table. Leaning forward, I frowned at what looked like really, really old bird bones and a few rocks carved with symbols I wasn’t familiar with. No matter how I turned my head, or squinted my eyes, I didn’t see anything other than a pile of bones and stones. Aidan and I exchanged a puzzled look as Amy and Patty both frowned and glared at the table. 
 
    “Okay,” Amy said with a sigh. “I really can’t see anything but bones and rocks no matter how hard I try.” 
 
    “That’s okay, little witch,” Aunt Patty said absently as she poked at a long, thin as a needle bone laying over a dark river rock. “The message here is pretty clear. I need to help you make the shroud charms. Your mom is going to have to leave in a few minutes to go pick up Aaron from baseball practice then get some groceries and pick up dinner, and Carol will get a call from work asking her to come in and help with the setup for the rally.” 
 
    “The bones and stones tell you all that stuff?” Amy asked with wide eyes. 
 
    Aunt Patty arched a brow, “They do. Syn, I need you and Aidan to go over to your house and strengthen the wards while Amy and I work on her spell.” 
 
    “Uh, how do we strengthen the wards?” I asked as Amy squinted her eyes and stared hard at the scrying tools on her kitchen table. 
 
    Aunt Patty gave me a droll look and said, “Syn, there are children present.” 
 
    Aidan snickered as I blushed and stammered, “Oh, oh!” 
 
    “We’ll leave you ladies to your work,” Aidan said with a smirk that made things stir deep in my belly. 
 
    Grabbing her purse, Aunt Patty pulled a white candle with a red ribbon wrapped around it out of her purse. “Here, burn this while you…gather energy.” 
 
    Aidan took the candle from her with a smirk. “Got it.” 
 
    “I’ll call you when we’re done,” Aunty Patty said as she swept the contents of the table into the bag again.  
 
    Amy was giving us a confused, but sweet smile. “Thank you, Aunt Syn. I was so afraid and now…now, I’m not so afraid anymore. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, sweets. Good luck!” 
 
    Using the front door, we stepped out onto the cement patio of Kelly’s porch and stared at each other. 
 
    Aidan reached out and rubbed his cheek against my own, the wiry hairs of his beard scratching me lightly. “Never a dull moment with you, cinnamon girl.” 
 
    A second later, my mom came out of my house, her cute white purse in hand and an annoyed look on her face. “Oh, good, there you are. How’s Amy?” 
 
    “Much better. Where’s Kelly?” 
 
    “She had to go pick up Aaron and run to the grocery store.” 
 
    “Are you leaving?” 
 
    “Yes.” She frowned as she tugged her keys out of her purse. “Jerry was supposed to get snacks for everyone, and he only got six dozen donuts. Idiot. So I have to go run to that big warehouse store and grab enough food for a thousand people.” 
 
    “Wow, you think there will be that many?” 
 
    She frowned for a moment on the way to her car. “You’re right, I should probably make it two. Anyways, I have to run. I took the cookies out of the oven, and put them in the car, but I left a dozen for you on the counter. Syn, if you can make it tonight, I’d appreciate it, but if you already have plans don’t worry.” 
 
    “No, I’ll be there,” I said, perhaps a bit too fiercely. 
 
    My mom gave me an odd look, then she smiled at Aidan. “If you’re not busy, you’re also more than welcome. It won’t be a good time, I’m afraid, but it would be nice to have you there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aidan said with a tip of his head. 
 
    After waving goodbye to my mom, Aidan took my hand and tugged me toward my house. “Come on, my Queen, let’s go make some magic happen.” 
 
    Laughing, I silently thanked him for lightening the moment. “Are you going to show me your magic wand?” 
 
    “Wand? It’s more like a tree trunk.” 
 
    As I followed him inside, I said, “It’s not the size of the wand, it’s the magic in it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my Queen, you won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    The moment the door closed behind us, Aidan had me pressed up against the wall, his big hands cupping my ass as I wound my legs around his waist. 
 
    Smiling, he kissed me as his happiness wrapped around me like my favorite blanket, mixing with his growing arousal.  
 
    I tipped my head back, letting his lips trail down along my neck, growling in encouragement as he carried me. When I opened my eyes, I expected us to be by my couch or near the stairs, but instead I found Aidan laying me back on my round, sturdy kitchen table. Leaning up on my elbows, I grinned at him. “Um, bedroom is that way.” 
 
    “I’ve had this fantasy,” Aidan murmured as he slowly began to unbutton his white dress shirt, revealing the dark reddish-brown hair covering his chest. “Of eating you for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh my Goddess.” I giggled as I visually devoured him. “That’s so cheesy.” 
 
    “But true,” he growled, tossing his shirt over the nearest kitchen chair, then fumbling with the belt holding up his black slacks. “I can’t wait to get my tongue into your hot little pussy. To feel how you grip me when you cum.” 
 
    My smile faded, replaced by lust as he yanked off his pants, revealing his thick erection pushing at his black boxer briefs.  
 
    “Mmm, I want to eat you instead,” I said as I stared at his dick and licked my lips. 
 
    “Always so greedy.” Aidan rubbed his dick with the heel of his hand. “But this is my turn right now. I’ve managed to keep from stripping you and throwing you over your desk all day. You have no idea how fucking hot you look when you’re all prim and proper for work. The way your ass twitches when you walk…Goddess’ tit, my dick must have an imprint from my zipper on it.” 
 
    “You should let me kiss it better.” 
 
    “Stand up,” he growled, and my nipples hardened to points. 
 
    Shuffling off the table, I took a step forward so we almost touched, delicious sexual tension arched between us like lightning. “Now what?” 
 
    “Go light that candle for your aunt, then take off your clothes for me.” 
 
    I did as he asked, letting out a little gasp as the flame of the candle sprouted up blue and purple instead of the usual shades of gold. Turning, I could feel his appreciation, his hunger as he watched me with hooded eyes. Holding his gaze, I slipped off my blouse, then shimmed out of my skirt, bending over so I made sure he could see my breasts shaking in the cups of my lacy black bra with my movements. Confidence filled me as his adoration poured over me, giving me the courage to give a little spin and make a show of slowly, slowly sliding my black lace panties down my bottom. I paused with them only halfway down, caught around my thighs and the lower crease of my butt. Looking over my shoulder, I reached back and unhooked my bra, lowering it without revealing my breasts. 
 
    Groaning, Aidan slipped his erection out of his underwear and gave the deep red shaft a hard squeeze. “You’re going to kill me with how fucking sexy you are.” 
 
    Giggling, I removed my panties, then turned around, pretending to try to hide my body from him with just my hands. “What do you want me to do now?” 
 
    His tongue darted out as an animalistic growl rumbled from his chest, rubbing against my soul like a caress. “Climb up on the table, then lie down on your back and spread your legs. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    Trying to hide a smile, I did as he asked, putting a little slink into my moves. I loved this feeling of power I got when Aidan’s arousal crashed into me. I loved that I made this big, strong man lose himself. The wood of the table was smooth against my back as I lifted my hair, then lay down fully for him. The sun was dipping behind the trees behind my house, and long shadows painted interesting patterns on his heavily muscled body. Watching him stroke himself, seeing the moisture gleaming on the tip of his cock, had me spreading my legs wide. 
 
    Grinning, he stepped forward and ran one finger over my pussy lips. “Fuck your skin is so soft. Softest thing I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    Before I could respond, he grabbed a chair and sat down, then held my hips and skidded my body down the table to him. 
 
    The slight burn of my body rubbing along the wood disappeared as his thick fingers sank into my ample hips as he stared at my sex.  
 
    “I love every bit of you,” he murmured. “Every fold and petal.” 
 
    My back arched up as he began to lick along my slit from my entrance up to my clit. A brief moment of discomfort tried to cool my passion, but he took my engorged clit into his mouth and sucked on it, twirling his tongue around the sensitive length before sucking gently. Desire exploded through me, and I felt as if I had lava pouring through my body. A loud groan escaped my control, followed by another as Aidan devoured me. He ate me like he couldn’t get enough of my body, and I pinched my nipples as my orgasm started to tighten my body. 
 
    Then, in that hyper aware state that I seemed to get just before I came, I smelled lemon tarts. 
 
    The smell seemed to twist through me like a silken ribbon, wrapping around my body, making the magic inside of me surge up. My hyena began to pace, her attention torn between our mate’s love and the scent of…of my Enforcer. I knew it as surely as I knew I loved them man currently worshiping my body. My Enforcer was here, watching us. Getting off on it. 
 
    I tried to tell Aidan, but he chose that moment to press against my anus with his thick thumb and I stumbled over the edge into a wickedly strong orgasm. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten  
 
    Kim 
 
      
 
    Utterly perplexed, Kim sat back in the empty home for sale down the street from Synthia’s house and put down the rifle microphone that had allowed her to hear Synthia’s conversation with Aidan.  
 
    What magic wand were they talking about? What were they doing inside the house? What was going on next door? 
 
    Curiosity and need plucked at Kim’s nerves, urging her to go across the street and find out what they were doing inside of Synthia’s house. She needed to talk to them both, but she couldn’t seem to find the courage to move. Once she talked to Synthia, once she got close enough to touch the other woman, she’d begin the countdown on her own Transformation, a time when she’d be totally vulnerable. Both unable to help or defend herself. Her every instinct told her that danger was all around, so she hesitated, torn between keeping her distance and staying in control, or giving into the growing demand to claim her Queen. 
 
    Bringing her microphone back to her ear, she tried to detect what was going on at Synthia’s house, but the wards kept her from hearing anything inside. Same with the house next door, where a woman Kim had identified as Synthia’s aunt, a local wise woman, had entered. Kim had sensed a powerful blast of magic from the home earlier, but nothing since. 
 
    The central air of the house she’d broken into kicked on with a light whisper, bringing with it the fading scents of the family and pets that used to live there. 
 
    Looking down the street, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy that Synthia had been able to grow up like a normal human child—safe from the horrors of both the danjal and the spirit-breaking training Kim had received to become a hunter. Looking around the small room with the blue carpet and pale blue walls, she could still scent the heavy layers of a boy who’d grown into a teenager in this room. What would it have been like to stay in one house her whole life instead of being constantly on the hunt? 
 
    What kind of life would her own children have one day? 
 
    Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she slipped it out, seeing that Bev was calling. 
 
    “Hello,” she answered as she kept an eye on Synthia’s place. 
 
    “Where are you?” Bev asked in an unusually tense voice. 
 
    Kim and Bev had been members of the same hunting pack for years, and Kim was close to the older woman, so she hated lying to her, but she said, “Scouting the Manassas Battlefield park. Had some reports of hikers seeing strange things in the area, so I thought I’d check it out.” 
 
    “I thought you were assigned to take care of the Queen problem?” Bev snapped. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well the assignment has changed. David wants Synthia captured, not killed.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “He has his reasons,” Bev yelled, the edge of a raven’s shriek piercing her words.  
 
    For a second, Kim paused, suspicion growing in her mind even as she tried to deny it. What Bev said sounded legit, and sounded like something David would say, but something kept poking at Kim saying this was wrong. That Bev was hiding something.  
 
    But Bev would never betray the Venandi. She was one of the oldest members, and someone that had taken Kim under her proverbial wing when Kim first joined their hunting pack. And she’d saved Kim’s life a couple times over the years. Despite her age, Bev was just as strong and fast as some of the youngest members of the pack, thanks to her training, and she was one of their most viscous fighters. Not bad considering she was almost…almost… 
 
    Kim nearly dropped the phone as it occurred to her that she had no idea how old Bev really was. When she tried to think too hard about it, a sharp pain behind her eyes splintered her thoughts. The pounding ache was so intense, she couldn’t respond as Bev’s voice came through the speaker of her phone, could only breathe through the agony. It felt as if talons shredded her mind, scattering her thoughts until she barely even remembered who she was. 
 
    When the mental shredding sensation faded, she took a deep breath, sagging in relief. 
 
    “Kim? Kim? Are you okay?” Bev said in a worried tone. 
 
    Not wanting the other woman to know she’d almost blacked out, Kim replied in a shaky voice, “Yes, sorry. I thought I heard something deeper in the forest. I was trying to listen.” 
 
    Bev gave a strange, brittle laugh. “You should probably go check it out. Jerry and I have the Fairfax area covered for tonight. We’ll swing by the Queen’s house later and let you know if she’s home.” 
 
    Panic had her heart racing. “Careful. Aidan has lots of guards surrounding them. I think they have the ability to see into the shadows.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely untrue, as Aidan did have guards around the house, but Kim knew they couldn’t see her when she was cloaked in a shadow spell.  
 
    “Shit,” Bev hissed.  
 
    “Let me do what I do best,” Kim soothed even as her inner hyena bared its teeth at the thought of anyone harming Synthia. “I’ll finish up here then head back to the safe house. I haven’t slept in almost thirty hours, and it won’t be long until I have to crash.” 
 
    “You work too hard,” Bev crooned, her mood changing so quick Kim was getting emotional whiplash. “We don’t want to lose you to stupid mistakes. You should probably head back to the safe house now, so you don’t crash on the way home.” 
 
    “I might. Just want to check that sound out first.” 
 
    “I have to go, be safe.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Ending the call, Kim stared at her phone and tried to shake the feeling that she was missing something. 
 
    Something important. 
 
    A strange pulse of magic came from Synthia’s house, making Kim’s skin prickle.  
 
    She swore she could smell the cinnamon scent of her Queen, and inside, her hyena let out a bay of longing. 
 
    He knew what he wanted. He had no troubles about Nevoj being one of Synthia’s mates. 
 
    He wasn’t conflicted in the least about warning Synthia that she was in danger. 
 
    Though Bev did more resonance work than fighting, she was a deadly opponent, and her hatred for Synthia was real. Bev didn’t talk about her past, but it was rumored her entire family had been killed by Queen Talia, and that she’d been kept prisoner by the Queen for years before she’d managed to escape. And Jerry, the witch that had replaced Yorba, really enjoyed hunting down their enemies and killing them in elaborate, sometimes gruesome ways. Thank the Goddess he was on their side, because she was genuinely scared by the level of violence he could bring to a fight. 
 
    Pain lanced through her head again as she shook it. 
 
    Bev was her friend, and Jerry her hunting packmate. They fought the dark together. They weren’t her enemies. 
 
    But they were her Queen’s adversaries, and that put them on the opposite side of Kim. 
 
    Guilt rippled through her as she packed up her things, putting the tools of her killing trade back in place in the black backpack she wore. A small voice in her head whispered that she was breaking oaths, that she was betraying her fellow hunters, that she needed to call David and tell him the truth. Her inner hyena swiped at those mental whispers with its sharp claws and yipped away the worrying words like black smoke. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Kim closed her eyes and prayed with all her heart that she was doing the right thing. 
 
    Slipping out the backdoor, she thanked the Goddess for the spells that allowed her to hide from human eyes in the shadows as she darted across the street. Only a few people were outside, but none paid attention to her as she scaled the side fence of Synthia’s house. The wards didn’t stop her, no doubt reading her intent—which wasn’t to harm. Oh no. The closer she got to Synthia’s house, the more the irresistible scent of her Queen filled her. 
 
    Warmth flowed into her belly as she crouched on the limb of the massive elm tree in the backyard, reasonably hidden by the branches. 
 
    After taking a quick look around to make sure Synthia’s cats/guardian spirits weren’t around, she looked through the glass doors leading into what appeared to be Synthia’s kitchen and groaned. 
 
    Spread out on her kitchen table naked, Synthia had her arms stretched out as Aidan—equally naked—knelt between her thick thighs. 
 
    By the sounds of pleasure Synthia was making, he was doing a good job servicing her. 
 
    Well, shit, Kim could hardly interrupt them now. Aidan would instantly go into berserker protective mode over his mate, and she knew Synthia wouldn’t appreciate the interruption. Kim would have to wait until the…festivities were over. 
 
    The glass door was closed, but the kitchen window was open, allowing the scent of her Queen’s arousal to fill Kim’s head like the best drug ever invented. Her mind fogged, filling with an unknown pleasure that took her breath away. Her blood felt thick, heavy as she took in a deep lungful of the pheromone-laden air. Distantly, her mind warned her this was dangerous, that she shouldn’t be indulging in Synthia’s potent scent, but she couldn’t stop.  
 
    The need to get closer, to take a taste of the Queen, had her quietly dropping down from the tree.  
 
    An unfamiliar feminine mind and soul brushed against hers, making Kim’s breath catch in her throat.  
 
    Home…family…love. 
 
    Her animal spirit gave out a joyous bay, his long search for his mate finally over. 
 
    On the kitchen table, Synthia writhed as an orgasm rushed over her, the skin of her chest turning red. The large mounds of her breasts swayed as she twisted against Aidan’s mouth, the scent of her climax making Kim long to taste it for herself. The other woman smelled delicious, like the perfect dessert that she’d been waiting her whole life to indulge in. As Kim watched Aidan slow his ministrations, she dropped down from the tree to the ground, overcome by Synthia’s pheromones and afraid she was going to fall. 
 
    She felt so goooooddddd. Relaxed and happy in a way that alcohol promised, but never delivered. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and let her head loll back, the distant sound of life going on around her a beautiful symphony. The background hum of the world blended with the slow beat of her heart, creating music unlike anything she’d ever heard.  
 
    Dropping to her knees, she placed her hands on the earth, feeling the slow, thundering heartbeat of the word beneath her fingertips.  
 
    The green scent of the crushed grass beneath her knees smelled like something entirely new and entrancing as it blended with the smell of sweet cinnamon buns fresh out of the oven and sex. 
 
    And odd, but utterly wonderful combination. 
 
    The delicious smell of a healthy, young, fertile female stroked over her skin like a thousand loving hands, drawing her away from the power of the earth. 
 
    Standing, Kim wasn’t surprised to see Synthia, now wearing Aidan’s hastily buttoned white shirt, waiting on the edge of her deck. 
 
    The sky above was a deep, deep sapphire blue, streaked with clouds of the brightest orange and pink. The resulting light bathed Synthia in the softest of highlights and shadows, bringing out the copper strands in her light brown hair, and the bronze hue of her skin. The other woman stared at Kim, her eyes wide and her cheeks still flushed with her release. Behind her, wearing a pair of zipped but not buttoned pants, stood a glowering Aidan.  
 
    Normally, the sight of a pissed off hyena shifter male would set her on edge, but as his scent reached her she could only smile as a sense of relief filled her. 
 
    Her Queen and her mate were here, right before her, a miracle she thought would never happen. 
 
    No matter how fucked up the situation was, no matter how much she still hated the idea of being Nevoj’s mate, she felt blessed a million times over to have just this moment. 
 
    “Who are you?” Aidan growled, trying to step in front of Synthia. “Why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    The Queen’s pheromones were still attempting to seduce Kim into relaxation, but she fought to rise above the gentle feelings.  
 
    Holding her Queen’s sparkling golden gaze, she gave a low bow before saying. “My name is Kim Heroshi, and I’m an assassin.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
     I threw myself on Aidan as he let out a snarl, his thick legs getting ready to launch himself at Kim. 
 
    My mate. 
 
    “No!” I shouted into Aidan’s ear as I clung to him like a tick. “Don’t hurt her!” 
 
    I don’t know if it was my screeching, or my nails digging into his bare back that got to him, but Aidan quickly swung us back onto the porch, his arms wrapped tight around me. “You heard her, she’s an assassin, and look what she’s wearing. She’s obviously on the job.” 
 
    I leaned back so I could steal another glance at my newest mate, my animal spirit once again letting out an elaborate song of happiness that rang through my soul. 
 
    Kim was beautiful in an oddly masculine way for a woman. While Nevoj and Aidan’s female form had been feminine, Kim’s face was more square-shaped, with sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw. Her lips were full, and her wide brown eyes were tilted up at the corners, giving away her Asian heritage. She wore no makeup, and her hair was shaved on the sides and spiked short at the top. Wearing a form fitting black suit with all kinds of nifty pockets and stuff, her body was tall and lean, with only the slightest hint of curves. 
 
    Her dark, dark eyes were locked on me, the hunger and need in her lemon tart scent calling to me. 
 
    “My Queen,” Aidan growled. “She could be here to hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s silly. If she wanted to kill me, she could have done it a hundred ways by now.” 
 
    Kim cleared her throat behind me. “Actually, he’s right. I was sent here to kill you.” 
 
    Aidan roared and tried to lunge again as I shouted, “Wait! If she was sent here to kill me, and she obviously hasn’t tried to yet, she’s not a threat.” 
 
    “Yet,” Aidan strained against my hold, violence pouring from his scent like blades. “The key word is yet.” 
 
    “I swear,” Kim said in a strong, sure voice, “that I will never bring any harm to Synthia through my thoughts, deeds, or actions. May the Goddess take my killing hand if I break my oath. Think, Aidan Bronner. Would I really seek to end my salvation? To doom myself to a life without my mate, my Queen?” 
 
    Aidan tensed further in my arms. “You’re a hunter?” 
 
    Kim glanced around the yard. “I am. We should go inside.” 
 
    Aidan let me slide down his body, but he kept a tight grip on me. “Fine.” 
 
    I pried my way out of his arms and closed the distance between myself and Kim. 
 
    Even in female form, she was taller than me, and I had to look up into her beautiful almond shaped brown eyes, sparkling with gold.  
 
    Now that I stood before her, I felt awkward. “Uh, hi. Um, I’m Synthia.” 
 
    The edges of her lips curved in a small smile, and she nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Right, uh, I’m super happy to meet you.” 
 
    “As am I, my Queen.” 
 
    I reached out, then hesitated when she tensed and stepped back. “Can I hug you?” 
 
    Her smile slipped away, and she shook her head. “No, I’d rather not touch you if I can help it.” 
 
    Ouch, that stung.  
 
    Backing up, I tried to keep a smile on my face. “Okay, that’s fine.” 
 
    “Not because I don’t want to,” she quickly added. “But because I need to hold off the Transformation as long as possible. Just being near you has started it, but I cannot afford to be vulnerable right now. None of us can.” 
 
    The sound of the back door sliding open behind me was followed by Aidan saying, “Inside, Syn.” 
 
    Nodding, I walked back into my house, the air conditioning chilly after the lush warmth of the summer night. Evening had almost fallen, and only the thinnest line of light glowed golden and orange on the horizon. Overhead, a few stars were twinkling out, and I hoped my orgasm had been enough to strengthen the wards, because we were running out of time. The rally started at 8:30pm, and I didn’t like the thought of my mom being there without me. 
 
    I led the way into my living room, taking a seat on the edge of the sofa. Aidan sat down next to me after closing the curtains and turning on a few lights. I couldn’t stop watching Kim as she examined my game shelf, looked at the pictures hanging on the wall, and stared for a long time at the framed family photos I had on the mantle of the fireplace.  
 
    “This is your family?” she asked as she stood before the last picture my dad had taken with us before he died. 
 
    “Yeah, my dad. He passed away when I was young. And that’s me and my mom.” 
 
    She traced the edge of the frame with her fingertip, not looking at me as she said, “You had a good childhood?” 
 
    “I did, it wasn’t until my teenage years that it got rough.” 
 
    “Rough how?” Kim asked, turning around to face me, cut jaw clenching. “Were you hurt?” 
 
    “Not physically, but emotionally, yeah.” I sighed as Aidan slipped his hand into mine, his comfort freely offered through our bond. “It wasn’t easy growing up asexual. I was different than everyone else, and I thought something was wrong with me. I mean, I know now I’m as the Goddess made me, but I really struggled for a while.” 
 
    Aidan rubbed my bare leg and murmured, “You’re cold.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I replied faintly while Kim pulled the cream throw from the back of the other side of the couch and tossed it to Aidan. 
 
    “Take care of our Queen,” she said to Aidan as she crossed her arms and leaned against the wall next to the fireplace, watching me closely. 
 
    With a grumble, Aidan wrapped me up while I continued to stare at Kim. 
 
    “Were you really sent here to kill me?” I asked while watching her watch me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “The Venandi.” 
 
    Aidan began to swear, but I was confused. “The what?” 
 
    Kim’s dark brows flew up in surprise. “You don’t know about the Venandi?” 
 
    I gave her an apologetic shake of my head. “No, sorry.” 
 
    “Nevoj never mentioned us?” 
 
    Once again, I shook my head. “Nope.” 
 
    Looking over at Aidan, Kim said, “You didn’t tell her about your family?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Aidan looked pissed as he said, “We’ve very recently learned that there’s a curse on me that blocked my memories, made me forget who I was before Queen Talia kidnapped me.” 
 
    Kim’s jaw dropped open a little before she said, “Tell me everything.” 
 
    After Aidan finished his story, Kim’s already pale skin had gone alabaster white. “This pain that you feel when you’re trying to remember something—describe it.” 
 
    “Sharp, stabbing, like something is clawing at my mind. It’s so bad, I forget what I was even—” 
 
    “Trying to remember,” Kim said, then winced. 
 
    The scent of her pain reached me, and my instincts flared to life, wanting to protect my mate. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I think I’m cursed as well. Do you think the girl, Amy, could look at me? Tell me if I am?” 
 
    “Why do you think you’re cursed?” Aidan asked with a suspicious look. 
 
    So far, he’d been civil to Kim, but Aidan definitely wasn’t her number one fan. I couldn’t really blame him. I mean, she was going to kill me just for being mated to Nevoj. Sure, I understood her reasoning and her thirst for vengeance, but no matter how you looked at it, I was innocent. The thought that she could so casually take someone’s life on the orders of others bothered me. She was like the Venandi’s gun, they pointed her at their enemies and released her on them at will.  
 
    Kim’s huff of frustration drew my attention back to her as she ran her slender fingers through her short hair. “I keep forgetting things. And feeling like there’s things I should know, questions I asked that went unanswered, but I can’t remember. When I try, I get these blinding headaches that leave me incapacitated. They hurt so bad most of the time, I forget what I was even doing before they strike.” 
 
    Aidan nodded, sympathy warming his scent. “Yeah, that sounds like what happens to me. After a while I just stopped trying to remember because it hurt so much. And that explains why my adopted parents told me I used to get migraines that would have me in bed for days. I must have been trying to remember what happened to my parents, to remember who I was before Queen Talia’s witches got their hands on me.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t kidnapped by Queen Talia,” Kim said with a frustrated growl. “There’s no way or reason she could have cursed me without my knowing.” 
 
    Aidan shrugged. “I don’t know much about curses.” 
 
    My ears popped just before what felt like a strong earthquake rumbled up from beneath us. The pictures on the walls shook, and my bones felt as if they were vibrating. Aidan took me in his arms as Kim dove from across the room, landing lightly on top of me and shielding me with her body as a vase crashed to the floor off my shelf. A massive blast of magic rolled out like a sonic boom and I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering as a wild wind whipped around outside.  
 
    Just as quickly as it started, the force withdrew, and my ears rang in the sudden silence. 
 
    “What in the fuck was that?” Aidan breathed into my ear. 
 
    Kim suddenly jumped away with a curse. “Shit, I didn’t mean to touch you. Shit.” 
 
    I stood and had to take a second to get my bearings as I said, “One sec, let me throw some clothes on. We need to check on Amy and Aunt Patty.” 
 
    After I got dressed, Aidan led the way, and I waved at a few of my neighbors who had come out of their houses to see what had happened. All up and down the street, car and house alarms were blaring, and the neighborhood dogs were barking up a storm. Everything looked normal, but the air smelled like power. 
 
    All three of us practically ran up the steps to Kelly’s house, and I quickly punched the code into the front door, letting us in. 
 
    “Amy? Aunt Patty?” I yelled. 
 
    “We’re in here,” Aunt Patty hollered back. “You okay?” 
 
    I was already moving down the hallway with Kim and Aidan in tow. “What in the name of the Mother was that?” 
 
    I came around the corner of the hallway to Amy’s bedroom and found the door open, with my exhausted looking Aunt Patty standing in the doorway. Her hair was staticky and sticking up all over the place like she’d been rubbing her head on balloons, and she was panting. Most telling of all, her glamour had faded enough to reveal her much younger looking face. Normally Aunt Patty appeared like a pretty, but naturally aged 55-year-old woman. Whatever happened had stripped away her glamour completely, revealing the much younger looking woman beneath.  
 
    I absently wondered if my uncle had ever seen my aunt without her glamour. 
 
    “Who is this?” she asked as she caught sight of Kim, narrowing her eyes and she took in the other woman’s outfit. “Why is a mercenary with you?” 
 
    “Assassin, actually,” I muttered. “This is Kim Heroshi. She’s, um, one of my mates.” 
 
    My aunt gave a slow blink, then smiled. “Well then, that explains the stone.” Over her shoulder Aunt Patty said, “Hey, little witch. That stone is meant for Amy’s other mate.” 
 
    “Other mate?” came the girl’s tired voice. “Like, more than one?” 
 
    Aunt Patty moved out of the way so we could see Amy sprawled out on her bed with the closed and locked grimoire next to her.  
 
    “As a hyena Queen, Synthia will have four mates,” Aunt Patty said, like it was no big deal. 
 
    Amy slowly pushed herself up, and gave me a wide-eyed look as she took us in. “Your mate’s a girl?” 
 
    Awkward. 
 
    “Uh, well, kind of.”  
 
    I looked at Amy’s open, questioning face and could feel Aidan’s apprehension through our bond as I struggled to think of the right thing to say. 
 
    I mean, Amy was eleven. How did I explain such complex concepts as magical gender and sexuality with someone so innocent? I didn’t have a clue how to approach this conversation. 
 
    Thankfully, Aunt Patty jumped into the rescue. “Hyena shifters that are destined to be part of a Queen’s family court have male spirits born into female bodies. After they meet their Queen, they go through a transformation where the Mother Goddess blesses them and makes them reborn with bodies that match their spirits.” 
 
    “Wow,” Amy said with wide eyes. “Aidan was a girl?” 
 
    “I was born female,” Aidan agreed, “but I was never a girl.” 
 
    Amy pursed her lips, her fair brows drawing down as she glanced over at Kim. “And you’re going to become a man?” 
 
    “I am,” Kim said carefully, the scent of her discomfort scratching at the back of my neck like insect feet.  
 
    “That is so cool,” Amy breathed. “In one of the comics I read, this happened with a main character, but she was a girl switched into a boy body at birth through an evil spell.” 
 
    “I hate to interrupt,” Aunt Patty said, “but we’re running out of time. Little witch, give them their stones.” 
 
    With a groan Amy rolled off the bed and held some smooth donut shaped gray stones the size of half-dollars in her hand with black cords tied through them. 
 
    Blushing, she held one out to me. “Sorry I had to put them on shoelaces. I accidentally melted the necklace chains when we were making the shroud stones. I don’t have anything else to put them on.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I took one by the string and gave her a big hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Aunt Syn.” She hugged me back, then handed a necklace to Kim and Aidan. 
 
    Fingering the necklace, Kim said in a low voice to me, “Are you telling me that child made these shroud stones? Amazing.” 
 
    “She is, isn’t she?” Aunt Patty said loudly as she gave Amy a one-armed hug. “But if anyone asks, and they won’t take no for an answer, tell them I made them.” 
 
    Kim nodded her head in Aunt Patty’s direction. “Of course.” 
 
    “Syn,” my aunt said as I slipped the cord over my head. “You’re going to need to find something for Kim to wear to blend into the crowd. She’ll stick out like a sore thumb looking like one of the characters from my oldest son’s favorite video game. That catsuit is fierce, but you’re not gonna blend in well with the good people of Fairfax.” 
 
    Biting my lower lip, I nodded in agreement. “Good point.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, why do I need to change clothes?” Kim asked with a frown. 
 
    “We have to go to the rally,” I quickly explained while Aidan slipped his shroud stone on. 
 
    Instantly, I could no longer scent him, and my hyena let out a little mournful sound. We could still feel him through our bond, but it was muted. Like the bond was being almost completely blocked. We looked at each other and Aidan growled. 
 
    He leaned forward, burying his face against my neck then said, “I can’t smell you at all. I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I whispered. “I can’t smell you either. I didn’t realize how much I’d come to rely on being able to smell you. Now that I can’t, I feel like I’ve lost one of my senses.” 
 
    “That means it’s working,” Aunt Patty said with an obvious sigh of relief. “Whew. Glad I don’t have to go through that again. Amy did a great job with the spell—just one small glitch, but it was a doozy. Gonna have a good-sized bruise on my butt from getting thrown into the door.” 
 
    Amy looked down at the green throw rug next to her bed and scuffed her feet in it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I thought I had the pronunciation down, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “Amy,” Aunt Patty sighed, “For the hundredth time, I’m fine. Really. Goddess knows, I have enough natural cushion back there to protect me.” 
 
    Kim knelt before Amy and ducked her head so she could look the young girl in the eyes. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I’ve never, ever met a witch powerful enough to make one shroud stone, let alone three. What you just did, this is the stuff of legends. Don’t hang your head, be proud. You made a mistake, but obviously you were able to overcome it. Stand tall.” 
 
    Kindness and understanding radiated from Kim’s words and my animal spirit reached out to hers, a brush of psychic fur and welcome. 
 
    “Okay,” Amy said, blushing from her neck all the way to her forehead. “Did you know you’re cursed?” 
 
    Kim nodded solemnly. “I suspected as much.” 
 
    Amy’s brow furrowed as she looked between Kim and Aidan. “Your curses are different.” 
 
    “How so?” Kim asked as she stood, towering over the young girl. 
 
     “Yours is newer. Like…like…” she glanced at me, and I gave her an encouraging smile. “I guess it’s kind of like looking at paint on a door. You can tell the difference between paint that’s been there for years while being exposed to the outdoors, and paint that’s new and fresh. The curse you carry is still fresh like wet paint.” 
 
    The front door of the house slammed open, followed by Kelly’s familiar bellow, “Amy, where are you? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Back here, Mom,” Amy yelled and gave Aunt Patty a panicked look. “My room!” 
 
    We all glanced around, noting the figurines knocked off her shelves, the books that had spilled off her dresser onto the floor, and the big pentagram burned into the wood. 
 
    Aunt Patty kicked the rug over the pentagram, and Amy shoved her magical tools beneath the bed just as Kelly burst through the doorway. 
 
    Wearing a panicked expression, Kelly swooped Amy up into her arms. Aaron, who looked like a male version of Amy, stood hovering in the doorway wearing a dirty baseball uniform. His wide-eyed gaze darted from me, to Aidan, to Kim, to Aunt Patty, then back to Kim again. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Kelly said as she hugged her daughter tight and kissed the top of her head. “I know it was just a small earthquake, but I was so worried when you didn’t answer your phone.” 
 
    Amy hugged her mom back, then wiped at her teary eyes. “I’m okay. Aunt Patty was with me.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Kelly said with relief clear in her voice and scent as she looked over at us. “I was so worried about her being home scared and alone. We were at the drive-thru when the quake struck. Radio is saying it was a 4.3, big for this area.” 
 
    Aunt Patty smiled at Amy with obvious affection. “No problem. You know I love your little crotch goblins.” 
 
    Amy and I groaned while Aidan and Kelly laughed, and Kim looked at Aunt Patty like she was crazy. 
 
    Which she was. 
 
    Aaron crept into the room and stared at Kim as he said, “That is the best cosplay Ninja Priestess costume I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about, but Amy eagerly said, “Isn’t it amazing? This is Syn’s—uh, friend, Kim. They’re going to a cosplay convention, and Syn was helping her with the look.” 
 
    “It’s on point,” Aaron said while giving her two thumbs up. “Are you going to 3-D print the sword of Mammon or sculpt it out of foam? Or are you going to go with her bo-staff instead? I think you can find good replicas online.” 
 
    “Aaron,” Kelly said as she sighed at her son’s eager questions, “enough. Go hop your stinky butt in the shower. We need to hurry if we’re going to make it to the rally on time.” 
 
    “Kelly,” Aunt Patty said quickly. “Can I talk to you for a second? In the kitchen? I could go for a cup of coffee.” 
 
    The lines around Kelly’s eyes deepened as she nodded at my aunt’s not so subtle hints to talk alone. “Sure. Amy, pick up some of the stuff that fell down from your bookcase, so you don’t trip on it and kill yourself. And put on some clean clothes. I swear I’ve seen you wearing the same outfit for the past three days. Your brother already stinks up the house with his pre-teen boy funk. I don’t need two stinky kids.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” Amy said in a subdued voice as she cast me a worried glance. 
 
    We all followed Aunt Patty into Kelly’s black, red and gray themed kitchen.  
 
    “Aidan,” Aunt Patty said as she messed around with the single cup coffee maker sitting on the counter, “Would you and Kim mind going over to Syn’s and feed her cats for me?” 
 
    Aidan’s lips twitched with the need to object, but after I shot him a pleading look, he nodded and they left. 
 
    The lack of being able to scent them twitched at my nerves again, and I had to grit my teeth to keep myself from chasing after my mates.  
 
    “Kelly,” Aunt Patty said in a low voice, “I really, really think you need to stay home with Amy tonight.” 
 
    “What’s wrong,” Kelly asked right away. “Is Amy okay? What did she tell you?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Aunt Patty soothed. “But she is overwhelmed and could use some time with her mom.” 
 
    Kelly frowned as she tapped a blunt fingernail with black grease around the edges against her lips. “Shit, Kandice’s parents were looking forward to seeing Amy there.” 
 
    “I really think she could use a night at home with you,” I added. “Taking her to the rally would be a mistake.” 
 
    Giving a sigh of defeat, Kelly nodded. “To be honest with you, I don’t really want to go. It was supposed to be a rally to raise money for the families affected and the search, but it turned into a big PR event. I heard on the news on the way here that some political bigwigs will be attending, and that there will be lots of reporters there as a result. I heard from my ex that there will be some pro-human groups there as well. That brand of crazy is not my scene. We got enough shit to worry about, what with all the bombings, and wars, and bullshit that’s going around without having to hate people ‘cause they were born with a lil’ somethin’ extra from the Goddess.” 
 
    Aunt Patty and I exchanged a glance before Patty said, “Do you think there will be trouble?” 
 
    “I’d like to say no, but these days trouble seems to find fertile ground in idiots, and this town has a lot of them. Everyone seems to be on edge. At the grocery store, they were almost out of bottled water. I grabbed one of the last cases, and as I was walking away, two people got in a fist fight over what was left. And they were sold out of batteries, and their entire aisle of candles had been emptied out. If I’d waited a few more days, like I’d originally intended to go shopping, I’m pretty sure I would have found mostly bare shelves. Maybe Amy was on’ta somethin’ when she insisted I get out there and stock up.” Kelly shook her head as she rubbed the back of her neck. “I think you’re right. I think I’ll stay home with my kids instead of facing the crazies.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Aunt Patty wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’m going either, not if it’s like that. Kelly, you mind if I hang out with y’all for a little bit? My husband and boys are all out of the house tonight and, after that scare from the earthquake, I’d rather not be alone. I’ll order Chinese, my treat.” 
 
    Kelly smiled. “I’ve got a car full of groceries, but I’ll never turn down food I don’t gotta cook. And you’re always welcome in my home, Patty. I really appreciate you takin’ the time to talk with Amy.” 
 
    “My pleasure, she’s a wonderful girl. Just going through some hard stuff right now.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” Kelly sighed. “Syn, you and your friends want in on this impromptu celebration?” 
 
    I smiled at her, relieved Aunt Patty would be there to protect them tonight. “Thanks, but I already promised my mom we’d help her at the rally tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kelly said as she walked toward the side door leading to the garage. “Tell your mom I said hello, and thanks for talking with Amy.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    Before I could leave, Aunt Patty grabbed my arm and whispered, “Be careful. I have a bad, bad feeling that something wicked this way comes.” 
 
    I had the same feeling, but I didn’t want her worrying about me. “Don’t stress. I have Aidan, Kim and whatever guards Aidan has hidden around here.” 
 
    Giving me a kiss on the cheek, Aunt Patty nodded. “Take care of your mom for me, okay? Try and get her out of there as soon as you can. I don’t know what is going to happen, but all my instincts are telling me that rally is bad news.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Syn 
 
      
 
    I kept stealing glances at Kim in the backseat of Aidan’s truck, scarcely able to believe the change in her appearance. 
 
    She hadn’t started to transition or anything, but she had disguised herself so well, I barely recognized her. First, she wore a blonde wig I’d had in my closet from the year I went as Britney Spears to a costume party. Then, she’d done something with her makeup, contouring like a seasoned makeup artist and making her lean cheeks look fuller, and her jaw not as square. To complete the look, she’d found a pair of fake glasses with thick black frames and slightly blue tinted lenses that I’d picked up for at the dollar store on impulse years ago. 
 
    Because she was so tall and lean, none of my pants had fit her, so we’d opted for a long black peasant skirt with a lace overlay at the hem that ended up coming up to her shins. It exposed her boots, but since her look was kinda goth, it worked. She’d found an old Ramon’s shirt in one of my drawers that I used as a sleep shirt, but it fit her. Underneath the loose shirt, Kim had hidden an assortment of weapons that had astonished me. Looking at her, you’d have no idea that she had salted iron daggers literally taped with duct tape to her back. Or that she had a gun in a thigh holster on one leg, and a larger salted iron knife in a thigh sheath on the other. 
 
    Her shroud stone necklace was hidden beneath the t-shirt, but she’d grabbed a few of my black onyx necklaces and had looped them around her throat. 
 
    Instinctively, I tried to get her scent and my hyena gave an unhappy little growl at our inability to smell Kim. 
 
    My phone buzzed, and I frowned as I read the text from my mom, then sent her back a quick reply that we were almost there. 
 
    “What’s up?” Aidan asked as we inched through traffic.  
 
    “My mom said we should park at the strip mall behind the school. That the parking lot is full and there’s a media circus going on because some politicians decided to show up.” 
 
    “Goddess help us.” Aidan groaned. “How do I get to the strip mall?” 
 
    It didn’t take us long, but by the time we arrived there, the mall parking lot was also almost full. I paused as I opened the door to the truck, using the height of the vehicle to get a look at the crowd. It was mostly families, somber-faced moms and dads keeping their kids close as the piled out of mini-vans and SUVs. An air of tension threaded through the crowd, a scent of wariness that rolled through my nose like a prickly cactus. Parents kept an eye and hand on their children, all too aware how quickly they could vanish. After our talk with Amy, I was certain the vast majority of the missing kids had been consumed by the hungry dark. There would be no trace of them ever found, no body to bury, no grave plot to mourn. The poor families of the missing kids would spend eternity wondering what happened to their child—a terrible fate for anyone to endure. 
 
    Over the roof of the strip mall, the bright, glowing lights of the high school’s football stadium lit up the night sky.  
 
    Kim and Aidan came around to my door, and Aidan helped me out.  
 
    Gripping his hand tight, I listened to the sound of a big crowd just on the other side of the buildings. The truck beeped behind us as Aidan hit the alarm. Kim stood about three feet away from me, the lights reflecting off the cheap lenses of her glasses. Aidan had donned a beat-up baseball cap and changed into a plain, pale green t-shirt with a faded bar logo on the front and jean shorts. Other than the fact that he was huge, ripped, and hot, he fit in with the rest of the guys in the crowd making their way to the football field. 
 
    “Ready?” Aidan asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I hoped he didn’t notice how sweaty my palm got as we walked over to the front of the shops to join the steady stream of people. 
 
    Kim didn’t say anything as she trailed after us, her gaze constantly scanning the nearby area. She’d warned us earlier to keep an eye open for Bev and Jerry, describing them well enough that I was pretty sure I’d be able to spot them before they spotted me. Thankfully, we had an advantage while wearing the shroud stones. It would keep them from scenting us or using magic to detect our location. Still, they knew mine and Aidan’s faces, so we were going to do our best to lay low. Like Aidan, I also wore a baseball cap, but it was in good shape and had the junior high’s logo on it. 
 
    I saw a couple people I knew, but none of them smiled when they said hello as we walked past the big display windows of the mall businesses. Most were closed, and all had flyers for the missing kids plastered all over their windows and doors. My chest hurt as I took in the photos of the young faces, knowing in my heart of hearts they would never come home. I paused for a second, recognizing Kandice’s photo on a flyer taped to the window of a beauty salon. She was smiling big for the camera in what was probably a school picture while wearing her cheerleader uniform. Her long, black braids were up in a ponytail, and a big blue and gold bow sat at a jaunty angle on top of her head.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kim said as she took a protective position at my side, yet still a couple feet away. 
 
    I swallowed past the lump in my throat and pointed to the flyer. “This is Kandice, Amy’s friend. I-I’ve known her since she was six years old and became Amy’s best friend in the first grade. I’ve met her parents—both doctors and amazing people who volunteer their time overseas doing free medical care for the poor. Kandice…Kandice was their only child.” 
 
    Aidan let out a rumble of sadness as he gave me a quick hug. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Turning my head, I awkwardly thumped the brim of my baseball hat against his chest as I tried to hide my face. “It’s okay. I mean it’s not okay, none of this is okay, but I’m okay.” 
 
    Kim murmured from behind me, “Time to move.” 
 
    Aidan hustled me along as I looked over my shoulder at Kim. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s a group of males in the parking lot near the sign that were staring at you. One male in particular pointed you out and didn’t look happy to see you.” 
 
    I tried to look behind me, but Kim blocked my view. “Act casual.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes at her, I stumbled over a non-existent crack, then bent down as if to tie my shoelace. Looking up from beneath my lashes, I scanned the lot, quickly finding who Kim meant. It was Roger, my neighbor Kelly’s dickhead ex-husband. He was a big man with a gut like a keg and thinning brown hair. Tonight, he hung out with a group of rough looking rednecks by some big, jacked up trucks with gunracks in the back. He still glared at me, so I quickly finished fumbling with my shoe. I’d only seen him once, briefly, since my transformation from human to hyena shifter, and the encounter hadn’t been a pleasant one. I’d overheard him bad mouthing me to Kelly as he picked the kids up for his visiting weekend, telling her that he didn’t want Amy and Aaron hanging around a stripper. 
 
    Kelly had, of course, ignored him and reamed him out, saying that just because I’d had some plastic surgery done didn’t mean I was a stripper. She added that I was a scientist working for the Smithsonian, so I was hardly a bad role model. She swears that in high school, when they met, Roger wasn’t such a huge asshole. I had my doubts, but I kept them to myself.  
 
    Seeing Roger there made a worm of unease slither down my spine as we walked around the side of the long building. The parking lot lights illuminated the entrance to the well-trod path from the junior high to the strip mall. For generations, kids had cut through the woods to get to the stores nearby, and the junior high eventually gave up and paved it. In the distance, I could see the massive fenced-in football stadium, the bright lights making me squint as the crowd grew thicker. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him.” I jerked my head back in Roger’s direction. “That’s Kelly’s ex-husband, Roger. He’s an asshole, and we’ve never gotten along, but Kelly would kick his ass if he bothered me. He might talk shit about me behind my back, but he ignores me to my face, and I return the favor.” 
 
    Aidan shook his head. “Roger sounds like the kind of guy who likes to beat up people smaller than him and kiss the asses of anyone bigger. A coward and a bully.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I agreed as we reached the gated entrances to the football field. 
 
    Four long lines stretched from the entrances, and we picked the shortest one.  
 
    Standing on my tiptoes, I tried to see what was taking so long. 
 
    “What are they doing up there?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    The short, pleasantly rounded woman waiting with what I assumed was her family in front of us turned around.  
 
    “Extra security checks,” she said, the intense lights creating deep shadows on her face as she grimaced up at me. “With all the craziness in the world right now, I don’t mind a little extra safety.” 
 
    Her husband nudged her forward as the lines inched closer to the entrance. “Keep moving, Melissa.” 
 
    She ignored him, but shuffled forward as she said, “Why, just on the way here I was listening to yet another news report about a plane going down, this one in New Jersey. Crashed into a neighborhood. Terrible. And this is the second plane to go down for no reason this week.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Aidan said as he looped an arm around my shoulders. “Goddess bless their souls.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement, and we were all quiet as we shuffled forward.  
 
    “Do you see what they’re doing?” Kim breathed in my ear. 
 
    Shivers danced up and down my spine, and I tried to keep my inner hyena in check. She wanted to nuzzle up against Kim, to rub all over her and scent mark the other woman as our mate. In her simple thinking, she didn’t understand totally why we weren’t claiming our Enforcer and was irritated with Kim’s hands-off approach. 
 
    “I see it,” Aidan muttered so low I had to strain to hear him. “One stamp for shifters and witches, one stamp for humans. Using a pad with different ink. And it looks like they’re taking the ID of anyone not human and scanning it.” 
 
    “What?” I said in a somewhat loud voice. 
 
    Kim and Aidan both gave me a dirty look as people turned around to peer at us. 
 
    Dipping my chin down, I tried to hide in Aidan’s shadow as he sighed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered. “Why are they doing that?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Kim said from behind me, “but we’re getting closer, so shush.” 
 
    Nervous energy filled me as I watched the two men, one with dark hair and a beard, the other with thinning blond hair and buck teeth, at the gate before us give a human family a quick scan, then stamp them from a pad held by the bearded guard. Trying to not be obvious, I slowly let my gaze slide over the crowd, as if I was one of the hundreds of people bored and waiting to get in. It was 8:15, so we were running late as it was. 
 
    My mom texted me again as we moved forward, letting me know she was seated with a group of teachers in section 214 and to meet her there. I slipped my phone back in my pocket, an uncomfortable feeling of guilt hitting me. I didn’t have anything on me, and they weren’t doing pat downs, but Kim had a virtual arsenal on her. Turning around, I intended to give Kim a once over to see if I could spot any of her hidden weapons, but she wasn’t there. 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    Aidan cut me off. “She’s meeting us inside.” 
 
    “Uh, okay.” 
 
    I gave him a confused look, but his attention was on the guards who motioned us forward. The bearded guy had hard eyes, and as I got closer, I could feel a low, thick pulse of sickly magic coming from his pocket. On the table next to them was an ID scanner and a couple bottles of water. He squinted his eyes at me, then at Aidan, and to my relief quickly dismissed us without a word. The stamping guy stamped us with the ink that proclaimed us as human, and in we went. 
 
    Moving away from the guards, I whispered to Aidan, “What the hell was that about?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I was right, they’re copying down the information of all the shifters and witches and giving them stamps with the different ink.” His voice dropped further, “And I wasn’t the only one who noticed. More than one shifter and their family caught on and left the line.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen to those who didn’t? And why keep a log of only shifters and witches?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but this whole thing stinks to high heaven.” 
 
    I took a sniff, but there were so many scents in the air, I might as well have been nose blind. “What does it smell like?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth lifted in a quick grin as he guided us through the crowd toward the big cement building housing the bathrooms against the fence. “I meant metaphorically.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kim said from behind me, making me jump. 
 
    “Goddess,” I put a hand over my heart. “Walk louder or something.” 
 
    Kim smirked at me, then gave Aidan a chin lift. “The security on this place isn’t very good. Mostly volunteer, but they stink of violence. More like thugs than guards. A couple of them also smell like magic, but they aren’t witches or wise women. More like the scent that comes from carrying something magical. I also found multiple escape routes we can use, if needed.” 
 
    My phone buzzed, and I jerked my head to the massive bleachers flanking the football field. “Come on, my mom says they’re getting ready to start.” 
 
    We joined the sea of people elbowing their way to the bleachers, making a right for the nearly full stadium seats that were ‘our’ side during football games. It was weird—I’d been to dozens of games with my mom over the years, because she always liked to cheer her kids on, but the atmosphere tonight was way different. There wasn’t happy chatter, the sound of the band warming up off field, or kids running around in packs laughing and yelling. The atmosphere felt heavy, saturated with grief and fear. We weren’t there to cheer, but to mourn. Those who had brought their children kept them close. The subdued atmosphere was reflected in the lack of conversation, and I held Aidan’s hand again as we moved to where my mom stood, waving at us. 
 
    It was amusing watching Aidan try to carefully push his way through the crowd and not crush people. He was wide, with broad shoulders and thick biceps, and his body took up a lot of real estate. While he was careful not to hurt anyone, he made an effective human bulldozer as we made our way up the stairs to my mom. More than one curious eye turned our way, and I heard a few clusters of people whispering my name. I tried not to listen in, having learned my lesson early on that I really didn’t want to hear what people were saying about me behind my back. Ignorance was bliss and all that. 
 
    Wearing a blue and gold t-shirt with the junior high’s logo on it, my mom looked tired as she pulled me into a hug. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.” 
 
    “Sorry we’re so late. It took forever to get through the security lines,” I replied as I hugged her back. 
 
    “Isn’t it crazy?” she complained then pressed her lips together and shook her head before saying in a low voice, “Goddess forgive me for judging, but I really hate that some politicians are using this rally as a photo-op.” 
 
    “Yeah, that is shitty,” I replied as I waved to one of the families that lived in my neighborhood sitting nearby. “Looks like we’ve got a packed crowd tonight.” 
 
    “And then some. Hello, Aidan.” My mom reaching out and giving his hand a squeeze before turning her bright smile to Kim. “And you must be Synthia’s friend, Kim. I’m Carol, Synthia’s mom. Sorry to meet you under such circumstances.” 
 
    Kim shook my mom’s hand, an oddly conflicted yet pleased smile curving her full lips. “It is nice to meet you as well.” 
 
    We all took a seat, my mom’s co-workers calling out their greetings while staring at Aidan as he sat next to me. Poor guy, he was kind of scrunched up on the small bleacher benches, with his legs spread wide to keep from kneeing the people in front of us in the head, like an adult trying to sit on doll furniture. Kim sat on his other side, and I could barely see her around his bulk. My hyena was acting weird, agitated and constantly sniffing the air. I think it bugged her that the shroud stones kept her from scenting her mates. I wondered if the stone affected her in some way, because she hid deep inside of me and made no effort to come out. 
 
    We were about six rows up in the middle, so we had a great view of the raised stage set up at the edge of the football field. Slowly, it filled with people, and my gaze wandered to the visiting side’s bleachers, almost totally full. Thanks to my enhanced shifter eyesight, I spotted Roger seated with a group of rough looking men. They all wore what appeared to be tan camo hunting vests. Hunting was a big thing in my town, so the camo wasn’t unusual in itself but seeing so many men wearing the same vest at once was kinda weird.  
 
    “Oh my Goddess,” one of the women behind us exclaimed. “They found Kandice!” 
 
    Instantly, we whipped around to stare at an older woman with silvery hair and tears dripping down her face as she waved her phone around. She yelled, “They found her, she’s alive! They found one of the missing kids, and she’s alive! It’s on the news online.” 
 
    My heart bottomed out as I looked over Aidan’s phone while he opened up his browser. All around us, I could hear exclamations ringing out through the crowd like fireworks, one after another, until the sound of conversation and cheering filled the air. Aidan found the video, and I had to lean closer and read the captions to understand what I saw.  
 
    The video was a little jerky—you could tell it was someone using their cellphone who didn’t really know what they were doing. It showed a decrepit old house in the middle of the woods. Fading sunlight from either dawn or dusk streamed down through the trees and illuminated the front of the house. The windows were boarded up, and nature had begun to reclaim it because plants grew up the sides and the grass totally hid the foundation.  
 
    Movement came from the doorway, and a moment later, an unfamiliar guy wearing what looked like jeans and a plaid shirt along with a hunting vest came out with a girl in his arms. She wore a tattered, dirty white nightgown and her braids trailed over his arm as he carried her down the crumbling cement steps. At the sound of cheering, she turned to the camera, and I instantly recognized Kandice. 
 
    Except this couldn’t be her. Amy said Kandice died and some danjal wore her skin. But that couldn’t be true, because electronic equipment couldn’t function around demons, and Kandice was obviously being filmed without issue. Something about a demon’s chemistry, their negative energy, canceled out the electricity that we used to run all of our devices. Yet there Kandice was, clinging to her rescuer, looking a little dirty but definitely not dead or demonic. I didn’t know what to make of it. Had Amy lied? Or had she been fooled by the demon somehow? For all I knew some demons could mindfuck their victims and appear as their worst fear or something. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Aidan said, echoing my own conflicted thoughts. 
 
    My mom let out a squeal of happiness, grabbing me in a hug as all around us people chattered in excited voices. 
 
    Kim leaned over and stared at the phone. “Wait, rewind it to 45 seconds in. That guy by the tree, isn’t he the one that was staring at you earlier? Kelly’s ex-husband?” 
 
    Looking closer, I nodded. “Son of a bitch, that’s Roger. But what was he doing there? Kelly said he was out on the road with his long-distance trucking business.” 
 
    Kim’s reply was lost as my mom grasped me up in a bear hug and practically lifted me off my feet.  
 
    “It’s a miracle!” My mom released me and gave a fist pump before hugging everyone around us. “Oh, thank the Goddess.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Aidan said. “The article with it says that, according to sources close to the situation, there was another body found in the house, but it was partially eaten. Kandice claims she was kidnapped by…by shifters who are hunting children. The article claims they found evidence that there is a group of shifters calling themselves ‘Eaters’ who eat humans for magical powers. They claim they’re taking kids all over the U.S. That these shifters are rabid, and every community should be aware.” 
 
    My stomach hit my feet as I stared at Aidan then Kim. “Oh shit.” 
 
    I startled when the loudspeakers overhead began to play the National Anthem, then stood with everyone else in the crowd. 
 
    Looking out onto the field with dazed eyes, I found that the rally was set up similar to graduation. A podium set in the middle of the stage, surrounded by chairs filled with people all along the back of the stage. I could see a couple guys and a woman in state trooper uniforms, some local police, and I easily recognized the junior high school’s principal and guidance counselor. Standing next to them were a few people I didn’t recognize…and one I did. 
 
     Goosebumps skittered up and down my arms as I recognized Mr. CreepyHands from my morning trips on the Metro—the bane of my commute and someone who used to give me nightmares. I leaned forward slightly to the side, trying to see around a group of men that were standing. They parted and my second look confirmed it. As usual, Mr. Creepyhands wore a black suit with a red tie, his thick reddish blond hair carefully styled back and shining beneath the stadium lights. His pale, jowly cheeks shook as he sang along, his fisted hands at his sides. 
 
    The moment the song ended and we were seated again, I leaned into Aidan and whispered, “The guy to the left of the podium, in the black suit and red tie? He’s Mr. Creepyhands, the guy I told you about on the subway that I think put a spell on me.” 
 
    “The one with the red hair and doughy face? He’s the one that put that nasty spell you that Judy removed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    We kept our voices low, but people still gave us dirty looks as the school principal started his speech about the missing kids.  
 
    Kim fiddled around with her phone, watching the film of Kandice’s rescue in slow motion. When I looked down to see what had her so fascinated, I felt my breath catch. Grabbing the phone from Kim, I brought the screen up to my face and shook my head.  
 
    No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    Zooming in even more, I tried to get a clearer view, but it became blurry instead of clearer. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Aidan whispered while the principal droned on. 
 
    “What does that look like to you? The necklace that dips out of the collar of her nightgown for a second before she tucks it back away?” 
 
    Frowning, Aidan said, “A black crystal of some kind?” 
 
    “Why is that important?” Kim leaned in to whisper. 
 
    Before I could answer him, the principal said, “Now, please bow your heads for a moment of silence.” 
 
    I did, but I felt like I was falling down a deep hole as I closed my eyes. 
 
    The crystal, the crystal around Kandice’s neck, was the same as the weird crystals I’d received from Peru. 
 
    The same crystals that my co-worker had been so interested in. 
 
    The crystals I was handling the day the rift opened over the museum. 
 
    I didn’t believe in coincidences anymore, and I itched to get back to the museum to check out my suspicions. 
 
    Before I could move, my mother growled, “I hate that man. Senator or not, he’s a stain on our state. Bigoted asshole. I bet he loves the rumor that the shifters are eating children.” 
 
    I saw her glaring at Mr. Creepyhands. “Who is he?” 
 
    My mom gave me an exasperated look. “Senator Illis. You know, the guy whose been a senator for fifteen years now. The one who tried to get charter schools for humans only approved. The guy who tried to pass a bill that would make all witches and shifters register as their ‘species’ at birth?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that guy.”  
 
    She sighed and shook her head in obvious disappointment of my ignorance. “To me, the really scary part is how many people support him. Enough to make sure he’s re-elected term after term and give him all the money he needs to run a campaign. Lots of sick, angry people out there that love to blame their problems on everyone but themselves.” 
 
    “No shit,” I whispered as my palms grew slick with sweat. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “Really, Synthia, you need to pay more attention to the world around you.” 
 
    Licking my dry lips, I nodded as Kim and Aidan whispered next to me. “Right.” 
 
    I looked from the stage, where Mr. Creepyhands—I mean, Senator Illis—gave the principal a friendly pat on the shoulder as he approached the microphone. 
 
    There was a small squall of feedback as he got near, so he reached out to adjust the microphone with a slight grimace twisting his thick lips.  
 
    As he did this, I noticed his unnaturally long fingers and a ring. 
 
    A ring with a dark stone in the middle. 
 
    The same unique color of black with a faint sheen of electric purple as the evil crystals back at the museum. 
 
    The same color as the crystal Kandice wore in the rescue video. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said with a big smile, “It overjoys me to announce that Kandice Blake was recovered tonight and is now home safe with her overjoyed parents.” 
 
    A huge cheer went up from the crowd, and I stood up and clapped with the rest of them, even though I was freaking the fuck out inside as things started to come together. 
 
    As he droned on, I watched the ring, the way he held the microphone, how a dark wave of menace seemed to saturate the air around him. My hyena sent me a complicated animalistic image of a formless predator, massive and deadly. A shiver of fear raced through me, and I sat with everyone else as the applause finally died down. 
 
    Aidan leaned over and whispered, “What’s wrong? You’re terrified.” 
 
    Conscious of the power flowing off Senator Illis, I shook my head. “Not here.” 
 
    He gave me a puzzled look, and I quickly typed out on my phone, Illis may be able to hear us. I think he’s a demon. One of those skinwalkers. Not safe to talk. 
 
    I showed the screen to Kim as well, who gave me wide eyes, but nodded. 
 
    On the field, Senator Illis held his hands out as he said in a booming voice, “Tonight, I’d like to thank the search crew that found little Kandice and rescued her from certain death at the jaws of rabid shifters. Will everyone please give a round of applause to the brave men and women who tirelessly worked to find Kandice?” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Roger, along with his vest wearing buddies, all stood with their chests puffed out and heads held high. The applause was thunderous. People were actually crying around us, talking about what true heroes the men and women were. While everyone was cheering, Senator Illis clapped as well, but his grin was horrible. Too big, too gleaming, he was clearly mocking everyone as he sneered at the crowd. I could feel it, how he was laughing at all of us, how he thought we were all so stupid. 
 
    Time seemed to slow, and I scanned the row of people standing behind the senator and applauding. Most were genuinely happy, but there were a few who had the same mocking air as the senator. The black woman the senator had been sitting next to smirked at him as he turned in her direction, and it was an ugly smile. As she turned her head to talk to the person next to her, I caught the darker than dark gleam of her large, black crystal earrings. They’d been polished into circles set in gold, but I knew what they were. 
 
    My stomach churned and I abruptly sat down. My mom instantly dropped next to me, as did Aidan and Kim. Inside, my hyena was freaking out, and it felt like she was clawing at my soul. A sense of panic, the need to run, the need to get away filled me as I tried to calm my animal spirit down. I’d never experienced anything like pure fear roaring through me, a sense of foreboding so thick I became nauseous with it. My stomach clenched so hard it hurt, and I moaned as my mouth began to water, a sure sign I was going to puke. A terrible feeling of impending doom seemed to radiate from deep in my soul and I let out a little moan before choking it back. 
 
    “Syn?” my mom said in a worried voice. “Are you okay? You look very pale and sweaty.” 
 
    The debilitating fear coursing through me continued to send adrenaline roaring through my system, twisting my stomach into a hard knot. “I don’t feel good.” 
 
    “You look like you’re going to be sick,” my mother clucked, “Come on.” 
 
    With my mom telling everyone to move, that I was going to be sick, we managed to slice through the crowd like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    When we got to the bottom of the bleachers, a male and a female stood there, blocking us. 
 
    “Excuse me,” my mother said, “my daughter isn’t feeling well.” 
 
    The guards continued to block the way as the applause behind began to die down and the senator started to talk again.  
 
    “Let me see your hands,” the tough looking Hispanic woman said.  
 
    I held mine up, but it was to cover my mouth as I began to heave. 
 
    “They’re good,” the guy said with a grimace at the sounds of my barely held back retching. “Go.” 
 
    I managed to make it as far as one of the barrel trashcans before I puked up everything in my stomach in great heaves. 
 
    My mom and Aidan rubbed my back, while Kim stood somewhere behind me. 
 
    After I sagged, my mom was there with a wet wipe from her purse. “Feeling better?” 
 
    I nodded, letting her dab at my face while Aidan held me close.  
 
    “Let’s get her into the car,” Aidan rumbled at my back. 
 
    My mom nodded, her gaze darting between me and the bleachers. “Mind if I ride with you? I had to park over at the Dairy Mart and it’s a bit of a walk from here.” 
 
    Thankful I didn’t have to try to convince her to leave, I shuffled out with Aidan on one side, my mom on the other. There weren’t many people there, but there were guards and a few police officers. All of them kept their distance as I puked in another garbage can on our way out.  
 
    By the time we made it to the lighted path leading through the dark woods, I felt weak, but better. The oily nausea was gone, though my stomach muscles hurt. Moving quickly, Aidan and Kim practically carried me between them back into the truck. My mom had to hustle to keep up, but she didn’t complain. Guess I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t wait to get away from the senator. 
 
    My mom sat in the backseat with Kim and made small talk while I leaned my forehead against the cool glass of the window. Aidan turned the air-conditioning on full blast, and I angled the vent to my face so it would dry the sweat. My inner hyena reached forward, singing me a soothing song as reassurance and worry poured through my bond from Aidan. My mom handed me some gum from the backseat, and I gratefully took it, replacing the sour tang of vomit still in my mouth with mint. 
 
    I managed to keep my shit together as I said goodbye to my mom, and she made me promise that I’d call her tomorrow. At first, she wanted to come home with me and take care of me like she usually did when I got ill. Yes, I was a grown woman whose mother still babied me, but I convinced her it was just something I ate and that I would be fine. When Aidan spoke up and said he’d take care of me, I think she was more reassured and let it drop. 
 
    As soon as the door shut and the truck pulled away, I turned to Aidan and Kim. “Okay, this is just a theory, but I believe that the crystal necklace Kandice was wearing, the crystal ring that the Senator was wearing, and the earrings that one of his aids wore were all made up of this stone that I have at the museum that was sent to me from the Miro mines in Peru.” 
 
    I’d said it all really fast, and Aidan’s eyes went wide as he looked away from the road as he drove and said, “Miro mine? Did you say the Miro mine?” 
 
    Confused, I nodded. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    Kim said from the backseat, “Queen Talia died in the Miro mines.” 
 
    I slumped back into my seat. “No shit.” We came to a stoplight, and I shifted so I could see both of them. “I need to get to the museum. I need to study those crystals, to see if they do what I think they do.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Aidan asked as he gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles went white. 
 
    Reaching out, I ran a soothing hand down his arm. “It’s just a theory, but I think those crystals somehow enable demons to be around electricity.” 
 
    Aidan almost hit the car in front of us before he slammed on the brakes. “Fuck.” 
 
    Kim gave a brittle laugh as she looked down at her phone. “Hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but I’ve got more bad news. Seems Bev and Jerry were at the rally, and even though I didn’t see them, they saw me. They tattled me out to David, who is demanding I bring you in right now or become an enemy of the hunters. Oh, and I think I’m starting my transition.” 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Aidan roared.  
 
    I jerked around in my seat to face Kim fully. “Can you stop it?” 
 
    Kim shook her head, her eyes a little wild in the dim dashboard lights. “No, I’ve been trying, but it’s no use. Your pheromones are powerful, my Queen.” 
 
    Sirens blared behind us, and Aidan pulled over to the side with a snarl. But the police car wasn’t pulling us over, it raced past us at a high speed. A few seconds later, another one followed it, then another. I turned my head, watching them fly past us and wondered where they were going.  
 
    Carefully pulling back onto the road, Aidan glanced into the rearview mirror, worry etching lines around his eyes. “Have you lost sensation yet?” 
 
    “In my feet and legs,” Kim grit out. 
 
    “Mother’s tit, we need to get you to ground,” Aidan snarled as he turned down the road leading to my house. 
 
    “But where?” I wanted to cry, overwhelmed and seriously worried about Kim. “Where can we go that’s safe?” 
 
    “Your house,” the muscles in Aidan’s forearms stood out as he clenched the steering wheel. “It’s already fortified with wards.” 
 
    “But it’ll be the first place they look.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re going to call in Ted and his clan. The Venandi would be stupid to go to war with the bears. Besides, I have a feeling we’re gonna seem like small fish to the Venandi soon if we’ve got demons masquerading as shifter-hating senators.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Kim shifted in the backseat. “Electricity was one of our best ways for tracking them. The perfect early warning system. Unless we can figure out some way to spot them, they’ll blend right in with the humans now.” 
 
    “Living among them,” Aidan added, “doing Goddess knows what.” 
 
    “I’m sending out the information to my friends. Since I’ve been labeled a traitor, they may not believe me, but it might save some innocent lives,” Kim said as we neared my house.  
 
    The bright spotlight over the garage and the light on my porch illuminated the front yard. As we pulled into the driveway, the door to Kelly’s house flew open and Aunt Patty, Kelly, Amy, and Aaron all came hauling ass out the front door with tears streaming down their cheeks. 
 
    “Dear Goddess,” I whispered as I took in their terror-stricken faces. “What now?” 
 
    “You handle them,” Aidan said. “I’ll take Kim inside.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Turning around, I reached out and touched Kim’s cheek, figuring there was no point in holding back at this point. Instantly, my hyena surged forward and down through our physical bond, meeting Kim’s hyena with a joyful cry. My soul rang with the happiness of their meeting, and I could distantly feel Aidan’s hyena calling out a greeting as well. 
 
    I kept my hand there only for a moment, but it was long enough for me to get a taste of Kim’s soul. Strength, purpose, and determination shone through, along with a fierce protective streak. Her—no, his—soul was that of a warrior, of someone the Goddess made stronger than everyone else. Someone you could depend on through thick and thin. Kim turned into my hand, closing her eyes as she inhaled my wrist. 
 
    Our moment was interrupted by Aunt Patty hauling open the door to the truck.  
 
    “Syn!” she screamed, “You’re alive! Where’s Carol?” 
 
    “Uh,” I exchanged a confused look with Aidan before he got out of the truck. “Yeah, I’m alive. And mom is probably home by now. Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Was she at the rally?” Aunt Patty clasped her hands together over her heart. 
 
    “Yes, but she left early with us.” 
 
    “We thought you got shot!” Amy cried out. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” I asked as I slid out of the truck. 
 
    “Because of the shooting,” Aaron said in a choked voice, his face red from crying. “At the rally.” 
 
    “What shooting?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a very worried Aidan carrying Kim into the house. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Kim?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Oh, she twisted her ankle, that’s why we had to leave early. Now what shooting?” 
 
    “You must have left just before it started,” Kelly said as she hugged her kids with a haunted look. “Radio is saying someone—” 
 
    “Or someones,” Aaron added, “They don’t know how many people there were.” 
 
    “Right,” Kelly said. “One or more people opened fire on the bleachers from the catwalk on the scoreboard before police managed to take them out. Some news reports say there was a second shooter, but it hasn’t been confirmed.” 
 
    I leaned against the side of the truck, staring at their shadowed faces. “Oh my Goddess, that’s horrible!” 
 
    Aunt Patty gathered me into her arms, shaking slightly as she held me tight. “I thought for sure we’d lost you.” 
 
    “How many people were hurt?” 
 
    “They’re saying on the news that dozens of people were injured. Possible mass casualties.” 
 
    “Oh sweet Mother,” I whispered as I said a prayer. “Sweet blessed Mother.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered that Roger had been there, but I didn’t want to say anything in front of the kids and freak them out any more than they already were. “Kelly, can I talk to you alone for a second?” 
 
    “Sure.” Kelly gave Amy and Aaron a kiss on the head then said, “Go on inside while I talk with Patty and Syn.” 
 
    “But, Mom,” Amy protested. 
 
    “No,” Kelly barked. “Inside. Now.” 
 
    The kids grumped as they walked away, and I gave Amy a look that I hoped said I’d talk to her soon. 
 
    Once the front door to Kelly’s house was safely closed, I crossed my arms as I looked at a worried Kelly. “Roger was at the rally.” 
 
    “What?” She shook her head, the shadows from my porch light streaking over her face. “No, he’s on the road right now.” 
 
    “Kelly, he was at the rally, and he was part of the group who rescued Kandice today.” 
 
    Looking utterly shocked, Kelly shook her head again. “No, I just talked with him. Normally he has the kids this weekend, but he called me today and said he wouldn’t be able to take them because he picked up an extra load.” 
 
    “I swear, I saw him there.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta call him,” Kelly muttered. “My phone’s in the house.” 
 
    “Go,” I urged her. “I need to check on Kim’s ankle.” 
 
    Aunt Patty followed me as we made our way up the steps and inside, but Aidan and Kim weren’t in the house. The only light on was coming from the living room, and I quickly closed the drapes as I called out for Aidan and Kim. After getting no answer, I made sure the front door was locked. Not that it would do much good against shifter assassins, but it made me feel better. Making our way into the kitchen, I spotted Aidan and Kim through the window above the kitchen sink. Aidan was helping a slow-moving Kim, supporting her as they both stripped her out of her shirt. 
 
    “She’s going to earth,” I quickly explained to Aunt Patty as Aidan tossed Kim’s bra off to the side. 
 
    Her eyebrows flew up, “Kim is going through her Transformation here? Syn, this area isn’t safe right now. While you were gone, I kept feeling something pinging against the wards, but I didn’t find anything. Not that I looked too hard. The woods feel…heavy tonight. I’m afraid the amount of magic Amy generated earlier might leave a resonance the danjal can pick up on. Are you sure you can’t take her somewhere else?” 
 
    I shook my head as Aidan helped a visibly wilting Kim lay down on my lawn. “We don’t have a choice. She has to go to ground now. Stay here.” 
 
    Aunt Patty nodded, but she moved closer to the kitchen sink so she could look through the window over it. “Syn, that shooting—one of the wise women from my gathering was there. She said that she thinks it was only witches and shifters in the crowd that got shot. How is that possible? How did somebody know who to shoot?” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, then whispered, “The stamps. At the gate, they stamped everyone who went through security. They had one stamp pad for humans, another for shifters. There must have been a spell or something in the stamps, which means the entire thing was a setup.” 
 
    She gripped the edges of the sink so tight, her knuckles turned white. “A setup? By who?” 
 
    I was about to answer her when I felt a really weird echoing sensation ripple through me, followed by a streak of bright blue that arched over the house. 
 
    “Your wards are being attacked,” Aunt Patty breathed. 
 
    Throwing open the backdoor, I came to an abrupt stop as another shimmer of blue washed over the house, like light glinting off a soap bubble. It illuminated Aidan as he crouched over a naked and unconscious Kim, but his focus locked on the back gate of my house. The bursts of light became more rapid, and the light over my garage flickered then went dark. Aunt Patty ran out with her sword in hand, the salted steel giving off a faint red glow as if it was still hot from the forge. 
 
    When the lights on my back porch began to flicker as well, I cursed loudly. 
 
    Demons. 
 
    Aidan looked back over his shoulder at me. “Guard Kim. I have to see what’s going on.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to respond as he took a mighty leap and landed right on top of my garage. 
 
    Even for a hyena, such a move should be impossible. 
 
    I probably would have stood there, staring at Aidan, if Aunt Patty hadn’t knocked me with her shoulder as she ran past. “Come on!” 
 
    I hurried down my back porch steps to where Kim lay curled up on the grass, fetal style. Before my astonished eyes, she began to slowly sink into the earth. It was like watching someone slowly sink down into a thick gel, the grass around her barely disturbed by her passage. I could feel the Mother embracing Kim, could feel a surge of her endless love for her children, and I opened my heart to it. 
 
    “We’ve got trouble,” Aidan yelled. “There are at least a dozen demons attacking your wards. They won’t hold long under this kind of onslaught.” 
 
    “What about the guards?” I yelled as I eyed my back fence. Fear coated my tongue as I could practically feel the evil pressing against it. 
 
    “Dead,” Aidan yelled out. “I see their uniforms in the greenspace.” 
 
    “Goddess keep them,” Aunt Patty murmured before she shouted back, “Are they going after the neighbors?” 
 
    “No, solely focused on our house.” 
 
    “So someone is directing them,” she muttered before yelling, “How long will Kim’s transformation take?” 
 
    “Days,” Aidan said in a grim voice as he dropped back down with us as we watched Kim slip into the rich earth.  
 
    “Can they dig her up?” Aunt Patty asked as a weaker blue flash extended over us, momentarily illuminating the yard like a lightning strike. “If we leave, will they be able to get to Kim?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aidan said in a tense voice, “they will. And she’ll be totally defenseless. Go, take Synthia and get Kelly and her kids out of here.” 
 
    Aunt Patty laughed. “If you think either of us are leaving, you’re crazy. Hold on, Syn, let me grab you a weapon from my purse. I’ve got some anti-demon charms in there that you can throw. See, all those years of playing baseball with your cousins and having to always be the pitcher are gonna pay off!” 
 
    I stared at Aidan, but his gaze was totally focused on the back gate. “You are out of your mind if you think I’m leaving you. There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “If you had better control of your powers, we might have a chance.” 
 
    I startled as my cats curled around my ankles and shins. “Shit, Bobo, Booboo, get in the house before you become demon meat.” 
 
    My cats ignored me, and I picked Bobo up, intending to take him into the house. 
 
    Except that’s not quite what happened. 
 
    Instead, my cat—my sweet baby Bobo, who I’d bottle-fed around the clock, who knew my every secret, and who was always there for a cuddle—began to grow. I let out a grunt as it took me a second to realize what was happening. One minute, I had my cat’s already admittedly fat ass in my arms and his paws on my shoulder. The next, I struggled to stay upright as a house cat the size of a polar bear drove me down to my knees. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck?” Aidan yelled. 
 
    Booboo, having grown to a similar ‘man-eating mega-tiger’ size, trotted up next to Bobo, the earth thumping with every step of his feet. 
 
    “Am I going crazy…” I said as I stared into my cat’s silvery and opal-flecked eyes, “or did someone slip me some drugs, and I’m having like the weirdest trip ever?” 
 
    The blue bubble arching over the yard overhead flashed, then crackled in a way that made the air taste like ozone. 
 
    “Booboo, BoBo,” my aunt said with obvious relief as she came out of my house. “Oh thank the Goddess you’re here. I was worried you were off hunting in the woods.” 
 
    Giving my head a brief shake to try to clear it, I stared at my aunt as the lights began to flicker. “Uh, Aunt Patty, notice anything different about my cats?” 
 
    “Your cats are guardian spirits sent by the Goddess,” Aunt Patty held out a drawstring leather pouch big enough to contain a bowling ball to me. “But that doesn’t matter right now. Here, take these. Once the wards go down, start lobbing them at the danjal. They’re kind of delicate, so be careful.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “Glass balls containing powered salted iron and salt.” 
 
    Aidan cleared his throat. “Patty, do you happen to know why Syn’s cats have suddenly quadrupled in size?” 
 
    “Because they’re guardian spirits,” Aunt Patty said again as she made me take the bag from her. “The Goddess sent them to watch over Syn years ago.” 
 
    I felt a little faint as Booboo padded his way over to me then gently bumped my shoulder with his massive head. 
 
    Sinking one hand into his into his super soft fur, I was rewarded with a purr that vibrated my bones. “What’s a guardian spirit?” 
 
    “Servant of the Goddess,” my aunt said in a brisk voice. “I’ll tell you all about it later. Right now, we have some demons to fight.” 
 
    The wards fell with a loud bang, and I heard Kelly yell out her backdoor, “What the hell was that? Why’d all the power go out? Syn, you okay? What’s all that noise?” 
 
    “Kelly!” I shouted, “Stay inside!” 
 
    “Syn? You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, just stay inside!” 
 
    Aunt Patty chanted something, then tossed a small glowing orb into the air. It hung around fifteen feet above us, illuminating my yard and the sides of my neighbor’s homes with magic. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Kelly yelled. 
 
    “Get inside!” I shouted back. 
 
    Her reply was lost by the splintering sound of my privacy fence crashing down in a pile of crushed boards. 
 
    Demons poured through the ruined fence, so many I couldn’t tell them apart. Some walked on two feet, others on four, and yet others seemed to creep and crawl. They ranged in size from as small as a German Sheppard to bigger than Aidan. Despite their different sizes, shapes, and amount of mouths and eyes, they were all made up of a black, tarry substance that reflected the light from Aunt Patty’s orb. 
 
    My cats let out feral screams that sent chills racing down my back, and the horde of demons hesitated. 
 
    Dropping her human glamour, Aunt Patty suddenly looked my age as she gave her short sword a whirl that made it sing through the air.  
 
    “Syn,” she whispered. My cats’ snarls and yowls reverberated as loud as those of a lion I once heard at a zoo. “Stay with Kim. Let Aidan and me deal with this. If any of them get past us, throw one of the balls at them as hard as you can. Got it?” 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to answer, because one of the demons leapt forward, its multiple mouths opening in shrill screams that made me wince. 
 
    Stumbling back a step, I moved quickly to the lump of earth that was slowly smoothing out, wondering if I’d hurt Kim if I stood on top of it.  
 
    With a scream worthy of a warrior queen, Aunt Patty dove into the fray, using her sword like she knew what she was doing as a glowing energy shield appeared on her arm. On her other side, Aidan slashed and hacked with weapons of his own, his snarling growls as fearsome as any beast. My inner hyena was torn—she wanted to join the fight, but she knew we had to guard our vulnerable mate. Booboo let out a piercing howl as a long-limbed demon landed on my cat’s back, and I lost sight of Booboo beneath the writhing danjal swarming him. Bobo leapt into the fray, tearing demons from his brother’s back and tossing them to the side.  
 
    Unfortunately, one landed near me and I froze. 
 
    It was long and segmented, like an ant with a double torso, and it bared a mouthful of razor sharp teeth at me.  
 
    Fumbling for the bag Aunt Patty had given me, I dug out a ball. My hand shook so badly, I dropped it. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered, wasting precious seconds looking for the ball before my hyena sent a surge of strength through me, settling me. 
 
    Her assurance that we were not weak, that we were something to be feared, filled me and it helped me to overcome my panic. I grabbed another ball, darting away just in time to avoid one of the demon ant things legs stabbing me. With a grunt, I threw the ball around the size of my fist at the ant, then quickly shielded my eyes as light burst all over it like I’d thrown a broken glow stick. A terrible stink filled the air as the demon cried out, clawing at itself before it melted into a noxious puddle. 
 
    I looked up, ready to shout my victory into the air when I saw just how bad shit had gotten while I fought my one demon. 
 
    Aunt Patty and Aidan were fighting nearly back to back, and both of them were injured. Aunt Patty had a head wound that had covered half her face in blood, while Aidan’s shirt was ripped and large scratches marred his bleeding torso. My cats were similarly outnumbered, and Bobo had what looked like a chunk of his ear missing.  
 
    Yet still more demons came. 
 
    Gunshots rang out from next door, and I could hear the kids screaming over the chaos. I looked helplessly over to Kelly’s house where more gunshots, bigger ones now, boomed like thunder along with the accompanying flash. A second later, what looked like blue fire streaked through their yard, and I think some demons screamed. I wasn’t sure, because I was doing some screaming of my own as I dug for more balls in the nearly empty bag. Without thought, I lobbed them at the demons attacking my loved ones, demons that dropped to the ground, only to be replaced by others.  
 
    My heart stopped when Aunt Patty went down, but Aidan managed to pick her up and push her back at me. She had a huge gash going down her sword arm, so deep I could see the bone. Struggling to stand up, she reached out for me, and I dragged her closer, standing directly over where my Enforcer slept. She screamed as I accidentally touched her arm, and we both looked in horror as the skin around the wound bubbled. 
 
    “Poisoned,” she croaked out. “Tell my boys I love them.” 
 
    “No!” I screamed as she slumped to the ground. “No!” 
 
    Aidan fell to his feet next to me and our eyes met, the knowledge of our impending death heavy between us. 
 
    Booboo and Bobo circled us as best they could, but they were flagging, their teeth and claws coated with black danjal blood, their muzzles slick with it. 
 
    A howl rent the air, and I reached out, wanting the comfort of my mate’s touch for however long I could have it before we were both drained to death by the hungry dark. 
 
    With my eyes closed and my arms wrapped around Aidan, I prayed for a quick death…one that never came. 
 
    It took me more than a few seconds to realize the sounds around me had changed, that the danjal weren’t giving battle cries, but rather screams of pain.  
 
    Aidan abruptly threw his head back and let out a howl of savage joy. 
 
    A howl that was answered by dozens of voices in shrieks, screams, roars, and growls. 
 
    I opened my eyes, then I rubbed them with the back of my hand, unable to believe what I saw. 
 
    Men and women dressed in the same black outfit Kim had worn earlier battled back the dark, hacking and slaying their way through the vile mass with sword and shield, axe and knife, their expressions savage with killing glee. 
 
    I swayed for a moment, smelling him before I saw him. 
 
    My Alpha. 
 
    Nevoj strode over piles of dying demons, his teeth elongated into fangs, black blood glistening on his skin in the light of the orb overhead. He was right before us when the lights flickered back on, and the loudest sound was my crying. Dropping to his knees, he gathered me into his arms, and I clung to him, weeping as he held me tight. 
 
    He smelled so good, like coffee and ice cream, family and safety.  
 
    “My Queen, are you hurt?” he murmured against my hair. 
 
    Suddenly remembering, I yelled, “Aunt Patty!” 
 
    He turned me so we could see her surrounded by people in those black one-piece uniforms. “She’s going to be okay. They’re working on her now.” 
 
    Aidan grunted as a woman with short brown hair carrying a med kit pushed him onto his back. “Good to see you, my Alpha. Nice timing.” 
 
    Nevoj squeezed Aidan’s shoulder, then he helped me stand up. “I would have been here sooner, but they shut down the airspace over Fairfax after the shooting. We had to drive in using back roads while trying to avoid the heavy police presence. We believe the police force is compromised.” 
 
    “They are,” I said as a big man with thick gray hair and a heavily lined face walked up to us. 
 
    He stared at me, a mixture of loathing and confusion twisting his face. His scent, like his expression, was unfriendly. Nevoj tensed, the scent of pain cutting through his happiness like a burning sword. When his hands on my arms tightened painfully, I let out a little yelp. 
 
    “It’s time,” the gray-haired guy said as he rested his hand on a big knife sheathed on his belt.  
 
    “Time for what?” I asked in confusion as the various men and women in black gathered in a circle, all silent as they watched us. 
 
    Holding me gently by the chin, Nevoj turned my face so I was looking directly at him as he said, “My Queen, I must go.” 
 
    “Go, go where? You just got back.” 
 
    Heartbreak echoed through our bond, and Aidan joined us, fresh bandages covering his chest. “What are you talking about, Nevoj? We can’t go.” 
 
    Not looking at our Beta, Nevoj held my eyes as he said, “My Queen, I must go. I made a promise—my freedom for saving your life. I consider it a fair trade.” 
 
    “No!” I shook my head, grabbing onto his bloody shirt. “No, you can’t go.” 
 
    “My Queen, I must go.” 
 
    “Stop saying that!” I screamed. “Stop saying that! Who are these people? Where are they trying to take you?” 
 
    “It is time,” the guy with the gray hair repeated, his gaze focused on my house as his jaw clenched. 
 
    My rage, my fear, seemed to boil out of me, the thin line between myself and my inner hyena vanishing.  
 
    “You’re not taking him anywhere!” I screamed, pushing the guy in the chest hard enough that he flew back a few feet and hit the ground with an earth-shaking thud. 
 
    Stalking forward, I ignored the sudden dancing of dozens of red dots on my skin, knowing that meant there were guns pointed at me, but my hyena and I didn’t care. We were tired of people threatening our mates, tired of people trying to push us around. We had almost watched those we love die multiple times tonight, and we would both rather have our teeth pulled out than lose Nevoj again. I let out a baying howl, my hyena pouring her sorrow into the sky, mourning all those who had died tonight, promising vengeance. 
 
    “Do not shoot!” the man I’d knocked back wheezed. “Do not shoot! She’s defending her mate. Hold your fire!” 
 
    To my shock, Nevoj moved around me and helped the man to his feet, supporting him as he gave me a dark look. “I promised him that, after you were safe, I would go with him. Please do not make me an oath breaker. I gave him my word. I gave them all my word.” 
 
    My anger leaked away as Aidan took me in his arms, the scent of death, fear, and pain clinging to him like tar. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Trust me, my Queen, please,” he said softly. 
 
    My voice came out choked on my sorrow as I said the only thing I could. “I trust you.” 
 
    When Nevoj held his hands out, a female shifter—bear by scent—came forward and clasped a set of cuffs around his thick wrists. 
 
    “Wait,” I growled. “Why the fuck are you handcuffing him? Where are you taking him? What are you going to do with him?” 
 
    The man with the silver hair barely spared me a glance as he said, “Nevoj Bissonnette is to stand trial with the Venandi for the crime of genocide.” 
 
    “Like fuck he is!” I spat as Aidan growled in agreement. “You are not taking him any-fucking-where.” 
 
    The man snarled at me, hatred leaking into his scent. “I may have spared your life, but do not for one moment think that I won’t end it if you stand between this Bissonnette bastard and justice.” 
 
    “Justice,” Aunt Patty spat from the ground where one of the Venandi still tended her. “Your anger has blinded you to justice.” 
 
    “Shut up, witch,” the gray haired man hissed. 
 
    “Fuck you, douchebag,” my aunt snapped back, then flung her hand out onto the deck, the bones and stones scattering before her. “I can see it in you, your honor twisted and frayed, your pride a bandage for your own doubts. Listen to me well, son of Atria and Noah, either learn to see past your anger or everything and everyone you love will be eaten by the dark. You have rats in your pack, and they are grooming you for their dark Mistress, sowing the seeds of discord among those who would stand united against them. Let go of your hatred before it’s too late and realize who your real enemy is.” 
 
    Her eyes rolled back into her head and I let out a cry of fear as she crumpled backward. The woman who’d been tending her caught her and eased her down. 
 
    My knees stung as I hit the deck next to my aunt, my hands shaking as I hesitantly reached out to her.  
 
    Heat radiated from her body, and her skin was turning an ugly red-purple color. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?!” I screamed. 
 
    The woman tending her gave me a tearful look. “Danjal venom. She received many bites during the battle.” 
 
    “Can you fix it?” 
 
    “I’m trying.” The woman gestured to the small, empty bottles next to her on the ground. “But it’s not working like it should. She’s a wise woman, not a full witch, and she’s reacting differently to our healing potions.” 
 
    “Can’t somebody help her?!” I sobbed as my aunt began to shake, her body jerking as she made low, deep sounds of pain. 
 
    Neon pink burst into my vision as Amy ran out the back door of my house, her grimoire thumping to the deck as she said, “I can help!” 
 
    “Who are you?” The witch tending Aunt Patty looked at Amy with big eyes. 
 
    “No time,” Amy said. “Everybody get back. I need to cast a circle.” 
 
    “Amy,” Kelly came running out of my backdoor. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Mom, I gotta save Ms. Patty’s life, but it might be messy. Get back in the house. Trust me.” 
 
    I have no idea what had happened over at Kelly’s during the attack, but the little girl’s mother nodded and went back inside, ushering a staring Aaron with her. 
 
    Aidan lifted me by my armpits and dragged me back, a desperate prayer to the Goddess echoing over and over again in my head. I prayed as the grimoire opened for Amy on its own, I prayed as she pulled out four crystals that I recognized from my personal collection in the basement from her pockets, and I prayed as she began to chant in what had to be Norwegian. 
 
    A circle sprung up around them, glowing a golden white, shimmering like ice.  
 
    All around me, people gasped. Even Aidan let out a rather inventive curse. 
 
    Squinting through the glare, I watched as Aunt Patty arched then screamed as a noxious green liquid began to gather out of her pores and float above her. Amy stood, her thin arms spread wide as the little girl began to press her hands together as if she was making a ball of something. Inside the circle, what I assumed to be the poison drew into a tight ball, growing smaller and smaller until it vanished with an audible pop. 
 
    As soon as it was gone, Amy fell to her knees at my aunt’s side, her head hung low as her skinny backed heaved. 
 
    Aidan and I ran to her, while everyone else remained a respectful distance, whispering to each other. Their collective shock, and little hints of fear, tickled at my mind but I ignored it. All I cared about was the way my aunt’s color had returned to normal, and her shredded arm had totally healed. It was still pink with scar tissue, but no longer did it look like the skin was dissolving before our very eyes. 
 
    “Amy,” I gathered her into my arms, holding her close as Aidan checked Aunt Patty’s pulse, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she panted. “That was seriously nasty stuff. It felt like I was touching a ball of poop and snot mixed together. Ms. Patty should be okay now.” 
 
    Kelly joined us, dropping to her knees as she threw an arm around Amy’s shoulders. “What did you do?” 
 
    “It’s a spell for banishing dangerous things into, ummm… outer space, I think? Only works with inanimate objects, though. I think.” 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered while Amy looked over her shoulder, and her face got hard. 
 
    “You,” she pointed at the gray-haired man still holding onto Nevoj’s chained wrists. “You are cursed big time. I’d feel sorry for you if you weren’t such a…such a…jerk,” she spat out. 
 
    The guy blinked at her, then shook his head.  
 
    To the assembled crowd he said, “We’re done here.” 
 
    “Wait,” Aidan said abruptly as he winced, then rubbed his head. “According…according to custom, the accused’s Queen has the right to be there for his trial.” 
 
    There was a murmur from the crowd, but the man sneered at me. “She’s not a Queen yet. I don’t see her court. We don’t recognize her as a Queen.” 
 
    Amy spoke up again, this time standing with the grimoire in her arms as she carefully read from it. “It says here that it doesn’t matter if she has a court or not. According to Phinn…” Her face twisted as she squinted at the page. “According to Phinnius Maglinoi? I think that’s how you pronounce it? Anyways, according to him, rule number thirty-seven says a mate has the right to face the Goddess’ Justice and prove their mate innocent.” 
 
    Without thought I blurted, “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No!” Nevoj yelled out. “No, I refuse.” 
 
    The gray-haired man laughed right in Nevoj’s face. “You can’t refuse. It’s your mate’s right to face the Goddess’ Justice.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know what it is,” Aidan said from behind me, his fear, smothering our bond. “You can’t hold her to it. She doesn’t know.” 
 
    The man made a little tsking sound as the people with him began to leave. “According to tradition, we will see you at the next full moon, Synthia Rowley. If you do not show up, we will hunt you down and kill your mate.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said in a brave tone I totally was not feeling. 
 
    Aaron came out of the house and Kelly gathered him into his arms as the Venandi left. In a matter of minutes, we were alone in my destroyed yard. Looking out, I could clearly see the ragged line that we’d managed to hold, the grass soaked with dead demons from the back of my destroyed gate almost to where Kim was buried. A shudder worked through me as Kelly whispered to her son and daughter how much she loved them. 
 
    Aunt Patty reached an arm out. “Help me up. This deck is breaking my ass.” 
 
    Aidan and I helped her up, and we all went inside, then we stood silently in my kitchen, staring at each other. 
 
    Aaron was the first to break the silence, gaping at Aunt Patty with wide eyes. “Ms. Patty, you’re so young!” 
 
    Aunt Patty gingerly hobbled over to my fridge then pulled out a beer. “Anyone else want one?” 
 
    All the adults said yes, while the kids got sodas. The silence descended again as we all tried to work through our shock, but the beer helped. After chugging half the bottle, I felt marginally better. 
 
    Pulling out one of my kitchen chairs, Aunt Patty collapsed into it and set her bottle on the table with a thud as she looked at Amy. “Thanks for saving my life out there, little witch.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Amy said with a wobbly chin, but she managed to hold back her tears. 
 
    Amy pulled out one of my chairs and took a seat next to Aunt Patty with the rest of us following suit.  
 
    I chose the chair facing the backyard and Aidan took the other, both of us exchanging a glance of understanding as we kept watch over Kim. 
 
    Kelly took a drink of her beer, then cleared her throat. “Amy said that now that we’d lost the Delusion—” 
 
    “Illusion, mom,” Aaron said before he burped. 
 
    Cutting her son an exasperated look, Kelly continued, “The Illusion, we’re vulnerable to demons?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aunt Patty nodded. “But we can make you charms that’ll help keep you safe.” 
 
    “Right,” Kelly nodded, a strained look on her ruddy face. “Because my daughter’s a witch.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aunt Patty said evenly.  
 
    Picking at the label of her beer bottle, Kelly was silent for a moment before she said, “Roger is going to lose his shit.” 
 
    “Dad can’t know,” Aaron said right away with a worried look. “He hates witches.” 
 
    “But he loves Amy,” Kelly quickly protested. “I know he’s an asshole, but he really does love you guys.” 
 
    Amy flinched, but nodded. “He does, Mom, but I think…I think he hates witches more.” 
 
    When Amy began to cry, Kelly and Aunt Patty fussed over her while Aaron turned to me and asked in a low voice, “Am I gonna be a witch?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I ran a hand through his soft, blond bangs. “But if you are or you aren’t, it doesn’t matter to me. You’ll still be my favorite little turd in the whole universe.” 
 
    Aaron cracked a smile at our joking nickname. “And you’ll be my favorite big turd.” 
 
    We were quiet again before Kelly said, “I’m surprised none of the neighbors called the police with all the gunshots and stuff going on.” 
 
    “The Illusion covered it,” Aunt Patty said as she typed into her phone. “And it’s 2am, so most people are probably asleep by now.” 
 
    Kelly’s tired eyes met my own. “Makes you wonder how much has been going on around me that I never even knew about.” 
 
    I felt a little flash of guilt. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about being a shifter.” 
 
    She flapped her hand at me, her blue eyes bloodshot and slightly glazed. “No, no, I understand, kinda. Amy explained the Illusion and how it works to me. You didn’t tell me, ‘cause if you did, I’d lose its protection. Like I have right now. Are—are we in danger?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her of course they weren’t, and to reassure her that everything would be okay like I’d been raised to do, but Aidan beat me with the truth. 
 
    “You are,” Aidan said as he looked between Kelly and the backyard. “We all are. The demons are returning to our world, and I’m afraid life as we know it is about to change forever.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kelly muttered in a broken voice. “What do we do? Is there anywhere safe?” 
 
    “My Queen,” he leaned over to me to whisper. “With your permission, I would like to invite Kelly and her children to our den.” 
 
    “You mean the farmhouse?” 
 
    He nodded, the lights revealing a long streak of drying blood on his neck. “Nevoj has our people working day and night to ready it. Your steward has bought 200 manufactured homes and has construction crews working to set up solar and thermal power, along with making roads, sanitation, and other buildings we’ll need to be self-sustaining. In about a month’s time, we’ll have a fully functional den for our people to find shelter. But space is limited, so as much as you would like to, you cannot invite the world.” 
 
    “Mother’s tit,” I whispered before grimacing at the kids for swearing in front of them. “Sorry.” 
 
    Aunt Patty let out a sigh of relief. “You got room for me and my family?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aidan reached out and slipped his hand into my own. “We’ll build as much as we can in the time we have left. We could use you and your fellow wise women’s help.” 
 
    “I have friends,” Kelly blurted out. “If these demons are going to try and take over our world like Amy told me, then they’re not safe, either. Can I invite them?” 
 
    Aidan shook his head, a bit of dried blood flaking off his neck with the movement. “Not yet. The less people that know, the better. We don’t need someone like Senator Illis getting wind of our den. I’m not saying this to be cruel, but to protect our people. We’re setting up greenhouses and farms as well, but we will only be able to produce so much food.” 
 
    “Understood.” Kelly, set her empty beer bottle down on the table. “Is our house safe to sleep in tonight?” 
 
    Aunt Patty stretched her arms over her head with a weary groan. “I’d like to say yes, but with your wards down, I don’t know. Why don’t y’all come over to my place? I’ve got plenty of room. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    Kelly’s shoulders drooped with relief as she nodded. “That would be great.” 
 
    Standing, Aunt Patty hobbled a little as she moved toward the living room. “Come on, kids, let’s get you packed up. This old lady needs to get some sleep.” 
 
    Kelly and her kids gave me a hug, and Aunt Patty made me promise to come over to her house first thing in the morning. 
 
    After everyone left, I stood in the middle of my kitchen, staring out into my ruined backyard with my ears still ringing. 
 
    It wasn’t until the sound of the cat flap clicking broke the silence that I remembered my cats. 
 
    “Booboo!” I yelled as he sauntered through the cat flap, looking like a regular house cat again and none the worse for the wear. 
 
    A second later, Bobo came in after him, a divot missing from his ear but otherwise unharmed. 
 
    I didn’t care that they were all-powerful guardian spirits or some shit—at the end of the day they were still my cats, and I loved them to death. Sitting on the floor, I gathered them both into my arms, crying and petting them until they squirmed out of my grasp. Bobo jumped up onto the counter and began to do his annoying ‘feed me’ meow. 
 
    Laughing, I stood and went over to the cupboard where I kept their food, grabbing out the big bag of cat treats I kept there.  
 
    Usually I only gave my cats one or two, but this time I set out two bowls and filled them up until the bag was empty. 
 
    Both cats dove onto the treats with rabid purrs, and I joined Aidan at the window, still watching the yard where Kim slept. 
 
    “Syn, I’m really pissed at you,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    For the first time, I realized he had our bond shut down tight between us. Now that I concentrated, I could feel his irritation, his anger.  
 
    “Why are you pissed at me?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to get yourself killed!” he shouted, loud enough to make me jump back. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Goddess’ Justice,” he seethed. “In less than three weeks, you’re going to have to fight a champion of the Venandi’s choosing in hand to hand combat to the death.” 
 
    I staggered back a step, then slumped into a kitchen chair. “I have to fight to the death?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. “That’s what the Goddess’ Justice is. And let me tell you, they’re going to pick their biggest, baddest warrior to go against you just so they can execute Nevoj. You’re going to be fighting for your life against someone whose been training since birth on how to kill.” 
 
    “Oh my Goddess, I’m dead.” 
 
    Aidan left his post at the back door and came over to me, kneeling before me and taking both of my hands in his own. “No, you’re not. We’re going to train you. We’re going to spend every waking moment getting you ready for this fight. You won’t lose. We have three weeks, and we’ll make every second count.” 
 
    I gave a slightly hysterical laugh. “Right, I’ll get on that training in between guarding Kim, finding out more information about the crystals, convincing my mom to leave the city, and trying to fight off any random attacking demons all while trying to convince my Omega to give me a second chance and form my own court. Oh, and while we’re doing this, who knows what kind of torture they’re going to put Nevoj through. They hate him, Aidan. I could smell it on them like fire.” 
 
    “They won’t hurt him,” he said as he gave my hands a squeeze. “While you didn’t know it at the time, by agreeing to the Goddess’ Justice, you made him untouchable. If they harm him in any way, they’re courting the Goddess’ displeasure.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, that’s good,” I whispered as more tears fell. “Mother’s tit, I feel like the world is falling down around us.” 
 
    “It is,” Aidan said in somber voice, “but I swear to you, my Queen, I will do everything I can to shelter you from the coming storm.” 
 
      
 
    The legend of Synthia Rowley continues in Hunter Queen… 
 
      
 
    PS- If you like reverse harem books, check out my sci-fi series ‘Bondmates’. I’ve included Chapter One from the first book in the series, Casey’s Warriors, below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Casey’s Warriors 
 
      
 
    Lorn Adar has searched more than a lifetime to find his bondmate—the one woman he was born to love and the only woman who can save him from the approaching madness that threatens all unbonded males of his race. When a wormhole opens from his galaxy to Earth and the women who could hold their future, Lorn will do all in his power to not only find his mate, but show her a Universe she never knew existed. 
 
    Casey Westfall’s normal life changed forever when she finds the sexy leather clad man on her doorstep. One innocent kiss leads to an adventure that will span worlds and Casey will have to choose between the man who is the other half of her soul and never seeing her family or her world again. To complicate matters Kadothians live in polyamorous family units and Lorn will have to convince his Earth bride to accept not only his love, but the love of his best friend and brothers in arms or risk the chance of losing them to either the madness or the Hive—the race of sociopathic women bent on destroying and enslaving everything in their path, but Casey can’t see loving more than one man as being anything other than a sin. Lorn will have to teach his bride that she was created for both of them just as they were created only for her. 
 
    In a Universe where all is possible, the battle to protect not only his people, but his heart rests on the soul of a human woman who must face the unknown and take a leap of faith that could save or destroy them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Deep in the clutches of the mid-nineteenth century poem she had to memorize for an English class, Casey absently scratched the back of her leg with her foot and tried to focus on the words before her. Unfortunately, the large quantities of spiced rum she’d consumed with her roommates last night had turned her brain into mush. It was finals week and tomorrow she’d take the last test she needed to before she went back home for the summer. She was mad at herself for getting drunk, but her roommates had all taken their last finals yesterday and celebrated the end of their sophomore year by getting wasted. In a way, it wasn’t even her fault. They had guys from the frat next door physically pick her up from her porch and carry her across the street to the party. 
 
    If anything, she was a victim….ish. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    The guys from the football team and swim team had been doing a wet sausage contest for charity. How in the world could she not want to watch a wet underwear contest? She’d been so good all semester, studying diligently instead of trying to date. She deserved a little sexy time, even if it was spent staring at drunk guys in their underwear doing the bump and grind. At the very least she’d gotten a good laugh out of it. Most of the guys were average, but there was one tall, skinny kid on the swim team who packed some serious dick. When the girls at the party saw him they went wild. Poor guy was blushing hard enough that she worried about him having a stroke. 
 
    Not wanting to think about last night anymore, she sipped the triple espresso her awesome roommate, Kimber, grabbed for her during her morning run. Unlike Kimber, Casey couldn’t imagine doing anything more than stumbling around for a couple hours, in her pajamas, feeling like crap. The bitter taste of the rich coffee filled her mouth and reminded her she hadn’t even bothered to brush her teeth. When she realized she’d slept until nine o’clock that morning immediate panic set in, and she stumbled to the bathroom before diving into all the crap she had to try to memorize. Her eyes were still gummy with sleep, but she forced her wandering attention on the book.  
 
    She could do this. Life was going well, but she was really focused on her goal of someday managing a five-star resort in some exotic location. She sighed with longing at the thought of living somewhere other than Michigan, somewhere it didn’t snow. Someplace exotic, where she could do new things, taste new foods, and give other people the kind of vacation experience they deserved. If she did well on her tests, she’d have a better chance of earning a recommendation from one of her professors that would get her into a kick-ass internship in Bali. The image of her lying on the beach was so clear for a moment she swore she felt the sun on her back. 
 
    No more shoveling snow nearly every day from December until April. No more freezing her ass off while digging her car out of the snow. 
 
    No more fish-belly pale skin nine months of the year. 
 
    Ahhhh, bliss. 
 
    But all the wishing in the world wouldn’t help her pass this class, so she lightly smacked her cheeks in an effort to wake up. She was still in her pink jammies and an old sports bra, her long black hair up in a messy bun, downing the espresso as fast as she could while praying to the gods of caffeine to wake up her hung over brain. Finally, her gaze focused and stayed on the poem, her lips moving as she read it to herself. 
 
    She closed her eyes and whispered the last stanzas of the poem while chewing on her pen, striving to give the words depth and meaning; according to her professor, ‘depth and meaning’ were forty percent of the grade. 
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    Not with a bang but a whimper. 
 
    A chill raced down her spine; she wrinkled her nose at the odd sensation then groaned as a headache began to throb behind her eyes. 
 
    Being hung over sucked and drinking coffee certainly wasn’t helping her dehydration. 
 
    She barely heard the shrill ringing of the old-fashioned, rotary dial house phone and almost got up to answer it before Kimber’s voice came faintly from downstairs. Ignoring her friend, Casey tried to figure out how to put more feeling in the words and kept saying the last part over and over, unable to strike the right depth of tone she wanted. It was a rather eerie poem, and she sighed in desperation at ever getting the right tone; she thumped her head against her pillow and swore profusely. 
 
    “This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a fucking whimper.” 
 
    “Casey, phone,” yelled Kimber. “It’s your sister.” 
 
    Normally, she would have ignored the phone call—she had her cell phone turned off for a reason—but at the mention of her sister, Casey reluctantly stood with a sigh. She left her small room in the massive old home she shared with her three other roommates, deep in the student-dominated section of Ann Arbor. There were frat houses and sororities all around them, but Casey and her friends were just a group of girls who’d known each other since elementary school sharing a house. With a sigh she stretched, tugging at her top when it tried to dip down too low. While she knew she’d been blessed by the titty fairy, it still sucked that, even with a bra on, she had to cross her arms over her chest to run down the steps. The battered, sturdy stairs creaked beneath her weight as she raced through the small foyer, decorated with paintings by some of her roommate Dawn’s artistic friends, to the expansive kitchen area. Kimber stood holding the phone and chatting with Roxy, Casey’s sister who was home on a rare leave from the Army for the next two weeks.  
 
    Casey would start packing up the last of her stuff tomorrow, and she couldn’t wait to go spend time with Roxy. Her older sister was her hero in many ways, a woman who’d managed to fight her way up in the military ranks and not let anyone stop her. Where Casey was short and pudgy, Roxy was long and lean, taking after their father more than their petite mother. Unfortunately, her sister was going through a rough patch after her divorce. The cheating fuck her sister had married in a moment of weakness got another girl pregnant while Roxy was deployed overseas. Casey had always hated his douchebag ass anyway and was glad to see him go, but his betrayal really hurt Roxy. 
 
    A sharp, almost terrified gasp pulled Casey from her dark thoughts and she looked up, surprised to see Kimber nervously pacing, holding the phone to her ear so hard her knuckles were turning white. The tall, slender half-Dominican half-Polish woman, who was on a track scholarship at the University of Michigan, always moved with a grace that reminded Casey of a cheetah. Bubbles from washing plates in the sink stood out on her honey brown skin, and one popped in the bright morning light coming in through the kitchen windows. 
 
     Without relinquishing the phone Kimber turned to Casey. Her friend’s hazel eyes were wide in her pale face. “Okay, I’ll pack as quickly as possible. Here’s Casey.” 
 
    Casey held the phone to her ear as she watched Kimber dashing for the stairs, her ponytailed corkscrew black curls bouncing with her movements, before she screamed for Paige and Dawn as she raced up the steps, her long legs taking them two, sometimes three at a time.  
 
    Shaken up by Kimber’s weird behavior, Casey said, “Hey, Roxy, it’s me. What’s going on? Are Mom and Dad okay?” 
 
    “Listen up, kiddo,” her sister said in a tense voice. “You need to get home as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why? What…” 
 
    “We don’t have time!” Roxy roared loud enough that Casey had to take the phone away from her ear. “Mom and Dad will explain, but you need to get yourself and your friends’ asses into your car ASAP. Don’t bother packing; just get in the fucking car and go! Once you’re back in Chelsea, stop and get some gasoline at the gas station closest to the house. Buy and fill up as many of those emergency gas cans as you can fit in your trunk. Dad has enough bottled water in the garage to last a month, he’s out at the gun shop right now getting bullets, and hopefully everything will be back to normal in a couple weeks. World’s about to go to hell, little sister.” 
 
    Fear made sweat break out in a harsh sting over Casey’s skin as she fiddled with the long, curled cord of the old phone. “Roxy, what is going on?” 
 
    Her parents’ voices rose in the background, but Roxy’s clear, controlled words blotted them out. “Shit’s hit the fan. I don’t know who, what, or why, but I’ve been called up. Something about martial law being instituted.” 
 
    “Should you be telling us this?” Casey whispered. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.” 
 
    Roxy’s laugh made the hair stand up on Casey’s arms. “Fuck that, you’re my family and I have a feeling warning my family won’t even make anyone bat an eye in twenty-four hours. Look, I have more calls to make. Just get your ass home before martial law goes public and you’re stuck in Ann Arbor with a bunch of fucking hippies who suddenly can’t get their non-fat, half-caf, mocha java chino, made from beans dried in the sun on the thighs of beautiful young island women. They’re gonna be scared, and they’re gonna get stupid. Think Lord of the Flies with Deadheads and geeks. I don’t want you there when it happens. I want you home with Mom and Dad, now. I love you.” 
 
    A loud click came from the line as Roxy hung up on her, and Casey stared at the wall, not really seeing the large dry-erase board filled with messages from her housemates, or the battered old fridge covered in cheesy magnets holding up pictures of friends and family. Her mind was going so fast that her body had stalled, only her autonomic nervous system keeping her breathing.  
 
    Roxy was scared—and that terrified Casey.  
 
    Her older sister was fearless, never showing any signs of stress even when under enemy gunfire, and she had a drawer full of medals to prove it. Ten years ago, when Casey was just turning nine, she had wiped out on her bike and scraped a layer of skin from her right side. It was a bloody, disgusting mess, really nasty, so Casey didn’t blame her mother for fainting when she opened the door and saw her daughter crying and looking like she’d had the skin on the side of her right arm and leg erased. Her sixteen-year-old sister had been the one who not only got Casey into the car after giving her basic first aid, but also revived their mother with smelling salts. Even when faced with an unconscious mother and a screaming, bloody little sister Roxy hadn’t appeared the least bit ruffled, more annoyed with their mom fainting than anything else. 
 
    If Roxy was scared that meant shit was really, really bad. 
 
    “Casey!” Kimber yelled from right next to her, startling Casey into dropping the phone, now buzzing with a busy signal. 
 
    She turned and found Kimber, still in her silky pink running shorts and black tank top, standing with Dawn and Paige. Dawn, a slender, pretty redhead with a mass of freckles, stood there with her backpack and bag stuffed to overflowing with clothes and books, while Paige, a plump, cute, blue-eyed brunette, nervously chewed on her thumbnail, her bags stuffed full, but not overflowing. 
 
    Paige and Dawn were still in their pajamas, and Kimber grabbed Casey’s purse off the counter then shoved it at her. “We gotta go, now.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “We have to go.” 
 
    Dawn strode over to her and lightly smacked the side of her face. “Wake up, Casey. We need you to drive us home. You’re the only one with a car.” 
 
    “Right…home.” 
 
    Her roommates dragged her out the front door, and as they got to the big porch with its old couch and tables still littered with the red cups from last night’s drinking, she tried to turn back. “Wait! My homework.” 
 
    “Fuck your homework,” Kimber snarled in a low voice as she looked up and down the quiet street with its big old homes now used mostly by students. Lots of porches still bore the remains of a night spent drinking, showing that Casey wasn’t the only one stressed out about finals. How many of their friends were going to be trapped here? She should run up and down the street and try to warn them, but she couldn’t. She promised Roxy she would get herself and her friends out. 
 
    Kimber said in a low voice, “Roxy said school was probably going to be canceled.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    By this point, they’d reached Casey’s reliable old car, and her friends piled in while she went through the motions of getting in and starting the car more out of habit than rational thought. Trying to clear her head, Casey took a shuddering breath. “What did my sister tell you?” 
 
    Kimber snapped on her seat belt and ran a shaky hand over her hair. “Just that shit had hit the fan and we needed to get home.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s terrorists?” Paige asked in a low voice from the backseat. 
 
    They all remembered 9/11, even if they were young when it happened. Terrorists had become the ultimate boogeyman of US culture, malevolent creatures seemingly bent on destroying the American way of life. Her heart sank as she tried to imagine what would happen if they went to war again. Shit, if that happened it might be a long time before she saw Roxy. 
 
    Dawn leaned forward and growled out, “Drive.” 
 
    Giving herself a mental shake, Casey returned her focus to the present. Okay, she needed to get her head on straight. She’d had her time to freak out, now she needed to get her shit in gear. She wasn’t just responsible for herself, but also for the friends she loved like family.  
 
    “Right, drive. Do me a favor and call a couple of our friends. Don’t waste time trying to win them over, just tell them to get the fuck out as quickly as they can and hope that someone listens. Same with your families though I’m sure my mom and dad have already contacted your parents. Maybe if they get a phone call from both of you they’ll take…whatever it is seriously.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to get out of Ann Arbor and head west, and they were soon on the freeway speeding past corn and soybean fields to the nearby small town of Chelsea where they’d all grown up. Thank goodness no cops were around, because Casey was doing ninety-five down the clear stretch of road in her junky old car. They all looked around as she drove, trying to find something unusual, something to tip them off to some imminent, terrible disaster. Casey had gotten over her shock, and she listened to her friends talking to their loved ones on the phone, each passing along the warning that something bad, really bad, either had happened or was about to happen. As soon as they mentioned Roxy’s name whoever they were talking to would stop arguing and they would move onto the next person on their list. Evidently Casey wasn’t the only one who thought Roxy was a badass. 
 
    Paige didn’t have very many people to call; her only living family was her abusive, drunk father, but she’d called him anyway, for all the good it would do, then called their friends and the people she babysat for.  
 
    Casey glanced into her rearview mirror then looked over at Kimber. “Turn on the radio, see if they know anything.” 
 
    While Kimber flipped through the stations with a shaking hand, finding only music, morning talk shows, or commercials, Casey took the turn into her small town and a little bit of her tension drained away. Surrounded by miles of farmland and fields, Chelsea was a very pretty place, the kind of small town that hadn’t changed much in the last hundred years. Outside of town the homes were spread out, and there was a good-sized state park with a lake where she swam when she was growing up. The main street was filled with quaint shops and well-maintained buildings that the Chelsea Historical Society kept watch over, making sure the current owners didn’t do anything to take away from the ‘character’ of the town. 
 
    As she drove down the street, she once again searched for signs of trouble among the cute shops and bright pots of blooming crocuses, but everything looked normal. If anything, Casey and her friends driving down the street in their pajamas staring at everyone was the most abnormal part of this idyllic scene. Casey’s back itched, like someone was watching her, and she had to resist the urge to keep checking her rearview mirror, as though one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse was trotting behind her rear bumper. That long-buried fight-or-flight instinct was kicking in, and she swore her vision had somehow sharpened. 
 
    She quickly pulled into the gas station and ran inside with her friends hot on her heels.  
 
    “Hey, Casey,” Merl, the old man behind the counter she’d known since birth, said with a smile. “What’s the rush?” 
 
    For a moment, she debated telling him anything, but as she paid for the gas cans she leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Merl, something bad has happened. I don’t know what but Roxy told me that she’s been called off of leave because the government is about to declare martial law.” 
 
    He gaped at her for a moment, then began to laugh, his wrinkles bunching together as he smiled. “Good one, you almost had me going for a minute there.” 
 
    Grabbing the cans she gave him one last look as she ran out the door. “Merl, I’m serious. Get your son here with your gun. If shit really has hit the fan, you’re going to be mobbed with people soon.” 
 
    With his admonishments about a young lady not using that kind of language ringing in her ears, Casey hurried to her car and began to fill up the gas cans, leaving the other girls behind in the store while they bought up all the bottled water and non-perishable foods that the small store had. Casey was a little over halfway done when a high-pitched, deafening squall of static came from the station’s overhead speakers. The sound startled Casey so badly she almost sprayed herself with gasoline before she released the trigger on the nozzle. The fumes from the spilled fuel burned her eyes as she put the nozzle into the gas can with a shaking hand and nausea gripped her in a stomach-clenching cramp.  
 
    Dogs in the surrounding neighborhood began to bark and howl, and Casey watched in stunned horror as birds began to fall from the sky. A sparrow landed nearby, fluttering its wings weakly, tiny black eyes still focused on the sky that had just rejected it. 
 
    Three loud bursts, like gigantic flamethrowers going off all around the world at once, rent the air, and Casey screamed. 
 
    A moment later, an extremely deep, terrible noise vibrated through her forcing the breath from her body and almost knocking her to the ground. She had no idea that sound could have weight, but this did, and she would later swear the atoms in her body shook around like dry beans in a can. The sound was brief, no more than half a heartbeat, but it felt like a century. Her body rang with an echo of the tone and she dragged in first one harsh breath, then another. 
 
    The digital readout on the gas pump went wonky, the numbers racing before it blanked out completely.  
 
    Off in the distance tires screeched and the unmistakable crunch of metal hitting metal echoed in the air followed by blaring horns. She took the now useless nozzle out of the can and hung it up, then fastened the cap onto the can while trying to keep her fear from turning into blind panic. She was overcome with the need to see her parents and feel the safety of their embrace. Her heart sank as she realized she’d only managed to get twenty gallons of gas, but the urge to get home immediately filled her. As she was putting the cans into her trunk her friends ran out, their arms loaded down with plastic bags. 
 
    “What happened?” Dawn asked as she shoved the bags into the car. She was crying; her freckles stood out from her pale skin like blood on a snow bank. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Casey said in a thick voice, fighting the urge to just break down into hysterics. “If that was a terrorist attack I have no idea what the fuck just happened.” 
 
    Paige went to jump in the car, then paused and looked around. “Looks like the power is out everywhere.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Kimber whispered and they all looked over to her, only to find her staring slack-jawed at the sky. 
 
    Following Kimber’s line of sight, Casey looked out into the clear, sunny sky and gasped. Instead of the usual faultless blue, the sky was now filled with undulating waves of color. Ribbons of apple green, lemon yellow, crimson, and various shades of purple danced in the sky. It was the most eerily beautiful thing she’d ever seen. 
 
    “It’s like the northern lights, during the daytime,” Paige whispered. “But that’s impossible.” 
 
    Merl came out the front door of his store, the jingling bells drawing Casey’s attention away from the sky. It wasn’t like the northern lights she’d seen on TV. Those were wispy, almost ethereal-looking. These streaks of light were more like bright, sustained fireworks. 
 
    “Solar flare,” Merl said in a choked voice while wiping his face with a faded blue handkerchief. “Must be a huge solar flare that knocked the power out.” 
 
    From nearby came the sound of car alarms going off and she shook her head, trying to block out the background noises. 
 
    “Get in the car,” Casey said in a low, choked voice. When none of her friends moved she screamed, “Get in the car!” 
 
    The four-block drive back to her house, normally less than five minutes, took ten as she drove around people who had abandoned their cars in the middle of the street to stare at the sky, forcing her to drive up on lawns and sidewalks in places. Police sirens sounded from all around town and the noise was driving her crazy. An image of what must be happening in Ann Arbor filled her mind and she wondered how bad the streets were leading in and out of the city as desperate students and commuters tried to leave. Then her imagination took a dark turn, and her stomach clenched as she wondered what was happening in the major cities. She’d learned in her sociology class that humans were, at the best of times, one step away from reverting to their primitive self, that in times of crisis a herd mentality tended to kick in; if the herd freaked out, the world would go down the shitter real quick in a stampede of fear and stupidity. 
 
    When they pulled onto her street she let Kimber off first, then Dawn, not stopping to talk to the frantic parents who cried tears of relief at the sight of their daughters.  
 
    Paige climbed into the front seat next to Casey and gripped her hand while still staring at the sky. “Do you think it’s a solar flare like Merl said?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey.” Some of her anxiety eased as she pulled into her driveway, the familiar flower beds and white painted porch with its terra-cotta pots filled with tulips soothing her heart. “Thank fuck we’re home.” 
 
    As soon as Casey got out of her car her mother burst out of the front door of their two story Craftsman home, her dark brown eyes wide as she ran down the steps. Dressed in a pair of tan capris and a cute pale yellow sweater, she looked like she was on her way to a garden club meeting rather than experiencing some kind of crazy terrorist attack. 
 
    The relief on her mother’s face made Casey’s nose burn. “Thank the Goddess you made it!” 
 
    Letting her mother sweep her up into her arms, Casey hugged her back. “Mom, what’s happening?” 
 
    Her father came out of the house a moment later carrying his rifle, wearing his grey business suit and no-nonsense brown tie. While her mother was short and round with dark hair and eyes, her father was tall and blond, kind of like a Viking, if Vikings had been rather nerdy accountants. “Satellites are down,” he said in a gruff voice. “Cable hasn’t been affected but all the news stations are chasing the holes in their asses. No one knows what’s going on.” 
 
    “I thought the power was out?” Casey glanced up and down the still empty street. 
 
    “It’s going in and out,” her mother replied. “But we’ve got the generator. The phone lines are down, or overwhelmed, and we can’t get a signal on our cell phones.” 
 
    “I’ve got gas in my trunk,” she said quickly, and Paige added, “I have food and medicine.” 
 
    Casey’s dad gave Paige a pleased smile that made the other girl light up. He looked at Casey. “Smart to stop for gas.” 
 
    “Roxy told me to,” she said in a low voice, wincing when her mother made a pained sound while her father audibly swallowed. 
 
    Gathering himself, he stood taller and lifted his chin in a defiant gesture that Casey could remember Roxy doing. “Well, we’re not doing any good standing out here, and I don’t know about you, but I’d feel better if we got off the street.” 
 
    Neighbors were coming out of their homes here and there, yelling information to each other. More than one person yelled thanks to Casey’s parents for their warning, and her father gave them a quick pep talk about keeping their family safe and coming over if they needed a place to stay.  
 
    He gave Paige a hug. “You are staying with us, understood? You will always have a room at our home, whenever you need it.” 
 
    Paige nodded, and for once, didn’t give any protests about not wanting to be a burden. “Okay.” 
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