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      Jules

      “Damn it!” I mutter, glaring at the tablet in my hands, then drop it on my bed, rubbing my temples in frustration.

      Nothing about this case makes sense. The alpha should be getting better. Astro’s a shifter, and shifters usually don’t need medical attention except in severe cases. And while his situation is severe, he’s had medical interventions, and it still hasn’t been enough.

      “Nothing is enough, apparently,” I mumble to myself.

      I’ve also used my reaper abilities to heal him, fixing everything inside of him to the point where he should have gotten to go home a long time ago. His numbers and test results all get better after our healing sessions, but then they plummet at random later on. It’s just plain confusing. I have to be missing something, but for the life of me, I can’t see what it is, and I’ve been over his files about a thousand times.

      “So, what am I missing?” I ask my empty room. But, of course, there’s no answer.

      Part of me feels like I have to stop obsessing, but a louder part of me can’t ignore the fact that if the alpha dies, Connor will be in trouble. Astro’s the alpha leader of the local pack and he’s the reason that Connor, a werewolf exiled from his own pack, can stay here. He’s not affiliated with Astro’s pack, but so long as Astro is the alpha, Connor can safely stay in this pack’s territory. Anywhere else would be dangerous for Connor. Deadly, even.

      But what more can I do?

      And the alpha isn’t my only problem. Being a reaper—not a collector of souls as the legends might say, but a reaper of them—is even worse than I imagined it would be. I’ve been doing my best to try to balance the scales of life and death by healing people when I can. But it’s not going well. Apparently, messing with the balance of the universe is a big no no.

      Even though I didn’t even know there was a balance in the first place.

      That would have been nice to know in training…

      So now not only do I have to watch out for vampires, shifters, ghosts, and humans, to ensure none of them figure out what I am and what I can do, I also have to try to deal with an angry ankou that’s trying to restore the balance in the hospital that I screwed up and avoid a certain wandering reaper, Frederick, a man I haven’t quite figured out. A man who seems to be trying to help me, just as much as he’s trying to kill all the people I save in order to restore this sick balance.

      So, my enemy… but also, not. It’s confusing.

      Although almost everything has been confusing since I became a reaper.

      Yet Astro’s inability to heal isn’t due to Frederick. It’s something else. Something I’m missing. Picking up the damn tablet, I swipe back to the lab work. At first glance, there’s no help there. And the x-rays raise more questions than they answer. There should be evidence of the bones healing, meshing together because whether he’s in his human form or his shifter form, his powers are the same. He should be healing and there should be signs of it, but there aren’t. I exit the file and go back to the “lore” file I downloaded and also open the technical medical files collected on shifter physiology.

      Scrolling through the pages, something tingles at the back of my mind. “There’s something here…”

      It takes me a few minutes to make the comparison, to find the piece of the puzzle that doesn’t fit, but when I do, I double check the physiological information and then, I know! I can’t believe I didn’t think of this! I should’ve figured it out sooner!

      “Shit.” I look at the clock in the upper corner of my iPad and there’s time to get back to the hospital, time to try to save Astro. I hope.

      I change into a pair of jeans and t-shirt—when a girl settles in for the night, this one does it in flannel jammies—then stand in the center of my room and close my eyes. Not because I have to stand in the center, but sometimes, it just feels more comfortable.

      When I open them, I’m standing in the supply room.

      No one looks at me twice when I step out of the closet to walk down the hallway, and certainly not when I take the elevator to the intensive care ward where Astro is hooked up to machine to monitor his heart rate, his breathing, his oxygen levels. I do a lot of my “work” here so I’m a regular face on this ward.

      The smell of antiseptic and hand sanitizer is strong here, which is not at all pleasant. And no matter how hard I try, I never seem to get used to the smell, or the way the lights make everything look sterile and cold. Right now, I’m desperately trying not to notice any of those things, with my heart racing and an important man to save, but I do anyway.

      Before I get within ten feet of Astro’s room, the shifter outside his door moves to stop me. I sigh. Shifters are a wily bunch. They overreact because there’s so much burning heat inside them and it has to go somewhere, has to be expended lest they explode. That isn’t a physiological explanation or a medical one. It’s my opinion based on what I’ve seen and what I know from Connor. Although it probably just has to do with being wild, some might even say feral, when in their shifter state.

      Or they’re just a bunch of jackasses. Hard to know for sure.

      “Get out of the way,” I tell him.

      I’ve been in the alpha’s room many times before. I know they’re protective of him, with good reason, but they don’t usually stop me from doing my job as a hospital employee. So, the fact that this one seems to be actively trying to keep me away from the alpha stresses me out. If this shifter had any idea what I’d figured out, he’d have already got out of the way.

      “Astro is busy right now.” His voice holds a threat as he sneers down at me.

      I lift a brow. “I’m checking on him.”

      “Check on him later.”

      “Fine,” I tell him, turning my back to him as a plan forms in my mind.

      This shifter doesn’t seem to be used to people challenging him, because his eyes widen in surprise when I spin around and bolt for the door. Even with his fast reflexes, I slip past him into the room and manage to close the door before he can wrench an arm inside.

      There isn’t much I can do to keep him out, but he doesn’t even try to overpower me or come into the room. It should throw up a red flag, but I don’t have a spare second to think about the strangeness of him just leaving me alone now.

      Instead, I look away from the door and toward the bed, and feel my face fall. Riggs is standing beside Astro with a syringe filled with a black liquid inching toward his skin. The huge, wild-looking shifter radiates a dark energy that makes my stomach clench. The massive man glances up at me, and his eyes widen. He stops in an instant when he sees me and stares at me in shock.

      “Stop!” Then before I can stop him, he jabs the needle in and pushes the plunger.

      Sometimes yelling works, but later on, I’m going to harshly judge myself for not moving swiftly. Finally, I do move but Astro is already coding. The alarm is blinking and screaming but it only lasts a second before Riggs lifts one powerful fist and smashes the machine so the room falls into a deafening silence.

      “What the hell?” I shout.

      He grins, and every hair on my body stands on end. “You really should have listened to Rok and stayed away until I was done.”

      Rok must be the big guy at the door. My gaze moves from Astro to the would-be murder in front of me. “Get out of the way. I can save him and no one ever needs to know what you did.”

      He doesn’t even hesitate. “I think we both know it’s too late for that,” he tells me, his grin vanishing, replaced by an angry sneer.

      Inching toward Astro, I keep Riggs in sight. But when I’m almost close enough to save him, the asshole steps in front of the alpha, a challenge in his gaze.

      “Please move,” I say, trying a soft, sweet voice to throw him off his game.

      He crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Make me.”

      He asked for it. Feeling each second ticking away before it’s too late, I shove him as hard as I can to the side. He must not expect it, because he stumbles a little, then slips on the broken machine next to the bed.

      I reach out and touch Astro’s ankle. Instantly, I’m sucked into his body. I can see the poison, the wrongness in his body I didn’t understand before, flooding his system. Inside of me, I have one life force. It’s not enough to completely heal him, but it is enough to save his life.

      I hope.

      Focusing on the poison, I take a deep breath and start to push it away using the life force inside of me. The green light pours out and gets to work as my thoughts scramble.

      Riggs is in the room with me. I’m vulnerable. It’s not that I thought pushing a giant shifter was actually going to do much, just buy me a few precious seconds. It won’t reverse everything, but it could stop him from coding, if I can just touch him long enough to start the healing process.

      Come on, heal faster, damnit!

      I know the big buffoon can crush me as easily as he destroyed the machine. I know the guy outside can come in and make things even harder. No, they can’t kill me, but they can inflict pain like I’ve never known before.

      Which is the moment my connection with Astro breaks.

      I blink as I hit the ground, then scramble to my feet, eyeing Riggs and the guy from outside. Shit, shit, shit. My gaze slides to Astro. Is he still coding? Did I do enough? I don’t know. I don’t think so.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I say.

      The two men close in on me, and I let my hands curl into fists. I might not be as big or as strong as they are, but I’m scared, and that’s… well, actually, that’s not good. Not at all.

      Riggs dives toward me, and I spin out of his reach then land a kick to his back.

      The other guy is already running at me, so I duck and punch him as hard as I can in the crotch.

      They keep taking turns trying to catch me, trying to hit me, but I duck and dodge, using the small space to my advantage. Part of me wants to start yelling and attract other doctors and nurses. Another part of me knows that these two shifters will stop at nothing to hide the fact that they were poisoning their alpha. If I bring others here, I have no doubt they’ll kill them, and I can’t have that on my conscious.

      So, what the hell is my plan?

      The thought makes me pause for a split-second, but it’s too long. Riggs knocks my feet out from under me, and then they’re on me, kicking, punching, breaking me into pieces. I only know the sharpness of agony, the humiliation of weakness combined with a lack of forethought. Outside of that, my thoughts are a jumble.

      I try to teleport away, but it’s too much. I can’t focus. My hands are trying to keep them from landing too painful of blows, but I’m failing miserably.

      They’re trying to kill me. Too bad for them I can’t die. Not again.

      My bones crack and break in loud pops as they beat me. I’m not going to make it and Astro isn’t either if I don’t figure something out. One second between blows, I roll on the floor and make it to my feet unsteadily. I swing wildly and catch Riggs in the throat, but it doesn’t faze him and he punishes me with a flurry of fists to my ribs. I sound like paper being crumpled as my ribs give way. He wraps his arms around my lungs and lifts me off my feet squeezing until I can’t inhale or exhale and my body needs a minute to rebound.

      Now, I know what I have to do. With the big guy touching me. With darkness edging my vision.

      I don’t have a choice. I inhale his essence, his lifeforce, and his grip eases until I’m back on my feet, but I’m gasping and can’t catch the breaths he took from me.

      “What the fuck?” the other man says in shock, looking between me and Riggs.

      And then, fury fills his eyes, and he’s on me.

      He takes swings at my face, upper cutting, round housing, half-flailing in between. I don’t know this shifter. I don’t know how involved he was with poisoning Riggs this entire time, verses just seeing Riggs and I fighting and stepping in, but I don’t have a choice if I want the pain to end. Reaching out, I grip his arm weakly and take his essence too.

      He falls at my feet, and I stand there barely feeling the floor under my feet. I’m in a room with two dead shifters. Three, possibly, if Astro didn’t make it, and I don’t have a clue where to go from here.

      The blackness of oxygen deprivation and massive internal injuries comes creeping closer, blurring the edges of everything in my sight line, and I fight to stay awake because there’s no telling who is coming next and I have a mess to clean up. Because that’s what I realize I need to do next. Clean up this mess. Get rid of the bodies, the evidence, both for the hospital employees and for the pack of shifters who are going to be very pissed about what happened here.

      But it might be okay, if I can save the alpha.

      I look at Astro. I have the lifeforces of two very strong shifters inside of me and that kind of thing usually brings a blush of excitement and… arousal, but today I need to expel it to save the alpha who protects Connor.

      Staggering to Astro’s bed, I’m panting, my breath wheezing in and out. I close my eyes, slip my hand into his, and try to push the force out, to inject him with the healing powers I carry inside me, but I’m too weak. I can’t make the essences seep into him. I’m bleeding from too many lacerations, have more broken bones than I have ones that aren’t, and the pain is excruciating.

      My eyes open, and I feel tears stinging my eyes. This can’t be. I have to be able to save him. There has to be a way. I reach again for the life essences inside of me, but it’s like reaching with broken arms. No matter how much I will myself to take them and funnel them into the alpha, I can’t.

      I look at Astro. The repercussions of his death will be wide and reaching. I have to try again, but before I can, I need to make sure there’s someone in there to accept the help. It must be because I’m in so much pain that I didn’t think about it. If Astro is dead, what the hell am I doing? I don’t see him breathing, but maybe he is. Maybe it’s my fuzzy vision. Or my pounding head.

      I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.

      My brain is scrambling. Pulling up random details as the world spins around me. Is Astro alive? What do I know? While they have the ability to heal, shifters can sustain too much damage to heal. Unlike reapers who can sustain much more damage than I’ve got going on right now and still live.

      Fucking brain. Where did that fact come from?

      I prefer not to think of how exactly I know that fact to be true, so I push the thought away and focus on the task at hand. Astro must live. I have to try to save him.

      So how can I do that?

      The answer comes easily: I need to get inside of him. Not focus on the lifeforces if I’m this weak. Not yet. Just focus on getting inside of him, then hope I go into autopilot. Closing my eyes, I touch his wrist and visualize leaping inside of him. And the strangest thing happens… I feel myself slip inside of him. It’s almost as natural as breathing. Like I’ve done this a thousand times before. Maybe even in my other life, before I was a reaper, which is a weird thought, because it’s definitely not true.

      I open my eyes inside the alpha and a shudder rolls through my system. Yes, I’m definitely inside him. But it’s different from any time before. Different in a way that sends chills running through my body, even if I can’t exactly sense my body in the same way in here.

      Because… I’m alone. Not just alone inside a person like I usually am, but truly alone. I’m standing in a massive cavern of nothingness. There’s no beat of his heart. No sense of his breathing. No battle between his body and the poison Riggs pushed inside him.

      His lifeforce is just… gone.

      Those bastards killed him. He’s dead. And even though I might be able to pull people back from the brink of death, there’s just nothing here to save. Nothing more I can do.

      I pull myself away from his body and then collapse, tears stinging my eyes. If I’d just figured out that Riggs was poisoning him sooner, I’d have been able to save the alpha, protect Connor, and make everything right. Instead, I’d stupidly not figured it out until it was too late. Stupidly not been able to teleport or protect myself against the two shifters. And stupidly tried to save Astro when it was already too late.

      Helpless anger rises inside of me, making the tears in my eyes fall. And then, I take a deep breath that makes my lungs rattle in a painful way and literally crumble to my side. Which hurts. Everything hurts. And I hate that I’m feeling sorry for myself. Hate that I’ve failed.

      Failed.

      At everything.

      My gaze moves over the dead shifters on the floor. Blood splatters the walls and the floor, but I know it’s my blood, not theirs. The machine in the corner is still a crumpled mess of electronics scattered on the floor. It looks like the scene of some epic fight.

      But it wasn’t, not really. It’s the scene of my defeat. The place where a good man died. A sob builds in my chest, but it’s so painful that I can’t seem to let it out. My fingers twitch, but they’re covered in blood too, something I’m noticing for the first time. There are a couple of spaces in my mouth where teeth have been knocked out. Teeth that I can already feel growing back.

      My eyes close as tears slide down my cheeks. And I just… let myself heal. On the floor. In a room with three bodies. Because what else can I do?

      It takes an hour or a month or a year for the door to open, but I can’t manage to look to see who it is, even knowing it could be another enemy. Someone here to finish the job.

      And then, I hear Brad say, “Shit!” His voice sounds shaky, even to my own ears.

      I hear someone hit the ground. Someone touches the side of my neck, and then a harsh breath is released. Almost a sigh of relief, but not quite.

      A pair of familiar arms come around me, lift me from the floor, and carry me out of the room. “Brad?” I manage, but the word sounds wrong.

      “Shh.” He shifts me in his arms, and I’m closer to him, my head over where his heart should’ve been beating. I don’t know how long the trip lasts or how he manages to carry me out of one room and down a hallway that is usually teeming with personnel, but after a moment—I think it’s only a moment, anyway—he lays me on a bed.

      “Brad… are they…?”

      “Yeah. They’re all dead.” He smooths my hair back from my forehead. “How do I help you, Jules?” His voice is soft, aching with what I think is fear, and I want to reach out to him, but I can’t.

      “You already did.” And that’s the last bit of energy I have.
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      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I send a hurried text to Connor and Ajax through the miracle of voice command on my phone about Jules, then shove my phone back into my pocket, my hands shaking as I do so. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. So much needs to be done. The bodies of the shifters need to be taken care of. Someone needs to tell the pack what happened before this becomes a war of some kind. But more than that, more than anything else, we have to save Jules.

      I have to.

      And because I have no idea what she is, I don’t know what the hell to do. We’ve figured out she isn’t entirely human, but what does that mean? If she’s a supernatural, depending on what kind, her injuries might heal on their own and doing too much could actually be worse. I’d have to watch her and see if she’s healing, and how fast, and then make my decision. If she’s more human than supernatural, I need to move, quickly, before I lose her.

      So, what do I do? What’s the right move here?

      Looking down at Jules lying unconscious on a hospital bed, a paralyzing fear washes over me, and I’m rooted in place. Which is just plain stupid. I’m a doctor. I should know exactly what to do, but this is Jules and she’s waiting for me to save her. Needs me to save her.

      I will my body to move. Not to think, because if I start thinking I’m going to focus on the fact that the woman I love had the shit beaten out of her. That the woman I love is bleeding and breathing like she has a punctured lung. On the fact that if she was fully human, she’d be lucky to survive the night. Because all of that just makes me want to scream. To crumble to my knees. To go back to those fucking shifters and rip them limb from limb.

      But they’re already dead. Nothing would come from unleashing my rage except to draw my focus from the woman who needs me now.

      So, I try to push my thoughts aside. I try to just move. To just act. To let my body take over and do what it needs to do. Autopilot is a hell of a lot better than staying here rooted in place, watching her die, because I’m afraid that’s exactly what I’m doing. And for some reason, this decision works.

      I approach her hospital bed, letting my gaze run over her. Assessing her as I do. She has multiple fractures, lacerations deep enough for stitches over her eye, on her jaw, beside her mouth. And that’s just what I can see.

      Reaching for her shirt, I rip it open and stare down at the bruises and marks blossoming all over her. She probably has at least a few broken ribs. Possibly a punctured lung.

      I wish that’s everything, but I know it’s not.

      Moving to her pants, I pull those off and swallow hard. She has a broken leg. At least one, although the other one is covered in just as many bruises and marks, and also has a massive swollen spot.

      My mind begins working. There’s a lot to do. The worst things need to be addressed first, although handled a bit differently. If I knew what she was, it’d make this easier, but I don’t, so I just need to move forward. I need to fix anything that will hurry her recovery along or ease her pain.

      I reach to hit the button on the wall for help, but as my fingers are about to make contact with the call button on the wall, a hand wraps around my wrist. “Stop.”

      Fuck. I know that voice.

      And he’s an idiot if he thinks he can stop me.  “Let me go, or I’m going to kill you.” My words come out cold and threatening.

      But when I look up, I remember I can’t actually kill him. We’ve already tried once before. Buried him even, and yet, here he is. Frederick. The man Jules fears. He’s tall, lean, and dark-haired with a strange air about him that makes me not want to trust him, even if I didn’t already know he can’t be trusted.

      “You can try, but we’ve both already seen that’s impossible,” he says, a slight grin curving his lips.

      I jerk my hand away and out of his grip. “She needs help.” As if that isn’t obvious.

      The cocky bastard raises a brow. “And I’m here now.”

      I don’t know what the fuck that means, but I don’t like it. I like it even less that he says it in such a pompous tone, like it should be obvious that he’s here to save Jules. And right now, my life might be crumbling around me, but the only thing I know for sure about this moment is that this dick isn’t going to be the one who saves her.

      He looks down at Jules. “Now, who did this to her? And why?”

      Turning, I square off with him across her bed, my gaze shifting to Jules every time she gives another raspy breath. “I don’t know who you are, or what the fuck you are, but Jules isn’t your concern. Now, get the hell out.”

      I don’t actually even have a clue how he got into this room without me noticing. Whatever he is, he’s powerful in more ways than just defying death.

      He shakes his head, frowning. “Whether she likes it or not, she and I are connected, and I can show you how to handle this situation in the best possible way. I just want to know more. I want to know what she’s gotten herself tangled up with.”

      Yeah, this fucking stalker can help. Yeah, right. But kicking his ass might take more time than just convincing the psycho to let me save her, so I try. “Listen, I have to get her fixed up and then get her the hell out of here.” Before the shifters start poking into what happened to their alpha. But I don’t tell him that, of course. “Before someone comes after her. Before they hurt her.”

      Frederick sweeps a glance over her body. “Looks like you’re too late for that.” He puts out a hand to touch her, and I slap it away. He shakes his head at me. “Calm down, creature of the night. I’m here to help her.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” This guy is dangerous enough that Jules wanted him dead, and I saw him, head caved in, buried beneath tons of dirt, head chopped off and burnt. This freakshow isn’t putting his hands on her.

      He barely glances up. “Look, team fang, I’m working here. Step back.”

      “She needs medical attention,” I tell him, using the last of my patience to emphasize each word.

      “No, she doesn’t. You have to trust me.” And there’s his fucking hand on her stomach.

      My palms feel sweaty. Does this guy actually know something? And if he does, shouldn’t I put my pride to the side and find out what? “Why? What is she?”

      “Human,” he tells me, followed by a little smirk.

      I snatch his hand away from her. “I don’t trust you.” I’m across the bed in a blur of motion before he can blink, and I grab him by the front of the shirt and push him back into the wall. “Get out.”

      He is powerful in his own right and actually shoves me back, causing me to stagger. “Time to step back and let a man take care of her.”

      Fuck! I actually see red before my hands curl into fists.

      I swing, and he ducks, sidesteps the next one, but doesn’t move to swing back. Probably doesn’t want to ruin his manicure. But I’m not done. I swing and swing at him, blows that have taken down shifters, vampires, any damn thing that’s challenged me. Yet he manages to avoid my punches. It’s like every time I go to punch him, he’s suddenly in a slightly different spot.

      Which isn’t possible. I don’t know of any supernaturals, save for gods, that are faster than I am.

      When I try to grab him, he moves. Or more so, disappears and rematerializes on the other side of the room. Holy shit. I’ve seen fast before. A blur of motion, but there’s a blur. This guy moves like… light.

      “I think we already know you can’t kill me.” His eyebrows wag.

      “Maybe not, but I can fuck up your pretty face.” Maybe if I could catch him.

      He lays a hand over his chest. “You’re making me blush.” And once more he disappears, then reappears on the bed beside Jules. He’s on his side, stroking her head, his leg thrown over hers.

      The flash of red explodes in front of me again. “If you don’t get off her…” I don’t finish the threat because now he’s on his feet, nose to nose with me.

      “What? What’s your big plan? Kill me? Ha. Beat me? Not even if you and your pack of misfit buddies team up and everybody eats their Wheaties. A fallen god, a wayward were, and you.” He shakes his hands and fake shivers. “I’m so scared.”

      What the hell? How does he know? And there’s no doubt now that he does. “Who are you?” Seriously, who the fuck is this guy?

      “Doesn’t matter.” He nods to the bed. “Look.”

      Her leg, previously broken and at an odd angle, is straight. The dislocated shoulder, bruised and battered ribcage, and even the laceration over her left eye are all healed. She’s actually healing right before my eyes. Both legs are returning to normal. All her swelling, all her bruising, fading away as if it’d never been there.

      Healing at a rate no one, human or supernatural, should be able to heal at. Hell, I don’t even know if a god could heal this fast.

      I’m torn between a sense of relief at knowing Jules is going to be okay, and feeling completely shocked that what I’m seeing is actually happening. There’s just no way this can just be Jules’s doing… no way.

      I hate that I sound awed when I ask, “What did you do?”  In my gut, I know. He isn’t healing her. This is all her. It’s like a movie I saw once about a car that could repair itself, make its dents pop out, windows uncrack. I almost expected a radio to start playing the oldies. Certainly, she isn’t possessed by a demon. But I can’t figure out what she is.

      “I stopped you from making her worse, Doctor Death. Because all she really needed was time.” Frederick looks at me, eyes narrow, mouth in a tight line. It’s contempt, and I recognize it because I’m currently afflicted with the very same feeling.

      “So, she’ll be okay?”

      His look of contempt only deepens. “She’ll always be okay.”

      Which still doesn’t tell me anything. Except, you know, the most important thing, that the woman I love is going to live. And that she has secrets.

      “Listen, pal, I know she’s… special.” I know it better than he does, although I suspect now that she’s even more than I thought. Super special. It’s something I need to think about, figure out, but not now, not with this tool watching me with her. “And I know you have some weird kind of relationship with her that I don’t understand, but I don’t trust you.”

      He chuckles. “The fake Edward Cullen doesn’t trust mois?” He presses his hand against his chest again. “I’m hurt.” His voice is dead pan, and if I somehow manage to summon a feeling about what he thinks, I might be put out about it, but I’m not. Not even a little bit.

      “Seriously, what is she? I need to know.” I glance at the bed and her face, previously broken, damaged beyond what I thought would be reparable, is back to beautiful. When I look at her, parts of me long dead feel as though they’re back to life. I’m having a moment right now, and the last thing I want to do is have it while this guy is looking at me.

      “She’s more.”

      More? What the hell kind of description is that? “More what?”

      “Just…more.” His tone is firm as if I’m the one wronging him or her by asking.

      “Whatever.” I shake my head and turn back to Jules, watching her heal herself like an actual miracle. She’s a fucking marvel, and if I didn’t know it before, I do now.

      “Listen, we don’t have to be best friends for you to hear what I’m saying.” He shakes his head. “There are people who would kill her for what she is. No one,” he injects enough inflection that I look up at him, “no one can ever know what she is, or can ever find out she did this.”

      So, she’s special and in danger for what she is? “Why?”

      “If they learn others know, they will find her and end her. And everyone else around her.” He cocks an eyebrow. “The were-boy, and the god. It’ll be quiet, but it will happen. You might not trust me, but trust what I’m saying. Trust the fact that out of the two of us, I was the only one who knew what she could do. That should tell you something.”

      I don’t like anything that implies he knows her better than I do, so I focus on the important part of his words. “Who is they?” It seems a pretty important part despite how happily he’s glossing over it.

      “You’ll know them if they show up.” He sighs like I’m the one testing his patience.

      “You’re like the king of vague.” It’s an understatement, but no less true. This guy doesn’t speak in riddles. He speaks in halves, leaves out so many details—pertinent ones.

      “Good insult.” He shakes his head. “Protect her. Guard her secrets.” He turns like he’s going to use the door, looks back over his shoulder at me, and rolls his eyes. “What she sees in you...” He shakes his head again. “And stop asking questions.” Then like a poof of smoke, he’s gone. I look left and right and there’s no sign he’s even been here. But Jules is healing and for that I’m grateful.

      But that guy leaves questions behind. I’ve never seen a supernatural move like him. I’m fast, but he’s speed of light. And that he can disappear at will… no one does that. No one I know anyway.

      What the hell is he? And what the hell is Jules?

      Unfortunately, all I have are questions and no answers, but at least the woman I love is okay. For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Jules

      Opening my eyes, I tense, ready for another kick or punch, but none comes. I stare at the ceiling of a hospital room, but now I’m on a bed. The memory of that beating is going to stick with me for a while, even though the pain is gone. My gaze moves down, and I flex my feet and hands, but still, no pain flares up.

      So, my body did its thing. I’m healed, physically. Even as I stare, I see no scars have been left behind. No swelling. Nothing. I’m almost back to normal and pain-free, even though my mind whispers that this isn’t over. That sometime in the future I’ll need to process what happened to me.

      A shiver rolls down my spine, and I feel tears sting my eyes. No, no I will not cry. I’ve been through worse and survived. I can survive this too.

      A movement catches my eye, and I look to my side. Brad is sitting in a chair beside me, staring off as if lost in thought.

      How did he come here? Is he the reason I’m in this room? And how injured was I when he found me? Some memory ticks at the back of my mind, but I can’t quite focus on it.

      Vaguely, I wonder if he’s angry because he looks angry. He looks like he wants to tear the top off the world and use it as a frisbee. His hand is clutched into a fist and the other is gripping the arm of his chair so tightly his knuckles are white and bulging.

      “Hey.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own, but at least it works.

      His eyes widen and he leans forward. “Jules… are you… are you alright?”

      I swallow hard. My mouth feels oddly dry. But otherwise, yeah, I’m okay. “Yes. I think so.”

      “Your body… healed,” he says, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

      “Yeah.”

      He nods and takes a deep breath, like he’s processing what I’ve said. “Does anything hurt? Does anything feel… wrong?”

      I test my arms, then my legs. I move the blankets and look at myself and see that I’m wearing only a bra and underwear, but my skin looks smooth and free of any injuries. I sit up a little, adjusting the pillows behind me. But, still, I feel fine. Not at all like I just had the ass kicking of my life.

      “Totally back to normal,” I tell him, then belatedly wonder if I should have lied.

      He shakes his head and his lip curls as he stands and looks down at me. “Okay then, you can handle this conversation, because we really need to talk.”

      I try to hide my fear. “About what?

      “Maybe about how the hell you managed to kill three shifters and then heal yourself.”

      Damn it. So, he did see me at my worst, and did see me heal at a rapid speed. Fucking hell. I don’t want to lie to him. But telling him the truth could get him killed. It probably will get him killed, since the reaper council seems to be aware of a hell of a lot about me.

      So, what do I say? Ugh.

      Just start with the simplest answers. “I told you guys that I’m not human.” Well, maybe I told them, maybe I implied it after they saw some suspicious things. Either way, he shouldn’t be surprised. “And I didn’t kill Astro.”

      He cocks his head and crosses his arms. “I know what you told us. I’m more interested in what you didn’t.”

      He’s like a one string banjo, plucking that same note over and over again.  “I studied his file all night and I came back to try to save Astro because I figured out why he wasn’t getting better. The answer was in the blood work. I mean, it was hidden, but I found it.” He’ll understand because he’s a doctor, too, but at this moment I can’t do much more than hope his thirst for knowledge is bigger than his anger at me.

      I continue because I want to distract him and he isn’t quite there yet. “The levels of mercury and silver in his blood would drop off, but then by the next test, next shift, they would be back up.” I sigh. I should’ve seen it sooner. Should’ve not assumed that it was his body’s reaction but someone making his body react. “The only time Riggs could come in was at shift change when the nurses were doing reports. So, he snuck in and re-poisoned Astro over and over again.” I can’t look at him when I finish the story because I’m ashamed. “I got here too late to save him.”

      He nods, but there’s too much anger inside him waiting to spew for him to hear what I’m saying. And he grips the rail to the bed and would probably rip it off if he wasn’t trying so hard to remain calm. The strain shows in the lines on his face.

      “What about the others?” His voice is pure gravel, and I miss the softness he usually uses when he speaks to me.

      “Oh, well, they’re a different story.”

      He cocks his head and nods. “Obviously.”

      Panic rears inside me. Damn. I can’t tell him. Maybe I can close my eyes and pretend I’ve fallen into a coma. But I doubt I could play it convincing enough to fool a trauma doctor. Plus, to lie well, one has to desire to fool the other person. I don’t. I just don’t want him to die because I’ve told him the truth.

      I stuff the panic down and look at him. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Even without him speaking the words, I know in his mind there isn’t a difference.

      I look at him, then stuff all the emotion and sincerity I can into my tone. “I would tell you if I could, but I can’t. If I tell you, you’re dead.” It’s a thought that’s never far from my mind.

      He shakes his head. “I’ve managed to live a pretty long time without you worrying about me. I can handle it.”

      Oh God. The vampire machismo is almost stifling in this room. “I’m sure, but this isn’t an I ate the last girl scout cookie secret. This is… big. The kind of information that changes everything.”

      “Yeah. I already heard.” He sighs again, lowers the rail, and sits on the edge of the bed. “Jules, I want to trust you, but this… you have to see how bad this looks.” His frown is deep and I hate that I’m the one who’s disappointing him, but in my defense, I’m going for hero status, a save the …  boytoy kind of thing.

      “I do.” We’re friends and lovers, not to mention neighbors who share a common wall. Ours is a complicated kind of relationship because of Connor and Ajax and… even Frederick. But I can’t risk telling them, not because I don’t trust them but because the warning was specific and dire. I won’t risk them. Period. But my adamance isn’t going to end this conversation. “I need to think about it. Just, please, give me a little time. Please, Brad.” And then, I reach out and touch his hand. It’s a small touch, because I don’t know if he wants me touching him, but I can’t seem to stop.

      He looks at me from beneath the longest lashes I’ve ever seen on a man, pulls his full and luscious lower lip between his teeth, and then turns his palm up to lace his fingers with mine. “Fine. For now. But secrets aren’t good for whatever it is that we have.”

      I smile. Because, strangely, I like that he’s also struggling to find a label that fits how we feel about each other. I know he doesn’t know I’m a reaper, or what I have to do for my job, but even with my secrets this thing between us isn’t simple. It’s not dating. It’s not marriage. It’s something else… something that feels powerful and real.

      “Thank you,” I tell him.

      He brings my hand up to his mouth and kisses it, a smile curving his lips. “Thank you for surviving. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

      And for some reason, the intensity of those powerful blue eyes of his has my heart racing a million miles an hour. Which makes me want to say crazy things to him. The kind of things I’d never say in my old life, with my husband and my kids. The kinds of things that heroines in action-packed movies say.

      But before I can decide what the heck to do, the door to our room swings open and Ajax and Connor rush in. I’ve never seen either of them look so panicked before. Both are sweaty, with wild eyes that focus on me like this is the last room they’ve checked after tearing through the hospital.

      Connor darts to the side of my bed and looks down at me. “What happened to you?” He isn’t a voice breaking kind of guy, but his tone is as close as I’ve ever heard.

      I wish I could see a mirror, but I touch my face, knowing my injuries have healed and wondering whether it’s something in the way I look that has him so panicked, or just whatever he heard happened to me. My fingers slide across my face, and I feel the unmistakable evidence of dried blood. Looking down, I see more on my chest and staining my bra.

      Fuck. Maybe this won’t be as easy to explain away.

      “I went to check on Astro and…” I shake my head, struggling to tell the truth, but not too much. “Well, I’d stayed up late and realized that the only way Astro’s test results made sense was if someone was poisoning him. I went to Astro thinking we could move him or put him in a more secure location, and he could get better. But then I saw Riggs injecting him with poison. The two wolves attacked me, then the ankou came, and everyone…”

      “So, this blood…?” Connor’s hazel eyes run over me again.

      Ajax is still standing at the door but he’s staring hard at me, waiting for an answer to the question Connor never quite got around to asking. If he asks directly, I’m going to have to lie anyway, so I don’t bother trying to think of a way around it.

      “It’s not mine.” Some of it probably wasn’t, so it isn’t a complete lie.

      “Was it the ankou?” Connor still sounds upset, but instead of looking at me now, they’re all exchanging glances. “Did it get you, too?”

      Whoever said the truth shall set you free never had to go before the Reaper Council and defend their decisions. As someone who’d been summoned, appeared before it, and had to explain her every life choice of late or face an untimely death, I could say the truth was over-rated. Not that I plan to lie, but sometimes lies are kinder. Sometimes safer. And sometimes the line between a lie and a truth is blurry and faint.

      This is one of those times. “Yeah.” And here comes a truth glossing like never before seen. “But as you can see, it wasn’t bad. I’m fine.”

      I shoot Brad a look. We have a secret. If we weren’t bound together before, we are now. Not that Brad looks the least bit happy about it.

      “So, you’re unhurt?” Ajax asks, and now I feel it, the storm brewing inside of him.

      “Like before,” I say, giving a shrug. “It was scary and upsetting, but I’m okay.”

      “Thank the gods,” Ajax whispers, his shoulders sagging as he takes a few more steps into the room, moving to stand beside Connor, his massive frame seeming to fill up the space.

      And that brewing storm? It calms as he reaches out and strokes my chin with his thumb. His green eyes travel over my face as if he’s trying to memorize everything about me.

      When he finally drops his hand, he only does so to gather his dark, shoulder-length hair back and tie it with a band he has around his wrist. The movement lifts the grey t-shirt he’s wearing, exposing the muscles in his stomach.

      But I snap my gaze away from the tempting sight, and glance back at his face. To my surprise, there’s a slight smile twisting his lips.

      “I didn’t even have time to do my hair,” he says.

      “And we know how he is about his hair,” Brad mutters, rolling his eyes.

      “Well, everything is okay. I promise,” I tell him, feeling a little guilty that I worried all my men.

      Connor is still watching me next to Ajax, studying me. And it’s like the moment I speak those words, his entire body relaxes. Then he smiles, runs his hands through his golden hair, and makes a sound of relief, before laughing. Glancing away from me, he moves around my bed and slaps Brad in the chest with his knuckles. “Dude, you made it sound like she was on her death bed.” He glances down at himself. “I’m still in my PJs.”

      Ajax grins. “Took two blocks in the car before he managed to turn his shirt right side out and put it on.”

      Everyone seems relieved and happy, but I can feel it in the air. This moment won’t last for long. I might have survived, but I didn’t succeed. There are three dead shifters to handle, one being the alpha. Riggs was next in charge and fully planned on killing Connor, or at a minimum, throwing him out of their pack lands.

      So, what would happen now?

      I glance at Brad and can almost read his mind. He’s wondering the same thing I am, but he doesn’t actually say what he’s thinking.

      So, I take a deep breath and just start talking. “Astro and Riggs are both dead. So, what happens now?”

      What happens to Connor? What happens to the pack? How can we possibly protect our sweet shifter?

      Connor shrugs. “I don’t know, but I don’t think it’s going to be good.”

      Well, obviously, but I keep that thought to myself. Connor isn’t stupid. He knows what Astro’s death means. I don’t need to make this situation worse for him.

      Now, I just need to figure out how to protect him.
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      Connor

      My heart’s still racing. Brad’s text had said, “Jules is hurt badly. Come as fast as you can.” I’d had every number of possibilities going through my head, but the central one was the idea that we might lose her. Yes, it was clear there was something supernatural about her, but that didn’t mean much. Not that she would be okay.

      Now, I’m overwhelmingly happy that the situation wasn’t as dire as Brad made it out to be, but there’s still far too much that I don’t know. What exactly happened in that room? Astro had died and Jules had been hurt. That’s all I know right now. And that’s enough to throw my life into chaos.

      Jules would be okay. That’s the most important thing. But Jules and I might no longer be able to be together. With Astro dead, I doubt I’ll be allowed to stay here. And as much as I downplayed it for Jules, life before coming here was rough. Everywhere I went the local packs found me and I had to run. I had the shit beaten out of me more times than I could count. Yes, I’d find abandoned houses to sleep at, but I was always on the run, always on the move.

      Always being hunted.

      Is that my life again now? I don’t want to walk away from the life I built here, but part of me wants to just leave. To spare my friends, and Jules, the pain that would come from me being dragged off of these lands.

      Because I know deep down that Ajax and Brad will want to fight to keep me here. And a battle between those two and the entire pack would be bad. Lives would be lost, that’s for sure. And at the end of it, would life even be any better?

      I hear movement in the bathroom. I stiffen, waiting for Jules to come out. I hope she’s okay, but I know better than to go charging in on a woman in the bathroom.

      A minute later, she comes out. She’s showered all the blood off, leaving her long blonde hair falling around her shoulders, dampening the top of her new blue scrubs. She has no makeup on and no heels, which is unusual for Jules, and yet, my heart actually aches as I stare at her.

      I move closer to her and pull her in for a kiss. She goes up onto her tiptoes as our mouths meet, and I swear, for just a moment, the world fades away. There’s no tension with the shifters. No morning spent racing across town to save her. Nothing but her and I and her soft lips.

      She breaks our kiss, but those blue eyes of hers open, and they shine. “What was that for?”

      Fuck. What do I say? For being alive? For being okay? For being… my everything? “I just wanted to,” I manage. It’s not smooth, but I’m not exactly a smooth guy, and she still seems to like me.

      She smiles. “Nurse Connor Maccon, you’re pretty damn awesome.”

      I laugh. “Right back at you!”

      I want to take her hand, but I’m not sure how she’ll feel about PDA where we work. So, instead, I go to the door to her hospital room and hold it open for her. She gives me a smile in thanks, and then we’re slipping back into the real world.

      Normally, I’d enjoy walking with her, but right now, I can’t seem to push away the dark thoughts threatening to crowd in. About losing my home. My friends. And her.

      My teeth clench together as I fight the negative thoughts, but it’s not enough, and I just want to run back to that room. Kiss her again. Kiss her forever. And forget about the real world.

      She lays a hand on my arm, startling me back to reality. “It’s going to be okay.”

      But I want the simple days back, the days when how to get a big sniff of her hair was my biggest concern. My father once said that no one can ever really appreciate what it is to feel safe until they have that feeling taken away. Maybe I got too comfortable. Maybe I took for granted having a consistent roof over my head, friends, and a good woman.

      I don’t know.

      “They’re going to talk to the pack. They’re going to get things figured out,” she tells me, her hand tightening on my arm as we walk.

      My stomach drops. Right. Another thing I hadn’t wanted to think about. Brad and Ajax have gone to inform Pack Bane that their alpha is dead and so is his second in command, as well as another shifter. They’re going to tell them about the ankou, too. As gently as they possibly can.

      I don’t know what else they’ll say to them, but this is proactive, hopefully a way to head them off from finding out on their own and twisting it into a reason to come searching. Because if the pack doesn’t accept the explanation of a god and a vampire, which they might not, they’ll do some digging. And I know enough that their digging is probably going to lead them right to my doorstep. Because who better to take the fall than a rogue shifter they already hate?

      Our only chance is that an ankou might just be a better scapegoat than me. An ankou is the natural enemy of every supernatural. As much as humans fear monsters in shadows, or serial killers that few humans ever see, those are ankous to us. There are many supernaturals who don’t even think they’re real. But the ones who do? They all have fairly consistent stories. They said that ankous are super fighters, super killers. And impossible to defeat.

      But that doesn’t mean the pack won’t try. Either to pin this on me, or to find the ankou responsible. It would be a crazy choice for anyone to hunt and try to kill an ankou. If they believe they exist, then they believe all the stories and know just how fearsome they are. But shifters without a leader are damned unpredictable.

      Maybe even as dangerous as the ankou.

      “When all this is settled, you and I are going to have to take a break together,” Jules says, flashing me a flirtatious smile.

      And even though I know she’s trying to distract me, it works. With her, it doesn’t seem to matter what she wears or how she looks, there is just something about her that is so damned attractive. Mesmerizing. Compelling.

      I’d fucking die for this woman. The thought roars into my head, and I feel the wolf inside of me take notice. I want her. My wolf wants her. It’s insane. I’m in one of the direst situations of my life, and all I can think is how I want to back her into a wall and fuck her until she’s screaming my name.

      Damn it, man, focus!

      We make it to the ICU and walk down the hall. Nurses glance up at us, then away. These are all either supernaturals or people who know about supernaturals. No doubt placed here by Ajax to keep the current situation hidden, but it’s still uncomfortable. They know why we’re here, even if they don’t want any part of it.

      Or maybe they even think we have some responsibility in it.

      We reach the door to Astro’s room. It’s been marked with a biohazard sign, but I know it’s been put there to discourage the wrong people from coming in. So, I push open the door.

      When we walk in, Aurora and Todd are already in the room. Investigating. Which I’m not sure how to feel about. Aurora actually likes me, being a bit of an outsider herself with the pack, but that doesn’t mean she’ll do anything to help me out, if she thinks I’m involved in this. And Todd? We’ve gotten along well enough, but, again, that doesn’t mean much. Not when faced with a dead alpha.

      Aurora has her coal black hair pulled back and so the entirety of her face is visible. Her skin is almost powdery white, but her eye makeup is dark and thick, and it matches her black lipstick. She’s wearing her uniform—the cargo pants with various pockets full of tools of her trade and a black polo—marking her as a paramedic.

      When she sees us gawking in the doorway, her eyes narrow and she focuses on us. “What exactly happened here?”

      Jules looks up, but doesn’t meet the other woman’s gaze. “An ankou.”

      “Almost killed Jules, too,” I add on.

      Aurora cocked a brow at Jules, who has no visible damage.

      “Could’ve killed Jules, too. She was lucky.” And, I hope they leave it at that. Because as much as Jules doesn’t want to tell us about whatever the hell she is, avoiding answering isn’t going to work with Aurora.

      “Seriously? There’s an ankou in the hospital?” Aurora puffs out her cheeks. “That’s… not good.”

      Jules nods but stands silently beside me, her hands rubbing up and down her arms. She’s nervous. And after what she’s been through, who can blame her? A lesser woman would be sitting in a corner, hugging her knees and rocking back and forth. Hell, I’m pretty sure I would be.

      Todd crouches beside Riggs’s body but he’s looking at the other one too. But the shifters have visible bruises and marks. “Don’t ankous usually just kill with touch?”

      I glance at Jules. Her skin is flushed with color.

      “Without running tests, we can’t be sure when those injuries occurred.” As I speak, I lay a hand on Jules’s shoulder. She’s trembling, but after the day she’s had, a bit of trembling, a lot actually, isn’t out of line. But it brings out something in me that wants to shield her from it all. That’s not all I want, but it’s a big part.

      “I was trying to stop it, but it was chaotic. We were all… fighting. Trying to get it, but… I don’t know.” Her voice is weak, not Jules. And it wavers. She’s lying to them. I don’t know about which part, but she isn’t shaking from shock. She’s shaking because she’s lying.

      I can’t say anything right now in front of Todd and Aurora without starting something I can unstart or finish, and I might not say anything at all until I know a little more of what happened in here. But I want to. I want to pull Jules aside and make sure we’re on the same page so we don’t screw up.

      If we screw up here, things are going to get worse. Much worse.

      Aurora gives a little nod. “Those things would scare someone used to supernaturals. And if the lot of you were trying to fight an impossible foe, it’s natural a few blows and kicks might have landed on the wrong person.”

      Todd finally looks up. “I bet these two did most of the damage to each other while trying to kill that thing.”

      Jules nods, but says nothing more. Probably looking in shock to the others.

      I wish I didn’t know better.

      But instead of addressing things with Jules, I look at Aurora. This subject is begging for a change. Or maybe it’s just me who needs the change. Either way, there are questions that I need to ask. “What happens now that Astro and Riggs are both… dead?” The pack won’t falter. There are procedures set in stone by history. I just don’t know what they are.

      “Astro didn’t have children, so…” Aurora shoots me a look. Once upon a time, not so long ago, she’d actually suggested that Riggs might be Astro’s son. But now it doesn’t matter. I shrug and she continues. “The pack will fight for it.” An actual fight. “Whoever wins is the alpha.”

      There are a lot of possibilities. Pack Bane has some strong wolves in its ranks. So many capable of winning the alpha position.

      Brodie is huge. Good guy, would probably let me stay, but he’s never been particularly interested in being the alpha. He’s more of a behind-the-scenes support guy. Not that it’s bad, and he does everything he can to help the pack and would be a good leader, but I don’t know if he’s interested.

      Then there’s Theo. He’s an in tune with the earth kind of guy. It comes from his Native American heritage. He’s quiet, thoughtful, smart, but he’ll change things from what the others know. He never liked Astro; didn’t like the way he ran things. He would make wholesale changes. I could be one of those.

      Rhett’s probably strong enough to win. He doesn’t fight fair either. And he hates Aurora and me. He is of the absolutely ridiculous mindset that turned wolves aren’t real wolves. It’s that kind of thinking the causes derision in packs, anarchy. He’ll snap necks to keep it from happening, and be justified if he wins, but it’ll be a dark time for the pack.

      Levi, the only other wolf I can see winning, also puts brawn before brains. But that’s mostly because Levi doesn’t have brains. A pack under Levi would fall to stupidity. But he’s big—taller than the others, more lean muscle than bulky, and he loves power. Even made a deal with the gods.

      “Are you okay? You look like you just ate a lemon dipped in pickle juice.” That Jules cares would normally send a vibration of happiness through me, but I’m having a day. Things are too up in the air.

      I nod anyway. Give her the flirty smile I save for her and a wink. “Could be better.” I don’t know how much time I have left with her before I’m cast out. Might as well not waste it.

      Aurora ahems like we’re stripping out of our clothes and getting ready for the big moment, when we’re just smiling at one another. And on a day like today, that we can smile at all is a win. I want this moment, but she stands and brushes her hands down her sides.

      “We need to get the bodies ready for transport.” She’s right. Getting a supernatural’s body out of the hospital past all the human staff members is sometimes tricky and the closer we get to daylight, the worse it will be.

      I nod.

      But like she’s getting paid a premium to deliver the bad news, she looks at me. “The shifters are going to want revenge against the ankou and they’re going to start looking.”

      There’s not much I can do about that. “Yeah.”

      “And they’re going to start here.”

      Jules draws her shoulders back. “That thing can kill with a touch. Shouldn’t they just… leave it alone?”

      “Probably,” Aurora says with a shrug. “But there’s no alpha to tell them not to be idiots.”

      Todd grunts. “I don’t like it, but she’s right.”

      Just what I need. A troop of angry weres looking for the big black mist—could be human shaped but not usually—in the hospital where I work. Not just any angry weres either. Half the pack thinks I’m a traitor who should be pushed off their land, and a bunch more think I should be punished first then pushed off their land, if there’s enough of me left to push.

      Oh yeah, and then there are the ones who just want me dead. So, having them sniffing around here should be a blast. A real blast.

      “I’ll bring in gurneys, and we can use the ambulance to transport them,” Aurora says.

      “That works,” I tell her, and then she slips out of the room.

      “We should wrap them first,” Todd suggests.

      I nod and go to Astro on the bed, then freeze. For some reason, I can’t seem to stop staring at him. Astro is actually dead. The big shifter who took a chance on me. Who allowed me to make a home. Who allowed me to have a safe place in the world. He should have lived a long life, but because of some fucking ankou, he is dead.

      It’s almost too awful to believe.

      “You okay?” Jules asks, suddenly at my side.

      It takes me a second to find my voice. “Yeah, he was just… a good person.”

      My chest aches as I run through all of the good moments I had with Astro in my head, then wish him good luck on his new journey. When I’m done, we wrap the bodies and Aurora brings a gurney in. I guess it’s time.

      Jules and I lift Riggs onto the gurney and Aurora straps him in while Todd finishes with Astro. I don’t know if they were friends or if he’s just very respectful, but he’s treating Astro as if he’s made of gold. I walk to the side of the bed and look down at the former alpha one more time. He looks smaller, somehow, as if the were inside of him puffed him up into something larger than he would’ve been without it. As if that werewolf has gone onto its next world.

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” Aurora asks.

      I nod. We see a lot of death here, but this feels different, for reasons I don’t understand. Maybe it’s because I knew him. Because I owed him so much. I really don’t know.

      But either way, Aurora is right about one thing: the pack isn’t going to just be able to walk away from this. They’ll use what this ankou has done to wreak havoc, to unleash their call of the wild all over an unsuspecting and unprepared hospital with a mostly human staff. This one death… it was going to change everything.

      I look at Jules. She’s shaking again. Either she realizes the problems we’re all about to have, or whatever happened in this room—and there’s something she isn’t saying—did something to her.

      Yet, she helps with the second gurney, and then Todd wheels Astro out, followed by Aurora with Riggs. They get the bodies out while we do our best to clean up the room. We get rid of the smashed-up machine in one corner, and clean as much of the blood off the floor as we can. We’re just finishing up when they come back for the last body, so Jules and I walk out with them.

      There’s nothing more we can do, and I’m not technically starting work soon. “I need to change,” I say.

      Jules just nods and we head for the locker room, while my thoughts spin. There’s so much that could happen next. So much that could go wrong.

      I walk into the locker room, hold the door for her, and head to my locker. But when I try to undo my lock, it just won’t work. Swearing under my breath, I jerk on the lock, knowing I could tear it off if I really wanted to.

      “Are you going to be okay?” she asks, and she’s there next to me, watching me as if I was the one to be attacked tonight.

      Unable to help myself, I pull her against me. “Yeah…”

      “We’ll figure out things with the pack,” she whispers against my shoulder.

      “It’s not just that,” I say. “Nothing about this makes sense.” I pull back from her a little. “The damage in that room. The bodies. I… I just don’t know.”

      “Oh.” She looks away from me, and I can sense something. Something I wish I couldn’t. She’s keeping something from all of us. I saw it in the room when she explained what happened to Ajax and me. Or, actually, didn’t explain.

      “Jules, the ghosts in the basement…” She looks at me with worry in her eyes, but this is something she needs to know. Something I need to say. And maybe she’ll talk to me after. “When someone is killed by an ankou, they can’t rest in peace. It isn’t a kind death. It’s open ended.” I couldn’t explain it much worse, but she tears her gaze away and looks down at her feet. “The only way to give the spirit peace is to kill the ankou who killed the body.”  I pause because I need her to hear me. “That’s the only way those wolves will get any peace at all. And the pack knows that. They will come for the ankou.”

      She jerks her head up and looks stricken. Maybe she doesn’t want to fight an ankou, or maybe she doesn’t want us to fight an ankou. I can’t tell why she’s so upset, but she’s visibly trembling. And before I can pull her back in, before I can console her, she takes off.

      And, I might not be good with women, but even I know that something isn’t right.
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      Jules

      I honestly can’t decide if I want to scream or cry. And given the fact that everyone I pass in the hospital is doing a double take, I’m guessing my emotional fragility is easy to see on my face. Which sucks, frankly.

      Tonight, I’d figured out the alpha was being poisoned. Been beaten up. Killed two shifters. And healed in front of Brad. That was more than enough to handle. Right now, I should be on my way home. Maybe a cup of coffee in hand.

      But there’s no fucking way. That would be too easy, because, apparently, the universe has other plans for me.

      Now, somehow, I have to deal with more shit. The possibility that all the people I’ve killed are suffering, trapped in some terrible place between life and death. My guys might not know that I’m a reaper, and that reapers and ankous are the same, but I do, and what Connor told me chilled me to the bone.

      The elevator opens at the end of the hall, and I sprint to reach it, then hit the button for the floor Drake’s office is located on. I know he’s the only one who can truly tell me what happens after we kill people.

      My nerves are bubbling, so I’m glad when everyone exits the elevator, and I get one moment alone. Because I desperately need a few moments to clear my head. To focus on the fact that my job might actually be even worse than I thought it was.

      Worse. I almost laugh, or cry, I don’t know which.

      For a second, I just pace. Then, I press my fists into the metal of the elevator and clench my teeth together so hard they make a terrible sound that vibrates through my jaw.

      I’m going to lose it. I can feel it. I’m on the edge of something bad, and I just want to run away from it. It’d be so easy to. All I’d have to do is teleport home, throw on a pair of pajamas, curl up in bed, and watch The Office while I pretend that all of life is that easy. Gags, a boring day-to-day life, and laughter.

      Damn could I use a little Dwight right now.

      My fists pound against the side of the elevator, because I already know I’m not going to do that. I already know that would be a chicken’s way out, and I’m many things, but not a chicken. This is a situation where laughter and relaxing won’t fix anything. Not what I am. Not what I do. Not the reality that I could be a completely soulless monster.

      To save my son, I agreed to this. Without hesitation. Without consideration. When Drake said I only had to die to save him, I watched my son get better, then stepped in front of that fucking bus without an ounce of fear or regret.

      And I still don’t regret it, but maybe I should’ve read the fine print, so to speak. Maybe then I would know all the things I don’t know right now. Maybe I would’ve known that, if what Connor said is true, anyone whose life I take doesn’t get an afterlife.

      Fuck. Is that what I’ve been doing? Creating a bunch of miserable ghosts? I feel a tear track down my cheek and angrily wipe it away. Trying, and failing, to forget the faces of every person I killed.

      If this is true, Drake, the bastard, should’ve told me. So I could… so I could… I don’t know, but something.

      The elevator comes to the right floor and the doors part. I pull myself away from the elevator wall and stiffly walk down the hall. Every step feels like too much. The few people who walk down the hall look away from me as they pass. I just keep focusing on the door I need to get to.

      But when I reach it, I try the handle and find it locked. Knocking is followed by silence, which pisses me off for reasons I don’t understand. So, I wait for the hall to empty out, then snap the handle and push into the room, ready for a fight.

      His office is dark and quiet, so I flick on the light. Even though I’m already prepared to find it empty, since Drake doesn’t exactly seem to be the type to sit in the dark alone, I’m disappointed. My gaze roams over the room as my annoyance builds. This place is like a showplace for his human treasures. Art, statues, ornate cabinets to house whatever he finds important enough to hide there.

      Even from where I stand, all his “treasures” feel important and special. For a man who might very well have lived forever, and seen just about everything, the fact that he surrounds himself with these specific items says something.

      My anger builds. This man made me a reaper. He didn’t just let me die, the way I was supposed to. Then, he unwillingly made me some sick thing that leaves ghosts trapped in this world. He doesn’t deserve nice things. He doesn’t deserve a quiet space where he can get away from all the terrible things he does.

      Marching forward, I tip over the desk lamp. It shatters on the floor, sending the beautiful stained-glass pieces everywhere. I turn away from it, trying not to care about destroying something beautiful, because it’s just a thing. The beauty we destroy are people. Humans. Lives.

      Next, I knock a sculpture from a shelf. It shatters too, but I don’t look at the sad eyes of the person now in pieces. I go to his desk and sweep everything on it off, not caring what breaks, what’s permanently ruined.

      There are more works of art. Something that looks like it would be called a voz instead of a vase. It’s intricate, hand painted, and I would bet authentic, expensive. Shatters like it, anyway.

      He has a Monteiro litho that I would bet cost him a pretty penny, and I’m about to take a pearl-handled letter opener to it when a voice behind me says, “Woah, woah, woah.” Long fingers wrap around my wrist.  “I didn’t stop bachelor number one from rushing you into surgery so you could come here and do something stupid.”

      I know the voice and I’m angry, just about ready to put this letter opener in his eye.

      “Mind your business. This is between me and Drake.” I jerk free and lift my arm again, and he catches it. This time he pries my fingers from the letter opener, and I whirl on him, ready to tear him limb from limb.

      “Please.” He motions to a settee against the wall. “Let’s talk.”

      “Talk? About what? About all the fucking things no one bothered to tell me about being a reaper?” I’m almost screaming, but I sound more heartbroken than angry.

      His hazel eyes are gentle. “Well, I’m here, and I might have a lot of answers for you. If you actually want answers more than revenge.”

      I hate that I feel the anger inside of me deflating. Is it stupid that I’m suddenly so overwhelmingly tired? Instead of asking him questions, I almost just want to curl up beside him and go to sleep. This is the one person in the world who knows what I am and sort of understands how hard it is for me.

      But I can’t say all of that, so I just nod and sit, while he sits slowly beside me on the couch.

      “It took a bit of convincing to get Dr. Dracula off you so you could heal…” he says while studying me.

      A spike of fear rolls through me. Frederick was there when I was injured? What did he do? What did he say? Was that part of why Brad was so weird with me?

      “You spoke to Brad?” Doesn’t that just figure?

      “I find speaking makes my sudden appearances less awkward.” He grins. “Not much of a fighter, that one.”

      Normally, I might banter with him, threaten him a bit or rough him up, but I just don’t have it in me right now. “What did you talk to him about?”

      His grin falls, and his gaze moves over me as if he’s concerned, which I seriously doubt. “He has questions, ones that aren’t going to go away, about what you are, and probably what I am.” Then he levels me a look. “But I didn’t say anything, because we both know what would happen to him if I did. And I might not like the vamp, but it’s clear you do.”

      Maybe I should thank him, but I don’t want to. Frederick might occasionally do something kind for me, but he can never erase what he’s done… killing the people I worked so hard to save. All for some “balance.” No, he might not be my enemy, but he’s certainly not a friend either.

      “Yeah. I know. Believe me, I know I can’t tell them anything.” I sit back and lean my head against the wall, suddenly wanting to cry.

      “I know this isn’t easy, I do,” he says, his voice gentle.

      There’s nothing to say, so I don’t say anything.

      “Being a reaper is hard. No one ever thinks of death and is like, ‘I want to do that.’ It’s something that people like us do in the shadows, because it has to be done, not because we want to do it.”

      “We’re not same,” I manage.

      He sighs. “No, we’re not. You’re gentler than I am. You care more than I do. For me, this has become a job. For you, this is something more, and I get that.”

      Does he? He certainly sounds sincere…

      I turn and study him, seeing no signs that he’s making fun of me, which is just odd. “Why do you seem more like a person instead of the council’s tool?” He’s still cocky with an air of assholeness. But there’s a difference. Maybe it’s in who he’s being right now. Calm. Comforting, even.

      On one hand, I hate him. He’s the antithesis of me. The happy to kill reaper who continues to undo the goodness I’ve tried to use to offset the badness in what I do. But right now, we don’t exactly feel like enemies.

      “Do I usually just seem like their tool?” he asks me, lifting a brow.

      “Yeah. A massive tool who lacks all empathy and actually seems a bit like a psychopath,” I tell him bluntly.

      “That’s fair,” he says, the words seeming to rush out of him. “But, recently, I had an epiphany.”

      An epiphany? “Really?” I’m trying not to sound sarcastic, but I’m pretty sure I fail.

      “Kind of. After I did some investigating.” His voice is softer and it isn’t for my benefit. His emotion is real and it draws me in. I can see the sadness. Hear it, too, even though his tone is soft as he continues. “I asked about my past life. Who I was before…”

      “And…?” I bet it’s a story worth hearing. Worth listening to.

      But he shakes his head. “It changed my perspective.”

      “How?” I’m truly curious.

      His gaze meets mine, and there’s a flash of pain. “When you see humans as something different, something foreign from yourself, simply creatures to deal with, this job is a lot easier. But when you remember what it was like to be human, what it was like to love humans, it changes… everything.” He runs his hands through his dark hair in a flurry of frustration. “I honestly don’t know if I regret my fucking investigation, but I do know I understand why this job is so hard for you now.”

      He understands? My heart squeezes. Someone actually gets this? “So, does this mean you’ll help me?” The words slip out before I can stop then, but then I hold my breath, because I honestly want to know what he has to say.

      He seems to be choosing his words with care. “The ankou should leave now that Astro’s gone. Which is a really good thing.” The hurt in his eyes fades away, and now I don’t know what he’s thinking. “But, Jules, you’re still going to have to be careful.”

      “If careful means not saving anyone…”

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t say that. I just said to be careful. To be aware of the balance. And the fact that supernaturals disturb the order more than humans. If one of them is supposed to die, for the love of everything, don’t get mixed up in it… unless you’re willing to reap a lot of humans to balance it out.”

      I get it. It's all about the order and the balance between life and death. “Okay.”

      We sit quietly together for a few long minutes. Neither of us speaks. Neither of us looks at the other. And for some reason, I don’t want this moment to end. Not because I feel some crazy connection with Fredrick, but because he’s the only person who knows what I am in this world, and maybe understands why it’s so hard for me too.

      “There’s something else I want to tell you,” he says, breaking the silence.

      “Yeah?” Uh oh, is this something going to be good or bad?

      “I asked about the ability of a reaper to heal.” His tone gives nothing away, but my heart races, waiting for him to say more. Yet also worried about who now might know my secrets.

      “Who did you ask?”

      He shrugs. “A friend.”

      Vague and unhelpful. Yup, this is the Fredrick I know. “Okay.” He doesn’t have to tell me.

      “There’s a lot about you that doesn’t make sense.” He releases a slow breath, then looks at me, his gaze running over me from head to toe. “Like, do you have a single scar from your attack?”

      Scar? Of course not, I’m a reaper. I’m always one hundred percent back to myself. “No.” I almost scoff the word.

      He nods. “That’s what I thought. But, do you know that we reapers don’t all heal like you did? Not so fast, not so completely where there’s not even a mark left behind. Our deaths leave a scar on us.” He turns his head and I can see a sliver of white on the back of his head that I’d never noticed until now.

      I wince. “Uh, yeah, sorry. That was probably my shovel.”

      But he already knew that. “You saw me when I came into your house. It was almost two days before I could stand up straight after you killed me. You were just attacked and nearly beaten to death by two shifters. You shouldn’t be on your feet yet, and there should definitely be a mark left from what you went through.”

      An unsettling feeling rises inside of me. “But I wasn’t dead. That’s probably why I healed faster than you did.”

      He doesn’t look convinced. “That leads me to my other point. Based on the limitations of reapers, you should’ve died from your injuries. Yes, you also should have come back, but there’s no logical reason you clung to life.” His gaze runs over me as if assessing me. “I was there after you were attacked, all prepared to pretend I did some supernatural bullshit to explain why you came back to life with that vamp, but I didn’t need to.”

      My heart is pounding. I don’t understand what he’s trying to say, but I also don’t know that I can handle knowing anything else about myself. So many conversations these days confuse me and it seems like everything is out of my control.

      My life has just become scary. This conversation is scary.

      I rub my sweaty palms on the pants of my scrubs, feeling overwhelmed. “I don’t know what you’re saying, Frederick.”

      He releases a slow deep breath, still studying me as if I’m about to pop up and say this was all a job. “From my research, the only thing I can conclude is that you must’ve been able to heal before you became a reaper. Not just heal yourself, but that you were an actual healer who kept those powers after your human death.”

      A chill rolls down my spine. No, hell no, that’s impossible.

      I remember looking at Sam, begging every higher power I’d ever heard of to save him, to make his body strong enough to fight to live. Countless nights and days I’d held my sick child pouring into him all my love and all my strength. If I could heal, I would have healed him.

      “That’s bullshit.” My voice is razor sharp. “If I were a healer, I would’ve saved my son and I wouldn’t be here now. I’d have my child, my life, everything! If I could have healed him, I would have, you hear me?”

      He’s staring. “Jules, your strength, your abilities aren’t… normal. No matter how much you might want them to be.”

      I stand and pace. He can’t be right. It just can’t be so. Or, what would that say about me as a person? As a mother? I spent days, weeks, years in hospitals watching my son get sicker, watching other children get sick and die. If I had the ability to save them, and didn’t, I’d be nothing but a monster. Worse than a reaper. A fucking monster! “Whoever you talked to is wrong.”

      “No.” It’s simple to him, but to me it’s not. I lost everything because I couldn’t save Sam. Because he was going to die and I had a choice, albeit not a good one, and I made it to save his life. A life for a life.

      A life for a fucking life.

      Frederick glances at me, looks again and holds my gaze.  “It isn’t this way for anyone else. No other reapers can do what you can do.”

      I’d thought we were friends. Or getting there anyway. But… a life for a life. “I gave up everything to save him. Everything I loved. Everything I had. Everything I wanted.” My voice is high pitched and I’m not sure it’s mine. The words, though. They belong to me. To my soul. “Everything.”

      He glances at me. “And what do you have now?”

      I know what he’s asking and I know the answer he wants. He wants me to see that I traded that life for another, and that there is merit to this one. But he’s wrong. This life is nothing. Not compared to that one. “I lost it all.”

      He shakes his head, stands up, and walks toward the door, then turns back. “I wish you could see being a reaper the way I do. Maybe it isn’t perfect. But it’s a life too. Just not the one you wanted. But it’s the only one we have now, and you should make the best of it rather than focusing on what you lost.”

      When he walks out, I crumble back onto the couch. Lost. Alone.

      Heartbroken.
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      Ajax

      Fuckin hell, are we really in trouble already?

      Not that I didn’t expect it. Wolves are testosterone-fueled idiots on their best days, and today isn’t going to be one of their best days. We just delivered some very bad news, after all. Still, I thought we’d have a few more minutes before getting into a beatdown fight.

      Oh well, I guess not.

      “You ready for this?” Brad whispers to me, sounding frustrated as he continually shifts, almost spinning in a circle as the wolves race around us, trying, and failing, to keep them all in his sight.

      “You bet.” Although I really do hope it doesn’t come to that. “Just don’t act first.”

      He grumbles something under his breath, but I know he’ll listen. Brad might not be as old as I am, not even close, yet we’re friends for a reason. He’s not a punch first ask questions later kind of guy. Even if sometimes he might want to be.

      My hands curled into fists, and I shift so that Brad is at my back. I don’t want to beat the shit out of a bunch of wolves, but I will if they make me.

      And it looks like they might make me.

      The pack has us surrounded, and there’s a very real chance we’re going to have to fight our way out to survive. Mostly because I’ve done some things to piss them off. First, I brought a vampire onto pack lands, and whether or not real-world people can smell him, these wolves can, and it felt like a slap in the face to them. They have a canine’s powerful sense of smell and knew exactly what Brad was the moment we got out of our car.

      Which is something I sort of forgot about. Not the wolves’ hatred for vampires, but that their noses would be able to identify him so fast.

      Once or twice, I tried to sniff Brad to see if he had a scent because Connor sometimes bitched about the way he couldn’t escape Brad’s scent, but all I could smell was his cologne.  He, apparently, hadn’t worn enough for this trip though because the wolves are circling. Barking. Howling. And kicking up a pretty major fuss.

      And my second crime is that I’m standing with said vampire and we’ve just told them that three of their wolves are dead, including their alpha. Plus, that their alpha was killed by one of their beloved pack members.

      We aren’t exactly popular right now.

      “There’s no fucking way Astro is dead unless one of your people killed him!” Rhett shouts at me, shaking his fist in my direction as he stands on the outskirts of the circling wolves.

      It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes like an irritated teenager, but that’s exactly what I want to do right now. The main angry voice among the wolves is someone I’ve seen around town before, seen bothering Connor. He’s a prick I don’t like. He has brown hair, tanned skin, and eyes that are so dark they’re almost black. He’s also built bigger and stronger than most of the other wolves, which I guess in a pack means his voice is important, no matter how stupid he might sound.

      But I don’t roll my eyes because this man might be a fool, but in comparison to me, he’s the teenager. And like any adult dealing with a teenager, I need to be mature. Or at least fucking try to be mature. “I already explained it was Riggs…” I tell him, but my words are met with snarls from the wolves around me.

      “And a damn ankou killed the others?” Rhett shouts again, the yellow surrounding his pupils almost washing out his brown eyes. “So, we’re supposed to believe some legendary creature killed our pack members and not the supernaturals who were working directly with them?”

      “Yes,” I practically hiss through my clenched teeth.

      If there’s one thing gods aren’t good at, it’s being polite. Especially not when they’re taking accusations against their character and overall dealing with dick heads.

      In my younger years, this pack would already be dead. But, luckily for them, my temper has gotten better over time. Still, I’m no saint. They have a few more mouthy comments left before I go full angry god on them.

      Although one thing is good: there are wolves who believe us. Jeanelle, a female wolf who looks worried, but had actually expressed the fact that she wasn’t surprised to hear Riggs had been behind the alpha’s fall. Leneah, who smiles a lot, while simultaneously undressing me with her eyes. And a couple of the men around them. All had been vocal about the fact that our story made sense and was believable.

      But there are also a handful of others who had nodded along while we spoke and showed no signs of anger when the others got riled up. I got the sense that they believed us, but also wouldn’t go out on a limb for us with a pack of wolves who want to tear us apart. Still, they remained close, watching, looking at the angry wolves with disapproval.

      Fucking wolves.

      My gaze locks with that of the angry man’s once more, and his mouth is instantly moving, much to my annoyance. “Maybe instead of blaming Riggs, who is one of us…” I take issue with his tone but listen before I decide whether or not to take insult. “Maybe we should blame this blood sucker and the fallen god who dares come here as if they belong. We don’t know what happened.” His is but a single voice, but his ridiculous, half-brained notion is gaining traction as those in his vicinity nod and murmur.

      This fucking guy has a following. And he’s counting on their backup.

      Oh, and he knows what I am, told the others, and they still think they have a chance. Stupid, stupid wolves.

      I’m about to seriously unleash some godly powers and put them all in their places when another of the pack power boys comes forward, and he looks more like he’s ready for his boy band audition. He’s dark skinned and dressed in black, with neatly trimmed hair, and has several inches on the asshole. I’ve seen most of these guys before but actually know this one as Brodie. He’s never struck me as on the same level of stupid as some of the others, but as he draws closer, I’m hoping my initial assessment of him was right.

      His gaze is locked on us for a minute, assessing me with his eyes, before he turns to the other man. “Shut the fuck up, Rhett. These guys are here in good faith. To tell us what happened.” His words surprise me. Not just that he says them, but that he says them so calmly. Like it’s the most logical thing in the world to treat us kindly, which makes a little of the tension in my chest ease.

      I appreciate the backup but I also know that pack politics are heating up, with them going against each other, and it isn’t looking to get any better because they are without a leader. A snake without a head. They need guidance and have ten or fifteen wolves who probably think they’re the guy for the job. In truth, probably only one or two are fit to lead. It takes one to know one and I haven’t seen one yet.

      Then as the crowd is whipping itself into a frenzy, and Brad is as tense as I’ve ever seen him, fist opening and closing, the ambulance rolls in. Riggs, Charlie, and Astro.

      Fuck, I hope this helps rather than makes it worse.

      The lights are off, the siren quiet. There won’t be fanfare that announces their return to the pack, but there is a moment of absolute silence. It’s respect. The only sound is the tires against the gravel road into the pack land.

      Jeanelle has her hand over her mouth and tears in her eyes. Most of the others look like they’re barely keeping it together, and the tension in the air shifts. Although emotions always change swiftly with shifters, so I can’t read too much into this. In five seconds, the pack could be back to wanting to rip our throats out.

      The ambulance pulls up and stops near the crowd. Still, no one speaks as Aurora and Todd get out and the circle around us breaks up, turning into shifters almost in military lines. Suddenly, Brad and I are at the back of all of them. Although there is still a line of four or five wolf shifters behind us. The ones making sure we don’t sneak off before they’ve decided we can go.

      Rhett makes his way to the front with fury in his eyes, and I have to withhold a sigh. Right, this fucker hates Aurora. Connor, too, and has made threats against both. In his mind, and I know because I’ve heard it more than once from more than one shifter, Connor is a traitor. I don’t know what his problem is with Aurora, other than that she’s a “turned” wolf, which is just stupid.

      But right now, he’s flexing a muscle that isn’t his yet to flex. He’s standing in the place reserved for the leader of the pack, not just some guy who wishes he was. He crosses his arms over his chest, which he probably thinks makes his pathetic pecs look bigger, like she should fear him, as he waits for Aurora.

      He doesn’t have to wait long. She steps out of the ambulance, and I watch with a keen eye. Aurora is someone who is more round than tall, but she has an air of strength about her that Rhett could never hope to have. She also unabashedly wears her own style. Her hair is died as black as it can be. Her makeup is heavy, accentuating her long lashes and dark eyes. Her jewelry is a combination of skulls and wiccan symbols.

      Just looking at her, I instantly sense that she would be a good leader. If she could actually get any of these pricks to listen to her. Even the flash of pain and exhaustion in her eyes, that I only see for a moment, is quickly covered up with an expression… that isn’t quite cold, but cool, calm, and ready for a fight.

      She walks toward Rhett and the other wolves, every single movement carefully controlled. Confident. Like she doesn’t know the shitshow she’s about to walk into. But this woman is smart, and she absolutely knows it. “I’ve brought our fallen pack mates,” she says, not to Rhett, but to the pack.

      He advances, towering over her in a way I don’t like. I’ve met many men with tiny dicks and tiny brains throughout my life, and Rhett is one of those men. The ones that try to use their strength and size to intimidate women, which makes him the lowest of the low life forms.

      And yet, she doesn’t back down. She glances at him as if bored.

      “Tell us what you know.” His demand holds a cruelty that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. He’d never dare to speak to me in such a way, and I hate that he seems to think it’s okay because he’s facing off with a much smaller female.

      Asshole.

      Over the top of the crowd, she catches my eye. She looks at Brad next to me, then narrows her eyes. She’s friends with Jules, so I’m not worried that she’s going to tell them a different version of the story than the one Jules told, even though it’s clear, to me anyway, that Aurora doesn’t buy the whole story. Her dry tone says things her words don’t.

      But Aurora somehow manages to stare him down, even though she’s far shorter than he is. “Riggs was poisoning Astro with Charlie’s help. He was bringing in the poison and then Charlie would stand lookout while he made the injections. His bloodwork, while not immediately obvious, revealed the poisoning, once I knew what to look for. It was honestly easy to see, if I’d ever thought anyone would do such a thing. Which, I didn’t. And, I’ll be glad to share the bloodwork and explain what it means to anyone who wants to see it.” She takes a shaky breath. “But, regardless, today Riggs and Charlie managed to kill our powerful leader… and then the ankou came for them, killing both the traitors.” Her story, and the way she finishes it, is as if karma stepped in to rid the world of the ugliness of Riggs and Charlie for what they did to Astro. It’s perfect in a strange way.

      “They were poisoning Astro, after all he’s done for us,” someone murmurs.

      A few of the wolves shift back into naked men, then rise, and I don’t know what they’re going to do, but then one of them says, “And had they survived the ankou, they would not have survived us.”

      More than a few of the wolves cheer. Others give angry grunts.

      “They got what was coming to them,” Aurora says, her voice rising. “Anyone who crosses our pack will get what’s coming to them.”

      Her words whip the crowd into agreement. Somehow, it’s the one thing they all agree on. She has the pack in her pocket. And they’re listening, no need to raise her voice to a shout, but she does because it’s dramatic and drama is effective. “Tonight, we mourn our leader. And we put the others in the ground,” an insult for a wolf, “return them to the earth.”

      There’s only one guy grumbling. Rhett shakes his head. “If we believe what you say.”

      Aurora shrugs. “You can believe what you want or you can believe the truth.” She pauses and stares him down with a look powerful enough that a man who wasn’t trying to prove a point would back down. But Rhett has a point to make so he stands taller and stares back.

      Aurora moves closer so that they’re almost nose to nose. “I’m telling the truth.” And she looks at the crowd, raising her voice again. “I’m telling the truth.”

      The truth as she was told anyway.

      “Did you see it, this ankou, or the supposed poison?” Rhett’s only got a couple guys watching his back now. “Why should we believe any of this?”

      Aurora shrugs. “It’s what happened. That’s why you should believe it.” And she isn’t leaving any room for argument. As a matter of fact, she’s practically daring him to argue. She has one cocked eyebrow, and a cocked hip to match.

      Brad slaps me in the chest like I’m not seeing this for myself. “She’s a born leader.”

      I nod. “Yeah.” But a female alpha is almost unheard of. Around here anyway. Pack Bane is a macho bunch. I don’t know if they would follow a woman.

      But she’s talking again and the pack is listening, which is a good sign. “The pack needs a new alpha right away.” She nods at me as if she can tell what I’m thinking. “The full moon is in three days.”

      Rhett nods. “And who will step up and fight for the position of alpha?” He holds his arms out and spins in a circle. He’s over-trying for big man on campus. And he’s the kind of guy I wouldn’t mind putting in his place.

      Brodie, Theo, and Levi all step forward. Nothing too shocking there. They’re all big, young, and strong. Definitely able to handle themselves. I know Levi in passing, but only just some basic information. Like that he’s power-hungry. And that he likes flaunting his size. Not that anyone could very well miss a dude his size. He towers over the others.

      Levi I know the least. He has long blond hair, tattoos covering his arms and his neck, and a constant look of confusion on his face, even now. Once I saw him with his arm stuck in the bottom of a vending machine. And rather than let go of his snack, he broke the entire machine. Which was… funny, but also a little hard to watch.

      But I can’t do a fair comparison because now Aurora has stepped forward. There are a couple chuckles. But only a couple. Aside from a few low murmurs and the hecklers, the rest of the pack is silent, watching.

      They can’t stop her. If she wants to step into what’s going to be a five-way battle, it’s her option. But the fighters won’t take it easy on her, and the words last man standing could mean this battle is going to end up a fight to the death instead of knockout or submission. And it’s definitely last man standing.

      She looks at the cluster of four men now all staring at her, and like the coolest chick in the place, she shakes her head and looks at the crowd. Every eye in this place is on her because she’s working the crowd. Earning their support and their respect.

      “Two days from today, we’ll fight.” A cheer goes up, and I glance at Brad. He’s smiling. We know a couple really brave women. “And the last wolf standing is the alpha.”

      This woman has courage, charisma, and I’m hoping, for her sake, enough muscle mass to not get herself killed because the four assholes she’s going up against will certainly gang up on her to make a point.

      And there isn’t a damned thing I can do for her.

      The crowd, having seen and heard what they came for, begins to disburse. And I give an internal sigh of relief. I guess I’m not going to have to kill a bunch of mourning shifters today. Brad and I can just go home, have a beer, and figure out what the hell puzzle piece we’re missing from this situation with Jules, the ankou, and the shifters.

      But, I guess, not yet, because Aurora is walking toward us.

      Brad smiles at her. “You’re kind of a badass.”

      She returns his smile with a brilliant one of her own. “You know it.” She bends her arm and flexes her biceps, then shakes it out.

      Which I wish made me less worried about her, but it doesn’t. “You sure about fighting them?” I nod over my shoulder at the group of alpha wanna-bes. They could all learn a thing or two from her, but they’re definitely objectively bigger and stronger than her too.

      She lowers her voice to barely more than a whisper and leans in. “If one of those guys wins, Connor and I are screwed. This is the only option.”

      I nod. I’ve been in the position of having no other choice. And I understand the feeling.

      Brad grins. “If you want to spar a little bit before the fight, come by.” He smiles at her. She’s a friend of Jules, and fighting to keep both her and Connor here. That’s like having the keys to the kingdom. We’ll do anything for her.

      Her lips, black with lipstick, curl into a smile of her own. “Thanks. I might take you up on that.”

      He grins. “Anytime.”

      She looks over her shoulder at the ambulance. “I better get this done so I can get the rig back to the hospital.”

      I can’t help it as a warning springs to my lips. “You be careful. I wouldn’t put it past one of those big bastards to try to take you out so you can’t make them look bad in the fight.” As I say the words, I know one of them will. “Watch your back.”

      She nods and waves as she heads around the backside of the ambulance. There’s nothing left for us to do here and it’s not smart to stick around and wait for all the tequila-testosterone to appear as they drink to Astro throughout the night, so we walk toward Brad’s car.

      As he climbs behind the wheel and starts the car, I open my door and catch a glimpse of something in the woods where they start to grow thicker. In the shine of Brad’s headlights, I see… someone. I can’t be a hundred percent certain, but I’m about eighty-nine percent sure it’s my nephew, the little god asshole himself. I become more convinced when I catch his eye. But when I close the door and make a move, he’s gone.

      And now I have to wonder if the gods are part of the shifter issues. Damnit.

      But wondering with them isn’t enough; I need to do some serious digging. Because if whatever surprise they’re cooking up catches me off-guard, we’ll all be in trouble.
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      Jules

      It’s three in the morning, and I’m dragging. I’d managed to take a short nap after almost dying, then decided to work the rest of the night. I typically have shifts just like the doctors and nurses, but since no one depends on me, and Drake is my boss, I can come and go as I please. And after nearly dying, I thought it’d be better to work the night shift instead of leaving and then coming back in the morning.

      I’d actually accomplished a lot. I’d managed to reap several people on the edge of death, all people who had no chance of surviving, and save many others. But now, I have pent up energy vibrating through me, and I need to let it out.

      So, more saving people it is!

      The ER is full tonight. But even so, the doctors here have made it clear that my brand of “healing” isn’t welcome. Every time I get near a patient, they’re there in an instant, telling me they have it handled. Yeah, I know I’m not a “western medicine” doctor, but it’s irritating. These same doctors have seen me help countless patients, yet, it’s not enough for them.

      So many egos. So little time.

      But if they have carrots up their asses right now, that’s not my problem, and I’m not going to get discouraged. I just wait, watch, and slip in to see patients every chance I can get. Because after my crappy night, I don’t give a flying monkey shit what they want.

      An ambulance arrives at the hospital with a patient. I know that because two paramedics come rushing in with a man on a gurney. A nurse tells them what room to go in, and they unload him while a doctor and another nurse rush in to help.

      The paramedic stares down at his chart while he catches the doctor and nurse up. “Car accident victim. We’ve been unable to stabilize his BP or his temp. He can’t breathe without the ventilator, and he’s comatose.”

      “Shit,” the doctor mutters.

      The paramedics hand over the chart and then head out as the doctor shouts for the nurse to prep the OR room. She’s no longer at her desk, so he glares at me and hurries out to find her.

      Which is exactly the moment I need.

      Slipping into his room, my heart races. I know I don’t have a lot of time. But, still, I glance down at him. The patient is a guy in his forties who looks to be in rough shape. And given what the paramedic said, is probably in a lot rougher shape than I can see.

      But let’s find out…

      Taking a deep breath, I take his hand in mine, close my eyes, and I dive into him. For a moment everything is dark, and then I’m inside him, feeling every inch of his body, every muscle, every bone, even the flow of his blood. And what I find… it’s not good.

      He’s got multiple injuries, internal bleeding, broken bones, and it’s clear that something is wrong with his lungs. The machine might be keeping the air coming in and out, keeping his brain from starving from lack of oxygen, but that’s not enough. His brain is bleeding and swollen. And as much as I try to feel the man inside this broken body, I don’t.

      Damn it. He’s already gone.

      Me trying to help him is pointless. The only thing keeping this guy alive is the machine. Taking a deep breath filled with regret, I slowly absorb his life force. His light is a brilliant purple, which, for some reason, makes me think he was artistic. His life force screams that, anyway, not that I know why it seems to. And the purple light that fills me is big, as big as this man’s energy, I imagine.

      Which somehow makes the fact that I can’t save him even worse. Because I have no doubt that this man will be missed and that the world will be a darker place without him.

      When I’m done, I step back from his bed, letting his hand drop, separating myself from him. But to my surprise, my head spins, and I almost stagger with the intensity of the life forces inside of me. Which I might be able to properly focus on if not for chaos that erupts over the room.

      I listen as his monitors code, as the heart machine flatlines and emits a constant tone that’s sad in the strangest way. Goodbye. I hope whoever you are, you have peace after this.

      Not a lifetime as a ghost. I shiver at the thought.

      When I finally manage to move out of the way, because the crash cart has arrived and the code team needs their space, Brad is standing outside the curtain. Shit. Was he watching me? The dark look on his face says there’s no doubt that he was. And I don’t like the scowl on his face.

      What do I say? What do I tell him? He can’t know. If he does, he’ll be in danger.

      And he’ll hate me.

      “Jules, we need to talk.”

      Buy yourself some time. “Can’t right now. Busy.” I’m not. But I can’t do this right now. Not with him. I don’t feel like lying. I’m actually brimming with life energy right now. And that makes me… yearn. Need. Want.

      I don’t have to be a genius to know he isn’t in the mood. I don’t even have to be a sensitive or in tune person. The vibes rolling off him are potent.

      I hurry away to the ambulance bay. He follows because he’s Brad, and Brad isn’t exactly a guy who lets things go. But I really don’t want to have this conversation. So, as much as I usually appreciate his driven nature, right now I’m hoping something throws him off my tail. Or that I wouldn’t look too nutty if I just took off running.

      But regardless of what I want, he’s hot on my heels. “Jules, stop.”

      I keep going, which results in him catching my arm. Spinning around, I want to face him with a glare, annoyance, or even just cool indifference, but I’m over it. Over everything. I have life forces inside of me screaming to get out, and yet my mind is done. Exhausted.

      “Just leave me alone.”

      His jaw twitches. “I will, but first we need to talk.” And those blue eyes of his, they scream the fact that this isn’t something he’s going to let go.

      It hits me that there’s no point in running, so I let him pull me around the side of the building. It’s a quiet place where only staff go when they need a minute of peace, which tells me this is going to be a private conversation. Which also means it’s probably an important one. One filled with questions I can’t give him answers to.

      Damnit.

      I sigh. I’m going to let him start because I don’t know what he saw in there. I don’t know what he thinks.

      “It’s time for the truth, Jules.”

      I attempt an innocent smile. Maybe I can charm him into believing whatever lie I come up with. Unlikely though. “What truth, Brad?”

      I wish I could rewind time, take myself back to the old days when I was just a mother and a wife, when I could hold someone I loved without it being complicated, and be held, and no one expected me to be more than I am. A time when I didn’t have the power to make life-and-death choices. But what do they say? Wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up first?

      He sighs after a long moment, as if realizing I won’t be saying more. “The truth about everything.”

      It feels like my world is coming crumbling down around my shoulders. “You’ll have to be more specific,” I say, looking away from him.

      “What did you do to that man?” His voice is stern, and under different circumstances, it could be hot, but it isn’t. It’s dangerous. Not for me. For him. It makes me want to tell him the truth.

      “He died, Brad.”

      His lips purse and then straighten as he clicks his tongue against his teeth. He doesn’t believe me. And I wish I could tell him. I wish I could tell someone.

      “He didn’t die, Jules. Machines keep a person alive until the machines are removed. They were doing that for him.” The look he gives me is disappointed. Disappointing.

      “I didn’t remove the machines.”

      He sighs. “Will you come with me?” When he holds out his hand, I take it. He’s Brad. My… friend, at the very least. Someone I trust. And I care about him.

      Together, hands still linked, trust bonding us, he takes me to one of the elevator bays on the back side of the emergency room. When I step in, I have no idea where he’s taking me until he hits the button marked B. The basement.

      My pulse picks up. “What are we doing?”

      Nervous and tense are the perfect words right now to define how I feel. My hand trembles in his and he doesn’t give a comforting squeeze. He only lets me continue to tremble even when the doors open and we’re in a semi-dark hallway with gurneys and IV stands, equipment sent to this basement graveyard.

      I wait, but Brad just looks around frowning. “Where are they?” His voice is little more than a whisper, until he calls out, “Where are you?”

      “Who?”

      “You can’t see anything?” He isn’t confused. Isn’t even incredulous. He’s looking at the walls like they hold secrets.

      “I see you freaking out. I don’t understand it, but I see it.” Now he’s let go of me to touch the walls, to run his hands over them. He’s smacking them, caressing, punching, sliding his fingertips over the painted concrete.

      “Freaking out?” He scoffs, then turns to look at me. I haven’t moved, but he’s down the hallway. “Freaking out? Yeah. I guess so. What are you, Jules? Can you fucking tell me?”

      He’s not angry. His voice isn’t loud.

      “I’ve already said I can’t.” Repeatedly.

      “Why won’t they come out?” He turns to me, his face a question mark. “This isn’t normal. If you were human they would come out and they would ignore you. They even come out for me. For Connor. What are you?” I ignore the question because there are things I can’t explain fully without saying too much. I think this might be one of those things. But Brad is still eying me like I’ve sprouted a third eye.

      Finally, he looks at me and sighs. I don’t know if I feel worse that I’ve disappointed him or that I can’t help that I’m continuing to disappoint him.

      I had a life once. A family. People who didn’t look at me the way he is now, like I’ve done something wrong. And I have, but I don’t have a choice.

      If only I could tell him that.

      “They’re avoiding us.”

      “Who?” I repeat again.

      “The ghosts,” he finally manages.

      Ghosts? Right. They’d told me there were ghosts in the hospital. So, I guess this explains why Brad was acting like a psycho, but not why he brought me down here in the first place.

      “Maybe they’ve moved on.” But even as I say it, I know it isn’t true. There’s energy here. I didn’t really notice it before, but now it’s glaringly obvious, like the crackle of energy from the lifeforces inside of me, but all around this space.

      Brad frowns. “No, they’re avoiding us and that means something.” Fortunately for him, he doesn’t know what. And I don’t want to know, so I’m ready to get the hell out of here.

      I can’t even ask him to explain what he thinks it means. “Let’s…” I’m about to say go because facing the fact that I might be evil will be easier under the bright fluorescent lights upstairs, but a wispy figure, more mist than form, slides toward me.

      It’s hard for me to make out the face, but when I do, a soft sigh escapes my lips. The closer he gets to me, the more I’m sure I know who he is. It’s the teenager I tried to save. He tilts his head toward his shoulder and I can see him clearly now. But I remember what he looked like. Curly, dark hair. Fullish lips. A slight nose and chiseled cheek bones. He’s was going to break a lot of hearts someday. Or he would’ve.

      For a second, I imagine his parents, wonder if one of them would’ve taken a deal like mine if Drake had showed up with the offer. I shake it off and look at the boy.

      He smiles at me. “I know you tried to help me.”

      I nod. I don’t care if Brad hears this or not. The kid doesn’t know what I am. And I wasn’t the one to end his life, so there’s nothing really to tell.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work.”

      The boy holds out his hands. “Thank you for trying. I could feel you like a warm light inside of me. And I wanted to thank you. Felt like I needed to. And now I get to.”

      When I touch him, my hand passes through his, but I leave it there, as if we’re holding hands, even though touching him is strangely close. It’s a strange moment, one between reaper and ghost. But somehow it alleviates some of the guilt buried deep inside of me for not being able to save him.

      His eyelids flutter and he smiles. “I can feel it happening. Finally.” His form is fading, and so is the chill radiating from him. Finally, a light, bright enough that I have to look away, flashes. I look away, then back, shielding my eyes as the golden light grows brighter and brighter before suddenly vanishing. The energy in the room changes, and somehow, I know he’s gone.

      Holy shit. I’ve never seen anything like that. What was that? My heart knows, but my mind wants another explanation. Something logical. Something easy.

      Brad comes to stand beside me, looking at the place where the boy had been. “What the hell are you, Jules?” And he doesn’t sound angry any longer, just… worried.

      “Confused,” I tell him.

      And luckily for me, he doesn’t say anything more.
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      Jules

      He didn’t ask me to stay with him. Didn’t drag me to his place. Probably because when we left the hospital, he wasn’t exactly speaking to me. But for reasons I didn’t understand, I went to their place anyway because I needed to not be alone.

      My mind just kept moving between the things Fredrick said about my new life, the possibility I was leaving miserable ghosts everywhere, and the fact that I really care about these guys and can never actually tell them the truth. And then, it all kind of hit me. If I didn’t care so much about Brad, Connor, and Ajax, none of this would really matter.

      I also realized that as much as I’d love to be back with my children, it would be painful to lose the men I’ve come to care about. I… I don’t even know if I could walk away from them if I had the chance. And because returning to my children would mean going against my deal with Drake, I know deep down I can never be around them without it costing my son his life.

      So, Frederick is right. That old life is gone. I’m glad for the million little memories I have with my kids, but I do need to move on. For myself.

      And yet, with Brad ignoring me and my relationship with the guys not very stable, it doesn’t even feel like I have the guys. Can what’s between us even be real if our foundation is built on a lie? I don’t know. I just kind of want to wrap myself in a blanket of my men and cry until my soul feels less torn into pieces.

      But because I can’t do that, I escape to take a shower in Brad’s bathroom, thinking I should’ve gone home. He’s going to ask questions. So many questions. Questions I can’t answer.

      The tears slide down my cheeks and a sob shakes my shoulders. I hate the position I’m in. But hating it doesn’t make it go away, and now I just feel helpless.

      Which sucks.

      I don’t know what happened in the basement. Why the ghosts avoided me. I definitely plan to ask Drake when I see him, even though, apparently, he’s gone AWOL from his position as my guide. Which is a little too convenient for my liking.

      That jerk better not be just avoiding me.

      What’s worse is that I still have the life forces inside of wanting to be expended. They’re vibrating inside of me, begging for release, but I can neither fuck this excess energy away or find someone to save right now.

      Even though I really, really need to.

      But it’s not like I can just ask Brad to take care of it, since he’s still unhappy with me. Not that I can blame him. We’ve been intimate. And no one knows better than I do that intimacy comes with expectations. At least it does in my experience.

      Brad definitely expects that I be honest, at least. And I would if I could. I would unload the whole mixed bag of emotional crap I carry around. But to do that, I would have to tell him everything. I’m running out of ways to tell him I can’t.

      I sniffle, wiping my tears away with my hands only to remember that the water is wiping them away. Then, I cry even harder for some reason as the pathetic thought, you can’t even cry right, runs through my head.

      But then, the shower door opens and Brad is there. At first he looks confused, but when he looks at my face, his gaze softens. He pulls a towel from the rack where I laid it out and opens it, welcoming me into it. “Come here.” It’s not his arms, not what I really want, but it’s something.

      When I step out, I don’t shut the water off until I’m against his chest. Then I reach back and give the single handle a twist to the left.

      “You’re crying.” He lifts my head with a finger under my chin then uses his thumb to catch a tear as it begins to slide down my cheek.

      I shake my head. “I’m fine. Crying in showers is actually kind of my thing.” My tone was supposed to come out light, but it comes out sad instead.

      He sighs softly. “Jules, secrets were fine before when they were about exes and the shit of life before. But this is real and it’s something we have to deal with if we want things to, you know, to…” But instead of finishing, his hands cup my cheeks and he pulls me in for a kiss, a soft kiss that makes me loved. It chases away my sadness and confusion.

      When he pulls back, he tucks my hair behind my ears and kisses my forehead. “Jules, we can’t keep avoiding this.”

      The panic inside of me, always right at the surface when he asks about what I am, is ready to erupt. It makes my voice tight, almost shrill. “I lost everything once. My children. My whole life. Please. I don’t want to lose you guys, too. I can’t. Please.” I don’t want to beg him. I don’t want to say these words at all, but I do.

      I look up at him, though he’s blurry through my tears. I hold my breath and wait for whatever is going to come next. Whether he’s going to keep pushing, or whether my sincere plea might reach him.

      Finally, he releases a slow sigh. “It’s okay, Jules. It’s all okay.”

      It isn’t, but that isn’t his fault. Maybe he doesn’t mean everything I’ve been through or the secrets I’m keeping or who I am. Maybe he means it’s okay to lean into him, to loosen one of my hands from him and bring it up to tangle in his hair, to kiss him until I don’t feel pain in my heart or my stomach or my head. Maybe he’s saying it’s okay to let him inside me in the most literal way possible.

      At least I hope that’s what he’s saying, because that’s what I think I need.

      I kiss him, let my hands fumble with his t-shirt, then shove it up his stomach, wanting more, and hoping he realizes it. When he lifts his arms, I yank the shirt over his head and he smiles when I toss it away.

      His eyes, dark with passion, seduce, entice, and make me want to move faster, yet also be more languid and enjoy him. But the energy inside me is throbbing to be released. Or maybe it’s my heart. I don’t care as long as all the parts of me are working toward the same end game.

      He lets me kiss a line across his collarbone before he tilts my head back up and captures my mouth with his as he lifts me, not breaking the kiss until we’re in the bedroom and at the side of his bed.

      When he sets me on my feet, he loosens the towel and lets it fall from my body. There was a time, when I was a wife and a mother and my body was marked by the passing of years, that I might’ve hidden the scars of a life well-loved from a man who wasn’t my husband, but that part of me, and all the scars, too, are gone.

      I’ve learned to take my pleasure and not worry what upsets anyone else.

      

      He brushes his hand down my side to my hip then draws me closer and kisses me like he’s a dying man and I’m the oasis. At least that’s how I feel, and I’m hoping he does too. Because once upon a time it might have just been sex between us, but those days are long gone.

      When he lays me down, him on top of me, I curl a leg around his hip just because I don’t want him to move away. Ever. And because it feels right. All of this just… feels right.

      He kisses my throat, my shoulder, my earlobe, my jaw, while his free hand glides up my ribcage to my breast. When he gives my nipple a gentle pinch, I suck in a breath and arch my back, because when I’m surging with life energy, my body is hypersensitive.  Every touch, every lick elicits a moan or a gasp or a kiss.

      His body slides down mine as he kisses a trail down my already burning skin. His tongue flicks my nipple while he continues lightly pinching with the other, and I pant once, sharp and quick as he continues his downward journey. At my ribcage, he sucks the skin, moves further to nibble my hip, then scoots over top of my thigh so he’s between my legs, and his head dips. And dear heavenly…heaven.

      If there is, in fact, a heaven, this man’s mouth has to be there. He kisses and licks, laps and sucks, nibbles and strokes until I’m writhing and clinging to him, begging him to let me finish, and in the next second, to never stop. And damnit, I can no longer form a coherent thought. My mind… it just slips away.

      But then, as he continues to lick me, he slides a finger inside of me. I gasp, and he pulls it back out before suddenly fucking me with his finger. For a while, he continues teasing me with his tongue and his fingers until I’m crying out, feeling my orgasm building and building. Like I have lightning trapped beneath my skin and I just want to desperately let it out.

      But then, he stops and pulls away from me. And I’m left reeling. I’m not sure if I want things to end or if I’m going to lose my mind if he doesn’t finish me off.

      For a minute, I can’t seem to move, but then he’s back, on top of me now, his body aligned with mine, hips touching in all the best ways. Then he’s poised to be inside me, and I rise to meet him, waiting for the feeling of fullness. Blissfulness.

      For being a vampire with an obscenely low body temperature, his cock is perfect, not to mention thick and long. He hits just the right spot every single time. When we have sex, it’s… so damned hot. It’s like burning from the inside out, but in the most pleasurable way imaginable.

      I cling to his shoulders, and his eyes capture mine as he thrusts, faster and faster. He withdraws to thrust again, this time pausing for a moment, and I scream his name, out of frustration. Luckily, he simply presses my thighs further apart, and then goes absolutely wild as he fucks me. Until I can hardly breathe, until my body coils and spirals.

      This time, my orgasm hits me like a train, and I’m screaming his name for entirely different reasons. I dig my nails into his shoulders, pulling him closer as wave after wave of pleasure rolls through me.

      A second later, he tenses and groans against my hair as his body shudders. Then I feel him explode inside of me. His cum is hot and perfect in every way. The feeling of his pleasure meeting mine allows me to slowly come down from my reaper high, as every nerve in my body calms. Every muscle relaxes.

      I’ve come. He’s come. We’re wrapped around each other. And for the first time after a long day, I don’t feel alone anymore.

      I could lay with him like this forever. Hold him forever, be held forever. It’s just… peaceful.

      “You’re staying with me tonight.” It’s not a question. And I’m glad it’s not. I’m glad he wants me with him.

      But all I manage to say is, “Okay.” And even though I know we have things to figure out, I hold him closer and pretend that nothing exists outside of this moment.

      At least until reality comes crashing back into our world.
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      Connor

      My wolf is always anxious in the mornings, especially after a long night when my body is worn down from doing “human” stuff. And last night was a long night. Even now, I can feel my wolf stirring inside me, demanding release, practically clawing within me with his need to escape. To the point where as much as I want to go home and crawl into bed, I just can’t. I’m too wound up.

      There are days I can put my wolf off, tamp down the feral need, but today isn’t one of those days. Today I need the freedom of nature and living only by my instincts as much as my wolf does, especially given the fact that the full moon is just a couple days away.

      I run to the edge of the woods, strip, which basically means ripping off my clothes, and shift. The instant I’m in my other form, some of my anxious energy fades away, and my wolf takes over. I let him run, zig and zag through the trees and brushes, race across the wide-open grass. I don’t try to hold back at all because he needs the release.

      We both do.

      Slowly, my wolf calms. The urgency and need to run fades, and his speed decreases. In this form, my sense of smell is heightened and as we slow, the comingling of scents separates into individual things. The scent of wolves is strong, along with the pungent odor of pine, a softer cedar, fallen leaves, an extinguished fire, and so many scents. But it’s the scent of wolves that has me worried.

      Fuck. I should not be out here right now. I knew better.

      I come to a stop before the next clearing and wait. Because I might normally be able to outrun them, but not when they’re closing in on me from all sides. So, waiting is best. For now. Even though I’m pretty sure the only thing these bastards want is me dead.

      They appear on the edges of the clearing I sit in. First Rhett—his coat as dark as coal—and then Levi, who is much lighter and more on the silver side of gray coated. Both are panting hard. And if I had to guess, I’d guess they’d been tracking me since before I came to the woods. Maybe even back at the hospital.

      They’ve obviously formed their own hunting party. And it doesn’t take a genius to guess what they’re hunting. Me.

      Fuck. This is not going to go well.

      Rhett circles, but I watch Levi. They are both treacherous fucks, but this is an ambush and Levi is the more dangerous of the two—more treacherous because he was a friend once. We trained together. He knows my moves, but I also know his.

      Rhett is playing decoy, trying to draw my focus so Levi can attack. But I watch them both with equal intensity. One of the things I’ve learned about most of the angry wolves I’ve encountered since becoming a wolf is that I might not be the biggest of my kind, but I seem to be smarter than a hell of a lot of them. And when push comes to shove, I’m the one walking away from a fight.

      I can’t say the same for my enemies. Even if I wish I didn’t have enemies.

      The only reason these two would be working together is to bring the carcass of a traitor back to the pack who wants no part of me, either. They’re teaming up to outdo the others who want to take Astro’s place. They want to make a statement to the pack that they are the strongest, most fierce of the competition and they’re willing to do whatever it takes—even work together—to make the pack strong, to get rid of any and all threats to their lifestyle.

      Of course, eventually, they’ll fight one another, but first they’re going to take out the others. They’re going to show the pack they truly are the dominant ones, the only ones fit to be considered as leaders. They’re going to ally first then kill one another when it’s time. These two take survival of the fittest to a whole other level.

      Ugh. If Ajax was here right now, he’d have a lot of angry remarks about stupid, testosterone-fueled wolves.

      Rhett advances, turns and paces, while I track him with my eyes. He might think I don’t see him slowly inching closer, but I do. And while I’m trying to look casual and unconcerned, every muscle in my body is tense, ready to combat whatever shit he throws at me. Even though his hackles are down and he hasn’t flashed his teeth at me, I can feel the fight that’s coming.

      He paces until he’s at my side, almost behind me, but not enough so that I have to adjust my stance to keep him in sight. He’s far enough away that he can’t just stretch out and bite me, but close enough to attack without a lot of warning. But I’m watching him. Biding my time. I know it’s coming, and that there’s nothing I can do to stop him except fight my ass off.

      Slowly, he looks at me over his shoulder. Which, you know, is oh so subtle. I shift my stance by a fraction, letting my gaze swing between the two of them, but I recognize that Rhett is the biggest threat right now. When his muscles tense, I know what’s going to happen, and I’m right.

      He pounces and lands near enough that he could do some serious damage, if I wasn’t prepared. Instead, when a fraction of a second later, he extends his neck and bites at mine, I use minimal energy shifting out of his reach. He growls low in his throat and snaps at me, over and over again. But I avoid his dangerous teeth. My heart is racing, but my mind is entirely on this game of ours. He snarls in frustration, trying to dart to my other side, but it’s like he’s standing still. I’ve already moved. And if he comes closer, he’ll be the one hurt.

      But it’s frustrating. We both know that one on one, I’ll win. I’m not as big as Rhett, but I’m so much smarter, way cleverer, if I do say so myself. But two against one? Two big wolves against me? That’s not so cut and dry.

      This is nature. The real world. So, I can’t screw up. Not at all, or this game of ours will end in my death before I even realize what’s happening.

      Which means I have to even the odds. Which means using my damn brain just as much as my muscles.

      I move so Rhett is between me and Levi.

      When Rhett briefly glances at the wolf at his back, I strike, digging a claw into his face and tearing his skin with one powerful swipe that I know will hurt his body and his pride.

      He yelps and jumps back, blood dripping from his snout. Unsurprisingly, Levi tries his luck with a jump, thinking I might be distracted. But I knew he’d pull that cowardly crap.

      I catch him, and we roll, pawing and biting one another in a tangle of limbs that I keep going. Using our momentum, at the last possible moment, I launch him off me, spine first into an old oak tree that’s a thousand years old if it’s a day. His back snaps and his growl is more of a whimper. I would feel bad if not for the fact that the bastard was trying to gang up on me and kill me.

      He’ll heal though. Eventually. And then he’ll come after me again. And then probably again after that. Until one or both of us is mortally wounded. Revenge is big with the wolf pack.

      Yet it’s not about the future. It’s about surviving right now. I don’t know if it’s my wolf instincts screaming in my head or my own deeply imbedded belief that’s allowed me to survive so long.

      But for now, he groans in agony, not moving, and I know if he could attack me again, he would. So, that only leaves Rhett to be dealt with. And this, this is fairer. He might be bigger and stronger than I am, but I plan to be the one to walk away from this fight.

      Never one to back down, Rhett advances, then moves back a step and dances left then right in a series of quick hops. His mouth is still bleeding, his skin hanging loose. He leaps again and lands awkwardly on my shoulder, his teeth bared, clamping onto my front leg. I rear back and smack him away. He rolls into a ball and somehow lands on his feet.

      It takes a second for him to rebound but then he growls from low in his chest. If I let him land another blow, he’ll cripple me. I won’t make it home.

      A million thoughts roll through my mind, but in an instant, I have a plan. I whimper, lifting my injured leg, and lower my head as if in submission. I try not to overact, just play my part of a prideful, but terribly injured, wolf.

      If wolves could laugh, Rhett would be laughing now. He’s making that noise, almost a huffing sound, as he eyes me. Then, he turns a little toward Levi, as if to gloat, and I know it’s my moment.

      Ignoring the ache in my leg, I crouch low and spring forward.

      I think he senses me just before I hit him, but it’s too late. Too late for him to react, or even defend himself. Arrogant prick.

      This time, I jump onto his back and sink my teeth into his neck, clamping down and shaking him back and forth. It’s a move I know will do a lot of damage. Enough damage that he won’t be getting back up.

      He goes limp, a ploy I instantly recognize, so I continue to thrash until he yelps again. Digging my teeth in deeper, so deep that blood floods my mouth, I hear him make a terrible sound. A screech of pain that he’d never willingly make. And then, I throw him.

      It’s strange to see him half fly, half slump into a pile on the ground. But once he falls, he doesn’t get back up. I can see his chest moving. He’s breathing. But he’s in a hell of a lot of pain. Enough that my wolf seems to want to put him out of his misery.

      Inching closer to him, I stare down at my enemy. He’s missing a chunk of skin and fur, but he’s going to live. They both will. Shifters aren’t so easy to kill, even if I know they’ll both be feeling these injuries in a few days.

      I leave them both wounded in the forest and limp back to the edge of the woods, where I shift into my human body and wrap my shirt around the jagged gash on my arm. I’ll need a few sutures to sew up the wound, but otherwise, I’m okay. Just like them, I’m going to feel this, but I’ll survive.

      Gathering my other clothes, I dress as fast as possible, even though I probably look like hell. Then I attempt not to make eye contact with anyone as I speed walk back home.

      By the time I walk into the house, Brad is downstairs with Jules. She glances at me when I walk in and her smile makes me forget the sting in my arm. But then she looks closer, frowns, and rushes to my side. My arm wound is bleeding like I’m going to need a transfusion, but it’s a flesh wound. Hardly enough to worry about. And considering what they wanted to do to me, this is nothing. And yet, you wouldn’t know it by the frightened look in her eyes.

      Her concern goes straight to my gut, and she watches me with her big blue eyes. “What the hell happened, Connor?”

      I shrug, just wanting to sit down. Maybe have a beer.

      She seems to realize that I’m not in a talking mood, so she rushes me to the kitchen, pushes me into a chair, and then Brad is there with our emergency kit. Jules sits next to me, her mouth pulled into a thin line. Like she’s mad. But her eyes say something entirely differently. Like she thinks I’m some human man and this cut is dangerous for me.

      I almost want to laugh, but then Brad is pushing a beer into my other hand, and I’m chugging it, my throat suddenly drier than Brad’s sense of humor.

      Gently, she cleans the wound with a bottle of antiseptic and a gauze pad. I can see why she became a healer. She has a surprisingly gentle touch. Even the antiseptic isn’t nearly as painful when applied to the wound as I’d expect. Or maybe I’m just distracted by the way her shirt clings to her breasts.

      Who knows?

      Then, Jules switches to a chair at my other side and Brad begins to stitch me up. He’s not nearly as gentle, but I know he’s trying to be given the deep look of concentration on his face. Brad does these kinds of things in his sleep, so it’s not the stitches, it’s that he’s worried about me.

      “You’re really not going to explain this?” explodes from Jules mouth, and she points at my arm. “That’s not a normal jogger’s injury.

      I grin. She’s right. And after my beer, I don’t mind explaining quite so much. “This?” I nod to my arm. “This is just pack politics.”

      The instant I say the words, my entire body tenses. One fight. One win. But I could still lose the war. Because, unfortunately, it’s never going to stop. Unless Aurora wins, I’m going to be doing a lot more fighting if I try to stay.

      Fighting until I die. Or leave. And then I’ll fight with wolves in the next territory.

      Fuck. I know that. But when I was on my adrenaline high, I kind of forgot. I just felt like a man who’d won. Now I remember that surviving today doesn’t mean I’ll survive tomorrow.

      “Pack politics? That’s what this is?” She might be thinking wild animals, not wolves with a purpose. “Who?” Fire flares in her eyes and her tone goes rock hard.

      “It’s okay. They’re going to have to go back to the pack and tell them all that I kicked their asses. Two on one.” Hopefully, it’s enough to buy me some time to figure a way around this.

      “Who, Connor?” Seeing her so fierce on my behalf makes my want her even more than I already do. Since we met, since I tasted her, I’ve walked around half-hard most the time.

      I set my beer down and run my hand over her cheek and stroke her ear with my pinkie. “I’m fine.” And then I pull her in for a kiss, ignoring Brad’s grumbling. I back off because the kiss took a turn, and I need a second. “Jules…”

      This time, she leans in and threads her hands into my hair, “I don’t want anything to happen to you. I wouldn’t be able to stand it.” Her kiss is harder, more intense, and when she pulls away, her eyes are glazed and her breath rasps. “Let’s finish sewing this thing up.”

      “If you two would stop making out,” Brad grumbles, and this time I feel the needle go in and wince.

      “Fine, fine! I’ll hold still!” I tell him. Then I glance around. “Where’s Ajax?”

      Brad’s brows draw together. “There’s some god shit going on. He’s been popping in and out, but definitely keeping busy.”

      Well, that’s not good. “At least the big guy seems to know how to handle god shit.”

      “That he does,” he says with a grin. Then he finishes the stitches, applies a watertight bandage, and gets up to clean everything.

      Trying to ignore the fact that even stitches can’t get my little fella to calm down, scrap that, big fella to calm down, I decide on a different tactic. “I need a shower. Want to join me?” I give Jules my best innocent look.

      “Only if you let me wash you… thoroughly,” she says, her big eyelashes blinking in a way I know she’s doing on purpose, but can’t seem to tell my big fella.

      No straight man in the history of men would have the audacity to say no to a woman like Jules. She’s everything. Everything I want. Everything I need. She’s the kind of woman I’ve always dreamed about having, and I can’t believe even wants me.

      And whatever she is, I don’t care the same way Brad does. Maybe it’s because of all the shit I’ve been through, but what’s important to me is who she is and that she’s safe, protected, and cared for in the ways she deserves. Not what she is.

      “If I ever say no to that, shoot me and put me out of my misery,” I tell her.

      She gives me the most beautiful smile, and I take her hand as she leads me upstairs to the bathroom attached to my room. We live in a big house. It’s not in the best neighborhood, but there’s enough room and space for three supernatural men not to run into one another coming out of bathroom or to hear things the others aren’t meant to hear. Except for Brad. He has vampire hearing, which means he hears everything.

      Still, he pretends he doesn’t. And given how carefully he’s cleaning the kitchen, he’s more than willing to give us some time and space to “get clean.”

      She’s wearing a t-shirt—probably one of Brad’s—and a pair of shorts that might be mine, but I can’t be sure. Doesn’t matter. She isn’t going to be wearing them much longer anyway. Instead of kissing me, or any other small build up, she shoves the shorts down then goes after mine. Her smile widens as she steps under the steaming spray and I follow her in.

      “I want to wash you.” Those are probably five of the sexiest words I’ve ever heard, so sexy, in fact, that I can’t speak, can’t do more than nod at her. My cock has sprung to life, fully ready for whatever she has planned, and she looks down and smiles. “For me?”

      I nod because still, speech is a talent beyond my grasp right now.

      She starts with a bath pouf and a bottle of scented soap, pours the soap, and lathers it with her hand before she runs it over my chest in a line of bubbles, then another and another. When she moves to rub the pouf down my arms, she’s careful around the bandage, bending to kiss the spot where the wound is probably already healing itself.

      To clean my back, instead of asking me to turn, she moves close, puts her body next to mine, and reaches around me. I can’t just stand still any longer. I lower my head as she tilts her chin up, and I kiss her like a man dying, whose last wish is a taste of her, like a man alone in the desert and she’s the oasis, like a wolf who’s found his forever mate.

      Her mouth opens and her tongue slides against mine, firm and demanding. I back her against the wall of the shower stall and hold her there as my mouth ravages hers. My body comes to life as she reaches between us.

      “I do like a man who comes prepared.” She takes my cock in her hand and strokes a couple times, though its status upgraded from semi to fully hard a while ago. “Connor.”

      The way she breathes my name on a sigh as I kiss her neck is enough to make my wolf growl. This woman deserves more than a quickie in the shower, and I need more than that, but I don’t have a choice right now. As much as I want to fully satisfy us both, my wolf isn’t having it. He needs what he needs and he’s far less patient.

      Especially before the full moon.

      Our mouths meet again, and then we’re kissing, harder and harder. It’s almost like a fight between our mouths, and my wolf is growling in satisfaction within me. She reaches down and cups my balls, drawing a gasp from my lips, so I return the favor and play with her incredible tits. First, I hold their weight in my hands, then circle her nipples with my thumbs, flicking them, pinching them as she moans against my mouth.

      Breaking our kiss, I run my mouth down her neck, then begin to suck on her wet nipples, moving from one to the other with ease. But it’s not enough. It’s never enough with Jules. So, I slide my hands down her pussy, part her, and stroke her folds like there’s nothing more I want in this world.

      Her head is thrown back against the shower wall, her hands digging into my hair. And, damnit, if it isn’t perfect. If she isn’t perfect.

      My cock suddenly gives a sharp ache, and I have to pause, gasping in breath, when I realize I almost came from touching her. From feeling her body growing wetter with each stroke.

      Shaking myself, I stand, and she lets out a little whimper. But I’m not doing this to hurt her. I’m doing this because I don’t think either of us can wait any longer.

      Lifting her up so that she wraps her legs around my back, I angle my tip at her opening. Our eyes lock as I let her sink inch by inch lower onto my aching erection, and her nails dig into my shoulders as she bites her lip, eyes widening, until I get to my hilt.

      Panting almost in unison, I give us one moment. One moment for her tight body to get used to my big cock, and then I pull back out of her, and slam back in.

      She screams my name. But it’s a scream of pleasure. So, I don’t hesitate. I don’t stop. I pull back out, and thrust back in, over and over. I love the way her body tightens around me. I love the fact that it feels like I have billions of nerve endings on my erection, some of which hadn’t existed until Jules.

      But as we get into a rhythm, something comes over her. I feel her legs tighten around me, taking me deeper, and she begins to use the leverage of the shower wall to meet each of my thrusts with her own. Stars dance in my vision. But she’s not done. She bounces up and down, digs her nails deeper into my back, and begins to ride me like I’m a pogo stick, and she’s some world class poger.

      “Holy… Jules.” I can barely breathe as she continues. Her hands slide up and down my back and her mouth begins to work my throat until I have to taste her again.

      I catch her mouth with mine. Somehow, she always tastes so damn sweet, like red wine, and it won’t take much for me to get drunk off her. Hell, I’m already addicted to her.

      I came home from my run knowing my days here are likely numbered unless by some miracle Aurora becomes the new alpha of Pack Bane, but with Jules, I can see a stretch of forever and I want it. I look down at her, recognize the fire in her eyes, hear the desire in her voice.

      Her kiss is ferocious now and I thrust up into her, harder. Knowing she’s close. Knowing I’m close.

      She tightens her legs and her body bucks and I lose all control. I come until my body is drained and my knees are weak. But her orgasm last longer, so I keep going, keep moving while she cries out my name. We work together to make every thrust count until she begins to slow, and then simply lies against me, trembling.

      Her body slides down mine, and she stands between me and the wall. I lay my head on my arm over her and she hugs me. I didn’t get a lot of hugs in my life, so I’ve learned to savor every single one, but this one is more. It’s emotion and passion. If I ever write a memoir, this hug would be page one through twenty.

      She grins at me and lays her head on my shoulder. “You know it’s a good shower when you have to do the whole washing thing a second time.”

      I chuckle. “You know it’s a good shower when you can barely stand up to finish it.”

      She bites into my neck and I gasp, not because it hurts but because she surprises me. “Who said we were finished?”

      Instead of staying in the shower, we step out and she dries me as I drag the towel over her body, paying special attention to her clit and her nipples so that she moans, before I toss the towels and lift her instead.

      The closer time comes to the full moon, the more in control my wolf is, and he wants her again. I’m not about to deny him. I want her, too.

      I put her on the bed and kneel between her legs. There can’t be much preamble this time. I thrust into her and listen as she moans. We left the door open or maybe he opened it, but Brad is standing in the doorway, naked, cock in his hand.

      He glances at me, then stares at her. “Con, you mind?”

      “No.” I don’t mind at all. It makes Jules hot and watching her with him or with them is hot as fuck. “Jules?”

      “Hell yes,” she whispers in a breathy voice that makes my erection jerk.

      He’s barely on the bed before she reaches for his dick and pulls it into her mouth, and we both moan. He toys with her nipple, twisting and pinching, while I continue fucking her. Enjoying her wet pussy on a level that should be illegal.

      There is something entirely sensual in the way she strokes his cock with her mouth and her hand. I could be happy just watching, but being inside her and matching my tempo to hers while she sucks him off is so fucking hot, I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to hang on.

      This is infinitely better.

      Brad throws his head back and grunts loudly as his body strains toward her. Within minutes, he’s got his hand wrapped into the back of her hair, thrusting deeper and harder into her mouth, his eyes rolled back in his head. His mouth is hanging open in ecstasy.

      Jules and I are still moving together when Brad jerks his body, lets out a groan, and I know he’s coming. And hell, she keeps her lips wrapped around him, even though I know he’d release her if she tried to pull away. She just takes him, sucking on him as he cums into her mouth.

      When he pulls out of her, he staggers and then kneels down, moving to take her nipple into his mouth. Reaching between us, he slides his fingers over her clit so she bucks hard onto my cock. Then he drags his hand down to bring the moisture from my cock back to her clit. He rubs a few small circles then dips his hand again. This time Jules and I moan together.

      My cock twitches, and I cling to what’s left of my control so she can come, too, but as soon as her body frenzies, I lose it, and we come together. We move frantically, like we hadn’t just fucked, until I’m pretty damn sure that she’s taken every drop of my seed.

      I could collapse on her, but I arch my back and pull out instead, lying at her side.

      Fucking hell.

      She is a sexual goddess, and I wonder for a second if she knows, but when she stretches languidly and I want her again, I decide I’m going to tell her. Today. Every day. As much as I can.

      Brad stares at her as he pulls his pants back up. “You’re absolutely incredible.”

      She smiles, looking tired. “You guys aren’t too bad yourselves.”

      Then the relaxed look on his face falls away. “This doesn’t mean we’re finished talking.”

      Jules nods, but frowns, like it isn’t a talk she’s looking forward to.

      He watches her reaction, then turns and heads out of my room. And something about the way he moves tells me he wants to say a lot more. Maybe even wants to have this big talk right now.

      “You guys okay?” I care about both of them, and I don’t like this tension, especially after the last few minutes. Hell, since I came home from my run.

      She nods. “It’s just complicated.”

      There’s no way to ask why without it sounding like I’m prying, so I slide up beside her on the bed and turn to face her, bringing her hand to my mouth and kissing her knuckles. “If you need to talk, I’m here.” I don’t add that I prefer naked chit chats with her, but I’m almost a hundred percent sure she knows that about me.

      She smiles and takes the hand I just kissed and runs the back of her fingers over my chest. “I love your kindness.”

      I almost say, and I love you, but I manage to keep the words to myself. For now.
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      Jules

      I’ve been up all night and part of the morning already—not that it wasn’t worth it, it so was—but I yawn and snuggle closer to Brad. “Jules, last night was wonderful, and you know how much I care about you, but we still need to talk. Really talk.”

      Damn it. Maybe I should’ve stayed in Connor’s room. There’s rarely anything he ever wants to talk seriously about. Not that he doesn’t have depth. He’s just naturally less serious than both Ajax or Brad. And I love that about him.

      Internally, I sigh. Brad isn’t the kind of guy who is going to let this go.

      I close my eyes, hating the doubt and uncertainty between us, equally hating that I can’t tell him what he wants to know. But I nod anyway and then, suddenly, Connor, who is still shirtless and still gorgeous in ways mortal men never are, is in the doorway.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      Yes, and thank you.

      Brad shakes his head. “No. We were just going to have a talk.”

      Ugh, that “talk” word again…

      “About how tonight the new alpha will be chosen and I might be running for my life?” he asks in an over-the-top cheery way.

      “No, although that needs to be discussed too…” Brad says.

      But before anyone can get another word out, we hear the door downstairs slam so hard that the walls tremble. What the hell? The person downstairs has an even harder step, a louder walk, than either Brad or Connor.

      I must look concerned because Connor gives me a smile. “Ajax’s home.”

      Ajax. Of course! At least it isn’t a pack of wolves come to shred Connor to pieces.

      “You guys, we have to talk,” he shouts from downstairs.

      Damn it. The men in this house have a fetish for conversation. I just hope that this conversation isn’t about me. Either way, I guess I’m going to hear it though, so I dutifully climb out of bed and adjust Connor’s giant shirt and basketball shorts and head out of the bedroom.

      Brad holds my hand as we make our way to the kitchen. We hurry down the stairs and see Ajax pacing the living room floor. He glances up as we approach, spots me, and his eyes widen. His hungry gaze rolls over me.

      “It seems like you guys have been busy.” His words are almost a purr.

      My mouth is dry, but I let my gaze sweep over him. He’s not in one of trademark suits, nor is he in his normal day off attire, which involves a lot of jeans and tight t-shirts. Instead, he’s wearing a grey button-up shirt and dark slacks. His tattoos show though, because he’s rolled up his sleeves, and it’s honestly hot as hell. Business, but not completely.

      “I’m guessing you’ve been busy too, since you’re up so early?”

      He gives a tired smile. “It’s almost eleven.”

      I wince. “Okay, well, not early then, but you still look like you’ve been busy.”

      He nods. “That’s why I need to talk to you guys. I need to share some important information with you before… well, we just need to have a conversation.”

      “Can this conversation be over food?” Connor asks, a grumpy edge to his words.

      Ajax lifts a brow, but then says, “I know damn well you won’t hear a word until you’re fed, so, okay.”

      Connor does a little fist pump in the air and runs for the kitchen.

      Brad glances at Ajax. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah.” But he doesn’t sound very convincing.

      So, we head for the kitchen, and I sit down at the table, unsure about the breakfast protocol here. Brad and Ajax sit too, and while Ajax just stares down at the table, Brad is not-so-subtly watching his friend with a look of concern on his face. Which can’t be good.

      Instead of sitting, Connor heads straight for the fridge and pulls out a package of bacon and a carton of eggs, and then snags a bag of bread from beside the fridge. If I wasn’t so worried about the conversation we’re about to have, I’d laugh. Our Connor is always so damn hungry.

      The wolf shifter clicks on the stove, pulls out a couple of pans from where they’re hanging over the kitchen island, and starts frying until the house smells like a diner. As I’ve learned, gods, vampires, and wolves have appetites, and even the threat of coronary artery disease doesn’t discourage them from their fried maple bacon.

      Today, though, Ajax doesn’t seem interested.

      His face is drawn and the fine lines around his eyes that only appear when he’s deeply stressed are more pronounced. This must be something big.

      Ajax doesn’t speak, he just waits a few minutes for Connor to finish cooking, then points a meaningful glance at me. I lock on and smile because he seems like he needs a smile. Or maybe I’m so full of my grandiose ideology that I honestly believe my smile can fix whatever this is that I try it. Either way, it doesn’t have the desired effect. His expression remains the same.

      “Anything we can talk about while I’m cooking?” Connor says with a strange voice, like he’s a hearty cook at a dinner.

      I look at Ajax.

      His brows draw together, and then he says, “I guess I can start.”

      “Start then,” Brad says, not in a snapping tone, but in a tone that tells me he’s anxious to figure out what’s gotten under his friend’s skin.

      Okay, so I guess a serious conversation with Ajax is a big deal around here.

      “You know what I am.”

      I nod. Yup, this sexy beast is a god.

      He clears his throat and stares at me for a few long seconds, then looks at Connor and Brad. “And that the other gods are my siblings.”

      Yeah, we’d met the jackasses when they’d beat the crap out of Ajax. I’m still tempted to track them down and see if my reaper touch would work on them. I guess it’d only be for a little while before they came back, but I’d enjoy it way too much.

      “They also seem like assholes,” I tell him, not holding back.

      “They are, but they also have their reasons…” He doesn’t say more, just looks upset.

      After waiting long enough for him to explain, I finally ask, “What were their reasons?” I lay my hand on his arm since he’s sitting at the end of the table, and I’m next to him.

      “It was a squabble really. Dumb. Family stuff. But it doesn’t matter.” He blows out a breath and Brad yawns. We’re all tired. “That’s not true. The whole reason I sat you guys down is because it’s time to tell you, tell you the truth about why I’m here, why the gods hate me. Basically, the truth about me. Something I’ve been too cowardly to share until now.”

      Brad and Connor exchange a strange glance, and it hits me that they don’t even know. Ajax is about to tell us all something that secretive, for whatever reason, which means it must be a hell of a secret.

      He sighs again. “Once upon a time, my siblings were going to destroy the earth…”

      Come again? “Destroy the earth?”

      He shrugs. “And all of humanity… You know how gods are.”

      Uh, not really. Is our survival as a race really dependent on a bunch of spoiled gods? That’s scary to think about.

      “What was their plan?” Connor asks as he sets out plates of food for everyone on the table, then sits down beside me.

      “Eat first,” Ajax commands, then watches us until we do.

      I dig into the food, ravished with hunger after my long night. Connor does the same, but Brad and Ajax pick at theirs with far less than their usual gusto. Maybe Brad wants to cover his in blood, I’m not sure, or he’s just troubled by Ajax’s strange mood. But I’m pretty sure food is simply the last thing on Ajax’s mind.

      “I’m not sure how much all of you know about mythology, but the story I’m about to share is deeply rooted in myths. Many of which are true.”

      “Juicy,” Connor murmurs, like he’s just learned a really good secret.

      Ajax keeps talking, as if he hadn’t heard Connor. “Coeus, Crius, Lapetus, and Hyperion were some of my brothers. I actually have seventeen siblings–”

      “Seventeen?” I ask with a gasp.

      He shrugs. “That was simply the way of the gods. But the siblings that are important to this story are those four. See, they were responsible for holding up the four pillars that separate the heavens from the earth. The realm of the gods from the realm of the mortals. It wasn’t hard work, although it required a great deal of their powers, but it was an important job.”

      Connor gives a little huff, which I’m not sure how to read, but says nothing more.

      “Unfortunately, Hyperion, Cruis, and Theia came up with a plan. They wanted to destroy the four pillars and let the heavens crash into the earth, killing everyone. I’m not sure what they even wanted to do after that, but they knew that not all four of the gods would agree to such a terrible thing. So, they secretly came up with a plan… and I thwarted it, much to their fury.”

      “Obviously you won.” Connor holds up a piece of bacon in toast, briefly taking a pause from his giant pile of bacon. “Much props to you for not letting us all die, even when you had to go against your family. I can’t imagine that was easy.”

      “It wasn’t. The other gods weren’t happy with their plan, but to stand up for humans over your own kind… that was unforgivable in all of their eyes. So, at the end of the day, they only saw what I did as an utter betrayal.” He shrugs, but a flash of hurt comes and goes across his face in a moment.

      “Sometimes doing the right thing hurts,” I tell him. “I’ve learned that lesson all too well.”

      Ajax gives me a small smile and looks down at his plate, like he needs to collect his thoughts before he continues. He takes another bite of his eggs, and I mirror him. And for a few long moments, everyone eats in silence.

      With my appetite mostly sated, I put my fork down and push my plate away, watching the big god. My heart aches for him as he finishes the rest of his food and then grabs my plate and his and goes and sets them in the sink before coming back.

      “So, do you think they’re pulling that shit again?” Brad blurts out, clearly less calm than I’d originally thought.

      He shakes his head. “I funneled what I could of their powers and mine to build permanent pillars that can never be removed. That will keep the earth safe from the heavens. So, they’re no longer powerful enough to pull that again.”

      Brad looks relieved for a minute before he gets up and comes back with a bag of blood so fast that I’m surprised he didn’t leave a puff of smoke behind.

      Ajax shakes his head. “So, that’s done.” But he sounds heartbroken.

      If I was him, I would’ve been proud of that kind of heroism. Saving an entire planet is huge. Maybe his enthusiasm has worn over the years, his pride in having achieved a feat so incredible so little now it doesn’t register.  But, apparently, his sadness over it all is still fresh.

      Which is strange. “That’s a good thing, right?” I ask. “Everything you did. It’s good.”

      He almost looks ashamed as he continues. “In many ways. Except, everything changed. All the gods were no longer impossibly powerful creatures capable of anything. And they knew that I was the reason for their weakness, which pissed them the hell off. Therefore, I became public enemy number one.”

      Connor stops eating and even Brad is sitting straighter, leaning forward to hear the rest. Because there’s a feeling to this whole conversation that seems… important, and I can’t quite place why. Like Ajax is leading to some big thing that could destroy us all.

      Or maybe I’m just dramatic.

      “There was a vote amongst all the gods and I was cast out. The rest of the gods remained in their kingdom within the heavens, only coming down to earth when they were bored, briefly. Which I was grateful for. But now, for some reason, some of the gods have taken an interest in earth and living down here. Something I very much doubt will be good for mankind.” He glances at all of them. “And some of the worst fuckers amongst them have chosen our town as their new home. Which cannot be good for me or any of you.”

      There it is. The headline. And not good news, as I suspected. So not only are we having issues with the reapers and the shifters, Ajax’s history with his siblings has made them our problem too.

      “You’re sure they’re not just here to get under your skin?” Connor asks, looking more than a little concerned.

      Ajax winces. “I’m sure that’s why they chose this location. But, no, I don’t think they’re just going to party here and leave. Unfortunately.”

      Brad nods but leans back. “So, how do we get rid of them?”

      “If only it was so simple.” Ajax is as hopeless as I’ve ever seen anyone. “An angry god is virtually unbeatable. And they are angry. For whatever new reason, or maybe just for the same old one, I’m not sure.” He focuses on Connor, who’s finished his plate of bacon and is listening to every word. “I think the gods are involved in this shifter mess too.”

      My heart races. “Why do you think so?”

      “I saw my nephew. He’s a messenger of the gods and he was with the shifters just before Astro was poisoned.” His gaze connects with mine. “Which comes to why all of this needs to be discussed right now. I know you won’t like this, but you guys have to leave. This situation is going to get shitty and ugly and dangerous. They’ll use anyone I care about to get at me. So, I need time figure some things out.”

      “Like what?” I ask, feeling my heartbeat rushing in my ears.

      “Like, why they’re here. They’ve left me alone for a long time, so something besides me brought them to our doorstep. Not that they’re the kind who forgive and forget. But something new has happened, and I need time to figure it out, without worrying that one of you will be targeted.” He takes a deep breath. “And how to get rid of them without destroying Mortalla Falls in the process.

      I am still stuck on the have to leave part of the message. He has to be out of his mind. No way am I even considering leaving him now. In danger. Especially when he’d never think of leaving us if the situation was reversed. Does he really think we’re that self-serving?

      I hope not. Besides, we’re stronger together than any of us separately.

      “I’m not going anywhere. What we have…” And it isn’t limited to me and him, but to all of us, though I would never force my will on the others. “I don’t have words, but I’m staying here, and if they come for you or for us, look to your left. That’s where I’ll be. Right beside you.”

      He reaches across the table and squeezes my fingers. “I know your heart is in the right place but–”

      I give him a dirty look. “There’s nothing you can say to convince me to go, so save your breath.”

      His green eyes darken. “Jules, be reasonable…”

      “I am. That’s why I didn’t try to slap your stupid idea right out of you.”

      He looks surprised for a moment, but quickly recovers. “This isn’t a game. My siblings can kill you with ease.”

      I laugh, then try to smother the sound with a cough. I’d like to see them try. “I’m confident I can handle them.”

      “Jules!” His gaze swings to the other guys. “Tell her!”

      Brad sits back in his chair, trying to give that cool-guy relaxed vibe he’s so good at. “You know better than anyone that vampires don’t run from gods.” He grins, winks at me –and it’s adorable—then he clears his expression and turns to Ajax, his tone serious. “Or from anything else.”

      Connor chuckles. “And wolves are scared of a few dumb things, but not gods, so I’ll be sticking around. At least until the pack forces me out.”

      Ajax makes a frustrated noise. “You guys have to accept the fact that I’m being targeted by gods who kill your kind like bugs, and that they have me in their sights, so staying would be foolish.”

      Connor snorts. “I’m going to speak for Brad and me and say we’ve never been accused of making smart choices.”

      The god looks pissed. “I just told you everything! That I am the most hated living being by my kind. How are you not running for the hills?”

      I smile, even though it’s hard to see Ajax so upset. “Because you’re worth it. Worth facing a bunch of angry gods.”

      He swears. “Is there anything I can do? Anything I can say to get you to leave? Even if just for a little while.”

      “Nope,” I tell him, while Brad and Connor give their denials.

      Ajax sighs and collapses back against his chair, his defeat visible. “Just watch yourself. All of you.”

      I salute him.

      His gaze moves to Connor. “They’ll use the other wolves against you.” He glances at Connor then at me. “And whatever they can against you. The people you care about. The secrets you keep.”

      We all nod. And I ignore his comment about secrets. I will not be explaining anything regardless of whether we have gods coming for us or not.

      “Jules, you’re the most fragile of us…”

      I hold up a hand to stop him. “Look, we all know I’m not human, so don’t count me out. I can more than take care of myself.”

      His eyebrows climb halfway up his forehead like this is new information. “What are you?”

      Brad chuckles. “Good luck, bud. She isn’t giving out that information.” He shakes his head. “I’ve tried.” And I don’t miss the bitterness in his voice that he’s unsuccessfully trying to disguise behind a half-laugh and a smile.

      Our gazes lock. “I can’t tell any of you. If I did, you’d be dead, and not vampire-dead. Dead-dead.” Maybe even Ajax. I don’t know the extent of the power Drake has, but neither am I willing to risk them for a detail that doesn’t matter in the grand scheme. “What I am isn’t as important as who. And who I am is the me that you all know. Who I am is someone who is strong and capable.”

      Ajax looks down at his hands. “I’ve never had people around me who… were so genuine, so good and honorable.” There’s another story in there, but he’s bared as much of himself for one day as I have a right to expect. I’ll ask another day. “I can’t stand the thought of losing any of you.” He lifts his gaze and looks at Connor and Brad then at me.

      “We’ll be fine.” I need him to hear me, but more I need to touch him. I need to feel the heat of his skin and hold this moment for a minute before it fades into the next.

      I kiss Ajax on the cheek. “We’re all here for you. And it’s going to take more than a couple puny gods to separate us. So, let them try.”

      He chuckles but doesn’t look at me. “Careful what you wish for.”

      I don’t have to be careful. Anyone or anything that threatens the men I care about is going to regret it. Gods or mortals, I don’t care. I’m powerful enough to make these cruel gods pay if they cross us.

      This time with my men is the only happiness I’ve been able to find in this new life of mine, and I’m not about to let it go. No matter what it costs me.
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      I spend the day sleeping beside Jules, any talk we need to have forgotten in favor of sleeping side by side, even though she has to tolerate my cool skin and I have to be beside her without giving in to my lustful thoughts. It’s nice. A break from worrying about the gods, and about who will be the next alpha of Pack Bane.

      Because when I’m with Jules, I’m never more than one touch from spontaneous combustion. The thrill is intoxicating. It’s an addiction I never want to kick. Even if the fact that she’s keeping something from me is driving me crazy. It’s in my hardwiring as a doctor to want to know the answer to every question. It seems like some kind of cruel punishment that the first woman I’ve felt anything real for in many lifetimes is a mystery to me.

      But maybe I have to let this fucking thing with her go. For my own sanity.

      This… thing. I keep replaying that moment over and over again in the ER. She’d been holding that man’s hand. Her eyes had been closed, just as they always were when she was healing, but then the man had coded. And he shouldn’t have. I didn’t think he’d ever walk out of that OR, but those machines should have been able to keep him alive for a hell of a long time.

      So, what happened?

      It’s true that I hadn’t seen Jules do anything wrong. She hadn’t cracked him over the head, or pulled out his plugs, but I swore I felt her doing… something. And if she actually had the power to heal, why did he die?

      I didn’t know. I also didn’t know if I believed her story about Astro and the shifters. Yes, I’d seen the ankou before. Yes, I knew it could do everything she claimed it had. But I still felt like she was lying.

      Is she some kind of demon? And could I stay with her if she is? Or is she something more complicated? Or something worse? So, basically, I have a lot of questions and no answers. And I’m afraid that by the time I find out the truth, I might love her too much to care what she is, even if it’s something awful.

      Maybe I’m already there. Fuck.

      I stare at her for a few seconds before she stirs and opens her eyes. “Good morning.”

      Old habits die hard for her, but it’s been too long since I woke in the morning. “Good night.” Words mean things. And I can’t stop thinking about the ones she won’t say. More than the ones she will, the ones that mean she doesn’t trust us. None of us.

      It hurts.

      But I push the pain away and smile at her. She’s here. In bed with me. Smiling like she’s honestly happy. And considering the things I know about her and all that she’s gone through, like losing a child, her happiness isn’t something I’ll take for granted.

      She lets me have a kiss, not more than a peck, but it’s perfect, as perfect as she is.

      But as much as I wish I could lay in bed forever with her, my mind has been working for a while, and I have a plan. One that I need to get cracking on.

      I roll over and out of bed. After everything Ajax told us this morning, I’m not of the opinion we can sit back and wait for the gods to come to us, or to Ajax, where the rest of us will be collateral in the situation. But I have an idea. Well, not so much an idea as a place we can go to for help and information.

      “Jules, you want to come somewhere with me?”

      She glances at me as I pull on a pair of jeans and button the fly. “Where?”

      “There’s someone I know who might be able to help us with the gods.” It’s vague, but I have to be careful. I can’t bring just anyone to them, and I can’t take her just anywhere. This has to be finessed to fit the situation. “An old vampire.”

      “Old?”

      “Not just old. One of the oldest. And he knows things.”

      She knee-walks across the bed and reaches for my belt loop, then pulls me closer to her. “Does he know that I like kissing you?”

      There’s nothing like Jules when she’s in a good mood. She’s beautiful every day, any time, any mood, but when she’s happy, that beauty radiates. I’d never seen it before I met her. Never felt anything like I do when I’m with her.

      Having been technically dead for so long, I’m not sure anything else can make me feel as alive as she does. She lets her hands slide up my chest, runs her palms over my nipples to my shoulders, and pulls me down.

      Jules is affectionate. Sensual. Sexual. And she makes me feel like I can do anything.

      Anything but figure out what she is.

      It’s a talk we’ll have to have eventually. A serious, soul-bearing heart-to-heart. But today isn’t that day. Whatever she is, whoever, and whatever it means that she “can’t” tell us, today isn’t the time for us to harp on it. Today, we have to figure out what to do about the gods that have Ajax ready to put us on the next Pegasus out of town.

      “Are we talking Cleopatra old or Cowboys in the Super Bowl old?”

      I clutch my chest. “Oh, direct hit.” Connor TiVo’s all the football games for me, and I don’t let him discuss the games with anyone until after I watch. They’re my guilty pleasure. And watching them on Sunday nights makes me feel like one of the guys when I can’t be there to watch them in live-action because I’ve got a doctor’s schedule and a doctor’s life.

      She presses a kiss on the hollow of my throat and her tongue flicks out of her mouth to lick the spot. I clasp my hands at the small of her back and pull her closer. Her warmth reminds me of the days when I was the warm one. It was a different life back then.

      “Brad?”

      I look down at her and run my finger along the bottom of her jaw. “I’m right here.” No matter where my thoughts take me.

      “Should I get dressed?”

      She is gloriously half-dressed in a t-shirt and panties that make my body tight, and it’s a look in itself, but not one that will work for where we were going unless she wants a different horny vampire to be the one feeling her up. I can’t help it.

      I give her a once-over that makes my dick twitch and she arches her back so her breast is more firmly in my hand, but if we fall back into bed, we’ll never get to speak to Mordrid. “You are a temptress.”

      Her smile is enough to make me forget the importance of a visit to the old vampire himself. Almost.

      She brings her mouth close to my ear and her breath is hot against my skin. “It’s my special gift.”

      “One of many I’m fond of.” I’m tempted to take advantage of the aforementioned gifts, but damn the gods, I have things to do and not a lot of time.

      I also want to ask her where she came upon these gifts and not the sexual ones, but it’s a conversation that’s going to take a while. I need it to take a while, anyway. So, I can understand. So, no detail is left undiscussed—and apparently, there are many details.

      Instead, I ask her, “How soon do you think you can be ready?”

      “Half hour unless you want to come back to bed for a little while.”

      She’s killing me and if I don’t get out of there right now, I’m not going anywhere. “Rain check?”

      Her grin is deadly. “I’ll hold you to it.”

      She puts on Connor’s shorts once more, grabs her scrubs, and puts on her shoes. Then I walk her to the front door, give her another kiss, and watch to make sure she gets safely into her house next door. When her door closes behind her, I release a slow breath and glare down at my erection.

      Must save Ajax. Then, sex with Jules.

      I head to the kitchen, pour myself a glass of O-neg, and drink like I’m a man dehydrated. The truth about the blood, whether I drink from a person—although I don’t do that anymore—or a blood bag, is that it has flavors. Like beef versus pork, like fresh fruit versus vegetables. O-neg is definitely the beef of the blood family.

      By the time Jules sashays back into our living room wearing a tight pair of dark jeans, sneakers, and a low-cut blue shirt, I’ve had my O-neg main course and a side of B-pos. She smiles and runs her hand across my ass as I turn to the sink and rinse out my cup, then she slides her body against mine as she reaches around me to pull a Pop-Tart from the cabinet. She truly is a temptress, and I’m rethinking our trip. What possible harm could waiting one more night do?

      As she opens the bright silver wrapper, she smiles and takes a bite without utilizing the toaster.

      I’ve been a vampire since long before the invention of processed food, so I don’t know the joy that makes her moan when she takes a bite. I enjoy food, but just not in the same way. Strangely though, I’m fascinated by her as she eats. Her little moans are the same sounds she makes when I lick her. The curiosity to really compare the sounds is killing me, almost as badly as the need to throw her over my shoulder and carry her back to bed.

      But I fight it.

      Instead of visualizing myself peeling her clothes off again, I huff out an unnecessary breath, which I sometimes do when she’s being difficult and not answering my questions about what she is or when I’m frustrated. And right now, I’m at the pinnacle of sexual frustration.

      “Ready to go?” she asks.

      I nod, having trouble actually forming words.

      She grins. “Then, lead on!”

      When we walk outside, the sky is gray and night is close but hasn’t quite arrived yet. It’s my favorite time of day, when I don’t have to work, because it feels like anything can happen. Like so much of the world is winding down at the same moment as much of it is awakening, which is especially true when I’m used to working the night shift.

      But it’s even better with Jules here with me.

      I hold her hand and walk beside her heading for the center of town. Joggers pass us by. Moms with kids in strollers. And the stars slowly speckle the sky. It’s nice, almost like we’re on a date.

      But most dates don’t end in meetings with powerful vampires.

      The streetlights are on and the moon is out on the opposite side of the sky than the sun. There are a few stores still open: a salon with a woman getting her haircut in the window, a boutique clothing store with a mannequin dressed in lace and denim, a liquor store with neon in the window and on the sign hanging over the door.

      We walk along holding hands. I feel strangely content, even though neither of us is talking.

      We head down an alley that leads to the part of town where Mordrid lives. His place is one of those plantation-style houses that are stereotypical of vampire houses in the movies. It isn’t painted an odd color nor is it sequestered out of town, but I can’t look at it without thinking of Pitt’s house in that vampire movie he was in. Funny enough, I can’t remember the name of the movie, but I remember the house.

      Suddenly, two men step out in front of us. From where, I don’t have a clue, and that instantly puts me on edge. Humans don’t startle my kind. Whatever the hell these two are, they aren’t human. And in this city right now, we definitely have more enemies than friends, it seems.

      Beside me, Jules doesn’t even flinch. She just stands up a little taller and gives them a look. Like she’s the owner of a club and they’re bouncers at that club who don’t realize who they’re talking to.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Cronus’s little pets.”

      Oh, hell. Gods. Damn it.

      My gaze runs over them. They’re both wearing dark suits that are without a doubt expensive and well-tailored, complete with pocket squares. Is this some kind of God mafia thing? Do they plan to break our kneecaps?

      “I am Hyperion.” The man who introduces himself first is built like a semi-truck, but Ajax is still bigger. His blond hair is long with a shine that would make Vidal Sassoon jealous and his eyes are every shade of blue Van Gogh used in Starry Night. Which is a weird thing to notice. I might be old, but I’ve never actually swung that way.

      “And I am Crius.” He was the anti-Hyperion in color. Tall and dark, still as big as a house, but not as big as Ajax. His hair was short at the side and long on top, flipped over to one side with enough in his face to cover one eye. Where Hyperion was shiny like a newborn, Crius was dark and had a smirk, an arrogance. Fitting, I supposed, for a god.

      I could match him. “Funny. I don’t care.” Because, honestly, if these guys are here to fuck us up, they’re going to do it whether I’m polite or not, so why be polite to a couple of Douche Canoes who hurt Ajax?

      Crius looks at Hyperion and they both chuckle. “You’re the vampire. I can smell the stench of your rotting flesh.”

      He moves closer to Jules and as I’m about to shove him back, Hyperion grabs me by the throat and his brother is all over Jules. Sniffing her. Touching her hair. And still, she hasn’t moved.

      “And you must be the most fun of all of Ajax’s toys.” Crius’s voice is higher-pitched than normally belongs to someone of his size. Almost comically so. But I still have a god’s hand wrapped around my throat so I keep my observation to myself. “I’m sorry I’m going to have to send you back to him in pieces.”

      Crius smiles at me. “And I’ll send back your head. Let him play with that for a while.”

      The fucker.

      I shove the god away and it takes every ounce of force I have, and still, he’s within striking distance. I glance at Jules as I’m backing up. “Run, Jules. Run!” Logically, I should be running too, but I want to be behind her. To let myself get caught so they can’t follow her.

      But instead of running, she moves away from him, putting an equal distance between herself and each of the gods and putting me behind her. Which is insane.

      My heart races. “Move, Jules.” I desperately want to pull her behind me, but the gods are watching us carefully, and she’s almost within their reach. By the time I take the two steps to grab her and haul her behind me, I have no doubt they’ll have her.

      “Even if she tries to flee, bloodsucker, there’s nowhere this tiny human woman can hide that I won’t find her.”

      She shakes her head. “No wonder Ajax hates you, Hyperion. You’re a bag of wind.”

      “What did you fucking say to me?” he sneers.

      I can’t see her face as I inch closer but her stance is oddly relaxed. “Sorry, I forgot with all your kinds’ inbreeding I might have to speak a little slower. You, Hyperion, are a bag of wind. A useless pile of flesh that doesn’t deserve to be associated with Ajax Cronus. There, was that slow enough for you?”

      As he comes closer, every muscle in my body tenses. I’m ready to launch forward, to take whatever powers this monster has and protect my woman, no matter what it costs me.

      But when he gets within arm’s reach, it isn’t the god who attacks. It’s her. Only, she simply holds up her hand and touches his forehead. For one second, he looks surprised, and then the light fades from his eyes, and he falls to the ground. Dead.

      The god is… dead.

      “Jules…”

      I don’t know what the fuck just happened, but she killed a god. A fucking god. With a touch.

      Crius frowns and moves closer, then crouches down by his brother and feels for his pulse at the side of his neck. After a moment, he stands. His eyes are darker, and fixed on Jules.

      “You don’t want to do this.” Her voice is firm, but soft.

      The god glares at her. “You will not get away with this. You will be punished.” His voice thunders and echoes off the walls of the buildings on either side of us, shaking them just a little. It shakes the very ground beneath our feet, like the roll of thunder before a storm.

      “Or maybe you’ll be the one punished for your crimes,” she says, her voice ice cold.

      He smiles, a cruel smile. “Whatever the fuck you are, you must have used the last of your strength to kill a god. I wonder what you’ll do now.”

      The fact that she doesn’t back down should tell him something, but the arrogant prick inches closer to her, and I hold my breath, wondering whether or not to trust his words, or the fact that Jules doesn’t seem the least bit worried about facing an angry god.

      He lifts his hand and points to her, that cruel smile of his spreading. Stars rise around his head, spinning faster and faster. They spin so fast the sight makes me sick.

      And then Jules’s hand snaps out and she smacks him right in the forehead. His eyes widen, and he tumbles right over as the stars above his head fade away. He lies on the ground beside his brother, his eyes staring at nothing.

      Dead.

      There are two dead gods in this alley.

      It’s hard to breathe. Hard to believe. “Jules, what the fuck? How did you…?”

      She spins around to face me, and for the first time I see fear on her face. “We have to go. We have to get out of here.”

      “Go? You killed two gods. We have to stay and… figure this out. Talk.” I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t just seen it with my own eyes. And as cliché as that is, there is nothing normal about this situation. She killed two gods.

      “They aren’t going to stay dead,” she says as she grabs my arm and pulls me around Crius’s body. “We have to go, Brad. Anywhere. But definitely as far from here as we can go. Let’s just go to the old vampire.”

      I nod and my feet move, but my brain is stuck replaying the scene in the alley. Seeing over and over again what she did. How she did it.

      Certainly, if she can kill a god, she can kill a vampire. And with nothing more than a touch.

      I don’t know what that makes her but I’m damned sure she’s powerful. More powerful than anything I’ve ever seen.

      What the hell is she?
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      Jules

      Brad is walking almost too quickly for me to catch up with him, but I make my much smaller steps count, practically running to reach him. When I do, I walk beside him, trying not to pant like an angry hippo, even though he won’t look at me. Feeling frustrated, I look around us and notice that everyone out and about seems to be avoiding us like the plague.

      Probably because my vampire looks pissed as hell.

      “Would it have been better if I hadn’t stopped them?” I finally manage, glaring.

      He doesn’t look at me. “No, but it’d be nice if the woman I was sleeping with could be honest with me.”

      “Fair enough, but I’ve explained…”

      “That it could get us killed,” he says in an almost mocking tone. “I’m a vamp, Connor is a shifter, Ajax is a god, but whatever you are will get us killed. Yeah. Okay.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” My glare deepens. “And as hard as it is, I need you to trust me when it comes to that, because I’ve only lied when I’ve had to.”

      He turns and looks at me. “Like about Fredrick? About your child?”

      I wince, like he’s hitting me with bullets.

      “Or do you want to pretend you were always honest when it came to those things?”

      He’s not wrong, and I can’t bring myself to say he is. “Just accept this. Stop being a stubborn ass and accept that this is one thing you might never know.”

      “Accepted,” he grumbles, but his tone says exactly the opposite. “Now, can we focus on reaching the vamp’s house and getting off the street before those gods come for us again?”

      “Fine.” There’s no way this topic is over, but I’m fine with it at least being over for now.

      So, we keep walking. In silence. Which is not at all awkward.

      By the time we get to the vampire’s house, Brad seems a little calmer. If just by a fraction. And yet when I look up at the massive vampire home, my stomach twists and any confidence the alley gave me is gone. I might know and trust Brad, but this old vampire is a whole other story, and I have no idea what we’re going to face once we see him.

      What’s more… I really don’t want to go into this building. It just looks like the kind of place where people sing to you while they carve you up for dinner. Or maybe I’m just being dramatic, I’m not sure.

      The place is surrounded by a tall wrought-iron fence that is currently wide open. Not in a welcoming way. More like the opening of a monster’s jaws.

      Okay, yup, I’m being dramatic. It isn’t that bad.

      The building itself is lit up like it’s ready for a party, which teamed with the music I hear thumping from the house, definitely makes me think this vampire is having some kind of an event. The house, if you could call it that, is a combination of a really fancy cabin in the mountains and what I’d imagine a vampire-owned mansion to look like. It’s painted a light tan color and has stone work on most of the bottom half of the mansion, with a dark roof made of shingles, and several tall, pointed spots, like towers.

      There’s a u-shaped driveway that extends from the gate to the front of the house and back around to the street again. About a dozen cars are parked on the driveway, but they’re all empty as we walk past them.

      Are these all his? Probably not… “Is he having a party?” I kind of hate that I was the one to break the silence, but it’s done now.

      Brad scoffs. “Probably. Mordrid is a playboy. He loves his parties.”

      “Yeah?” I look up at the giant house. How many people does this guy have over? “All vampires from around here?”

      Brad shrugs. “Some. Some are vampires from farther away, some are starlets, or singers, actors, politicians. He knows where to find people to fill his place.”

      That sounds ominous.

      “What does he do with them?” I look at Brad, really look. He’s hard to read on a normal day, but while he’s angry at me, even more so.

      Brad surprises me by giving me a reassuring look. “People wouldn’t keep coming back if he was eating them… unless they enjoyed it.”

      “Brad!”

      He chuckles. “Just stay close. You’ll be okay.”

      We’re at the front door so Brad just smiles and ushers me through, his hand at the small of my back. The door is at least ten feet tall and opens into a full, wide staircase and French doors on either side that peek into two different room. For as grand as it is, the place is in an unholy state of disarray.

      The furniture in each room to our sides, rooms that are both the size of small banquet rooms, is misplaced, chairs on top of round tables and tablecloths lying half on the floor, a footstool overturned on the sofa, a rug rolled in half in the center of the floor, curtains billowing out open windows. Not that the curtains lend to the disorder in the house, but it’s worth a mention because a chilly breeze is circulating through the house, causing the curtains to look like they’re trying to escape.

      Brad walks through as if he belongs here, and as if he knows exactly where we’re going. Maybe he does. The others here, vampires, anyway, give Brad a wide berth. Like instead of fearing the man who runs this place, they fear Brad. Which makes no sense.

      Who the hell would fear Brad? Just women who don’t want their hearts stolen.

      When we walk into a back office, one man stands and another one walks behind the desk to speak in a hushed tone to a man facing a screen. It’s weird. Like a scene out of a mafia movie. And I fully expect the man in the chair to lift a hand, and for the two big men to suddenly attack us at his command.

      I hold my breath. Waiting. Expecting some angry old man in a business suit with hatred in his eyes.

      But when the man in the chair turns, I gasp in surprise.

      He’s beautiful but terrifying all at the same time. He’s got black hair that gives his alabaster skin a milkier glow and makes the blackness of his eyes all the blacker. There’s no smile in his eyes. No emotion at all. He’s like a robot made to look like a beautiful human, but who can never have the warmth of a real person.

      But what surprises me the most is how young he looks. I know vampires appear far more youthful than their years, but this man looks to be about thirty-five or so, in the prime of health. Is he really that much older than Brad?

      “Brad Hunter, what do I owe the pleasure?” Mordrid asks, his gaze shifting between us, then lingering on me for a little too long.

      “I came to ask for some advice.” Brad’s tone matches the other man’s. It’s almost bored. Not disrespectful but like neither of them is letting their guard down.

      The vampire steeples his fingers together, and presses them to his chin. “By all means.”

      So, Brad tells the story of the loss of the shifter alpha, avoiding mentioning Connor or any of the finer details, and then moves on to the fact that there will be a new alpha chosen, and that there seems to be more going on than meets the eye. He emphasizes how uncertain things are, how bad they could turn out, but glosses over an incredible number of details, then finishes with, “I thought you would be the best person to suggest where to go from here.”

      The vampire stares at Brad for a long moment, his expression curious, and then lets out a slow sigh. “The best thing you can do is stay out of it and let the shifters handle their own business. This is not a vampire fight.”

      Then, Mordrid lifts a hand and indicates for his two goons to leave, which they do in a hurry. When they close the door behind them, he gestures to the two chairs in front of his desk and we sit down. Brad seems confident. He seems to know what’s coming. But I have butterflies in my stomach, because it’s clear whatever this vampire is going to say next, he didn’t want even his closest people to know.

      He glances at me then away and back again, a curious expression on his face. “I’ve heard rumors.” For a second, I think he’s going to out me to Brad, going to tell Brad he’s in the presence of a reaper, but he looks away from me and speaks to Brad now as if I’m not there. “The gods plan to choose the next alpha.”

      I can’t imagine what the gods get out of having placed the alpha of a single pack. Of course, that doesn’t make it any less the truth, and who am I to doubt a vampire elder? But still, I get the feeling that if that’s part of their plan, it’s only a small part of it.

      But then, he continues, “And the other wolves, the ones who step in to fight against the gods’ chosen alpha will be struck down.”

      Aurora is one of the ones who is fighting to become the next alpha. She’s my friend, and a good person. The thought of them killing her just so they can handpick Pack Bane’s next leader seems like some human political bullshit. Which pisses me off. It’s basically a damn assassination plan.

      As if he knows what I’m thinking or has the power to read my mind, Brad looks at me. “The gods won’t pick an honorable woman to win. Whoever they’ll choose, it’s someone they can keep in their pocket.”

      I nod. I don’t want to discuss Aurora or all this garbage here, with this man I don’t know, who has the wisdom of centuries in his eyes. Because whatever I say, I’m sure the old vampire will get more information from me than I want to give. But what I really want is more information. Answers. Something to make sense of whatever plan involves gods and the wolf pack.

      And to be sure my friend is okay. Despite my intentions, my thoughts slip to her. Aurora is brave, annoying in the best way possible, and a good person. I have no doubt she’s fighting to be the alpha, not just because it’s what’s best for her and Connor, but because it’s what’s best for the pack.

      She should be alpha.

      Instead… they’ve stacked the deck against her and she might die? It’s infuriating and not the least bit fair. Assholes.

      “Why do you think the gods care who’s in charge of the pack?” Brad asks, drawing me from my angry thoughts.

      Mordrid looks at him and shrugs. “No idea. But you can bet they have a plan. The gods have never been happy about the ways of this world. Humans went from being their toys to their frustration. But whatever they want, you don’t want to get involved.”

      “Unfortunately, I think I have to,” Brad tells him.

      The vampire shakes his head like he thinks Brad is a fool. “Then, tread carefully, my friend. Vampires don’t last long when they get in the sights of a god. And with Ajax already at your side, you don’t want to give these gods more of a reason to focus on you.”

      “Then we better stay out of their sights,” I say.

      Mordrid nods then lets his gaze run over me again, lingering on my breasts in a way that isn’t at all subtle. So, the old vampire is a perv? Nice to know…

      “Any idea how they’ll get rid of the other wolves running for alpha?” Brad asks.

      The vampire shakes his head. “Not a clue.”

      “Any idea how long they’ll stick around our town?” I can tell Brad is getting frustrated, wanting to pull even the smallest details out of this man, just in case they might help us.

      Here, the other man hesitates, then says, “I’m not sure, but they seem to be settling in. I’ve heard complaints from supernaturals and humans alike of strange occurrences that I can only attribute to them. And if things continue as they are, I may consider a vacation to a safer area until they’re done.”

      “Smart. Run away,” I mumble.

      Mordrid’s brows rise, and he cocks his head. “And what are you, my lady? I’ve been trying to figure out since you first walked in, and I can honestly say I don’t have a clue, which doesn’t happen to me very often.”

      “What am I?” I scoff while trying to ignore the way my heartbeat races. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      I’m not a good liar. I know it. He knows it. Everyone in this damn room knows it as they both stare at me while I try to look as innocent as possible.

      Heat rolls up my neck into my face and my voice is an entire octave higher than usual. If he doesn’t know I’m a big fat liar, he is blind and deaf. And not that bright either. And the way his eyes are rolling up and down my body tell me he’s not blind.

      Finally, he winks. “Keep your secrets for now. We can save it for pillow talk. I like a woman of mystery.”

      “She’s not available, Mordrid.” Brad shoots him a glare.

      “She can say if she’s available and I haven’t heard her say otherwise.” He gets up and walks around the desk, then leans his hip against it in front of me. If I lean forward, his crotch would be in my face. I suspect that’s the point, but I don’t say anything because Brad is already on the edge. His fists are clenched on the armrests of his seat. “Are you available, my love?” His tone is warm, syrupy, and irritating.

      Exactly the opposite of how he’d been a moment before. Which is a bit creepy.

      I smile. “I’m afraid not.” I have men a plenty. And they keep me quite satisfied. Plus, I have other concerns—gods with world domination on their minds, keeping my secrets so Drake isn’t tempted to come after Brad, Connor, and Ajax, not to mention my friend fighting for her life and Connor’s.

      “Well, I’ll keep my phone handy, if you ever change your mind.”

      Brad stands, his hands clenched into fists at his side. “That’s enough, Mordrid.”

      Mordrid’s gaze shifts from me to Brad. I would never mistake their association for friendship because it’s clear in this moment that it isn’t. That even without me here, these two wouldn’t like each other.

      After a moment, the old vampire looks at Brad. There’s a challenge in his voice when he says, “I’ll say when it’s enough.”

      They glare at each other, the tension in the air crackling like lightning, and I honestly wonder how bad it would be if these two got into a fight. Then, just as quickly as I have the thought, I decide I don’t want to know. And that if I don’t do something, I’ll find out.

      So, I stand and loop my arm through Brad’s. “I’m afraid we have to be going.” I shoot Mordrid a polite smile I don’t really feel. It’s hard to be happy when Brad is so… off, but I am becoming an expert at all things that deal with pretending.

      “You’re welcome back any time,” he tells me, then glances at Brad. “You as well.”

      “Thanks,” Brad says, but the word is hostile as hell.

      “And good luck, because we both know you’re going to get involved in this.”

      Brad doesn’t answer, just bobs his head, then turns us away from the other man. We walk outside only because I’m able to pull Brad through the giant foyer to the door. And when we’re clear of the house, he yanks his arm free and stops walking. Spinning on his heel, he faces me, his chest rising falling rapidly, as if he’d just been running.

      “Let’s go, Brad.” I’m not in the mood to air this out in front of the gardeners and the delivery men who are bringing more tables and more chairs into the house.

      “Before you think about sneaking around to see Mordrid…” Sneaking around? “you should know what he is.” His words, his tone, even the way he’s staring at me are insulting.

      “Excuse me?” I want to kick him in his silly man thoughts, but instead, I cross my arms and glare. “I don’t sneak around.  And I don’t like what you’re implying.”

      He scoffs and throws his hands up. “What am I supposed to think?”

      “Nothing. That’s it. You’re supposed to think nothing because that’s what I think about Mordrid.” I lower my voice because I assume the oldest vampire in the area also is blessed with hearing he’s honed to a fine point over his time. I would bet he’s learned to hear what he wants to hear and since he’s professed such interest, I would also bet this interests him.

      “It’s not just about him!” he says, but a little of the fire has gone from his voice.

      “Don’t you think I know that?” I throw right back at him.

      And then because I know this isn’t going anywhere good, I turn and stomp toward the gate. If he wants to be a stubborn, insulting ass, he can damned well stay here or walk back home alone. I don’t care.

      “Jules, wait.”  I can hear him jogging to catch up with me, but I just keep right on marching away.

      He takes my arm and I don’t jerk away. I’m saving that option until I hear what he has to say. I do, however, scowl while I wait for him to perfect the look of contrition on his face. He tilts his chin down and looks at me from beneath his girlie lashes.

      “I’m an asshole.”

      I nod and he steps closer, then takes my hands in his.

      “I’ve never cared about anyone the way I care about you. Never felt so… torn up at the thought that I could lose you. Whether because a guy like that comes along, or these secrets between us get in the way.” His voice is soft and the sincerity drips from every word. Not to mention those incredible eyes of his, filled with emotion. I could drown in them.

      I can’t stand the idea of losing him, either. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Jules, you have to know that secrets destroy people. They kill relationships.”

      He doesn’t have to say more. “I know.” I want to tell him. I wish I could make him see that, and also that I can’t.

      But instead of saying more, he simply pulls me into his arms. And it’s like we’re both just hiding together, hiding from the things I can’t say, and the things we don’t know.
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      Ajax

      I chose to work at this hospital so long ago, not because I had to, but because it gave me purpose. My position here allowed me to stay close to my friends and do more than twiddle my thumbs and watch time fly past me. But tonight is different than any other day I’ve been at Mercy Angel. I don’t care about the paperwork in front of me. I don’t care about the many, many meetings I’ve attended all day. Instead, I’ve walked around with a kind of fear I’ve never experienced in my life.

      Because I’m afraid for Connor. Because I’m afraid for Jules and Brad.

      Brad had told me that he intended to speak with Mordrid and that he’d take Jules with him and keep her safe. I trusted him, but my god brethren not so much. So, I was nervous having them out in the city without my protection. But also knew they were no safer at home. So, I’d let them go, knowing at least they’d have each other's backs.

      And I’d made an executive decision to stay here where Connor was working, because there was safety in numbers and I didn’t want to leave him by himself. He’s a lone wolf in a place where lone wolves are not accepted, and there is an uprising in the pack. That meant that I might be doing my “job” here, but I was keeping tabs on my buddy. Ready for anything that might come my way. God, wolf, freaking ghost alike. If they came for Connor, I’d make them pay.

      There’s a knock on my door.

      I sigh. “Come in!”

      Connor pokes his head in and gives me a big smile. The kind of smile that makes everything we’re going through seem less important. The kind of smile that sparkles in his big blue eyes and reminds me of a baby and a puppy combined. It’s a mix that would make anyone swoon, even those with dark hearts.

      “Shift done?”

      His smile widens. “You bet. And I know you’re having a rough day, so I got us something special!” A second later, he steps into the room and holds out two pizza boxes out like he’s presenting me with a diamond encrusted watch.

      “That…that’s perfect,” I tell him. Pizza is always good. Even gods need more than fancy meals, at least every once in a while.

      He shuts the door behind him and hurries over. Something about his walk reminds me of a kid skipping and singing as they head home after school. It’s just so carefree and happy. Which is ridiculous. Connor is currently in the most danger out of all of us. How he can stay so positive, I’ll never know.

      He drops the pizza boxes on my desk, careful of the pile of papers in front of me, then hands me a paper plate from on top of the boxes.

      “Thanks.”

      “So, at midnight tonight, the next alpha of Pack Bane will be chosen.” It’s strange how hard he’s trying to stay positive about a pretty bleak situation. If Aurora doesn’t win tonight, Connor’s entire life changes.

      “How are you feeling about that?” I ask him, then wish I could take the dumb words back.

      But Connor never cares if you say something dumb, he just shrugs. “Awesome. Well, not awesome, but I’m trying to stay positive. Whatever is going to happen is going to happen, whether I want it to or not.”

      “Did you get all your paperwork done?” He knows damned well me saying I had to come in today was only an excuse, but I’m not letting my fib die.

      “It’s hard to get anything done when everyone is on staff during the day. There are too many interruptions.” I’ll take it as far as I need to, but the curve of his lips says he knows I’m lying.

      Connor hands me a slice of pineapple and ham Hawaiian pizza and I devour most of it in one bite while he grabs his own slice, leans back in his chair, and slowly starts munching on it. Belatedly I remember I probably should have eaten it more slowly. But, pardon me, it’s been about an hour and a half since I’ve had anything to eat, and gods have appetites. Big appetites. In all things.

      Speaking of appetites, Jules comes to mind. Now and way too often today. It surprises me that my appetite for her is never quite quenched. I haven’t talked to her much lately. Not counting this morning when it was all of us. But my one-on-one time with her has been limited by our schedules, me trying to figure out what my siblings are up to, and whatever it is that she’s hiding.

      It’s frustrating. I finally found a woman, caught feelings for her, and want to spend every waking moment in her company. But I can’t.

      In my old days, I’d be rocking this world with a few earthquakes and storms, just to rid myself of this frustrated energy. Just to announce to the world that Ajax Cronus was displeased. But, unfortunately, those days are behind me.

      Connor suddenly looks up at me. “Brad thinks there’s something fishy going on with Jules.”

      “Yeah. He’s mentioned that.”

      The woman is entitled to her privacy, unless it comes to a point where her silence puts one of us in danger. The thing is, I haven’t seen anything so far that leads me to believe it could be that way. I’ve also spent many lifetimes not telling the people I care about what I am, so I have some sympathy for her desire to keep pretending to be semi-human. But then, I’m not as stubborn as Brad. That damned vampire is like a dog with a bone, so I doubt he’ll be letting this go any time soon.

      “What do you think?”

      Connor grabs another slice of pizza and throws one onto my plate too. I start eating as I wait for him to work out his thoughts.

      “I think that is one woman who knows her mind.”

      I grin at him, because he’s right. I don’t know what Brad’s obsession is all about. She’s admitted she’s a supernatural. The type isn’t important to me. I assume it’s part of what makes her a good healer. She could be a fae or a sprite. Maybe a witch. It doesn’t matter to me. Whatever she is, I’m attracted. More than attracted. Addicted probably isn’t too strong a word, but gods and addiction to things that give pleasure are common.

      “What do you think?” he asks right back.

      I swallow the bite of pizza in my mouth. “I think Brad’s right that it would be nice to know what she is, but whatever she is isn’t going to make me like her less.”

      “Agreed,” he says with a sigh. “I don’t think I could like her more either.”

      “Love sick fool,” I tease.

      He gives me a hard look, even though his eyes sparkle. “Like you feel any differently…”

      I finish my current piece of pizza, then take another, trying to avoid the fact that he’s absolutely right, but then I spot movement outside the door to my office. A lingering shadow that should in no way be there. “What the fuck?”

      A second later, mist somehow oozes under the door like slime, then reforms into mist and drifts up, taking shape. I point my hand at it, ready to unleash my powers should it prove to be dangerous, when the shape becomes one familiar to me. A nose, eyes, and complete face form, and then there’s no doubt who it is. Astro.

      “Whoa,” Connor mumbles.

      A lesser god would be worried that there is a ghost standing in his office. But I’m not a lesser god. Because I know ghosts, like other supernaturals, have a place in this world. And while I’d prefer they announce themselves rather than oozing under the door, I’m not about to blast one into a million pieces for no reason.

      Especially one I knew when he was alive.

      “Connor.” And his voice is the same. Deep, commanding, and strangely alive, even in death. “There’s something bigger going on.”

      Connor has dropped his pizza into the box and is staring at Astro, eyes wide, mouth open. He murmurs an almost silent, “Holy shit.”

      “Smooth, buddy,” I mumble under my breath, but never take my eyes off the ghost, even though I’ve dropped my hand.

      “Listen, boy.” He’d better be talking to Connor. “Riggs was my son. No way would he poison me if he was in his right mind. The gods are twisting things.”

      I’m not surprised about Astro’s admission that Riggs was his son. We’d suspected as much. But I’d met Riggs, and I’m pretty damn sure he was capable of some horrible things, whether his father believed it or not. Still, I also know the gods were twisting things, so I won’t just dismiss this ghost so easily.

      “Why do you think the gods made him do it?” I’m the one who asks because, apparently, Connor is still digesting that Astro’s ghost is here.

      Astro’s form is fading. “I don’t know but the pack needs help.”

      “We’re trying–”

      He cuts me off, “Try harder. I’m counting on all of you. I won’t have peace until my pack is safe.” Before we can question him further, he’s gone, like he was never there to begin with.

      Ghosts. Always so dramatic.

      “You saw that right?” Connor looks at me, then back at the door, his face pale.

      I’ve seen the ghosts that walk the halls of this hospital before. So has Connor. But those were patients, not the pack leader. Of course, this time, the pack leader was a patient. Still, I can understand why this is hard for my friend.

      “Do you believe him about Riggs?” I ask.

      He sits down shakily. “Honestly, I have no idea. There are a lot of assholes in the world who still wouldn’t murder their father, but it doesn’t mean that power-hungry jerk didn’t do it.”

      “I don’t like Riggs,” I tell him.

      “Me neither.”

      He looks at me, pausing for a moment, then spits out, “But can your siblings really do that? Make someone kill someone else?”

      “Our powers can be used to do a lot of things. To do almost anything. But all power has its price.”

      “So, is that god for yes?” he asks, looking more like his cocky old self again.

      I grin, despite how unsettling the ghost’s visit was. “Yes.”

      I’m about to say more when the door to my office swings open, and there, in my doorway, are the four men who are trying to be the next alpha. Men who could be influenced by my siblings’ power and control. But, regardless, they are Grade A assholes who want Connor gone.

      “Shit.” Connor’s voice is little more than a whisper.

      I want to tell him it’s okay, this is why I’m here, and that there’s no world in which four wolves would have a chance against me. But instead, I level them with my gaze. The one that has actually made men shit themselves. I don’t use my godly influence. Yet. But I will. If they make me.

      Rhett, Levi, Brodie, and Theo don’t look surprised to see us. In fact, they look confident. Arrogant. Like absolute fools.

      “What do you want?” I inject steel into my voice. If they’ve come to harass or otherwise screw with Connor, we’re going to have a problem.

      Rhett, the worst of the lot, looks at Connor with hate in his eyes. “We’re here for him.”

      My nose wrinkles as my gaze runs over him. Did he buy an entire factory that produces gel to slick back his hair like that? And does his dark goatee look oily and unwashed because of the hair gel, or because he doesn’t wash himself properly? Either way, the worst thing about fighting this guy would be ruining my clothes with his oily mess.

      “We’re not leaving without him,” he tells me, standing up just a little taller, even though the guy is big to begin with.

      I scoff. “Good luck with that.”

      Connor sighs and crosses his arms. He isn’t scared. This isn’t the first time he’s had to deal with a pack who doesn’t want him around. Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m letting them get anywhere near him.

      “Come with us, asshole,” Levi sneers, tossing his long blonde hair like a teenage bully in a movie. Although, I’m thinking of the girl bullies.

      Unable to help myself, I lift a hand. The four of them shoot across the hall and smash into the wall behind them. I let my hand drop and wait. For a minute, they all look shocked, but then they slowly get back up. This time, they regard me with a lot more caution than they had a moment before.

      “Do you want to try again?” I ask.

      They exchange glances, and then Levi speaks, scratching at one of the tattoos on his arm as he does so. “The challenges for the night have been made.”

      Challenges? “What are you talking about?” I glance at Connor, but he’s standing now, ready to face off against the motley crew of miscreants.

      “Challenges.” Levi says it again like I’m the one with canine brain.

      “Each of us has to fight with a second.”

      It’s like we aren’t speaking the same language. “Second?”

      “Someone to fight alongside…” I don’t appreciate his tone anymore this time than the last. My hands clench. A fight can be arranged, and one more word out of him and it won’t be arranged as much as started.

      “Maybe watch your tone, wolf,” I growl.

      Every one of them takes a small step back, their heads lowering as they cast their eyes away from me. That’s one thing about them. They might have big sets of balls, but they also have a primal instinct to bow down to their superiors. To the more alpha people they face. And I’m the alpha in every room.

      Theo looks at the other wolves, sweeping a hand through his long black hair. “Remember our purpose here. It isn’t to threaten or to get into a dick measuring contest, it’s to share information.” This wolf I don’t mind. He seems smarter, but he lacks a bit of… that something leaders usually have.

      Brodie gives a little nod, and his gaze meets mine. He’s big, like Rhett, with shaved hair, dark skin, and intelligence in his eyes. And yet, I’ve known a lot of men in my life, and this one doesn’t strike me as a person who wants to fight. Or to lead. So, what is he doing here? “Another wolf will know what we mean. These are not words for a god.”

      I turn to Connor, while still keeping the wolves in sight. To my surprise, he doesn’t look the least bit confused. He’s hiding it well, but I think he might just be… concerned.

      “I know. I get it, but I can’t imagine any of you chose me, so…” Connor looks at each of them as if he’s sizing them up. I want to tell him to stop it. He can’t possibly take on all four of them at once. Besides, there’s no reason to risk it. I move to stand beside him, just in case.

      Rhett growls and his eyes flash yellow. “That dumb bitch Aurora named you as her second.”

      “Second?” He looks surprised.

      “We decided how this would go and decided we would all fight with seconds. She chose you. But then, you should already know that, right?” Rhett is studying Connor as his eyes narrow.

      And then, everything clicks! This is about the battle for alpha, and, apparently, Connor is expected to fight at Aurora’s side. Fucking hell, this isn’t good!

      I glance at Connor. His body is stiff, like he’s holding himself back. “Aurora didn’t…” He pulls his phone out of his pocket and checks. “Oh, yeah. Right. I forgot. Long day, you know how it is.” Why he’s trying to play it off as if he knew already doesn’t make sense, but neither does it matter. Aurora chose him as her second. And that means something.

      The wolves are engaged in a stare down with Connor. Theo, the one with the long black hair and Native American heritage, stands beside Brodie. “Brodie and I are fighting together.” Neither one of them are the leader type but I don’t know what kind of fighters they are. Or if they’ll gang up on Connor and Aurora. “They’re”—he jerks his thumb toward Levi and Rhett—“fighting together, so Aurora needs you.”

      Levi and Rhett as a team is bad news. They want to win and they’ll fight dirty. They’re that type of guys. There’s no honor in them and under their leadership, the pack will perish. Maybe not at first, but over time, the in-fighting would ruin a once powerful pack. And that’s not even taking into consideration how these two would work as the alpha and beta in their pack, when both want to be the alpha.

      “No way is a lone fucking wolf and his bitch going to win.” Rhett flexes a muscle in his chest and his left pec jerks. I want to tell him how ridiculous he looks, but I don’t. “That bitch isn’t going to last half the fucking fight. And who’s going to protect you then?” He leers at Connor.

      There should be a law against using that tone but I bite back the comment and wait. I like my office. If we tear it up now, there’s no guarantee they’ll give me another one. I can wait a minute to throw a punch.

      They’re just really lucky Jules isn’t here. She might not be big and scary, but as fierce as she is and as loyal to her friend, she would tear them apart just for the way they continue to refer to Aurora.

      Not to be outdone by his cohort, Levi takes a step closer to Connor. “And when we win, you’re dead.”

      I snort-laugh. “Yeah, that’s why you all took the time to come here and try to intimidate him, because you don’t see him as a threat.”

      My blow lands. I see it on all their faces.

      “We came to get him, because we thought the chicken would run before the fight,” Levi tells me, jerking his chin in my direction.

      “Do you see him running?” I ask, lifting a brow. “You idiots don’t need to collect him. He’ll be there.”

      “Look, fallen god,” Rhett begins, pointing a finger at me.

      I look at his finger and blink. It snaps back so it’s pointing at him, and he starts screaming. He’s staring at his finger like it just grew legs and walked away.

      It’s easy to smile. “What’s that saying? When you point a finger at someone else… oh right, four fingers are pointing back at you. Should I break four of his fingers, Con?”

      My buddy shakes his head. “I think one gets your point across.”

      I take a step toward the wolves and release a little of my godly powers. Not to the point where I’m glowing golden and everyone around me falls to their knees, but to the point where all the wolves’ eyes go round, and there’s a crackle of energy in the air, like I’m about to release something terrible.

      Rhett blinks at me, looking terrified, then reaches down and snaps his finger back into place. The sound rolls through the room, along with his panting as he grips his finger. We all know it’ll be healed within a few hours, but my goal wasn’t to do any serious damage, just to make a point.

      “I know you’re wolves, but here are a couple of tips. Don’t call women bitches, especially ones brave enough to fight for alpha. And if you really think you’re so big and bad, people will know it. You don’t have to go marching around with your slong out pointing at it and telling people it’s big. Okay?”

      They all nod, and I pull back my godly powers. I’ve made my point.

      Then I glance at Connor. I don’t know what’s come over him, but there’s a little fire in his eyes. I move back a little and lean against my desk, waiting, watching, knowing my little wolf has something to say.

      Connor tilts his chin up. And it’s clear he isn’t intimidated by them. We all know he can’t stay in the territory of a pack who banishes him without becoming a target for every wolf who wants to prove himself or herself, but it also doesn’t mean he is afraid of these assholes. Not now. Not yet.

      “I’ll see you all at the competition.” Connor emphasizes each word, making it sound oddly like a challenge. “May the best wolves win.”

      Levi opens his mouth, but I speak before he can. “All right. You’ve had your say. Now get the fuck out of my office.” I don’t flex just one muscle, I flex them all, and since I’m the size of a god, when I do it, it says something.

      But no one shifts, moves, or flinches.

      I’m going to have to up my game. The day I can’t make a simple were-shifter shudder is the day I no longer deserve the title of Titan. I try again and this time, Rhett steps back.

      Good.

      When he turns to go, Rhett stops at the door and looks back at Connor. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

      I smile. “And it would take nothing at all for me to kill you.”

      He goes pale, but I don’t carry out my threat. I just let them walk out like a single file line of tools. I notice their hurried movements and the way they keep glancing at me until they’re out of sight.

      Slowly, I go to my door. I watch them with narrowed eyes until they get onto the elevator, then close my office door before I look at Connor. He hasn’t moved. He’s still staring at the door. “You don’t have to fight, Connor. Aurora can find someone else. Or they can just do things the traditional way with just the alphas fighting.”

      Chances are they’ll never let him live it down if he doesn’t fight. But at least he would be alive. Until they hunt him down anyway. And he would more than likely have to leave here, but he would be safer. And that’s what I want more than anything: for all the people I care about to be safe.

      A tiny voice in the back of my head pops up. Of course, if he fights, he might actually have a chance at winning, which would solve all our problems. He’s strong, wiry, fast, and clever. All traits that make him a worthy adversary. And if he wins, it solves all our problems. I want to push the voice away, but the damn thing is right.

      Which I realize Connor knows, even before he speaks. “My only chance of staying around here is fighting with Aurora.”

      That being the truth doesn’t make it easier to accept. “But they hate you. They’ll have it out for you. And my siblings–”

      “I know,” he says. Then he looks at me. “But what would you do?”

      I hesitate, but know I have to tell him the truth. “I would fight.”

      He nods.

      My brain starts to turn over the situation. “But I don’t like any of this. My siblings are involved and want to hurt me, and now the wolves are suddenly changing the fight. It’s not good, Connor.”

      “It also doesn’t change anything,” he says.

      I want to argue with him, but he’s right, so I don’t. Instead, I offer him the only comfort I can right now. “Want to try some ridiculously expensive scotch?”

      Connor grins. “Why not?”
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      Jules

      By the time Brad and I return from the vampire’s house, Connor and Ajax are in the living room and even a blind woman could see that something is wrong. I glance from Ajax to Connor, wishing one of my powers was reading their thoughts. Connor isn’t himself; he’s agitated. I can see it in his every move, his every look.

      Brad had told me that usually at this time of the moon’s cycle his wolf is almost completely in control, so to see him more… feral isn’t necessarily odd, but something still feels off. Is this really how he is on the night of the full moon every month? Agitated? Angry? Worried, maybe?

      I doubt it. His current state might be impacted by the moon, but I’d bet it has less to do with the moon and more to do with the fact that the fight tonight will determine his future. It’s something I’ve been trying not to think about.

      Trying and failing.

      My friend, Aurora, is going to be fighting against a bunch of assholes. And, it seems, the gods have already chosen their winner. Which won’t be her. It feels like she’s signed on for a death-sentence, and I want to do anything I can to help her. But, outside of that, I also know that if Aurora doesn’t win, Connor is screwed. And he knows it too.

      Connor’s not speaking, just wordlessly pacing the living room, ignoring the fact that we’re all seated and staring at him.

      My heart’s racing, and I’m having to actively work not to tap my leg. “So, uh, are we allowed to come and watch the fight, that way we know right away who has won and if they’re on Connor’s side? Or do we just stay home and wait to see if someone comes pounding on our door?” I’m trying to keep my voice light, teasing, but I’m pretty sure I fail.

      Ajax glances at Connor. “Unfortunately, neither.”

      “Neither?” Brad asks, lifting a brow.

      Ajax releases a slow breath, like he’s about to give some really bad news. “Apparently, there are two ways that wolves can fight to become an alpha. One-on-one is the most traditional way. But the wolves can choose instead to fight with their betas, the wolf who will be their second-in-command if they become the alpha.” He hesitates and looks at Connor, who’s still pacing and cracking his knuckles, apparently deep in concentration. “Aurora has named Connor as her beta.”

      What? Does this mean…?

      “No fucking way!” Brad launches from his spot on the couch, the red rings around his eyes blazing to life.

      Ajax is still sitting in the oversized chair near him. He doesn’t get up, just holds up his hands as if in surrender. “Brad–”

      The vampire tosses the coffee table over, and it hits the floor with a crashing sound that makes all of us jump. “No fucking way is Connor fighting in some contest rigged by the gods! One where the gods have picked their winner, and it’s not him. It’s a death-sentence!”

      “Picked their winner?” Ajax asks with a frown.

      I feel sick to my stomach. It was bad enough that Aurora was going to fight in this battle, but Connor? “That’s what we learned from Mordrid. It’s whispered that the gods have chosen who will be the next alpha of Pack Bane and all others won’t make it.”

      “Fuck,” Ajax mutters. “My damn siblings.”

      Sweat rolls down my back. “So, Connor can’t do this. He has no chance of winning.”

      After a long minute, Ajax’s mouth pulls into a thin line. “Except that Connor has made his choice. And nothing we say is going to change it. It would just undermine him at a time when he needs to be focused.”

      Brad is breathing hard, but the red around his eyes retreats. And for a minute, he just watches Connor. The wolf doesn’t look back at him, just continues to pace, but it’s like I’m watching Brad’s heart break. They’ve all been best friends for… longer than I’ve known them, and I think it hits Brad, both how important Connor is to him, and that he’s not going to be able to talk him out of this, all at the same time.

      “He’s strong. A great fighter. He can take them.” But Brad doesn’t sound confident. Then, he sweeps his hand through his hair and keeps going. “One on one, it’s no contest. Even two on one. But this isn’t going to be a fair fight. They’ll target Connor to weaken Aurora or target Aurora to weaken Connor.”

      They’re going to target Connor.

      He could not make it back from this.

      A rush of emotions makes it hard for me to breathe. My Connor. My sweet nurse. The man who makes me smile in even the worst times is fighting in a rigged competition.

      “Connor…” He snaps his head around to look at me. “You don’t have to do this.” Damn it. I didn’t mean to say it. I should have held my insecurities in right now, since he’s already made the decision.

      Damn it. Damn it.

      “Really, Jules? What other choice do you see that I have?” His voice is softer than his words would indicate. “If I don’t fight, they’ll come for me and kill me. Not to mention what happens to Aurora.” He shakes his head and stares hard at me. “So, I do have to do this.”

      I sigh. He doesn’t sound amped for a fight. He sounds defeated.

      “Aurora can find someone else.”

      His eyes flash with something akin to anger. “If I fight with her, it’s me taking charge of my future. Then if I have to leave,” he doesn’t say or they kill me, but the thought is easy to read, “it isn’t anyone’s fault but my own.”

      “What did the vampire say?” Ajax looks at Brad.

      “He said the gods are trying to put the next alpha on the throne.” He shakes his head. “What I can’t figure out is why the gods give a shit about becoming kingmakers.”

      Ajax chuckles, but I’m still watching Connor. His movements are jerky, the wolf in him barely restrained by Connor’s skin.

      “Being an alpha is hardly kingly.” Brad has known actual kings, I’d heard at least.

      Connor scoffs. “I think the alpha, whoever it ends up being, might argue that one.”

      I don’t care about any of this. I just care about Connor. Since becoming a reaper, I’ve been so lost. These men found me and made me feel like my life had a purpose again. I can’t risk losing them, no matter the cost.

      “What if we just left? Found a place without wolves and forgot about this place?” The desperation makes my voice loud and higher pitched, almost shrill, but I can’t seem to calm down. I know he can’t leave. I know he has to fight, but my heart can’t just let him walk out there and risk his life. I care too much about him.

      “You want me to turn tail and run? Again?”

      We all know that isn’t quite what happened last time he left a pack. When he’d been forced out of his pack, he’d come across the alpha’s son—his sister’s mate—who was trying to break the mate bond by killing his sister, Fern. Connor attacked the man to save Fern, but the alpha claimed Connor attacked him. He’d been cast out after even his own parents wouldn’t speak out for him.

      Which is hardly the same thing he’s facing now.

      “It’s not running. It’s starting over. Somewhere with a guaranteed future.” Drake might not be happy, but I’m sure I can be a reaper anywhere. Anywhere that Connor is.

      “I bested them in the woods and I can do it again. Whether you believe in me or not.” He sounds upset, but whether it’s at me or the situation, I’m not sure.

      “Connor.” I stand and go over to my wolf, wanting to touch him, but not sure if I should. “I do believe in you. I just also believe that they’re going to go after you as a group because you are strong enough to win.” I kiss the spot on his jaw next to his ear, and he lifts his head, looks into my eyes, then draws me against him.

      His body is warmer than usual, part inferno, part hellfire. He threads both his hands into my hair as he draws me to him, then presses his mouth against mine and slides his tongue inside. The goosebumps erupt along my arms, and I sigh against his mouth. I didn’t even realize that I needed this until he kissed me.

      He doesn’t stop kissing me even as he sweeps me into his arms and carries me to the sofa. There, he lays down, pulling me on top of him, ignoring the other men in the room. And as much as I want to… I don’t know what. I don’t care. I just want to stay with my wolf forever. I just want to lose myself in him for a little while.

      The kisses slowly change, turning hungry and demanding. So deliciously hard that pleasure rolls through my body, and I shudder against my will. Wanting more. Needing more.

      He shifts me, pulling me up higher until I’m straddling his cock, which makes me fucking melt. He’s hard, straining already, and I grind against him until he growls deep in his chest. It’s a sound that seems to rumble through him and into me, making my nipples hard.

      His hands glide up my sides, bringing my shirt up so he can yank it off, then he resumes kissing me. Hungrily. Like there’s nothing more he wants in this world but to kiss me.

      When he breaks our kiss again, it’s to press his lips to the curve of my breast while he unhooks my bra and relieves me of it too. Then he leans back, letting his eyes rake over my body, before pulling me down for another kiss that brands me with his need.

      Then Ajax is there behind me, kissing the side of my throat as Connor continues to ravage my mouth. Ajax has a nipple in each hand, pinched between his thumbs and forefingers. He’s whispering my name as if to remind me that it’s him touching me.

      Like I ever wouldn’t know.

      But I let my head roll back as far as I can, losing myself in the moment, trying to remember their touches forever, this moment forever.

      The agony and the ecstasy are equally exquisite and I want more. I want them all.

      Opening my eyes, my gaze locks with Brad’s. He’s watching us. His erection is clearly outlined. His eyes are filled with desire.

      “Brad, come,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t need to hear more. He moves across the room to stand beside us.

      I slide Connor’s shirt off, keeping my gaze locked with Brad’s. When I’m done, Ajax grabs one of my breasts, while Brad grabs the other. Brad kneels down and takes one of my nipples into his mouth, sucking as Connor rubs his cock against me. Ajax, not one to be undone, rubs his own cock against my ass for a moment before stepping away.

      A whimper slips from my lips, and I turn to look for Ajax. But I don’t have to look far. He reaches between all of us and undoes my jeans.

      “Stand up and take them off,” he growls in my ear.

      I do because I need this. I need him. Them. Now.

      The other men undress as I do. And it’s almost too much for my system. Feeling the cold air against my hard nipples. Watching their sea of muscles.

      I know I’m panting. My legs are shaking. But I can’t seem to get control.

      Brad spreads a blanket onto the carpet, and Connor pulls me down on top of him, so once more, I’m straddled over his cock, but this time he’s naked.

      A gasp slips from my lips as Connor grasps my hips and rubs me up and down his length, not quite entering me, but making me wetter. He’s building my desire in a way that has my head spinning. When he finally positions his tip over my opening, I’m holding my breath.

      And then he lowers me onto his erection. My nails dig into his shoulders, and I shudder, feeling my body holding him tightly. Feeling the incredible sensation of him inside of me, a mix of pleasure and pain. It’s more pleasure than pain though, because even though he’s big, he takes me slowly.

      When I reach his hilt, I feel like I can finally breathe. Even if my breaths are ragged.

      To my surprise, he doesn’t do anything more. Just watches me. And I realize he’s letting me control the pace. So, I grip his shoulders more tightly and start to slowly pull him in and out of me. Not hard thrusts. Just a slow torture.

      Then I bend to kiss him once, hard. As my tongue swirls with his, Ajax positions his big body behind mine. I feel him spread my ass a few times, spank me lightly, and then plunge a finger inside.

      My inner muscles quiver. My chest feels tight. But he works me slowly and carefully, starting with one finger, then adding more and more until I’m pushing back against him. Taking both Connor and Ajax at once.

      When his fingers pull out of my ass, a curse spills from my lips. My orgasm was right there. So damn close that I want to scream at Ajax to finger-fuck me again. Instead, the asshole god shocks me by thrusting into my ass while I scream his name.

      I moan and gasp and sigh as they somehow create a rhythm that tortures and teases me until I’m dizzy with pleasure.

      My eyes open, and I realize Brad is right next to me. He’s stroking himself in rhythm with us, watching every time they pound into me, and working himself harder.

      “Come here,” I say, my voice barely louder than a whisper.

      He moves closer and I wrap my hand around him, then lean in to take him into my mouth. Which is so damn perfect. He tastes salty and sweet all at once. And there’s something incredible about having his massive cock in my mouth, touching the back of my throat, quivering because I’m turning him on.

      “Fuck, Jules.”

      Beneath me, Connor thrusts up while Ajax thrusts in and I suck Brad in, then swirl my tongue, as the pressure inside me builds. It’s the kind of pressure that feels like the moment before a storm unleashes. The kind of pressure that comes before a dam explodes.

      And, hell, I want it to explode.

      I don’t know if it’s possible to kill a reaper with pleasure, but if it is, this could very well be my last few minutes on the earth.

      Deep in the throes of passion, I can’t think, can’t do much beyond feel and moan, breathe and pant. I’m ready to come apart. I know that I can’t handle much more.

      My nails dig deeper into Connor’s skin. All the men increase their rhythm, and then… I’m there. Soaring over the edge. Orgasming to the point that I’m screaming. My vision is blackening. Stars are dancing in front of my eyes.

      It’s amazing… everything I wanted and more.

      Ajax comes a second later, one hand on my shoulder and one still at my hip, jerking me back onto his cock. Connor comes next, crying out my name, and thrusting so hard and fast that I know he’s got to be using supernatural strength and speed. Brad is the last, but his groan as he explodes into my mouth is perfection.

      These men gave me heaven, and I’m pretty sure I made them experience it too.

      I hope.

      Time passes, although I have no idea how much. Ajax breathes softly behind me and kisses my shoulder as he pulls out. “That was so fucking good.”

      Brad runs his fingers through my hair, then pulls back with a sigh. “Better than good.”

      But Connor hangs onto me. He’s still moving inside me, swirling his hips, thrusting in and out, but he sits up and wraps his arms around me. “I’m knotted inside you.”

      My hips buck, and I’m breathing hard again. “What does that mean?”

      He grins and flips us over so I’m on my back and all I can see is him. All I can hear is his breath in my ear, and his words. “It means you’re mine until we’re finished.”

      “Mm. I like that plan.”

      He changes the angle again, sits up and braces himself on his hands and then thrusts, over and over, harder and faster until he’s panting and I’m spiraling out of control, writhing and clawing his shoulders, his back.

      My heart’s hammering. My body is tense as I absorb his thrusts.

      He growls low in his throat and pounds into me harder as I cling to him. I try to fight my orgasm as long as I can, but I can’t. I go flying over the edge, moaning his name, as wave after wave of pleasure sweeps me under.

      When he comes, his back arches, and he’s driving his hips into mine, his cock somehow feeling like it’s even deeper inside me. Then he groans, shudders, and grinds his hips a few more times. Like he’s trying to be really certain he’s filled me with every last drop of his seed.

      His eyes are glazed when he opens them and my heart aches as I look up at him. My Connor is incredible. More incredible each and every day. Then he buries his head into my shoulder and breathes in deeply, like he’s trying to breath in this moment.

      When he tries to pull out, I can actually feel the “knot” keeping us together, and he looks down at me and grins. “Not yet.” Then he wags his eyebrows.

      This time, as he pushes in deeper, he goes slow, while staring at me. “Jules.” He breathes my name. This is the sexiest experience I’ve ever had with him. Not that every other time hasn’t been sexy, but this is incredible.

      Like... it’s not just our bodies locked together, but our hearts. Which is cheesy, but it feels like the truest thing I’ve ever known.

      He lowers his head and presses a kiss to my mouth. I don’t know what I would ever do if I lost him. I can’t even think about it without pain ricocheting through me. “Connor.” His name is part soft sigh and part plea. But he kisses me again, deeper this time, more devastating.

      When he picks up speed, my hips buck into his and he smiles. And now he’s playful, trying different angles and different rhythms until I can’t catch a breath.

      “You like that?” He swirls his hips and I suck in a breath and smile.

      “Yes.”

      He leans down so his mouth is beside my ear. “First time I ever saw you I knew I had to find a way to be with you.”

      “Mm.” I can’t manage more right now. His body is winding mine into those delicious coils of pleasure ready to spring free. Again. I have one hand in his hair and I curl my fingers against his scalp. “Kiss me, Connor.”

      And he does. It’s a kiss I feel all through me. My pulse kicks up and my stomach turns a somersault. Of all the things Connor does well, kissing is a particular skill. His tongue slides in then out, teasing me, curling against mine.

      “Jules!” His cock jerks and twitches, and I cry out with a release so sharp and so perfect I want to savor it, want to enjoy the ride, but I can only close my eyes and hang on as his own release hits. Then, I just let the passion carry me.

      After, when I can breathe normally again and my heart is almost back to regular business, he rolls off and lays beside me, arm slung over his eyes for a second before he turns his head to look at me. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” I say and I add a smile. “That was incredible.” I’ve never had anyone who physically couldn’t take his dick out of me. And it was so hot to know he wanted me so much.

      When I stand to get dressed so I can go for a shower, my knees are weak. He laughs as I hop around trying to get my leg into my pants, and it’s nice to hear. Since all this started with Astro, Connor hasn’t done much laughing, and I love the sound.

      “Connor…” There are about a thousand things I want to say to him. He doesn’t have anything to prove. Leaving here until this is all resolved won’t mean he’s weak. Even though Aurora named his as her second, he doesn’t have to fight. She’ll find someone else.

      “Jules.” It’s the softness of his voice that stops me. And the plea in his eyes. “I’m doing this because I need to. And I want to. And Aurora needs me as much as I need her to win.”

      I nod. I understand the need that’s driving him. Our situations aren’t the same and I don’t know that we would make the same decisions if they were, but I know about need pressing on every organ in my body and how that feels. To have the ability to do something about a situation that otherwise seems dire and to be able to see it through in a way I couldn’t have without the decision is how I got here. It’s why I’m not with my family anymore. Why I’m a reaper now and can’t tell the people who’ve become the most important in my new life.

      “If you have to fight, I’m going to be right there with you.” It’s the very least I can do.

      From the doorway, Ajax says, “Me, too.”

      Brad smiles as he walks in behind Ajax. “Count me in. You know how I love to see the wolves taking each other apart.” When I shoot him a glare and Connor scowls, Ajax slaps him in the chest. “Not you, of course.”

      Connor rolls his eyes then grins at Brad. “Of course.”
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      Connor

      We’re standing in the clearing surrounded by forest and trees, and there are fires lit at the perimeter. The smell of smoke is acrid and a haze rises, hovering in the air over the clearing. The haze makes the night sky seem even darker, even though the full moon peeks from beneath the smoke and the clouds.

      It’s… eerie. The perfect night for a brutal fight and for godly magic to be working, plotting awful things.

      Or maybe it’s just my imagination.

      I shiver. Over the years I’ve raced through these woods a million times. Not this close to pack woods, but I’m familiar with the smells and sights of this forest. Probably in a way the other wolves aren’t. Being a lone wolf means not running and playing with other wolves. Not howling at the moon together, or pretending to be the hunter or the prey with each other. It means moving through the woods, seeing, feeling, tasting everything.

      Even if I’d give it all up to have a pack of my own again.

      I smile. I do have a pack of my own, it’s just not wolves. And my pack is here tonight to support me, watching from a distance as we wait for the full moon to reach its highest peak and for the change to come over us.

      “Almost time,” Aurora whispers to me.

      I stiffen and glance at the sky again. Yes, it is. It’s so close that I feel like electricity is spreading over my skin. Prickling. Demanding to be acknowledged.

      But it’s not as bad as usual. Probably because I fucked my female, knotted in my female, just a few short hours before.

      It’s done something to my wolf. Calmed him a bit in a way that’s good. He’s not snarling and growling within me. More like watching with narrowed eyes. Plotting. Waiting for the right moment.

      My gaze sweeps around us, and my heart races. Pack Bane is in a circle, surrounding the combatants for tonight’s fight. Surrounding me, Aurora, and the men who want us dead. I know it’s part of the ritual, but it feels strangely like they’re trapping us here. Making certain that if we want to leave, we can’t. I’m standing beside Aurora, Brodie is standing by Theo, and Rhett and Levi stand side by side. We’re paired off with our partners, even now. Throughout the circle, there are cheers and murmurs, whistles and laughter. Everyone feeling the prickle of energy from the full moon, just as we are.

      “You ready?” Aurora asks, and I can sense she asks me more because she’s nervous than because she’s not sure.

      “Always,” I tell her with a wink.

      She rolls her eyes, but I know it calms her, this back-and-forth. “You’re going to make a terrible beta.”

      “Hey, you chose me,” I say, nudging her with my shoulder.

      She smiles, looking calmer, but then her smile fades away and I know it’s time. Something is happening. And I try my hardest not to look at Brad, Ajax, and Jules. My focus needs to be on this fight, not the people I love.

      One of the pack elders, Ashina, steps forward. She’s taller than an average woman, with eyes like chocolate, and subtle wrinkles beside her eyes and mouth. She holds up a hand and the circle falls silent. And by silent, I mean not a single sound escapes the pack. I don’t personally know Ashina, but on an occasion like this—one so charged with anticipation and expectation—her command of the group is stunning.

      She moves to the center of the circle and throws her hands in the air. The pack cheers and she waits again for the noise to die. “The rules for tonight’s games are that there are no rules!” The pack cheers again. When they quiet, she looks at the combatants, each of us, but smirks when she gets to me. I’m not a fan favorite.

      Yeah, lady, I get it. Real subtle.

      “Don’t try to kill each other. The point of this night is to make our pack stronger, not weaker by purposely killing members. But you all already know death is a risk, and no one will be penalized if it was unavoidable.” The crowd goes wild, and the elder lets them.

      “Watch out, puppy,” Rhett calls to me across the circle, grinning.

      “Right back at you, numb nuts,” I mutter. And by the glint in his eyes, I’m sure he heard me.

      Ashina raises her hands again, and slowly the crowd quiets. “Once a combatant is down and is unable to fight further, they’re out. The last person standing wins. Their team wins no matter what happens with their partner.” She throws me another smirk, as if she expects I’ll go down first.

      But Aurora and I have worked out a plan just before we arrived. We can’t win by force. All the others outweigh us and out-muscle us. But we’re smarter, and intelligence is its own kind of skill in a battle. Intelligence and an ability to fight without just depending on sheer strength.

      We have a real chance here. Not only because we have the most to lose, or because we’re desperate—both true—but because we have skills and intelligence the others don’t.

      As long as we don’t do anything stupid…

      Ashina smiles at the circle of wolves as she walks the inner perimeter of the circle. “You can’t help the combatants. Can’t hinder them either.” She stops in front of me this time. “No matter how much you want to. This is a fair fight. The best wins, regardless of our opinions. That’s how it is, and that’s how it has always been.”

      I glance at Jules despite telling myself not to. She doesn’t belong here. This is pack business, but she came for me. She will stay for me, might even intervene if the situation gets dire, but I hope not. I just wish I could go to her, kiss her one more time before this all starts, but I don’t think they’re going to hit the pause button so I can make out with her.

      Crying shame, though.

      But she smiles at me, as if she could read my thoughts, and blows me a kiss.

      Shamelessly, I snatch it from the air and keep it in my hand. If I make it out of this alive, I’m going to kiss her more. All the time. Until she’s sick of me.

      Beside her, are my guys. And I must be a sucker, because I look at them too. Ajax nods at me. He’s confident. We’ve sparred together a thousand times. He showed me some tricks, gave me some tips, but it’s Brad who worked out the strategy Aurora and I are going to use. Brad survived the 1980s—the era of the vampire hunter thanks to Buffy and the gang—when everybody who could whittle a pointy piece of wood fancied themselves able to kill a vampire. And before that he lived through a human civil war, and he’s managed to exist among the humans through wars, riots, and mass casualty situations. I trust that he knows how to stay alive. And I trust his strategy.

      Besides, I have to do this.

      Midnight is upon us. I can feel it. Sense it. The prickling gets more intense. It’s harder to breathe, and my skin feels tight. The second the time comes, every wolf in the circle and those forming it are going to change into their canine selves, and the fight will begin.

      “Good luck,” the elder whispers as her face starts to distort, and I feel the change coming over me too.

      All around me, groaning fills the airs as the people jerk and shake as the change comes over them. I grit my teeth, watching for the briefest moment as one after another of them turns into their wolf forms. Clothes are shed, and wolves howl as they fight their natural urge to run. But no one is going anywhere. They all stay. Waiting.

      And then I give into the change, letting my bones break, allowing my body to shrink and transform. It’s always painful on the full moon. There’s a reason there are so many stories about werewolves and full moons. But when I’m done, I’m left panting, feeling more alive, more aware, than I had been in my human form.

      Ashina is only partially changed, as she fights it, her face half-wolf, half-human. “Let the games begin!” she finally manages to grit out, then collapses on all fours and shifts into her wolf self, a silver wolf with gray eyes and a shiny coat.

      We move in an instant, knowing that to stay in the crowd of our enemies means to lose. I run beside Aurora, through a crowd of wolves that tries to block our way, despite being instructed by Ashina to not interfere. But we barrel through them, nipping as we go, being reward by a few whimpers, and then we’re free.

      We head deep into the woods, zigging and zagging, leaving our scents on trees, brush piles, until we get to the stream. Aurora paces at the bank, back and forth, as I crouch, hidden partially behind a full spruce. It’s here and now that things are going to happen. For better or worse.

      We can hear the fighting nearby between the other wolves. It’s loud and sounds like a real fight—squalling, howling, yelping. And even though I’m not connected to any of these wolves, I swear I can feel their pain. Feel that this is more than just a small fight. It’s a battle, and whoever’s fighting wants to really hurt their opponent.

      The whimpering and growling are loud, to the point where I can’t tell who’s winning. I only know that whoever wins that battle is going to come for us and we have to be ready.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to fight. Maybe I should’ve just moved on and hoped to find another place where I could be accepted. On paper, it’s a smarter choice. But these people—Ajax, Jules, Brad, even Aurora—are my friends, my family.

      Staying is the only choice I have. I have to see this through to the end. No matter what it costs me. Because as much as I don’t want to lose my life, there is no life without them.

      I just have to remember that. Because deep in my heart, I know the odds are stacked against me. And that death is a very real possibility.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Jules

      My heart races. Connor and Aurora ran the second the “game” started, which is a good thing. I know it is. Brad had given me a very brief rundown of the plan, and the one thing I understood is that Aurora and Connor couldn’t take these wolves out in the open like this. They had to be smarter.

      So even though I wanted to see them, to know they were safe, I hold my breath, hoping it’s a good thing they aren’t here, surrounded by raging wolves, watching or being part of the current battle between wolves. These are wolves I don’t give a shit about, except when it comes to how them winning or losing might affect Connor.

      My gaze is glued to the center of the ring of wolves. Luckily, with everyone now in their wolf-form, our little group can actually see what’s going on. Rhett and Brodie face each other, while Theo and Levi square off.

      Rhett pounces on Brodie, but Brodie throws him off so that Rhett lands a few feet away. Rhett skids on his paws then comes back, and they continue to battle. Pawing and thrashing, biting the air, growling and snarling. Neither wolf is giving up easily. And it’s hard to follow if either is winning or losing.

      Now Brodie is the aggressor and Rhett backs up until he’s against a tree. He remains there for a moment, while Brodie wags his tail and waits in the center of the circle, the closest thing to taunting I can imagine a wolf doing. After a moment, Rhett growls and leaps back into the center where Brodie is waiting to swipe at him with a sharp-clawed paw. Suddenly, Rhett leaps, and they both go rolling, disappearing into the bushes with some growls and whimpers.

      I grab Ajax’s arm, my breathing hard. “Are they…?”

      “Focus on the other fight,” he whispers.

      My gaze snaps to the other two, Theo and Levi. They’re still circling each other, but then they suddenly come crashing into each other. It’s so unexpected that I actually jump, my nails curling into Ajax’s arm.

      Theo bites Levi’s throat and shakes his head from one side to the other. I actually think he’s going to kill Levi, when Levi swats Theo’s snout, and Theo whimpers and releases him, springing back. Blood drips down from Theo’s eyebrow into his eye, which is creepy beneath the moonlight. Theo swipes it away with his paw and tries to advance again, only to be chased back another time by Levi’s attack.

      Levi swings and stalks forward, and this time, Theo stumbles and falls to his back knees, and Levi jumps on his back. He uses his front legs to choke Levi as he twists his head with a chunk of Theo’s neck in his mouth.

      Brodie draws my attention as he comes half limping, half running out of the bushes. He truly looks like he’s trying to escape the devil himself when Rhett comes flying out of the woods, leaps onto his back, and knocks him to the ground. He begins to bite and claw at the other wolf, like prey he plans to devour, until Brodie stops trying to get up and just lays there.

      For a minute I think Rhett is going to kill him, but then he sort of freezes, ears back, and stays on top of the other wolf. I’m not sure what he’s going to do, but some of his bloodlust seems to have vanished. Maybe because Brodie doesn’t seem to be moving.

      “Is Brodie…?”

      “He’s alive,” Brad reassures me. “Barely.”

      Levi has continued to swing Theo back and forth by the neck until the other wolf just hangs from his mouth. Then he drops Theo on the ground and sits on his back paws, watching his prey. But Theo doesn’t move.

      The wolves around us are suddenly howling and jumping, running back and forth, celebrating. So, I guess that means Levi and Rhett have won. Damn it. The two biggest assholes of the bunch.

      Rhett and Levi take off for the woods and my stomach clenches. This is the part I’ve been dreading. These wolves are done with each other, which means they’re coming after the people I care about. Either Aurora or Connor is going to get hurt. Hopefully they win, but either way, they aren’t going to be able to do this thing without receiving a single scratch.

      As they rush past us, Levi turns his head and stares at me for a second. I startle, almost taking a step back. His eyes are red, glowing like nothing I’ve seen before. Not even like a vampire, but like something… else. Something wrong.

      I nudge Ajax. I don’t know how safe we are here, but I know that a wolf’s eyes don’t do what I’ve just seen. “Did you see that?” He looks down at me now. “The red eyes?”

      Brad nods. “I saw them.”

      Ajax looks after the wolves and the path they took into the denser portion of the woods and shakes his head. “The gods are here somewhere, controlling this shit. Connor and Aurora are in trouble.”

      My heart thumps hard, and I let my gaze roam over the woods, stretching my senses out. In the brush near the edge, where the trees are thicker, there’s movement in the shadow. It isn’t more than a flash, but it’s clear to me that something is there.

      “I have to check something out.” I take a step forward, and Ajax grabs my arm.

      “You’re safer here.”

      I give him a look. “I can handle myself.”

      Ajax looks at Brad. Brad looks at me, and lowers his voice. “Just stay close and be careful.”

      Ajax doesn’t look happy, but I don’t wait for him to say more.

      Pulling away from him, I walk toward it, and maybe I’m confident because of what happened in the alley, but I’m not worried for my safety. I just want to see if my mind is playing tricks on me, or if this is something important. Something connected to Connor or the gods.

      I duck around some trees, push past some brush, and stop when I see her. Theia. The goddess of gems, wealth, and light. Even though I’ve never been properly introduced to her, I know it’s her based on the gems that cover her neck, ears, wrists, and ankles. And because of the fact that when she moves, even a little, there’s a flash of light. Not off the gems, but from her skin.

      To my surprise though, she ignores me, even though I’m just a few feet away. I frown and inch closer, to properly see her face, then hold back a gasp. Her eyes are as red as Levi’s had been when he ran past me. There’s no way that’s a coincidence.

      I inch a little closer, and some leaves crumble under my foot, making the smallest crunching sound. She lifts her head, stares at me for a moment without the faintest interest, then returns her attention to the wolves.

      My teeth clench together and anger rises inside of me. “Stop what you’re doing.”

      This time, she doesn’t even look in my direction. She just continues staring into the woods where Levi and Rhett disappeared.

      Damn it.

      “Do you fucking hear me? Stop!” This time I move closer, increasing the volume of my voice.

      She still doesn’t respond, and I size her up, trying to decide what the hell to do. Theia is smaller than Ajax, about my size, but she is one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. Her hair is long, flowing, as dark as the night, and curled on the ends. She doesn’t necessarily look threatening, but a god doesn’t have to. They just are.

      So, do I just kill her? Keep trying to talk? I don’t know, but I have to do something, soon.

      “Theia!”

      Her gaze snaps to me.

      “I know who you are. I know what you are. And I suspect what you’re doing here.”

      A little of the red fades from her eyes. Not completely, but enough that I can feel her studying me. “What are you?” Even her voice is pleasing, but I’ve heard that question so often it now grates on my nerves. Although if I have to tell her and let Drake deal with her, I’m not above it. He uses me at his convenience, so there’s no reason for me to not use him back. It’s a thought I’ll keep in mind should I need it.

      She circles me, assessing, staring. “My brothers told me about you. They said a creature with darkness inside found them in an alley and made them lose consciousness.”

      Darkness? But what stuck out more was “brothers.” “You’re Ajax’s sister.” Of course, she is. I hate that I asked the question aloud.

      She nods. “It’s curious, isn’t it?” Her smile is mesmerizing, the kind that would lead men to war. Although I suspect she knows it. I also believe she knows flashing it at me isn’t going to get her anywhere, but she tries anyway.

      “What’s curious?” Okay. Maybe I’m not so immune.

      “That you have the power to silence a god, to put him on his back in an alley so that it takes hours for him to awaken.” There’s something vicious about her underneath all that beauty.

      “They wanted to kill me.”

      Her smile is radiant, but evil. “As do I.”

      “Why?”

      Her smile widens. “Why not?”

      Okay, uh, fair enough. I guess.

      “Why do you care about Pack Bane?” She’s a goddess who has no business in these woods unless she’s engaged in something nefarious. Of course, based on her brother’s behavior, her own words, and the evil that her beauty doesn’t quite hide, I don’t know that I’m going to trust her answer.

      She wants to brag, is proud even of this plan of theirs. Or hers. I don’t really know yet. But her pride is as evident in her smile as the fact that her hair is dark. “Shifters are useless individually. But the power of an entire pack… that’s power that can be tapped, reigned in. Used by gods to do things that might no longer be within their abilities, after a certain brother betrayed them.”

      Can that really work? Can a pack be used to… generate power?

      I have to believe if the gods have done all of this, they know it works, even if I don’t know how. Which means there’s no point in trying to convince her that there isn’t power here, so it’s on to my second option.

      “No pack is going to follow you.” She might be a goddess, but wolves are wild. They answer to their alpha and no one else.

      “I don’t need the pack to follow me, exactly.”

      Fuck. It all clicks into place. She only needs them to follow the alpha she controls. It’s pretty smart. In a sick, twisted kind of way.

      “They will do what their alpha tells them to do. And their alpha will do what I command him to do.” She grins now and I can see a resemblance between her and Ajax. Although his smile is without malice. “And I will command them as I please.”

      “Why? What purpose does all this serve? To get a little extra power fueled by wolves?” It honestly seems stupid. Like a waste of fucking time.

      “It amuses us. And life can get dreadfully boring when you live forever.” Her giggle at the end is as fake as the beauty she’s covered in.

      I’ve heard horrible stories about the greed and the malice of the gods. I’ve read about some of the destruction, though I didn’t know it was their work until Ajax told me so. But this all feels like more than just a source of amusement and some small addition of power to them, even though I don’t have a better answer. Yet.

      Her smile widens and this time, I can see the ugly her beauty is covering. “As a bonus, your friend Connor will die in the process.” Her laugh sounds vile and makes my stomach churn.

      “Why would you hurt Connor?”

      But I already know the answer.

      “Cronus hurt us. Now we will take everything from him. Everything and everyone he cares for or about.” She’s vicious and when she forms a claw with her hand, she swings at me.

      I sidestep. But then she’s hovering above the ground for a full two seconds before she falls. Then she glares at me, like I’m the cause for all her life’s problems.

      She circles me from ground level this time, and I reach out to shove her back, but she stumbles out of my reach and shrieks. At the same time, there is a sharp bellow from the other side of the woods and a series of high-pitched whimpers.

      Connor. The wolves. My heart races.

      Her eyes glow red once more, and her head turns in the direction that I’d heard the wolves’ fight. Like she’s dismissed me. Like she doesn’t think I’m a real threat, so she can just get back to her little plan.

      Bitch. I knock her down with one powerful shove.

      The red fades from her eyes, and she looks up at me in shock. “You’re going to regret that.”

      Fuck. This is enough. Enough playing around. I don’t want to just kill people left and right, but next time I can reach her, she’s dead.

      She springs to her feet and points a hand at me.

      On instinct, I leap to the side and the tree that was behind me makes a terrible groaning sound and goes crashing to the ground, leaving roots lifted from the ground.

      Whoa.

      She grins and points those fingers at me again as she grows brighter and brighter.

      I spring out of the way and keep going, keep circling her, trying to ignore the sounds of the wolves fighting in the distance. Debris goes flying around me, like I’m a tornado, and she’s in the center of it. The air grows heavy. Lightning flashes in the sky above us. And, somehow, I know if she points those fingers at me and her powers hit me, I’m in trouble.

      Slowly inching closer to her, I watch as glee fills her eyes. She’s confident. Completely certain that she’s about to end me.

      Which is exactly when I snap my hand out and catch her wrist. Instantly, I pull at her life force. It’s golden, powerful, exactly what I’d expect a god’s life force to feel like… the same as the others. I yank it out of her, but know I’m leaving some of it behind, in the strangest way, like knowing a starfish will regrow its limb.

      Then, I’m done.

      Her eyes widen, and she sways for a moment before her knees buckle beneath her. She folds as her body goes limp, and she hits the forest floor. There she lies, unmoving, her blank eyes staring up at the sky.

      I don’t know how long she’ll stay down, if it’ll just be a few hours like with her brothers, but I don’t much care right now. Because the fight on the other side of the clearing is louder now—the whimpers and snarls and yelps and growls echoing around me—and my stomach is tied in a knot. I don’t want to lose Connor. I can’t.

      Almost before I’ve finished the thought, I hear a terrible keening whine. And a terrible realization slams through me as the sound continues, then is abruptly cut off: a wolf has been killed.
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      Brad

      I don’t see Connor anywhere and there’s a line of wolves between me and the part of the woods where Connor and Aurora ran in. My instincts are screaming to go there, but I don’t want to be accused of helping him in any way. Wolves are pissy little things, and being a vampire in their territory already means I’m on thin ice. Yet, it’s been a few minutes too long since we heard the last shrieking yowl and no one has come out of the woods yet.

      My stomach is in knots. My pulse is pounding, and sweat is rolling down my spine.  I look for Jules, but not because I don’t think she can take care of herself. After what I saw in the alley, I know she can. I look for her because she’s just another person I care about who isn’t here. Who’s disappeared in a dangerous situation.

      Yet, I don’t see her. Anywhere.

      And those damn gods are involved. Gods she pissed off.

      I turn left and right, searching for the bright blonde hair, which should stick out like a sore thumb since there are no other women here who haven’t shifted. But she’s nowhere. I shoot Ajax a look, but he’s oblivious, watching the space behind the shifters where Connor and Aurora should come walking out. I hope.

      My stomach churns and legit panic swells through me. She couldn’t have gone far.

      At just the moment I’m about to tell Ajax she’s gone and we need to find her, she comes walking out of the other side of the forest. But the usual spring to her step, the vivaciousness that I’ve come to expect from her is missing. She’s shaken. Her eyes are downcast. Her mouth is turned down into a frown.

      She’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt with a denim jacket over top and her hair—previously straight and hanging long down her back—is mussed. She runs to me and throws herself against my chest. “I heard a wolf die.”

      I nod and kiss the top of her head. “We all did.”

      It’s either Connor, Aurora, Rhett, or Levi. The anticipation and suspense are too much. But I can’t move now because I’m holding her and she needs to be held. She’s trembling, and it isn’t cold enough that she should be.

      “Jules?”

      “I-I’m okay,” she tells me, but she doesn’t sound okay. “But if he doesn’t come out soon, I’m going to look for him.”

      I look up at Ajax and he’s stoic. Like I’ve never seen before. He’s a god and there’s a certain amount of swagger built into that, but right now, he’s still. Statue still. “This is my fault.”

      I don’t know what he means by that, but I’m already up to my fangs in panic. Hers is now coupled with mine.

      “It’s not your fault, Ajax.” My voice is low, but he hears, and shakes his head.

      “I started this whole mess.”

      “Years ago.” I need him to pull it together. We have to find Connor and get Jules out of here safely. There really isn’t time to stand around worrying about Connor.

      Unless… I dare not speak the words aloud, or even think them. I might not be superstitious, but all I can give Connor right now are my good thoughts. My hope.

      Jules pulls away from me. “We need to go. Now. If he was the one–”

      “We’re already too late,” I tell her, swallowing hard.

      Her face goes white. I can see it even beneath the moonlight. “Or, I can save him…”

      “No one can save someone from death. Not like that.”

      Ajax swears. “It wasn’t him. It can’t have been.”

      Jules spins away from me, heading toward the woods, but I grab her and haul her back.

      She shoves at me, but I only tighten my grip. “Let go!”

      “If he’s okay, and you go over there, we could fuck this whole thing up for him! Do you understand that? They could claim we helped him.”

      She’s trembling as she glances behind her, and then her shoulders fall.

      I pull her closer, between Ajax and I, and we each take her hand. Waiting. Watching. Holding our breath. Knowing that soon our lives will change forever, one way or another.

      As I have the thought, Aurora walks out of the woods in her shifter form. Her coat is dark and she’s smaller than the other wolves, but there’s no doubt it’s her. And though she’s covered in blood—some likely her own—the wolves at the edge of the forest part for her and the celebration begins. The howling starts, as it did when Rhett and Levi defeated Theo and Brodie.

      But I just keep staring.

      As happy as I am to see her, as relieved as I am, seeing her doesn’t tell us anything about Connor. It’s possible that Rhett is going to walk out of those woods with his head high. Or even Levi. We only know that a wolf died in this battle. And that it isn’t Aurora.

      She walks toward us, holding one of her legs—actually what would probably be an arm—from touching the ground. She has a bloody face and a hunk of flesh missing on her back, but she’s alive and I’m sure once Jules stops worrying about Con, she’ll be happy for Aurora.

      But for now, Jules is just staring at the quiet woods. Just like Ajax.

      Around us, wolves are wild, jumping and howling at the moon, but Aurora has made no signal as to what is happening, whether or not Connor is coming out of the woods. She just stands, looking proud. She’s probably relieved that if she’s the new alpha, her people aren’t too upset about it. But who knows?

      It’s at least thirty seconds later when the leaves behind her rustle and another wolf walks out of the woods. I hold my breath, and then, I know. Connor! Relief surges through me and Jules covers her mouth on a sob.

      He’s injured, also holding one of his back legs up as he limps slowly forward. And he’s covered in blood, but he’s walking and alive. Whoever died in those woods, it wasn’t him, and that’s all I can care about right now.

      He walks past most of the wolves and comes to stand beside Aurora. It’s almost like they’re waiting for their photos as the “victors,” but I’m pretty damn sure this is just part of the ceremony. This moment when the wolves celebrate the winners of the battle.

      But, again, wolves. I don’t understand them.

      Ajax sighs loud and long beside me, then bends at the waist and braces his hands on his knees. “Fuck.” The words pretty well sums up the emotion of this entire situation. But to see Ajax so shaken up is rare, so a little laugh explodes from my lips.

      He looks at me, brow raised.

      I shake my head. “Fuck is right.”

      And he grins.

      My gaze goes back to Connor and Aurora as they walk the inner circle until they’ve looked at every wolf in the clearing. There’s some kind of communication passing between all of them, but I have no idea what is said. But when Aurora walks into a small gap and into the woods on the other side with Connor beside her, the wolf pack follows.

      “What the hell?”

      Ajax laughs. “They’ll go off to heal and then come back after a run under the full moon.”

      “Weird ass wolves,” I mutter.

      Beside me, Ajax has relaxed. He stands at his full height and stares down at Jules. “He’s all right, Jules. Connor’s okay.”

      She scoffs. “Okay’s a stretch.” But she sounds relieved.

      “But he’s alive.” I run my hands down her arms. “And that means Aurora and Connor beat Levi and Rhett.” And either Levi or Rhett died, but I don’t say that part, because we all know it.

      “We should get out of here.” Ajax nods at the wolves. “This is their time and it’s dangerous for us to be here.”

      I nod and Jules pulls away. She looks up at me and then at Ajax.  “And Connor is okay? We’re certain? They’re not going to just turn on him now?”

      “Yeah, Jules. We’re certain,” I say.

      But it’s Ajax who tilts her chin up to look at him. “If I thought there was even the smallest chance that he was still in danger, I wouldn’t be suggesting we leave.”

      “The gods…?”

      He smiles down at her and plants a gentle kiss on her lips. “If my siblings were stupid, they’d have been a lot more obvious about their involvement with the pack. But they weren’t. They know that if the wolves learned about their manipulations, all the wolves would turn on them. And they might be arrogant, but they know better than that. Connor is safe.”

      Her hand is warm in mine as she lets Ajax lead us back to his car. The full moon lights our way, and the sounds of the wolves howling in excitement are not far away. It feels strange, like the end of something awful, and yet it’s not. There’s still so much more to handle.

      But it’s enough for tonight.

      When we’re all in the car, I lean up between the two front seats. “Jules, now that we know everyone is safe, we need to talk.”

      “Brad.” Her voice is small, quiet, but the strength in her eyes when she looks at me and nods is nothing less that I’ve come to expect from her. She’s not only powerful, but courageous. And there’s no doubt in my mind that she knows how to handle herself. From everything I’ve seen, she can more than handle herself.

      And it’s time she explains why.
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      Jules

      I wake up not unlike a thousand times before this. I’m in Brad’s big, comfortable bed, and Ajax is wrapped around me on one side while I’m spooned against Brad on the other. It’s usually one of my favorite places to be. But with Connor still gone, I’m restless. Miserable in a way I hate.

      Sitting up, I read the clock behind Brad. It says six p.m. Almost evening. That means I’ve lost hours of the day. And of last night. It wasn’t dawn yet when we came home from the alpha games.

      Which is just weird. It’s not usually my habit to sleep like this, no matter how hard my day or week has been. Sleeping for a long time just isn’t my thing. And yet, I don’t really want to leave my guys.

      I lie down again and try to remember how we got here. We came home from the woods in Ajax’s car. Brad was insistent that we chat, but my emotions were too high, the drama too extreme for one night. So, he stopped prodding me.

      Which was good. The baggage I carry around is heavy and dangerous in a way they couldn’t possibly understand.

      I sigh and climb over Ajax to get out of bed. He doesn’t even stir more than to roll onto his back. We’d agreed to talk after some sleep. And now, the time has come and I don’t know if I can. I want to, of course. But there’s Drake, Frederick, and the Reaper Council to worry about.

      When I walk into the kitchen, Connor is there, sitting at the counter with a bowl of Cap’n Crunch and plate of bacon, and he’s all cleaned up. There’s a bandage over his left eye, a wrap around his right wrist, and assorted bruises on his face, but even roughed up, even looking like he went ten rounds at Fight Club, he’s still beautiful.

      Racing to him, I pull him into a hug, my heart aching. “You should have woken me! Told me you were home!”

      He laughs. “Aurora fixed me up pretty late, and then I just wanted to rest, shower, and eat.”

      I squeeze him a little tighter. “Next time, tell your girlfriend you’re okay first. Got it?”

      He strokes my hair. “Got it.”

      Reluctantly, I pull away from him and sit down beside him. “You look like hell.”

      He chuckles. “I feel like shit, so I guess that’s an improvement.” His laugh is loud and I look back, expecting to see Brad or Ajax racing in at the sound of his voice.

      “You must be exhausted still! Go lay down!” I tell him, using my best mom voice.

      He shakes his head. “Actually, sleep is the last thing I want. I’ve eaten way too many bowls of cereal, and now I’m antsy. I just want to get out of this place for a bit.”

      I’m surprised, but he just survived a deadly fight, so he can have whatever the hell he wants. “You want to get out of here? Go for a walk?”

      He grins and slides off the stool, then holds out his hand. When I slip mine into his, he smiles. It takes a minute of walking before I sigh and just let being with Connor take over. No matter what, Connor comforts. It’s part of who he is. And it isn’t just me, but everyone. It’s part of what makes him a good nurse.

      Before we even make it to the sidewalk, I stop and pull him in for a kiss. “Connor, I’m so damn glad you’re safe.”

      He leans his forehead against mine as his hand cups my face. “Jules, you saved my life.”

      I don’t know what he means so I don’t know how to answer. “You saved your own life,” I tell him with a laugh.

      He shakes his head. “All I could think about when I was fighting was you and getting back to you.” He runs the pad of his thumb over my eyebrow. “I don’t know…” He shakes his head. “I love you, Jules. Not just like you’re my friend and I love spending time with you love.” I let him talk because once he finds out who I am, what I am, it could all change. And I want to hear the rest of it.

      “More?”

      He nods and smiles down at me. “So much. You’re all I think about. If something good happens, you’re the first person I want to tell. If something bad happens, you’re the one I want to talk it out with.” He sighs and his smile is softer this time.

      Damn it. I love him. And I think he loves me too.

      And something breaks inside of me. I need to explain things to them. Really explain what I am in a way that still protects them. Last night I could have lost Connor, and he’d die without ever really knowing me. Not the darkest parts of me.

      Not that I love him.

      There has to be a way of doing it. A way to say it without really saying it. Because this is more than lust, more than caring about each other, and if these guys are going to be in my life for the long-haul, I have to find a way to at least give them more pieces of the truth. The big pieces, at least.

      Along the sidewalk, a mom walks by pushing her baby in the stroller, a baby who is currently wailing. She also has a toddler beside her who is throwing a tantrum, and the mom looks completely overwhelmed as she tugs the child along.

      I give her my best reassuring smile, but my heart is racing. Telling my men the truth isn’t just about being a reaper. It’s about having lived before. Having birthed children. All the little pieces of my past that makes me who I am.

      They need to know. Whatever I can tell them.

      And once they know, they need to decide if they still want to be with me. If they don’t, I don’t think I can ever recover from it, but I need to pull this band aid off. I need to decide if my eternity will include them loving me for who I really am, or a lifetime of loneliness. Of healing and killing alone.

      “Con, we need to go back in. I need to talk to all of you guys.” I hate that my voice breaks as I speak. That I feel like if I don’t do this now, I’ll never be able to do it.

      He smiles. “Okay, but one thing first.” He lowers his head and kisses me with a tenderness that makes me ache inside. To anyone passing by, we probably just look like two people who couldn’t contain themselves one more second, and maybe that’s true, but to me it feels like an ending. Maybe because right now, I know what I have to do. I have to go in and tell them the truth, risking the fact that they might not be able to forgive me for what I am.

      For my lies.

      When he pulls back, I want to hang on. I want to stop this moment and etch it into my mind with the ones of Sam and… No. Those moments are gone. This one with Connor is part of my new life, and I won’t tangle my two worlds.

      Not any more than I already have.

      Connor tilts his head and looks at me with such compassion that part of me just knows it’s all going to be okay, even as the other part of me laughs at how naïve I can be.

      “This is really important,” I tell him.

      His voice is soft when he says, “Okay.”

      He keeps his hand wrapped around mine when we go inside. Surprisingly, the other guys are awake. Ajax is sitting at the counter with a steaming mug of coffee. He drinks his coffee black but stirs it with a cinnamon stick. He tried dousing it in cinnamon but it just didn’t taste the same. Those are the kind of details I’m going to file away.

      Brad is on the other side of the counter. He’s got his usual AB-Neg in a cup. He says AB-Neg is the breakfast of champions. I don’t know why, but it’s another detail for the file.

      “Connor!” Brad calls his name and rushes over, pulling the shifter in for a hug. They squeeze each other tightly for a long moment, then Brad pulls back and studies him. “Are you okay?”

      “Right as rain,” Connor says with a grin.

      Ajax gets up and starts to shake Connor’s hand before pulling him in for a hug that ends with a firm pat on that back. “Nice work, beta.”

      Connor groans. “You know it sounds different when you two call me beta.”

      Ajax steps away from him and shakes his head. “Whatever you say, beta.”

      They’re all grinning like idiots, and I swear my heart is going to pound out of my chest. These three are absolutely frustrating, ridiculous, and the loves of this life. I can’t lose them. But I might.

      Either way, this is the time to know for sure.

      “Jules wants to talk to us,” Connor says, and the mood instantly shifts as their gazes move to me.

      I walk into the living room because I need a minute before we start, and Brad follows me, then Ajax and Connor join. When everyone is seated, Brad nods like this is how he imagined it happening. Like when he considered what the day would look like when I told him, it would be early evening and a conversation in the living room.

      Brad clears his throat after a minute, eyeing me, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking. “Let’s just put all the cards on the table, Jules, and we can see how it all plays out.”

      I know exactly how it’s going to play out. I don’t need tarot cards or a fortune teller. Everything changes tonight. But I nod anyway. Although, I can’t figure out where to start. The most logical place would be with Sam’s illness, but I can’t start with that or I’ll lose control and the conversation he wants to have won’t happen.

      “I want to tell you guys everything. Everything that I haven’t been able to, but I just, I just don’t know where to start.” I know I sound weak, but I’m fighting not to just teleport out of there. Not just out of that room, but out of the city, out of this life.

      Why did I want to have this conversation again? And why now? I can’t remember. My mouth feels dry, and my head feels light.

      “Jules, we’ve seen you do things…” Brad’s voice wavers as he speaks, but the words themselves are strong enough that I know where this is going. “On your shifts, more patients die than on any other and people who shouldn’t live do.”

      Connor shakes his head, ever one to defend me. “So, are you accusing her of pulling a Kevorkian? That’s serious shit, Brad.” Kevorkian was a doctor in the 80s and 90s who helped terminal patients die. Is that where these guys think I’m going? That I’m some kind of angel of Mercy?

      Hell, it’d probably be better if I was.

      “Maybe.” Brad shrugs at Connor then turns back to me. “There’s something going on, right, Jules?”

      I can’t answer with more than a nod.

      “How did you take those gods down?” He tells the story again for Connor’s benefit then looks back at me. Ajax, too, is looking at me this time.

      “I’ve never heard about anyone who can do the things you can do,” Ajax admits, but with less force than Brad, like he’s trying to decide if he cares or not.

      I look at them all, one at a time. Connor, the cool blonde who could’ve been a surfer boy in another life, Brad, all tall, dark, and broody, and Ajax, a god so beautiful that sometimes I can’t believe he wants me.

      On the tail end of a soft sigh, I nod. “I was told that if I tell you all the things about me that you don’t know, you will all die.”

      “Jules…”

      “I’m not stalling.” Yes, I am. “But I think you should know the consequences of what I’m about to tell you, so you can understand why I haven’t told you before.” These are supernaturals who know their weaknesses, the things that can kill them, and know how to protect themselves. Years of fighting to live and succeeding and all the skills and talents they’ve built are about to work against them. “I’m not trying to keep secrets, but I’m also not trying to get the most important people in my life killed.”

      Connor smiles at me, and I don’t doubt the strength of the feelings he has for me. I just don’t know if loving me is going to be enough.

      “When my son, Sam, got sick,” I’ve already told them this part, “I prayed. And I begged God, all the gods, to help me. No one answered the call.”

      Ajax shakes his head. “We don’t really work that way.”

      I know that now. “Yeah. I was in a hospital, day in, day out, watching my boy, my baby, get sicker and sicker, and there was nothing I could do. I was hopeless. I could hold his hand and try to make the hours he was awake good ones, but he was so sick. And I was powerless.” I shake my head, fighting the tears I feel welling in the back of my eyes. “I don’t know how or why… but I met Drake. He was in the hospital, in the cafeteria when I was getting something to eat because Sam was getting some tests run.”

      My throat is tight. The more words I say, the worse it’s going to get, but Brad’s right. They deserve to know.

      Before I can continue, the front door swings open and Frederick walks in as if he owns the place. His usually pretty face is battered, and he’s got fire burning in his eyes.

      “Frederick? What are you doing here?”

      He scoffs and shakes his head. He stands in front of me with his arms at his sides, hands fisted, and his legs spread apart like he’s ready for battle. “What am I doing here?” He throws his head back like it’s a funny question. Then he looks at me again, fire still present and accounted for. “I don’t know, Jules. I honest to Ajax, have no fucking idea what I’m doing here.” And then he shakes his head. “You wanna tell the boy band that you’re a reaper, fine. You want to explain that you’re an ankou, go right the hell ahead. But you crossed the wrong line. You killed gods. The fucking gods.”

      Well, that sure as hell isn’t how I wanted them to find out. I glance at Brad first. His face is pinched in either disbelief or anger, but then his expression changes, and for one split second I have hope. But it dies because he’s replaying every minute, everything he knows or ever knew about me and what I do.

      Then I make the mistake of looking at Ajax. If anger has a persona, it’s Ajax Cronus. He’s a red-faced, balled-fist god who probably has the power to strike down any number of adversaries, but not me. Apparently, I cannot be killed by man or god.

      I can’t look at Connor. I could if Frederick wasn’t in front of me, righteously indignant and waiting for an answer I don’t have. So, I focus on him, even though I’m scrambling for a way to undo the damage this damn reaper caused. “The gods were going to kill us. I didn’t have a choice.”

      Fredrick’s brow crinkles and he tilts his head. “Oh, were they now? And you didn’t, huh?” For a second, I think I’ve finally found the right thing to say, but then the anger is back and he’s staring so hard at me that I can’t move.

      “I can’t do this with you right now. I have to fix this.” I wave an arm into the space between Connor, Brad, Ajax, and I.

      “Oh, by all means. Let’s get things sorted with Magic Mike and the boys, then we’ll worry about the reaper council who’s going to punish you in ways you can’t even imagine.”

      “Watch it, asshole. I might not be able to kill you, but I’ll make you wish you were dead.” Ajax’s voice is as deadly as I’ve ever heard him, then he looks at me. “An ankou? A fucking ankou?” he roars at me, and I can’t help but take a step back. Not because I’m afraid he would ever hurt me. I’m not. He’s not that kind of man. But because looking in the face of what I’ve done—I killed his brothers and his sister, even though they’re still alive—is enough to make me question myself.

      “I can explain…”

      “You’ve had a long time to explain.” His tone is sharp, edged with anger.

      “I know. And I’m sorry.” It’s not enough, but it’s all I’ve got.

      I glance away from him because his rage and his disappointment are hard to look at. But Brad is wearing the same expression and I can’t read Connor, but I’m willing to bet he’s not any happier with the news of what I am.

      Brad stands now. “A reaper, Jules?” He rakes his hand through his hair and turns toward the fireplace, then punches a hole in the brick façade. “Fuck.” He’s a man who usually uses his words, but today, I can’t blame him.

      “This isn’t how I wanted you to find out.” And I would shoot Frederick my harshest glare for blurting out that I’m the thing they hate most in the world, but the effort would be wasted. He doesn’t care. I look at Brad instead. “I don’t just kill, Brad. I help people.” But he shakes his head and I don’t know if I’m more in trouble for what I am or the lies I’ve told to get around saying it. “I only take the lives that can’t be saved, the ones I have to.”

      “Jules…” Even Connor, who not twenty minutes ago professed his feelings for me, shakes his head and huffs out a breath. “A reaper?”

      “I was going to lose my son. Drake offered me a deal. Sam could live. He would take me instead. I didn’t know all of it when I agreed.” I wanted to explain it all, but no way are they going to let me.

      “And once you found out?” Brad questioned.

      “It was too late. I was locked in. He would’ve taken my son. It’s no less than any mother would do to save her child. And I would make the deal again, ten times over if it saved Sam.” I release a slow breath and keep going. “I’m a reaper, yes, and I take lives, but I also save them. I use the life forces of the dead to heal the people with a chance of recovering. I know that’s still terrible, but you don’t have kids so you’ll never look down into a bed and see your baby, someone you would die to protect, losing a hard-fought battle no kid should ever have to fight.” I shake my head. “I gave up my life, my family, my home. I saved him so he can live and as my reward, I never get to see him again. I am suffering the consequences. I won’t be at his wedding, or be there when his babies are born. I won’t hold him when he has a nightmare. But he’s alive.” I swipe tears away from my cheeks, belatedly realizing I’m crying. “And I’m not sorry. For what I am. For what I do. For not telling you. And for the fact that I’d choose to be a reaper all over again if I had to, because it’s worth it to me.”

      I don’t know what powers Ajax has left, but I’m glad he doesn’t have the power of lightning. “Do you know why you have to be a reaper?” He shakes his head. “Because you upset the balance of life and death and now you have to restore it.”

      I don’t care. To save my son, I would do it again. “I don’t care.”

      “You made a bargain that wasn’t yours to make and these consequences, as you so ineptly call them, are the only way to keep life and death in order. Of course, they wouldn’t be out of order if not for your fucking deal.” I’ve seen Ajax angry before, but never livid. Never like this. It’s controlled in a way I would’ve never suspected.

      “I never wanted to kill anyone.”

      “How many, Jules?” Brad’s eyes flash. “How many people have you killed? How many patients that we were working so damn hard to save?”

      I haven’t counted because the number will kill me. “I don’t know.”

      “Three-thousand, nine-hundred fourteen.” Frederick supplies the answer.

      We all look at him, but Connor asks, “Really?”

      Frederick shakes his head. “How the fuck do I know? Twilight wanted a number. I gave him one.” He’s standing close to me now. Probably to drag me out and before the council.

      Which I don’t even want to think about right now.

      “I can’t believe this,” Connor says softly.

      Brad’s entire chest is rising and falling rapidly, and he won’t look in my direction. “We’ve all been sleeping with a liar and a murderer.”

      Liar. Murderer. I flinch at each word, because they’re true, but they don’t feel true.

      “Did Riggs even kill Astro?” Connor asks, his gaze meeting mine.

      Does he really think I’m capable of something so awful? And yet, it’s a fair question, if a terrible one. “Yes, I caught him, and he tried to kill me… so I killed Riggs and the other wolf.”

      “Un-fucking-believable,” Brad mutters.

      I can actually see my time here ending. More so when Ajax shakes his head at me. “Get out. Both of you.”

      Get out. Leave. Walk out that door and our lives. It’s all there, in the things they don’t say.

      More tears fill my eyes. “Please, I can explain.”

      “You already did.” Not that I need Frederick’s play-by-play. “They don’t care. You kill. They whine. Destiny is playing her part.”

      No, this can’t be the end. What we have isn’t this fragile.

      “I can explain better. Please, let me try. You’re all I have.”

      Brad turns away from me, Connor looks down, and Ajax sighs. “Get out, Jules.”

      The tears come faster and harder. “I’m sorry.”

      I want to stay. To see if there’s any part of them that can still love me. That can still forgive me. But I let Frederick lead me out because as I gaze at my men, I don’t see an ounce of love or forgiveness.

      Is it really over? The knife twisting in my heart says it is.
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      Ajax

      I heave my coffee mug against the wall. It shatters and splashes a brown spot of liquid against the snowy white paint. A lamp from the same end table follows. Its clay crumbles on impact and sends shards of gray to the carpet and hardwood surfaces of the floor. Then the table the lamp sat on joins the fray and ends up a pile of broken wood mixed with the glass.

      Jules Jackson is a liar, and I fell for it, like a piano from the top of the ACME building in the road runner cartoons she loves. And it fucking hurts.

      I’m ashamed to admit it, but she tricked me and I let her. We all did. And even not being the only one doesn’t make it better or easier to accept.

      “Jules is a fucking liar. And a murderer.” Brad says the words playing on repeat in my mind as he stands at the fireplace mantle he’s already cleared with an arm he ran across it. Picture frames and a couple decorative pieces of bric-a-brac the interior designer chose are now in their own little pile of rubble next to the hearth.

      Connor, who hasn’t moved since Jules walked out with that bastard Frederick, continues sitting while Brad and I pace, and stomp, and roar. Con doesn’t so much as speak. And even if he did, I wouldn’t hear him over the rushing of my own blood in my ears, over the rage churning in my gut, over the need in my heart to kill something more than my furniture.

      His silence is fine. I have enough to say for all of us. “She tricked us with her pretty smile and her nice ass.” I’ve said it more than once already, and I’ll probably say it a few more times before the day is over.

      “We’re morons.” Brad flops onto the sofa and throws his head back so he’s looking at the ceiling. “She played us. All of us.” He shakes his head, and even his normally perfect hair is disheveled. It’s a sign. Probably. Or maybe he’s just shoved his hands through it so many times the gel is no longer effective. “Over and over, she lied.”

      “And she’s a fucking murderer.” I have to keep saying it because while I’m fucking furious, as enraged as I’ve ever been, part of me misses her already and I want to silence that part, stamp it out before it somehow manages to take over inside of me.

      Connor sits forward, braces his elbows on his knees and folds his hands in front of him. He’s going to say something that’s going to piss me off, but I have to let him say it. If he’s finally ready to speak, he deserves his say.

      “Does it matter?” This isn’t the usual soft Connor voice, either. This is him getting pissy, using his judgmental of-course-you’re-a-moron tone.

      And it does piss me off. My fists clench at my sides. I don’t want to kill him. And I don’t want to want to kill him, but that might not be my choice depending on what he’s planning to say and how far he’s willing to go to defend her. “That she’s a murderer? Of course, it fucking matters.”

      “She kills people, Con.” Brad is gentler with him than I am, but I can’t care about anyone’s feelings right now. Feelings make me weak. They make me stupid enough to let a reaper into my house, to let her into my bed—let probably isn’t a fair word since I all but caveman dragged her there—let her into my feelings.

      “So do you, and you call it dinner.” Uh-oh, the boys are about to throw down and if I don’t get out of my head, I’m not going to be able to join in.

      “Not anymore,” Brad scoffs and narrows his eyes at Connor. There might not be any coming back from this for us. She might be the water that seeps into the cracks of our friendship.

      Connor stares hard at Brad. “Point is, you used to, and that was all well and good.” He looks from Brad to me. “And are you honestly going to stand here and pretend you haven’t killed anyone with your lightning bolts and roars of thunder?” He shakes his head like we’re the ones who’ve disappointed him. “The way I see it, this is a pot, pot, pot, kettle situation.” He points to each of us as he says pot then at the door for kettle.

      Brad sighs. “Connor, I killed to live. And I stopped because I couldn’t live with what I was doing. I had to learn a different way because killing is wrong.”  Today’s main idea. He shakes his head. “You’ve killed to survive because you didn’t have a choice.” Otherwise, no way would Connor hurt another person, human or not. “Ajax killed to restore order in times when humans ran amuck, when they were killing one another in the streets for sport. But Jules had a choice. She chose to do this. It’s who she is now. It’s her entire personae, no matter what she used to be.” Once more, and in a softer tone, probably so it makes a more lasting impression, he adds, “She chose to kill.”

      His grasp of the facts is right, but Connor also has a point. Just not one that I’m about to admit while the anger is clouding everything I see through a haze of red. “I adjusted my perspective. It isn’t my place to make decisions about human affairs. I’m not the keeper of order.” Although I would take the job and kill again if I have to. So maybe I’m not very different from Jules. Maybe… no. She’s a killer and a liar, and she chose over and over again to remain both of those things. And no job justifies that. “I might love her, but I don’t know if I can accept what she is.” Although, she accepted me. Repeatedly.

      “I think the point here is that you love her.” Connor shifts from looking at me to staring at Brad for a couple seconds before he speaks again. “What about you? Do you love her, Brad?”

      Brad looks at me. Looks at Connor. Looks at the hole he put in the brick around my fireplace. “I don’t know.” But Connor cocks an eyebrow. He has a way of getting to the truth. “Fine. I love her, but I don’t know if can get past the fact that she kills people.”

      Connor rolls his eyes. He’s not letting this go which is a statement in itself. Although, he’s going to continue using words—obviously—to get his point across or until we buckle. It’s going to be a long night.

      “Really? Did you hear what she said? First, she was desperate to save her little boy. Now, I don’t have a kid, but I can imagine that I’d do pretty much anything for my child. Even rip someone limb from limb. Can you say you’d be any different?”

      None of us have kids. Not likely we will either. Well, Brad won’t for sure since vamps can’t. And I don’t have any desire to carry on the family tradition of mayhem and chaos. Connor might want one someday, but he’s going to have to find a mate first. I just hope he isn’t planning on it being Jules. But in a hypothetical world where I had a child, yeah, I’d kill for them. Hell, I’d ruin this world for them, if I had to.

      Still, what Jules did is different. Isn’t it?

      I look at Connor. His feelings for her are written in his eyes. “We know. She loved her kid. She made a bad deal.” We were all in the same room when she said it.

      “Right.” He nods. “A deal she couldn’t get out of.” He glances at me and then at Brad. He doesn’t say a whole lot when he’s home, despite being a chatty Cathy with his patients. So, when he talks, it’s usually worth listening to.

      I keep that in mind as he continues. “I would bet you anything I have that Drake tricked her. I mean, he’s the smoothest talker I’ve ever seen, and I know Ajax. So, I’m sure he sold her some bill of goods that she would be saving the world from itself. She’s noble enough to want to help. Or maybe he didn’t tell her anything until she’d already made the deal, and she didn’t find out that she was going to be a reaper until it was too late.” His compassion knows no bounds. “She saw a chance to save her boy. And I would bet that she loved him so much that killing for him, to keep him alive, was the least of what she would’ve done.”

      His argument is convincing. But, “She still lied.”

      “Can you blame her? Look how we took it when she told the truth.” Another valid point. “And she said she lied because Drake, or maybe the reaper council, told her he would kill us if we found out about her.” He shakes his head. “I wish she would’ve told us, too. And I wish he would’ve made her anything but a reaper, but facts are facts. She is what she is.”

      One of these days, his facts are going to get his ass kicked. But today isn’t that day. Because he’s right. More often than not, when he chooses a side to fight for, it’s the right one.

      I sigh, but as I’m about to tell him we need to go find her, the door swings open again and Frederick barges in. Again. This time looking like absolute hell.

      “I gotta get a better dead bolt,” I growl, deciding that whoever beat the shit out of this guy had the right idea.

      “Look, low-rent Loki, I would rather be anywhere else. But they took Jules. And you lot are the best chance I have of getting her back.”

      They. Took. Jules. What?

      Connor shoots to his feet and Brad moves in closer.

      “Who took Jules?” I look at him. Frederick is healing as he stands beside us, but it’s still obvious someone pounded his face in. They broke his nose, split his lip, and probably fractured his cheek. So, he either fought her, or he fought for her since last we saw him.

      “The gods. Who do you think?” he asks me with a scowl.

      “My gods?” I don’t mean it the way it sounds. “My family?”

      Frederick nods, pressing his finger against his swollen lip and wincing as he stares at his bloody finger. “The entire Partridge Family.”

      I ignore the pop culture reference, ready to choke him for the details, but Connor is on his feet and he grabs Frederick by the throat and shoves him back against the wall, which now has a Frederick-sized dent in the sheetrock. “You let them take her?”

      “Settle down, Keanu. I fought like hell for her and,” he pushes Connor back, “I don’t think that’s a stone you want to throw from the safety of your glass house, all right?’

      It isn’t like we can argue with that one. Instead, I step up, flex a pec, and command, “Explain.”

      He looks up at me, then away, then back again. “To stave off a war between the gods and the reapers that Jules started by killing your rather unforgiving brethren, the reapers made a deal. They handed Jules over to the gods.”

      My blood is boiling. This is our fault. We made her leave. I made her leave. “What reaper made this deal?” I will be exacting my revenge upon him in a way he would never be able to imagine nor will he see it coming. As soon as we have Jules back.

      “The reaper council.”

      Later on, I’m going to want names, but right now, we have to find Jules.

      “This is bullshit,” Brad says, running a hand through his dark hair. “We haven’t even figured out how we feel about this reaper stuff.” Then he sighs. “But no matter what, I don’t want her hurt.”

      “Me neither,” Connor and I say together.

      “Well, you guys might not have a choice,” Frederick says, shaking his head. “I can’t think of a more powerful group of people than the reaper council and the gods to face off with. And Jules has already pissed the council off before, so she won’t have any friends among them.”

      I frown, not liking any part of this. “How did she piss them off?”

      “She’s been saving people, and that’s not something we’re supposed to do. Not something any other reaper can do, as far as I know.”

      “She’s been doing that by choice?” Brad asks, looking surprised.

      Frederick rolls his eyes. “Of course. Have you ever heard of reapers saving people?” Then he straightens his blood-stained shirt. “You know how Jules is. She’s a good person, so she does the most she can get away with. One of you idiots even told her the souls of the people we kill never get to move on, and she’s been beating herself up over it. I’ve never met another of our kind that… cares so much. About every fucking thing.”

      “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” Brad demands, ignoring all the positive things this asshole spouted about our Jules. “You guys don’t just kill; you destroy any chance your victims have of having an afterlife. That’s unforgivable!”

      The reaper shakes his head. “I thought that was how it worked, but I recently learned the truth. Traumatic deaths can create ghosts, but I’ve seen Jules reap. She does it with more kindness, more grace, than anyone I’ve ever seen. Those humans pass on. I’m pretty damn sure they even pass on with a little of her love embedded within them, giving them even more peace.”

      “You’re sure?” Connor asks.

      Frederick nods. “I dare you to find a single one of her patients as ghosts.”

      “We met one of our patients that claimed an ankou killed him,” Brad says, less forcefully this time.

      The reaper shrugs. “It could’ve been me or the ankou. But not Jules.”

      I try to reach for my anger, but find it… gone. It seems Jules was handed a rough hand in life, yet seems to have tried everything in her power to do an awful job with kindness. If I’m to believe this guy, which I do. Even if I hate the fucker. “We need to find her. We need to save her.”

      “Which is why I came back here.” Frederick sounds annoyed. “I might not be able to do much, but you can. And Jules might have been a thorn in my side from the moment I met her,” and here his voice gentles, “but I’ll never forgive myself if they kill her.”

      “Kill her?” Connor asks, shocked. “Can she even be killed?”

      Frederick ducks his head. “There’s only one way, and I’m pretty sure they’re going to use it on her. I just have no fucking clue where they took her, so I don’t know how much help I am to you right now.”

      My brain starts working. “They took her for an execution?”

      Frederick looks irritated, but he nods.

      My gaze locks with Connor’s. “I know where she is.”

      If there’s one thing I know about my siblings, it’s that they love a public execution. Which might be their downfall right now.

      We just need to get there in time.
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      Jules

      It’s strange. Logically, I would’ve thought that the gods and the reapers were friends since the days of old. They share similar ideals. Kill first. Ask questions later. Kill again. And yet, it seems that until me the gods had no idea we existed.

      Maybe I should be happy their hatred of me brought them together. But, instead, it’s kind of terrifying. The council and the gods radiate the kind of power that practically shakes the walls of the building they’d taken me to. And while Drake seems less powerful on his own, there’s no denying that he’s one of them.

      And that he’s not here as my ally.

      Whether he’s neutral or on their side, I haven’t figured out yet. But none of this looks good for me. Whatever punishment they have planned, I’d be willing to bet it’ll be painful. One that will make me wish for death. One that will unite them on one side.

      Hell.

      There is a stage in one corner of the massive main room of the club, and I’m seated on it, on an uncomfortable wooden chair with arms I’m zip tied to. Drake and a couple of reapers from the council are seated at a table with the gods from the alley, the female—Theia—from the woods, and another I don’t recognize. But he’s as big as his brothers—much larger than the reapers—and there’s no doubt he’s a god.

      A human, or what appears to be a human, woman in an evening dress with spiked stilettos peeking out from beneath the sequined fabric steps from behind a curtain with a microphone in her hand. Her platinum blonde Marilyn Monroe hair catches the color of the ever-changing lights above us as she starts working the crowd, blowing kisses, shaking her ample assets, and Pamela Anderson-ing them into adoration.

      “Welcome to Club Ambrosia.” Her voice is high-pitched and breathy. “Oh, I’m so excited,” she continues with an over-exaggerated shoulder shimmy, “because boy, do we have a show for you tonight!” She claps her gloved hands and the sound thuds through the microphone. “A little singing, a little dancing, a little sealing of a deal.” She giggles and the crowd, especially the table of gods and reapers, eats it up. “Now before we get started, I need to remind all you gods and goddesses, and our special guests, not to forget to tip the waiters and waitresses and be kind to your bartender.” She smiles and points to the table of gods. “Theia, I’m talking to you, girl.”

      Theia laughs and raises both hands like she’s surrendering, but there’s a fire in her eyes, and Miss Wannabe Anderson/Monroe is probably going to be joining me in the lava pit, or the fire at the stake, or whatever medieval punishment the gods have in store for me. Or the reapers. Or whoever is in charge of this shindig.

      “Now, I have got some big news. For all of you who don’t know, this…” She moves closer to me. “What’s your name?”

      She pokes the microphone in my face. “Juliet… uh, Jules Jackson.” I have no idea what compelled me to answer. And it’s at that minute that I glance at her. Her tan is fake, her boobs are implanted, and her fangs catch the light. She’s a vampire, and she compelled me to answer.

      Damn it.

      I don’t know if that means I’ve been stripped of my powers to remain silent when compelled by a vampire—powers I didn’t realize until now that I had, or certainly Brad would’ve compelled me to speak sooner—or maybe her powers to compel are enhanced. Maybe I just want to answer. I don’t know anything anymore.

      She smiles down at me. “Jules. Like diamonds?” She holds out her hand and shows off a giant, and I wouldn’t doubt real, emerald cut gem on her finger. “Like diamonds!” She giggles and stamps her feet in rapid succession.

      I let her have her moment because I don’t think I can stop her anyway, and because I don’t care anymore. I’ve finally lost everything. Or maybe given it up. I don’t know. I only know everything in my life that ever gave me joy is gone. And it’s my own fault.

      So, I’ll take my punishment today, disappear from this city, and start over somewhere else. Reaping. Alone. And miserable. Exactly what I deserve.

      A band hidden by the curtain behind me strikes up a chord and plays for a few seconds before she starts crooning a line about diamonds in the sky then giggles again at the crowd. They’re laughing along and clapping. I hope they’re being compelled because I don’t want to believe anyone is falling for this act of hers, but if they are… more power to her. She’s playing her part, I suppose.

      “Jules here is a dangerous creature of legend.” Her eyes go wide and she fakes fear. “But don’t worry. She’s not here to inflict death upon anyone.” She smiles down at me again, gives her fun-bags a squish with her arms as she shimmies her shoulders, then looks at me again. “Tell me, Jules, what brings you to Club Ambrosia, where the gods let loose?”

      If that’s their slogan, they need better PR people. And I would tell her that if I cared, which I don’t. Maybe I should. Maybe I should stop caring about the big things—losing everything I’ve ever loved—and concentrate on triviality. Maybe life would be easier.

      The mic is back in my face and I’m half-tempted to head-butt Vampire Barbie back, but I smile at her instead. She’s just doing her job. “You tell me.” I smile because I can be pleasing, too.

      “Oh, goody! I get to tell.” She stands at her full height again and turns back to the audience. “She’ll be sacrificed!” And she claps again. “Isn’t that exciting?”

      Everyone cheers. Everyone but me.

      Sacrifice? Uh, I assumed whatever they had planned for me would be painful, but I can’t actually be killed, even if I might wish I could be before this is over. Right? So, what is a sacrifice like for reapers?

      She looks into the audience and her smile dies. “Now, um, without further ado, uh, let me introduce our host for this evening, the god of light and observation, Hyperion himself!”

      The blond god I briefly killed in the alley stands, waves to the crowd who are cheering like he’s Brad Pitt or Bon Jovi, then vaults onto the stage without touching any of the steps that lead out into the crowd.

      I can’t remember what he was wearing in the alley, but here he’s in a three-piece suit with shoes that reflect the lights above. He went from someone forgettable to wolf of Wall Street though. It reminds me of Ajax, if only in that one small way.

      “All right, everybody!” He takes the mic from Pamela Vamperson—her stage name I now see on the sign over the bar—and he smiles, unfastening the button of his suit jacket. He gives off a certain entertainer vibe himself, but I’m not really in the mood to put up with any of this. “We’ve all heard the rumors, all cowered in fear at the bedtime stories our father used to tell us, of creatures so powerful they can put us out.” He shakes his head. “Who here thought that was all hooey?” Every hand in the place—except for the reapers at the front table—goes up. “Well, boys and girls, I’m here to tell you it isn’t hooey. Not at all. And who do we have to thank for showing us this truth? For ruining the fairy tale our father spun for us?”

      I’m starting to get a bad feeling.

      He crouches and holds the mic out for me. “Me?”

      He stands in one fluid move. “Yeah. You are the thing that goes bump in the night, aren’t you, Ms. Jackson?” He doesn’t let me answer with the mic, so I shrug. “I suppose we should thank you. Maybe give you a round of applause?” He waits a second for the audience to clap then waves his hand in a cut it motion. “No, the bitch doesn’t deserve it.”

      He shakes his head at the crowd. “She ruined our plans for the shifters.” He shoots me a look—one eyebrow cocked, lips curled in a sneer. “And she tried to kill me, our brother,” the brother in question stands and lifts his hand and waves to the crowd, “and our sister.”

      I sigh. The gods, aside from Ajax, are big bags of wind.

      “Her kind are dishonest murderers.” He shakes his head at me. “I know what you’re all thinking.” He shakes his head as I look at Drake, who is impossible to read. He’s a freaking statue. And for a second I wonder if they’ve done something to render him immobile, but then he twists his head to look at Hyperion, who has gone into the crowd with his microphone.

      He stops in front of a red head who’s juggling fire in the crowd. He laughs. “My show, sister. Put your party tricks away and tell us what you would like to see done to these evil creatures of this world.”

      The woman extinguishes the flames with a flick and looks up at him. Her smile couldn’t have been more fake if she’d painted it on with grease paint. “I say we kill them all!” She stands and shakes her fist, sending a fireball into the air. One of the other gods, Oceanus, I think, sends a stream of water from his fingertips to put out the fireball.

      Umbrellas pop open at two of the tables under the area where the water falls.

      “Yes.” Hyperion’s voice is low, Hannibal Lecter low, and the S is a hiss. Then he seems to shake the thought off and goes back to the stage. “What I meant to say is… no. We, as gods, would never dream of putting an end to an entire race of creatures who serve a purpose.”

      If he was Pinocchio, his nose would be out of the building and around the block.

      “Instead, we’ve struck a deal with them.” A chorus of boos goes up. “Now, now, simmer down. This deal means we get to watch this bitch die.” He chuckles. “And we get revenge on Cronus.” He grins. “This one,” he tilts up my chin so the light is in my eyes and I’m going to be seeing spots until they see fit to kill me, “is one of his pets. Killing her will destroy him.”

      I kind of doubt that since he didn’t have a problem at all telling me to get the fuck out of his house. But I don’t want to argue with Hyperion. Let him think this will hurt Ajax. Maybe then Ajax’s siblings will be satisfied and leave him the hell alone.

      “All that’s left is the signing of the proverbial deal.” He snaps his fingers and a table appears with a chair on either side. He picks up a page marked “Contract” at the top. But the rest seems to be blank. “In exchange for the life,” he grins wider and winks at me, “and death of this pathetic creature known as Juliet Jackson, AKA Jules, who exposed this powerful secret, the pillar gods and our brothers will be contractually obligated to live in peace with any and all of her kind who walk the earth. And we will agree to leave this town and never bother the people in it again, supernatural and human alike.”

      As he speaks words print onto the page and the reaper council at the table nods. One of them—I don’t know his name, but I’ll remember his face from this life into the next—stands and pumps his fist. “No price is too great.” The words barely leave his lips before Drake pulls him back into his chair with a frown.

      Which is when it hits me. I’m dying again? I can die?

      It seems I can.

      My heart races and my palms grow sweaty, but I don’t know what to think. I never wanted to die the first time, but I did to save my son. This time, I wanted to stay and build a life with the three men I love, but that was never going to happen now that they hate me.

      So, what is my purpose now? Starting over again? Actively working not to get close to anyone again?

      The thought makes my heart ache because the truth is that without them I have nothing to live for in this life as a reaper. Nothing to ease the horror of what I am and what I must do. And, in a strange way, the world will be better off without me. Without another reaper.

      “Do I have to agree to this for it to work?” I shout over the crowd.

      Drake gives me a curious glance, but he’s not the one who responds. It’s one of the random reapers from the council. “Of course, you must sign the contract.” He levels me with a dark glance. “And you will.”

      My heart hammers. I have no purpose on this earth, no one who loves me, no one who needs me, and a never-ending life of killing and misery ahead of me.

      I might be able to refuse to sign this contract, technically, but I have no doubt they’ll eventually get me to do it, so why not do one last good thing before I go? It’s the only chip I have right now, and I’m going to play it.

      “Hey, Hyperion.” I’m going to be killed anyway. If my speaking bumps up their timeline, then so be it. But I need to get something straight with them, elicit a promise of my own from the reapers.

      Hyperion moves closer. “The soon to be dead bitch has some last words?”

      When he holds the mic under my mouth, I look at Drake. “You have to promise that you’ll leave Connor, Brad, and Ajax alone. They can’t be killed or harmed by any of you. And I want it in the contract.”

      Hyperion throws back his head and laughs. “Do you really think we care about those three assholes?”

      “I want it in the contract.” I emphasize each word.

      Tension sings through the room, and Hyperion looks at the gods, then at the reapers. I can feel it now. This is an important moment. A moment when I have so little control but don’t want them to know as much.

      I hold my breath, waiting. Hoping.

      Drake actually breaks the silence. “We all have other things to do. Giving her three assholes hardly seems more important than our time. I say we throw the useless creatures into the contract.”

      For a second, I feel angry at Drake. Maybe we’d never been friends, but some small part of me thought he cared about me. And then I see the spark in his eyes. It’s there and gone in an instant, but I’m pretty damn sure he’s trying to help me.

      The gods just need to be dumb enough to take our bait.

      “Fine!” Hyperion finally says, “Connor the dog, Brad the bloodsucker, and Ajax the traitor will all be left alone, unless they ever dare to come for us again.” As he speaks, the words scribble themselves onto the contract.

      A moment later, a golden pen appears in the air. The gods at the table sign the glowing paper first, then the reapers, then Hyperion gets down and does the same. Finally, he turns and carries the paper to me.

      I feel sick for a moment. Like I’m staring down the barrel of a gun. But then I see the words on the page. That for my life this town and everyone in it will be safe. That for my life the men I love more than anything in this world will be safe.

      A strange calmness comes over me. I think of the moments I sent my patients to the next life. I have no doubt my passing won’t be that painless. But once it happens, I’ll move on to whatever the next stage is. Yes, I’d rather live, but sacrificing myself for the people I love is the only thing I can do now.

      The god places the pen in my hand and presses the paper under it so I can awkwardly sign while strapped down. Then, I drop the pen and stare. For a minute my scribbled name glows, and then the paper fades away.

      I’ve killed over and over since becoming a reaper. Now, it seems, my time has come.

      A tear rolls down my cheek, and I close my eyes. At least my men will be safe.
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      Connor

      Fredrick screeches to a halt in front of Club Ambrosia, and we all come pouring out. Two bouncers try to stop us, but Fredrick simply touches them and both men go down. We rush down the stairs, shove through the doors, and don’t stop until we reach the dark room. Music pounds, but the only lights are pointed at the stage.

      At Jules.

      A tall woman stands behind her, lifts her hands to the sky, and Jules’s entire body jerks. “It’s done,” she says.

      There are cheers from the crowds. Cheers that I don’t understand.

      Except that the look on Jules’s face is… strange. Tears are tracking down her cheeks, but she doesn’t look sad. No, not sad, but like she’s accepted her fate. Like nothing and no one can hurt her now. And it scares the hell out of me.

      More people join the tall woman on the stage. They’re all people who have that eerie unnatural youth of powerful supernaturals. Most of them also wear dark robes, like this shit is about to get even stranger.

      Not that we’re going to let that happen.

      “Jules!” I shout.

      Her head jerks, and she looks toward where I am, but I’m not sure how well she can see me in the dark. “Connor?”

      “Yeah!” I start forward, but it’s like every supernatural has risen from their chairs and turned to face us.

      “If they start something, we’ll finish this fight,” one of them says. Probably a god.

      My heart races, but it’s Jules that answers. “You can’t kill them, because they can’t kill you. I have to be fair, tit for tat.”

      “I can grab a tit,” one of the gods mutters.

      The other supernaturals laugh.

      I stare at Jules and try to resist the urge to run through the crowd to get to her because a god can kill a shifter, regardless of what Jules is saying. And because with Jules tied to a chair on a stage across the room from us, I feel like we have to handle things carefully.

      “We’re not here for any trouble, just for Jules,” I say.

      My words are met with more laughter.

      “You don’t want to do this,” Ajax says, and his voice rolls through the room with godly power, making several of the supernaturals cower. Even I want to cower away from him.

      “Fucking Cronus,” one of the gods mutters. “There’s nothing more you can do here, so just leave.”

      “Not without her.”

      The god grins. “Your pets really are so important to you, aren’t they?”

      Ajax begins to glow. A little at first, and then brighter and brighter until every supernatural hits their knees, including Brad, me, and the other gods. “Jules is ours. Anyone who stands in our way will regret their foolish choice.”

      Suddenly, a knife goes through Cronus’s chest, and his glowing fades. “Damn it, enchanted blades?” His question holds complete rage.

      I stagger to my feet as the crowd seems to surge forward. All I want to do is reach Jules. To break her out of that chair, take her home, and apologize for being a dumbass about her revelation.

      But the fates aren’t kind.

      Too fast for human or shifter eyes to see, an enemy is on me. I take a punch from the left. I try to throw one, but swing at air. Then I feel a kick placed in the family jewels region, a kick whose sole purpose was the dislodging of said jewels for the much more distinct purpose of sending them up my torso and out of my mouth.

      I go down like a ton of bricks and hack a cough I feel in my ass. If ever I wanted children, the choice has been taken from me.

      And whoever I’m fighting is laughing.

      Brad fares no better and is on the floor beside me within moments, coughing up blood. By the time either of us are mobile or even able to sit up again, the place is pandemonium, chaotic, and there are more gods on Ajax than even he can possibly fend off. They’re kicking, punching, and screaming.

      He’s leveling them with blows I can feel down to my soul, but it’s not enough. No one could stand up against that many powerful supernaturals.

      I run to his side and yank one away, then another while Brad starts tossing bodies until we’re in the center of a circle of angry gods. The reapers either left or are letting the gods handle the hand-to-hand combat, which I guess I’m grateful for, but it’s more than a little intimidating to face off with gods.

      Still, for one brief moment they don’t attack again. They just leer at the three of us in a way that makes my skin crawl. Like they’re imagining every possible way they could kill us.

      Suddenly, Jules cries out.

      I look at the stage and see the reapers on her. Their attack is slower and more calculated as they punch and kick. But it’s not just their bodies they’re using to hurt her. Light reflects off the weapons in their hands, daggers and other twisted creations that they’re using to rip her to shreds.

      But try as I might, I can’t get to her. One god or another steps in my way, pushes me back, and throws a punch I have to block so another god can get in the way. I’m fighting as fucking hard as I can, but I think I’m only being pushed further away from the stage. From Jules. From the cowards who are beating a woman who’s tied to a chair.

      A fist slams into the side of my head, and I hit my knees, my vision wavering. A god is there in an instant, inches from my face. Lightning springs into life in the center of his hand, and he grins as he shoves it out toward my chest.

      Electricity goes slamming through me, and then I’m on the ground. Unable to see. I have no idea how much time has passed. The only noise is the sound of my beating heart.

      I try to roll to my side. Maybe I do. I don’t know. But my vision returns, and I’m staring at the stage. Useless. My entire body aching.

      Blinking, the stage comes into focus, and I see Jules in the hand of the god, Theia. I don’t know her, but I’ve seen her picture, and heard stories of her.  She holds Jules suspended over the stage with her powers. Jules’s limbs move as she hangs, her head limp and thrown back. Her legs spread out on both sides, and her arms lift above her head. It’s like her limbs are attached to strings being pulled to the four corners of the room.

      And then, her limbs jerk. The sound of one of her arms breaking echoes through the room, through my ears, and then the other arm jerks even harder, with a sick snap of bone that’s even louder.

      “Jules!” I shout her name, reach for her, and struggle to rise, but fall.

      My incredible woman lifts her head. Blood leaks from her face. Her shirt and pants are covered in more blood. There are cuts, slashes, all over. Half her face is bruised and swollen. Yet, she smiles at me one second before I take an Italian loafer to the face.

      I want to hang on, to try to help Jules, but I can’t move. I’m probably on my way to death, and I close my eyes as I take another punishing kick, and another, and another. They seem to assault my entire body, but luckily, or unluckily, not for long.

      Not for long before I pass out.

      When I wake, I don’t know how much time has passed, but I know I’m alive because I’m in the most excruciating pain of my life. Physically and mentally.

      The club is dark and quiet and I look to my left to see Ajax also lying on the ground, then to my right to see Brad, slumped in a corner. It’s hard to breathe, but I force myself to keep looking. To search for my blonde angel.

      And I find her. My sweet woman. She’s on the floor, below the stage now, her body crimped at odd angles that should be impossible. Her whole frame is so still that my gut twists and a sob catches in the back of my throat.

      “Jules!” I crawl to her because I can’t stand, and as I make my way over the broken furniture and glassware, I remember when Ajax was lying broken and bleeding and how Jules fought for him, to save him.

      We have to save her too.

      There’s a movement, a sound in the corner of the room, and I look toward it, wondering what new hell has come for us. Instead, I see a table shove over and Fredrick climb out from under it. He looks like hell, but definitely better than I feel.

      He scrambles to his knees, scans the room, ignoring me, then races toward Jules. I keep crawling toward Jules, but he reaches her first and crouches over her. He, too, is a bloody mess and a part of me wonders which side he fought for, but I didn’t punch him or hit him. Brad was busy fighting the gods beside Ajax so neither of them had time to go after him. And somehow, we’re all still alive so it’s possible he helped us. I can’t say for sure, but that’s what my gut is saying.

      “Jules?” I say again as I reach her side, wishing like hell she’d speak to me, move, anything!

      “It’s too late for her.” Frederick bows his head. “The only way to kill a reaper is to make them human.” He lays his hand on her arm. “I’m sorry, but she’s not going to make it.”

      No. That cannot be true. It just can’t. “Save her!”

      Frederick is a reaper the same as Jules, and I don’t know how it works, but she used whatever power she had and saved lives. She said so. And of all the things she said and didn’t say, I believe this one.

      He shakes his head. “Like I said, she’s the only reaper in history, as far as I know, who could heal. So as much as I want to, I can’t.”

      “I don’t give a fuck! Try it!”

      He looks at me with pity in his eyes. “She signed a contract to become human, to let them kill her, by her own free will.”

      “Why?” It’s Ajax’s groggy voice that asks, and I look over to see him sitting up. His gaze hits ours, then Jules, and his eyes widen.

      Brad groans beside him, and Ajax helps him sit up and starts to drag Connor toward us, before collapsing onto his knees beside me. Reaching out, he touches her pulse. “She’s still alive, just barely, so contract or not, we can save her.”

      “She’s human now,” Frederick tells him like he’s stupid. “How do you save a human this badly broken?”

      I look over her broken form and can’t seem to catch my breath. This… Humans don’t come back from this kind of damage.

      “Why would she agree to this?” My voice is high, filled with pain and disbelief.

      He shrugs. “She was smart. She knew one way or another they’d find a way to get her to sign, so she negotiated to keep you safe. This fight was permitted because you got in their way, but chances are you’ll never see them again. Unless you go looking for them, for trouble, you’ll all be left alone to enjoy your lives.”

      “We didn’t need her to do that.” Brad sounds like he’s about to have a breakdown.

      Frederick actually looks upset for a minute. “She was just that kind of woman.”

      Was? He’s speaking about her in past tense now? She’s bleeding out, but she’s still alive.

      And, everything clicks. Maybe we’re too late to stop this, but we can save her. At least we have to try.

      Carefully, I lay her out, so she isn’t just a broken ball of limbs. When I do, her injuries are easier to see, and I’m guessing the one most likely to kill her is in the center of her chest. An obvious knife wound.

      So, I take off my shirt and hold it against the wound, pressing down as my thoughts tumble over each other. “Jules, hang on, baby. We’re going to…”

      “No, you’re not.” Frederick’s tone isn’t his usually snotty arrogance. It’s softer, and if I didn’t know him the way I do and haven’t seen the things I’ve seen, I might think he’s sad about it. But he’s Frederick and nothing I’ve seen so far indicates that he’s anything more than an arrogant prick.

      “You’re not going to stop us from saving her,” Ajax growls.

      Frederick looks at us like we’re all crazy. “I’m going to stop you from dragging this out. You know with one touch I could bring her peace. I could–”

      Ajax is on his feet in an instant. He grabs the reaper by the throat and squeezes.

      But Frederick braces his feet against Ajax’s chest and pushes so that he tumbles down. He rolls into a ball and onto his feet in one graceful move. It’s a holy shit moment. I’ve never seen anyone break free from an Ajax hold. But then, Ajax does look like hell, and Fredrick has already mostly healed.

      And now the reaper is speaking again. “All of you are supernaturals. You know that you can come back from your injuries and be the same as before. Jules is only human now. She won’t survive this. If you love her as much as you seem to think you do, let her die. Let me help her die.”

      Ajax roars in Frederick’s face, “I’ll kill you before I let you near her!”

      Brad and I both level him with our own glares, silently telling him that we’ll help.

      The reaper shakes his head and his voice trembles, “I don’t agree with your choice, but I’ll respect it. Because as much as I cared for her, I know she loved you. So, now my time here is done. My purpose is completed with the end of Jules. I doubt I’ll ever see any of you again, but I wish you peace. Because I might not know what happens in the next place, but I believe she’ll have peace there.” And then Frederick, the sarcastic prick of a reaper who stood and fought beside us in the battle of the gods, disappears.

      My cheeks are wet, but I can’t move except to look at Brad, to beg him to intervene with whatever medicine he can. “You’re a doctor, Brad. Help her.”

      He looks at me then at her. “It’s too late, Con.” His lip quivers.

      I tear at my hair, feeling myself coming undone. “There has to be something! Some way to save a dying human when medicine doesn’t work! Something!”

      Brad sits up straighter, looks at Ajax, then at me. “Shit. I know what to do. I can’t save her as a doctor, but I can turn her as a vampire.”

      A vampire? Would she want that? Is that the way? Fuck, it’s the only way.

      “Do it,” I say.

      Ajax nods. “Save her.”

      Brad is shaking as he leans over her, pushes her hair to side, and turns her head to reveal her blood-splattered neck. He’s breathing hard as his fangs elongate, and I can feel his terror. His terror that she’s past the point of saving. I feel that same terror myself.

      I can’t see a pulse, but it has to be there. This has to be the answer. A way to save her.

      He lowers his head and sinks his teeth into her pale flesh. She doesn’t move, doesn’t react, but he remains where he is. To become a vampire, he has to drain her of every last drop. And even though she can’t have much left, Brad continues to drink from her, not stopping or slowly, focused entirely on the woman we all love.

      Unable to help myself, I reach out and place my hand over her heart. For a few seconds, there’s a slow thudding, and then, I feel it stop, feel the life in her die. “No!” It’s too fast. Too early. It wasn’t enough time to fully turn her.

      It can’t have been.

      Brad pulls back. His mouth is covered in blood. “It shouldn’t have happened that fast. Not like that. Not if it worked.” Leaning down, he bites her again. And again. And again. Decorating her pale flesh.

      But her heart remains quiet.

      He pulls back. We all stare. None of us speak. We just stare down at the broken woman on the ground. The woman who stole our hearts. The woman who, even after we rejected her, fought to keep us safe.

      There is no one else like her. There will never be anyone else like her.

      And she’s gone.

      Even Brad, ever stoic, no emotion Brad, and Ajax, the big guy who can move mountains, have trails of tears down their faces.

      “Is it working?” Ajax asks, but his tone says it all. He knows something went wrong.

      We all know it.

      Brad shakes his head. “I don’t know. I… just don’t know.”

      And I throw my head back and howl and howl. Because, what else can I do? What else can a wolf do when he’s lost his mate?

      Because that’s exactly who Jules was to me: my mate. My one and only. And I have no idea how I can survive without her. I know I can’t survive without her.

      Which is exactly the moment I hear Jules say, “Ouch.”

      Heart in my throat I look down, and Jules’s brilliant blue eyes flash open, locking with my own. “Maybe keep it down, wolf boy.”

      A laugh laced with tears explodes from my throat, and then we’re all surrounding her, pulling her close, vowing to never ever let her go again.
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      Jules

      The hospital isn’t as busy as usual tonight, which is a relief. Life has been crazy the last few months. First, I was learning how to be a vampire and control my bloodlust, and then I was trying to adjust to a huge influx of patients wanting my special skills.

      Apparently, word had gotten out about some natural healing available at Mercy Angel. So as soon as I wasn’t desperately wanting to drain the blood of every human I came across, I went right back to work.

      But now that things have settled a bit, I have a little time to reflect. Actually, reflecting is something I love to do after every long shift. I just grab a snack, hang out at the nurses’ station, and watch my boys at work. Usually silently running over my new, better life in my mind.

      Like I’m doing right now, while popping chips into my mouth. Chips that would taste a hell of a lot better dripped with blood. Which is funny, because it’s one of the few ways that being a vampire is different from being a reaper.

      The blood cravings.

      I get up in the evening and drink a mug of AB-Neg. For lunch I have either O-Neg or B-Positive, usually on top of other foods, which is strangely awesome all mixed together. Then I go to work at the hospital. As a healer. Something I thought I’d never be able to do after no longer being a reaper.

      Somehow, I have the same healing powers I had as a reaper. I’d always thought I was using reaper magic, or whatever, and just the life forces I collected to heal the patients. Turns out that idiot Fredrick was right about a few things, including the fact that I’m naturally a healer. I don’t know why it took becoming a reaper to use my magic, but that’s one of the few blessings from my reaper days.

      Along with meeting my guys.

      Speaking of which, Brad is finishing up with a patient. Someone I know damn well I can help. And since I have a little energy left over, I throw out my bag of chips and head over.

      Brad’s a master at saving lives, but I nudge him out of the way and smile. “I’ve got this one.”

      He holds up both hands as I place a hand on the man lying in the hospital bed, a man whose eyes are squeezed shut, his entire body tense. Inside of me, I sense the ball of golden light. Not life forces. Just light. An energy that gets slowly depleted the more I heal, and then recharges.

      Without anyone needing to die.

      Closing my eyes, I reach for the patient with my powers and instantly sense the multiple kidney stones tearing their way through his body. With a light touch, I destroy them, instantly feeling the man calm beneath my hand. Opening my eyes once more, I step back from him and grin at Brad.

      The patient opens his eyes, looking confused. “It stopped hurting. Did I… Did I pass the stones?”

      “It looks like it,” Brad says.

      The man collapses back onto the bed. “Thank God. And when I get home, I’m going to thank my wife on my hands and knees for giving birth to our kids.”

      I laugh. “You better. Now, you should be fine.” It feels so good to say it and know it’s true and that I didn’t have to take a life to make it so. It puts a new spring in my step, a new happiness in my belly.

      We finish in the room, leave him in the hands of the nurses, and then walk out because we’re both here long after our shifts.

      As we walk down the hall away from the trauma room, Drake is coming toward us, head down, reading a file. Probably scoping out his next reaper. I’m sure there’s a desperate mom or wife or husband or father somewhere in the hospital willing to make a deal to save the person they love. Or, for all I know, he’s already found the next reaper and the training has begun.

      Not your problem though and not something you can stop.

      But as he passes, he smiles and nods. Maybe he’s happy for me. I don’t know. I don’t care. He was willing to sacrifice me to the gods. We’ve got a ways to go before we’re friends again.

      After a brief stop at the locker room, where we both take quick showers that unfortunately don’t involve sex, we get dressed. Finally, I pick up my bag so we can get the heck out of there. We’re officially on vacation for the next two weeks and we’re off to Vegas, baby. All of us. Brad, Ajax, Connor, and me. A vacation we all sorely need.

      But if we don’t get out of here quickly, we’re going to have to walk out in the sunlight. And as much as it’s tolerable, it’s not enjoyable by any means. I’d definitely prefer to get to Vegas without a sunburn from ten minutes in daylight.

      When we walk outside, Connor and Ajax have the SUV packed and waiting at the employee entrance. “It’s about time!” Connor shouts, but he’s smiling when I climb into the backseat.

      “Thought we were going to have to come in after you.” Ajax looks at me in the rearview and winks.  “Or leave you both here.”

      I laugh. “Listen here, big boy, if I’m not going to Vegas, nobody is going to Vegas. I have the itineraries and all the check-in information in my bag.” I pat the purse on the seat between me and Brad. “Even the secret passcode to release the card information.”

      “Secret passcode?” Connor smiles. “Alright, sure.”

      I laugh because there’s no secret passcode, and they know it. Still, it’s fun to keep them guessing.

      Suddenly, Connor frowns. “Hey, did you see…?”

      “See who?” I ask, perking up.

      He shakes his head. “I thought I saw Fredrick, but it wasn’t him.”

      “Oh.” I don’t really know what else to say. In a weird way, it feels like he and I have unfinished business. Even though I’m not sure if I need to punch him or thank him.

      Although I’m leaning toward thanking him. After all, without him I’d probably still be a lonely, miserable reaper. And he’d probably have never thought about exploring his human past, so are we even?

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      When I was a little girl, I certainly never imagined that my life would turn out this way. I couldn’t have guessed it because I didn’t know the supernatural existed. I just wonder why it took becoming a reaper to know that I was special enough to be able to heal others. It’s a mystery, but I’m not worried about the answer as much as I’m grateful for the gift.

      Connor smiles at me over his shoulder. “Tell you what. You two can sleep all day if you want, but once the sun goes down, it’s going to be an all-night party.” He chuckles. “Now get out of the light before you end up roasted and toasted.”

      Brad chuckles. “We’re vampires, Con, not peanuts.” But he slides our backseat back and pulls the special blinds Ajax had installed all over the entire back of the SUV down. He lies down and cocks a brow. “What are you so happy about?”

      I hadn’t even realized I was smiling, but now I realize that I am. And I can’t stop.

      “Me? Happy?” It’s an easy question and an easier answer. “I was just thinking about how we’re going to be forever, and that I’m really happy about that.” And it’s no exaggeration. I’ve never been so happy. “I love you guys.” All of them.

      “I love you.” Ajax smiles at me in the rearview, leans back, and kisses me.

      “And I love you,” Connor says. He tries to lean back, then swerves and swears. “No fair. I’m driving.”

      I laugh and kiss his cheek. “I’ll make it up to you when we get to Vegas.

      “Damned right you will.” But he grins. “Now get some sleep because tonight, it’s on.”

      “Yes, sir.” My fake salute makes them both chuckle as I lay back with Brad. When we’re both settled, he smiles and presses a soft kiss against my lips.

      “I love you, too.” He brushes my hair back and looks into my eyes like he wants me to be really sure he means it.

      “Before we ride off into the sunset, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Have I thanked you for saving my life?” I’ve sent him flowers—which he hated—bought him tickets to a Bieber concert and didn’t tell anyone I bought him tickets to a Bieber concert, plus there have been many thanks for saving my life with blow jobs.

      “Once or twice.”

      I kiss him softly and savor the touch of his mouth against mine.  “Without you…”

      This time, he kisses me. “Jules, you risked everything for us. I would walk into the sun for you and stay there until I’m burned to a crisp. Ajax would do whatever is most risky to a god, and Connor would take on a lion. There’s nothing we wouldn’t do for you to make sure you’re ours for eternity.”

      I smile and wipe away a tear. I’m not usually a crier, but I almost died. I think it’s affected me. “I love you guys so much.”

      “We love you too, Jules. And when we get to Vegas, we’re all going to spend a lot of time making sure you know it.”

      And I won’t mind that one bit. Because once upon a time I gave my life for someone I loved, and now I get to live a life I love.

      

      Did you enjoy this book? If so, grab your copy of Shifter Crimes.
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