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Do you crave the world of paranormal shifter romance?Sexy wolves. Powerful dragons.

Smoking hot devils. Discover your next hot alpha hero in this unforgettable collection of steamy

and captivating paranormal romances! Each of these stories is Book One in six different

sizzling series from acclaimed authors Delta James, Becca Jameson, C.D. Gorri, Shelley

Munro, Sabrina Silvers, and, Asa Maria Bradley.What a great way to decide which amazing

series to sink your teeth into next!Download SEDUCED BY A SHIFTER today!

"This book had it all, mystery, excitement, sorrow, emotion, happiness, and hope. I cannot wait

for the next book!" --Cynthia Shepp, Cynthia Shepp Book Reviews & Editing "This book

encompasses everything from adventure to romance and from lonesome fear to a feeling of

togetherness and safety. After the Ending is a fascinating apocalyptic tale of a possible end to

the world as we know it...Fairleigh and Pogue created such a frightfully amazing read." --

Danielle Schneider, Ladybug Literature "The action is intense and the creativity of the authors

is fresh! They were not afraid to blend fantasy with the improbable and put it out there." --

Dianne, Tome TenderAbout the AuthorLindsey Fairleigh is a former history teacher and current

experimental cook who lives in the Pacific Northwest with her very confused cats. Lindsey

Pogue is a history addict, traveling fool, and food lover who dreams of the day she can go

horseback riding, write, and read, all in a day's work. --This text refers to an out of print or

unavailable edition of this title.
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BRADLEY’S WORK“I loved this sexy romance with the fascinating characters as well as the

twisty and wild plot. This is a perfect read by the fire with a nice glass of wine.”~Rebecca

Zanetti, New York Times Bestselling Author for A Wolf’s Hunger“When it comes to paranormal
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adventure tale with a thrilling climax to match.”~Entertainment Weekly“Action-packed, sexy,
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Fear“Bradley’s story is a whirlwind of action, suspense, humor, and a ton of romance! …you’ll
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associated with any of the products or vendors in this book.A WOLF’S HUNGERCan an alpha

wolf catch a thief who bends the laws of physics?Wolf shifter and billionaire Arek Varg runs a

security company specializing in bodyguards, extraction teams, and hostage rescue. He’s also

the alpha of all the Western Packs and uses his ancient Odin medallion to connect with his

packs’ magic and lead his wolves as a cohesive unit. With war brewing between the four major

shifter coalitions, the last thing he needs is a mysterious woman stealing his relic. He’ll use all

of his resources to hunt her down.And if he does, will she tame him?Former museum curator

Dr. Laney Marconi was the darling of the magical artifacts’ academic world until she fell from

grace due to a scandal based on false accusations. She now reclaims stolen items for

insurance companies, using her witch powers that manipulate parallel dimensions. When a

routine case turns into a disaster of epic proportions, she needs to evade the sexy shifter she

stole from long enough to figure out who set her up.The hunt is on.But with Arek hot on her

heels, Laney is forced to decide if salvaging the few crumbs left of her good reputation is worth

teaming up with the alpha wolf whose ice-blue gaze pierces her shields while he demands



nothing less than her soul.Join Asa’s VIP Readers List to gain access to exclusive content and

giveaways: For Ellen and Eric. You impress me every day.I am so proud and honored to be

your aunt!CHAPTER 1Leaning back against the bar of Dev Beat, a popular San Francisco

nightclub, Laney Marconi tugged on the hem of her short black dress and took a sip of her club

soda. She’d asked the bartender to garnish the glass with a slice of lime so that it looked like a

gin and tonic. The drink and the outfit were all part of her disguise to look like a regular club

patron. Blue and purple ceiling strobe lights pulsed in time with the loud music screaming from

the speakers. The oval-shaped bar’s lighting display was made entirely of cobalt neon lights

strategically placed to make the counter and the liquor shelves in the middle look as if carved

out of ice. A suitable environment in which to hunt a Swedish wolf.Laney smiled to herself, but

when one of the men at the bar took that as an invitation to take a step closer, she quickly

schooled her features into her regular resting-bitch-face. A snooty head-toss flipped the long

red tresses of her wig over her shoulder as she dismissed the guy and continued on her

circumvent path around the bar, closer and closer to her target this evening, Arek Varg.Since

he wasn’t looking her way, Laney took a moment to study him through a mirror on the wall

opposite. She’d never met him but knew of him through his reputation. Or maybe lack of

reputation was a better expression because security around the head alpha of the western wolf

packs was locked down tight. Laney had scoured the internet for information, but Mr. Varg had

no social media presence.His company’s website provided only information about their security

services, nothing about its handsome owner. Arek Varg’s short blond hair and azure blue eyes

betrayed his Scandinavian origin, and the tailored cornflower-colored button-down shirt he

wore deepened his eyes’ color. He looked like he should be in a movie or on a billboard. She

kept watching Varg through the wall of mirrors as she positioned herself on the opposite side

from where he sat at the race-track shaped bar. Even though the bar staff flittered between

them as they filled drink orders, and that glass shelf system filled with bottles of alcohol

occupied the middle, she could still see him. He kept looking at his phone. Maybe to check the

time, or perhaps to check for incoming messages. Laney’s client had assured her they’d make

sure Varg came to the bar at this precise time. She had no idea what they’d use to lure him

there. Her job was just to recover the stolen artifact that Varg wore around his neck. She was

too far away to see the medallion, but the pictures had shown a platinum wolf head inscribed

with runes and three interlocking triangles. At first, she’d been surprised to receive the files that

showed the wealthy shifter was her new target. Although not many details about Varg’s

personal life or background were public, he was known within the supernatural community as

being upstanding and honest, if a bit archaic in some of his leadership theories. The only few

rumblings she’d been able to dig up about the popular alpha were about members who had

stepped out of bounds of the pack rules being punished a little too severely by Varg’s

enforcer.But none of that was Laney’s concern. The only thing she needed to worry about was

to recover the stolen talisman for the insurance company that had hired her. She may have

fallen far from her former prestigious academic position, but she still prided herself on doing

her job quickly and professionally. Besides, the heels she’d chosen to wear with the black dress

were pinching her toes, and she wanted to get home and exchange her party outfit for comfy

slippers and pajamas. She slowly strode along the bar as if she was looking for an opening

among the throng gathered at the counter so she could order another drink from the

bartender.She needed to be close enough to be ready to strike when the perfect opportunity

presented itself, but not so near that she attracted Varg’s attention or, goddess forbid, made

eye contact. She’d learned the hard way that people better remembered individuals they’d

looked in the eye, even if only for a fleeting moment.Five people separated them now. Laney



sipped her drink as she once again used the mirrors to keep an eye on her mark. She tapped

her toe impatiently and squelched the butterflies in her stomach. It was always like this right

before the action started, nerves mixed with excitement and anticipation. Later on, once she

was back home and safe in her apartment, the adrenaline crash would make her exhausted,

but right now, that same adrenaline sharpened her senses and provided her with

hyperfocus.She knew it was all in her imagination, but it was as if despite the loud music, she

could hear the rustling of Varg’s shirt’s expensive fabric caressing the skin of his arm as he

turned the phone to look at the time again. The impatient sight that left his lips caressed her

ears. She even felt the warmth from his body as irritation heated his blood.Finally, what she’d

been waiting for happened.A tall brunette in a slinky red dress that perfectly draped and

displayed her curves approached Varg. The woman placed her elbow on the bar and leaned to

face Varg, her back toward Laney, who quickly decreased the distance between herself and the

target until she was right behind the woman, but facing the bar. Frankly, Laney was surprised

that it had taken this long for anyone to try to flirt with Varg. Maybe it was his grim expression

and impatient energy that kept potential hookups away. What was the male equivalent of

resting bitch face? Resting jerk face? Resting dick face?She smiled to herself again, and the

bartender stopped as she passed by. “Can I get you another one?” the petite woman with

bright purple hair gestured toward Laney’s drink.“Oh no, I’m fine,” she answered, and the

bartender continued toward one of the many other patrons gesturing for refills.Crap, she’d

gotten caught up in her own musings and the bartender’s question. Rule number one, never

take your eyes off the target. She angled her body so she could catch a glimpse of what Varg

and the woman conversing.The temptress in the red dress had good game. She’d cocked a hip

against the bar and flicked her hair over one shoulder. A sultry smile played on her lips, and

she’d slightly lowered her eyelids as she traced a finger on the rim of her glass of red

wine.Laney almost felt sorry for Varg or whoever did his laundry, but hopefully, the stain would

come out of that beautiful shirt he was wearing. She twisted so that she bumped into the

brunette. As the other woman splashed the handsome wolf alpha with wine, Laney slipped

around her, heading straight toward Varg.A quick burst of power channeled through her

fingertips broke the medallion’s chain around the alpha’s neck, and Laney kept moving as she

slipped the artifact down her cleavage. She joined the crowd on the dance floor. Raising her

arms above her head, she closed her eyes and abandoned her body to the rhythm of the

music. Her hips swayed as she danced herself closer to the middle of the floor so that more

and more people shielded her from the soaked alpha. The medallion heated her skin as it lay

nestled in nestled between her breasts, and she resisted the temptation to tap into its magic

and find out how many centuries old it was. She needed to transport it to a parallel dimension

quickly, in case she got caught.When she’d been Dr. Marconi in the Anthropology and

Archeology department at the university, she’d used her powers over earthbound materials

only to evaluate and date historical artifacts. She’d never shared her shifting dimensions ability

because making items disappear would be considered by her colleagues as either a cheap

party trick or something suspicious because it could be used to steal priceless objects.Now

that skill was her primary source of income. She refused to give in to the feeling of shame that

sometimes came over her when she thought about how low she’d sunk.Tomorrow, she’d meet

with the insurance company representatives, who would then return the artifact to its rightful

owner. Like many of their competitors, they’d rather hire an independent contractor to recover

the items instead of calling the police. That way, they could keep news about items stolen out

of the press. Returning objects to their rightful owner gave Laney a small sense of pride, but

mostly she cared about the check they’d give her that would finally make it possible to pay her



outstanding bills and rent.She brought her arms down again and covered her chest with her

palms as she kept dancing. She guided her power into the medallion, deeper and deeper until

the platinum metal vibrated on a molecular level. A half-second later, she felt it disappearing

beyond the space she and the other dancers occupied. Its presence was still with her, but it

was a different her, another Laney. That woman danced in a club just like this one, with the

artifact still nestled in her cleavage, but to Laney, she appeared hazy, as if in a dream.All she

had to do now was maintain the connection with that other Laney until she got back to her

apartment. Once there, she’d ask for the medallion back and then lock it away in the safe in her

apartment.CHAPTER 2Arek paced his office, glaring at his two closest friends, who also

happened to be his second-in-command wolves. “How the hell could this happen?” he

addressed to the room at large. He wished he’d chosen solid heavy wood for his desk and

bookcases instead of the modern chrome and glass. He felt like hitting something, but the

furniture would shatter, and he didn’t feel like dealing with the mess of slivers.Bolt, who lazily

reclined in one of the black leather visitors chairs in front of Arek’s desk, chose to answer. “You

went out without us, again.” His voice sounded calm, but his ordinarily hazel eyes were now

bottle green—a sign of Bolt’s alert and unhappy wolf. The unhappy part, Arek felt even though

he wasn’t wearing his Odin medallion. His lieutenants were part of his own pack, and as their

alpha, he connected with them easily. But as the Commanding Alpha of the Western packs, he

needed to tap into every pack and required the Odin medallion as his focus. A detail he hadn’t

shared with anyone—including the men in this office—but rumors about the talisman’s magical

properties had flown wild for ages. The latest outrageous story he’d heard involved him

teleporting.The medallion didn’t hold true magic. However, as a symbol of Arek and his wolves

serving Odin and Freya as Ulfheidnar—elite soldiers who could take the shape of wolves—it

worked as a focus for pack magic. As far as he knew, none of the other alphas in the Western

Packs Coalition, or any other coalition, had anything like it.Justice occupied the other chair, and

his crisp British voice drawled out, “Fuck mate, our duty is to keep you safe and carry out your

orders, but you make the job ridiculously hard with your need to be the lone wolf.” His eyes

momentarily flashed purple, but then Justice blinked, and they returned to his human grayish

silver. The man kept all his emotions bottled up and had a reputation for being stone cold in all

situations. It served him well as the coalition packs’ enforcer.Arek adjusted the collar of his

shirt. Red wine still stained the garment, but at least it had dried now. “What the fuck was I

supposed to do. You were both out, and the caller insisted we meet immediately. “He knew that

sounded ridiculous as soon as he said the words, but he felt this childish need to defend

himself. Worst of all, he knew Justice was right.Bolt studied him with those eerie green eyes,

his voice still even as ever. “And you didn’t think there was something off about the fact that the

caller chose a night club as a meeting point? A place full of people, despite that he insisted on

keeping his identity hidden and seemed to be on the run from someone?”“The information was

important.” Arek defended himself again. “Too important to worry about the details of the

meeting place.”Justice raised a dark eyebrow but remained quiet.“Okay fine, I should have

waited for one of you to get back,” Arek threw out.“Or at least taken one of the other wolves

with you,” Bolt interjected.“Yes,” Arek conceded through clenched teeth. He knew both of them

were correct, but he’d wanted to go on his own to check out if the information was useful. He’d

foolishly thought he could keep the meeting from Bolt if it weren’t. Fuck, he was an idiot. He

should have known it was a trap. And now the Odin medallion was gone. Anger flowed through

his body and sharpened his senses. The wolf inside him awoke and almost purred. The beast

loved anger.“What was this vital information?” Justice asked, his eyes glimmered purple again

in response to Arek’s wolf coming out.Despite the top button being open, Arek’s shirt felt



constricted. He snapped the second open as well. It didn’t help. “He said he knew where Arrow

is.” Arek avoided looking at Bolt, but out of the corner of his eye, he could see the man

snapping to attention.“What the fuck?” Bolt growled. Any mention of his twin brother pissed him

off, but Arek could also sense longing and sorrow behind that anger. Not that he’d ever let Bolt

know. The two brothers were estranged, but Bolt wouldn’t reveal the details. “You put yourself in

danger because of Arrow, and you didn’t include me?”Justice held out a hand to calm the other

man. “What about Arrow?”Arek pinched the bridge of his nose. “I never found out. The caller

said he knew where Arrow might be.” He finally met Bolt’s gaze. “I thought I’d check it out for

you, to see if it was legit.” He shrugged apologetically. He’d tried to protect his lieutenant from

any false hope. But Arrow had been pack, family, and therefore still one of Arek’s wolves. Once

pack, always pack, until he formally rescinded Arek as his alpha.Justice chimed in. “We’ll figure

out who set this up, mate. But right now, let’s concentrate on the actual thief.”Arek nodded. “We

don’t have to reveal the artifact’s true importance. People know the necklace belonged to my

grandfather. And in addition to it having sentimental value, as Commanding Alpha, I can’t let

anyone get away with stealing from me. I would lose respect.” The medallion’s role in his ability

to emotionally connect with packs other than his own could be construed as witchcraft. Wolves

were suspicious of any true magic since it could manipulate them if they didn’t tap into pack

magic quickly enough. Arek didn’t share the prejudice against all magic but had collected as

many magical artifacts as he could during the years he’d been a wolf. That way, they couldn’t

hurt his or any other shifters. “It’s been less than an hour since the thief got the medallion. We

should be able to catch them, or at least identify them before morning.”Bolt growled again but

then relaxed in his seat.“I’m already on it,” Justice said, holding up a tablet. “The club sent over

the security videos from the cameras covering the bar. I’ve isolated the one that had the best

angle to overview Arek’s spot in the bar.” He reached for the remote control that turned on the

fifty-inch flatscreen on the wall and clicked the power button. A few taps on the tablet made the

video feed display on the larger screen.Arek watched the black and white images of himself

sitting in the bar, impatiently tapping his fingers and checking his phone. “Fast forward,” he

said, and Justice did as asked but then slowed the feed to regular speed as a brown-haired

woman in the red dress approached Arek on the screen.“It took a while before any of the

females approached you,” Bolt said. “You may be losing your touch.”Arek didn’t bother to

answer but allowed his wolf a short growl, which caused Justice to chuckle.When Bolt joined in,

Arek’s shirt finally didn’t feel so tight anymore. According to Norse mythology, Odin always had

two loyal wolves at his side, Geri and Freki. Not that he compared himself to the All Father, but

Arek often felt like Bolt and Justice were his true loyal companions.Two loyal companions who

didn’t mind giving him shit. They weren’t wrong, though. Usually, Arek had plenty of female

attention, but he didn’t blame the women in the bar for not talking to him. Even on the screen,

he could see a cloud of irritation and anger surrounding him. His face was pinched and brow

furrowed. He felt sorry for the poor woman who had been brave enough to approach him. Not

only had she gotten an earful when she spilled her wine on him by accident, but she’d then had

to put up with being interrogated after the medallion had disappeared. He’d been so busy

wiping his shirt that he hadn’t associated the slight sting on his neck with someone breaking

the chain and stealing the jewelry right off his neck.It hadn’t taken long to figure out that the

brunette wasn’t in on the theft. She’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Arek had

apologized, but her face when she left showed how much she regretted hitting on him that

night. It was a shame because she was quite attractive. Normally he’d been very receptive to

her flirtations, but the promised news of Arrow had distracted him.The version of himself on the

video was busy wiping off his shirt when something on the screen caught real-time Arek’s eye.



“Stop,” he barked out. “Back it up a few frames.”Justice paused the footage, and the three of

them leaned closer toward the flatscreen on the wall. “What do you see,” Bolt asked.“That

woman behind the brunette,” Arek said. “The one who’s talking with the bartender. Her drink is

almost empty, but she’s not ordering another one.”“Maybe she’d had enough,” Bolt

suggested.The hairs on the back of Arek’s neck stood. “No, there’s something off about how

she’s holding herself. She’s talking to the bartender, who’s standing slightly to the right of her.

And yet, the woman’s face is angled to the left.”Bolt stood and walked closer to the flatscreen.

“She’s looking at you.”“I’m slowing down the video,” Justice said, and the footage moved in slow

motion as they watched the woman on the screen.Arek studied her slim athletic build. Racking

his brain to see if she looked like anyone he knew. If it were anyone who’d shared his bed, he

would know her body in detail. He may not offer any of his lovers’ commitment, but he always

took his time learning their bodies so he could find out how to please them properly.The

woman had her back toward the camera, and her face was in profile, so there wasn’t much he

could see. She had long, red hair and wore a short black dress that was revealing enough to

show off some curves but not tight enough to garner too much attention. She’d dressed like

someone who would fit in perfectly on the club scene but not stand out—the perfect outfit for a

small jewelry heist.As they watched, the woman put her drink on the bar and slipped out of

frame right at the moment when the brunette spilled her drink on Arek. “Where did she go,” he

asked.“I’m looking for her.” Justice tapped furiously on the tablet. “Got her.”The flatscreen

flickered, and a new viewpoint of the bar displayed—this one from further away and higher.

Part of the dance floor behind where Arek had been sitting was now visible. Arek watched the

repeated conversation between the mystery woman in the black dress and the bartender. This

time when the woman slipped away, they could see her in the frame. If Justice hadn’t slowed

down the footage's speed, Arek would have missed the woman’s elbow's slight nudge into the

back of the brunette in the red dress.“Fuck, she pushed her,” Justice said.It looked like the

mystery woman in the video briefly touched Arek’s shoulder as she slipped by him. But he

knew that was the moment the medallion had disappeared. That must have been the exact

moment he’d felt the sting on his neck. He rubbed the spot where his skin had been zapped.

“She’s the one who took the Odin medallion.” His tone took on the darkness of the anger

coursing through his veins.Justice rewound the footage. “Are you sure? I didn’t see her steal

it.”“Certain,” Arek answered. “Find out who she is.”“Do you know her?” Bolt asked.“I do not,”

Arek answered, now sure he’d never met the woman before. “But we will get to know each

other soon.” A grim smile stretched his lips as he turned to face his two lieutenants. “Hunt her

down and bring her to me.”CHAPTER 3Laney checked the address on the business card she’d

received from Mr. Hartford the last time she’d visited the Global Securities offices. Just like the

other five times she’d looked at the little piece of stiff paper, the address was the same as

when she’d met with Mr. Hartford at this location five days ago. The difference being though

that on that occasion, the lobby had a receptionist working hard to answer the phones that

were ringing off the hook, the hallways had been filled with busy employees walking and talking

while carrying folders, and the glass-walled offices had been equipped with not just furniture

and computers, but actual people had been using said computers to work supposedly.In short,

it had been very different from the desolate, empty office landscape that greeted her now.

There were no people, no furniture, and definitely no phones or computers. The only things

indicating that this had been a busy place of business once were the indentations that the

desks and chairs had left in the carpet.Laney’s stomach churned, and nausea rose in the back

of her throat. This was not a good sign.She’d walked into the building just like last time, not

really noticing, but now thinking twice about that the security guard on the entrance floor had



been absent. She’d taken the elevator to the tenth floor of the building, just like she did her

previous visit. What in the world had happened since then? Did the company go bankrupt?She

pulled out her phone and called the number on Mr. Hartford’s business card, almost expecting

a phantom phone start to ring from one of the offices. She’d already checked them all, though,

and they were all very empty. Signal after signal echoed down the phone line as she waited for

someone to pick up. Nobody did.After a while, her phone disconnected the call

automatically.Refusing to acknowledge what was slowly becoming painfully clear, she

stubbornly hit redial—same result.Her knees gave out, and she sunk to the floor. This was bad

on so many levels. Tears welled in her eyes. If this insurance company was fake, the mission

had been fake, which meant she’d just stolen a magical artifact from the Commanding Alpha of

the western packs.Laney rubbed her forehead and willed her tears to stop.Think. Think

hard.How to return the medallion to Varg before he found her?Maybe she could turn the

medallion into the police and say she’d found it.She dismissed the idea, shuddering as she

remembered how much havoc a magical item could wreak if in regular human hands, or even

worse, a human who had just a little bit of power but didn’t know how to use it.A few decades

back, a human-led archaeological dig in Italy had discovered a powerful ancient Christian relic.

The baptismal font had looked like any other old stone basin but had, in fact, harnessed

magic.The archaeologists had placed the find in a monastery church not far from the dig site.

Unfortunately, one of the nuns of the order who worshipped in the church had, during prayer,

uttered the exact piece of Latin scripture necessary to awaken the magic within the font.It had

filled with water and kept on filling until it overflowed the church, the monastery, the village, and

the surrounding countryside. Witches and mages from several universities had to combine their

powers to stop the water. The mainstream media had reported the incident as a freak flash

flood. But among magic practitioners, it became a case study for why gifted humans shouldn’t

meddle with magic.Now, university departments, such as the one that Laney had belonged to,

kept track of all archeological findings, just in case they were infused with power.But thinking

about her past life as the darling of the witches and mages’ academic world always hurt, so

Laney quickly turned her mind away from that. “I guess I could construct some sort of box to

return the item. One that dampens the powers or shields it?” She wondered out loud.“That’s a

great idea. Unfortunately, you will not have the chance to put it in practice,” a voice accented

heavily with Russian said.Laney’s head snapped up, and she jumped to her feet, stumbling

backward.A man entirely dressed in black stood before her. How had she not heard anyone

approaching? Then the stench of dark magic reached her nose, and she knew he must have

cloaked himself.“Who are you?” Her voice held steady, but her insides shook. Dark magic

required a blood sacrifice, and the heavy smell emitting from the man indicated he’d done

several. Chills raced up her spine. She thought she’d been in trouble before, with a pissed off

alpha wolf looking for her. If dark magic practitioners were involved, she was infinitely more

screwed.He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. They were so dark that Laney couldn’t tell

where his pupil ended and the iris started. “One of your old acquaintances, in need of help.” His

face was a mismatch of blurry features.She’d never be able to describe him to anyone. The

magic cloaking was as effective as if he’d worn a mask but much more menacing. He seemed

the type who liked menacing, even if it required more energy than just pulling on a piece of

cloth.And she could see why. Not being able to focus on the face of the person she spoke with

freaked out Laney’s senses, increasing her nausea. The only thing she could tell for sure was

that someone broke his nose at some point. No matter which shapes the face shifted between,

it remained crocked.She took a step back. “I have never met you before, and I don’t see how I

will be able to help you.” Brave words for a terrified woman, but she refused to show her



fear.“You already have.” The man took a step closer. He moved with the fluid grace of a shifter,

but he didn’t give off a shifter vibe. Maybe he cloaked that too.Laney scrambled further back.

“Get away from me.” So much for not showing how scared she was.The man’s outline

shimmered, and all of a sudden, Mr. Hartford stood in front of her.She gasped and tried to

swallow the sound while at the same time push down the big lump of dread lodged in her

throat. The result came out as an undignified gulp.His kind brown eyes twinkled as he looked at

her. “I’m hurt you don’t recognize me, Dr. Marconi. I so enjoyed our previous conversation,” Mr.

Hartford said in his generic American accent. His body shimmered again, and his voice

changed into the one with a Russian accent. The black-clad man stood in front of her again.

“And I will definitely enjoy our future…conversations.” The pause made Laney’s stomach

clench. She had a strong feeling that what he referred to as conversation would be more like an

interrogation.Probably an “enhanced” interrogation. Laney swallowed hard.Considering he

chose just to disguise his face, which consumed less magic than a full transformation, he was

probably conserving his energy for their “conversation.”Her own magic was strong but limited to

earth materials. Everything in this office was synthetic. She frantically looked around, trying to

spot something made of metal or stone. Technically she should be able to manipulate glass

since it originated from sand, soda ash, and sandstone. Still, as a human-made compound, it

required more energy to bend to her will than she’d ever been able to harness.Besides, against

dark magic, she was pretty much helpless.But she refused to give up.Maybe if she kept him

talking, some sort of solution would present itself. Yeah, right, the sarcastic voice inside her

head whispered, but she squelched it. “What do you want?” She took another step and

bumped into the wall behind her. “And how did you cloak your magic from me when we met last

time?”The man didn’t bother getting closer. “I don’t share my trade secrets.” He smiled again,

with just as little warmth as previously. “And I want the medallion, of course. After all, we paid

you a lot of money to retrieve it for us.”Laney wondered briefly who “we” referred to but

dismissed the thought and concentrated on how to get out of this impossible situation. “You

hired me under false pretenses, though.” Internally, she debated on how wise it was to

contradict him, but anything to keep this conversation going, so she didn’t have to think about

the future ones that the man had promised.“I gave you all the paperwork that you requested.”

He tilted his head. “And you seemed very satisfied with them.”It was true. The paperwork that

“Mr. Hartford” had presented had all checked out. He’d given Laney an authentication

certificate and several documents that proved ownership. Obviously, they’d all been fakes.

Excellent fakes because she had double and triple checked their authenticity like she always

did, and those documents had all been on record at various government agencies.“But you

knew they were fake,” Laney insisted, her voice squeaking a little at the end of the sentence.

She cleared her throat. “So, you violated the ethics clause I put in my contract.”The man threw

his head back and laughed loudly. The shifting of his facial features sped up, and Laney had to

swallow hard to keep from throwing up.The faint sound of sirens wafted up to the floor on which

they were. A small flicker of hope rose in Laney’s chest even though she knew the first

responders had nothing to do with her.The man’s laughter ended as abruptly as it had begun.

“Enough,” he said, throwing out his arm.A bolt of magic hit Laney square in the chest. She

struggled to inhale, and then everything went dark.CHAPTER 4Arek looked around the

unassuming apartment in the Bernal Heights neighborhood of San Francisco. Either Dr. Elaine

Marconi's housekeeping skills were sorely lacking, or her home had been ransacked. He'd bet

on the latter.He stood by a dining room table that had been cleaved in two. What he assumed

were the matching chairs now looked mostly fit to be kindling.Considering that the building had

a doorman and outside security cameras, this didn't seem a likely place for a random robbery.



Plus, whoever broke in had taken the time to pick the lock and close the door after themselves.

Intruders that didn’t want to be noticed but yet had demolished the interior.The entire

apartment, except for the bedroom, had an open plan layout. You could stand anywhere and

see everything else. Arek walked into the kitchen area, where the marble counter lay crushed

into several pieces. Whoever had broken it had beyond-human strength. Based on the deep

gashes marring the stone, he’d bet shifters of some kind.Every cupboard had been opened,

and the content shoved out. Arek tried to avoid stepping on the mess of broken dishes,

glasses, and spilled food on the floor, but it was impossible. Finally, he gave up and crunched

his way out of the kitchen and over to where a shredded couch sat in front of a shattered big

flat screen.Bolt stood in front of where the screen had hung on the wall. "That's a Q900R

screen," sadness tinted his voice. "It's top of the line and retails for almost forty K." He flicked

one of the wires poking out of a hole in the wall. "I get opening all the cabinets. But what did

they think she was hiding inside her TV?"Arek nodded. "This was more than searching for

something. I assume the medallion. This is someone taking out their rage. She must have

pissed them off."“Maybe she held out for more money before she gave them the necklace.” Bolt

sniffed the air. "There was more than one person here. And they reek of magic."Arek drew in a

deep breath. Bolt was right, the stink of magic lingered in the air, but it was worse than that.

"Not just any magic. Dark magic.""Fuck," Bolt breathed out, looking around as if someone

would jump out at them."Did you find anything about this woman performing blood

sacrifices?"His lieutenant shook his head. "No. I had to dig pretty deep into her file to

determine why she'd left the university. I'd found out if she were a dark witch." Bolt had spent

most of the morning running facial recognition software on various databases until he'd found

their medallion thief in a university employment record. After that, it was easy to figure out

where she lived. Dr. Elaine Marconi had once been a revered expert on magical artifacts but

fell from grace when she slept with one of her students. Now she made her living as a thief for

hire.Arek looked around the apartment again. The place wasn’t high-end, but not cheap either.

San Francisco rents ran higher than average since water surrounded the city on three sides.

There was no more land to build on unless you went south, down the peninsula. The interior of

the place spoke, though, of an expensive taste. Even-though everything was in tatters, Arek

could see it was all excellent quality. He almost felt sorry for Dr. Marconi having to replace all

the furniture. Even the comfortable plush couch had become a target for the shifters’ anger.

White fluffs of stuffing spilled out of deep gashes in the cushions. “Everything is smashed to

pieces, but I don’t see or smell any blood. Do you think she was here, and they took her?”Bolt

shook his head, still staring at the torn wires sticking out of the wall. “No. And if they came to

grab her, why stick around and demolish the place?”Arek left Bolt to contemplate the sad fate

of the TV and walked into the woman's bedroom. Shreds of fabric covered the floor. He couldn't

tell if it was bedding or curtains.The mattress leaned against a wall. Its springs wholly exposed.

Fine fragments of wood that could at one point have been her box spring covered the floor.A

big hole in the wall had the same size as the collapsed dresser that lay beneath it. The drawers

had pieces of bright colored silky cloth spilled from the destroyed drawers. He hunched down

and poked at one of them with a fingertip. Dr. Marconi's expensive taste included fine

underwear.Once again, he sniffed the air, trying to get a reading on who had destroyed the

place, but the dark magic made it impossible to lock down on a scent trail. Still no smell of

blood, though.He returned to Bolt, who had rigged up his laptop and rapidly typed on the

keyboard while staring at the screen, a deep furrow on his brow.Arek looked around again.

"Why all this anger?" he wondered out loud. "I don't think they found what they were looking

for.""I agree," Bolt said, turning the computer so that the screen faced Arek. "There were two



wolves here, but they somehow cloaked themselves when they were in the elevator and

hallway. The only security footage I could get is when they were in here and didn’t bother

hiding."Arek glanced around the apartment, first now noticing small cameras in the corners of

the room. "Fuck, I didn't think about us getting caught on video inside her apartment.""I did,"

Bolt said. "I disabled the cameras everywhere in the building before we went in." They'd snuck

up through the parking garage to bypass the doorman. Arek knew Bolt had disabled the

cameras in the garage, but apparently, his lieutenant had thought further than that.He leaned in

to see what Bolt had uncovered by hacking into the surveillance system. Two men searched

through the apartment. At first, they went methodically from room to room, opening and closing

drawers and cabinets. The only thing giving them away as not being human was their constant

scenting of the air. Arek guessed he and Bolt would look like that on the footage, too, if it

weren't for the forethought of his lieutenant.Dr. Marconi seemed to have used her dining room

table as a home office. She’d pushed up against the wall and placed a lone chair beside it. The

other chairs had been stacked in a corner. A laptop and piles of papers covered it. One of the

wolves shifted partially, and his hands sprung large claws that he used to shred the documents

and destroy the laptop."Stupid," Bolt muttered. "There could be useful information on that

computer.""Do you know who they are?" Arek asked. His lieutenant had a photographic

memory when it came to faces and pelt patterns. The wolves on the screen grew impatient.

Instead of methodically searching through shelves and drawers, they now shoved everything

out and flung it around."Nope. Unless someone has recruits, we don't know about. They're not

part of any of the Western Packs.""They should have reported new pack members," Arek said

slowly. Did he have a mutiny on his hands? Could one of the alphas that reported to him be so

bold as to send new wolves into Arek's territory without asking permission?The wolves on the

screen continued their destruction of the apartment. Both of them had claws out now and the

slashed and crushed indiscriminately. Bolt winced when they smashed the TV, and if it weren't

for the dire thoughts of betrayal on Arek's mind, he would have chuckled.Bolt turned the laptop

back so that it faced him. "Nothing exciting happens. They just keep getting angrier." He tapped

on the computer. "I'm sending a screenshot to Justice to see if he knows them. And I'll widen

the search for matching footage outside of the western region. If they're from another pack

coalition and have ever been caught on camera somewhere, I'll find them.""Start searching out

east," Arek said, an awful feeling spreading through his body. Nicholai Novikov, the Eastern

Packs Coalition’s alpha, had started fighting the alphas of his neighboring packs to expand his

territory. And he had married a dark witch."My thoughts exactly," Bolt said. "I'm already on it."

He tapped the keyboard again. "And I'm checking traffic cameras to see where they went from

here."Arek paced the apartment while Bolt worked on the laptop. A few months ago, Novikov

had tried to kidnap the girlfriend of billionaire Magnus Flink, a lone wolf in Denver. He'd done

so to force Flink to join the Eastern packs and thereby have to pay tithings to Novikov. Arek had

been in Denver to warn Flink about Novikov's territory expansion and helped rescue Mina

Parker, the girlfriend. She now worked for Arek's security business remotely by vetting his new

clients. Magnus Flink technically still operated as a lone wolf but claimed ties with Arek's pack

as a consultant. After the Denver incident, Novikov had lain low, and Arek had hoped that

would be the end of it. His gut feeling told him that the alpha and his dark witch were behind

this, though.His cell phone vibrated in his pocket at the same time as Bolt's mobile beeped.

Arek retrieved his device and checked the incoming message.On the screen, Justice's

message displayed, "Novikov's wolves." Short and to the point."Fuck," Arek said.Bolt hadn’t

bother to check his phone. "It's as we suspected." He made it a statement and kept tapping the

keyboard. "I have their car on camera. It's heading south."Arek kept pacing, welcoming the



rage that welled up inside him. Fucking Novikov.Did he honestly think he could send wolves

into Arek's territory and get away with it? Even worse, did he think he could send a disgraced

witch to steal his medallion? "I want those wolves, and I want that woman." He growled."You'll

get them." Bolt promised. After a few minutes, he stopped typing and looked up at Arek.

"They're at a storage facility in San Mateo."Arek strode to the door, his wolf so close to surface

he knew his eyes had turned ice-blue. "We need to get those wolves,” he growled. “And I want

that woman."CHAPTER 5Laney desperately needed water, but paradoxically, she also needed

to pee. However, the pain in her arms distracted her from both the pressure in her bladder and

her dry throat.She'd come to a few hours ago, her wrists tied together and looped over a hook

that fastened in the ceiling. The man dressed in black had sat in a chair in front of her and

laughed out loud when she awoke with a start and then scrambled to find her footage on the

floor. The bastard had hung her just high enough to where her toes nudged the ground, but not

enough to get traction so she could relieve her arms from taking the brunt of her weight.Like a

slab of slaughter on a meat hook. After he's had enough amusement, the man had started

their "conversation." As she had suspected earlier, Laney had not enjoyed it.Her throat still

ached from screaming, and if it weren't for the pain in her arms, she'd probably whimper from

the lacerations she had on her back. The bastard had whipped her, both with magic and an

actual whip. The offending leather tool now lay in a corner of the room. The lone standing lamp

by the opposite wall provided just enough light for her to see the multi-tail flail. She wasn't sure

how long the conversation had lasted because she'd passed out for a while. The man in black

had not been pleased and threw cold water on her. She assumed it was water. It could have

been magic for all she knew.It had been cold. That's all Laney knew.Considering how hot the

temperature inside the room was right now, she almost wished for another cold dousing. The

man had left a few hours ago, perhaps. Keeping track of time proved difficult between the

waves of pain that shuddered through her body. Someone had knocked on what Laney thought

was a wall, but it turned out to be a shutter door that the man had opened and then stepped

outside. There'd been a lot of shouting, and then whoever had come and the man both left. She

remembered hearing two sets of footsteps. At first, she'd been relieved, but now she wondered

if they'd left her here to die. It seemed a sad way to end her life, hanging from a hook in the

ceiling, slowly twisting in a circle, which gave her alternating views of a very sad lamp, a folding

chair, and a whip. Laney tried to pull herself up on the hook again. Maybe if she just lifted her

body a little, she could kind of jump and slip off the hook. But it was no use. She didn't have

enough strength left. Should have done more crunches at the gym, lazy girl. She chuckled, but

it turned into a dry cough and just made her thirstier.She'd screamed for help, but considering

nobody came to her aid during the "conversation," she had no high hopes of attracting a

rescuer. Besides, her broken voice didn't carry very far anyway. She sniffed a little as a tear

trailed down her cheek but then defiantly blinked to dry her eyes. Wasting moisture was a bad

idea when she was already so dehydrated. A small scratching sound came from outside, and

Laney held her breath to hear better. It sounded like claws scraping against metal. Please,

please, don't be rats.She whimpered and then forced herself to be quiet. Compared to being

eaten alive by rats, dying of dehydration and starvation now seemed desirable ways in which to

leave this world. Suddenly, the door flew open with a loud bang.Laney blinked against a bright

spotlight aimed at her eyes. It took her a little while to clear her vision, and when she did, she

kept blinking because what she saw didn't make sense.It had become night during the hours

she'd been swinging on the hook. She welcomed the cool breeze wafting in from outside.

Against the backdrop of the intense light from a building opposite and illuminated rain-

spattered asphalt stood two wolves the size of small ponies. One, slate gray with a white blaze



running from the tip of its nose to the forehead, watched her with cold ice-blue eyes. The

other's pelt glimmered silver in the light. Its forest green gaze was as chilly as the other’s. The

grey wolf stepped into the room.Laney shook her head wildly. "No," she tried to scream, but it

came out a hoarse whisper from her cracked lips. She'd rather be eaten by rats than torn apart

by wild beasts.The air around the wolf shimmered, and Arek Varg stood in its place. A very

naked, very muscular Arek Varg. Laney blinked again. Were fever dreams a sign of being close

to the end? "Dr. Marconi, I presume?" Varg asked. Laney nodded, still staring, trying not to look

lower than his face. She was in a lot of pain. But this was a perfect fever dream, and she was

curious about what her subconscious would create below Varg's waist. He strode toward her

and lifted his hands. Laney couldn't help it. She flinched and whimpered, anticipating a

blow. Varg's eyes flashed, and he cursed under his breath. Moving slower, he turned her so that

her side was to him. He supported her butt and hoisted her up with one arm. With the other, he

lifted her off the hook. As soon as Laney's feet touched the ground, she crumbled into a pile

and couldn't help but cry out. Everything hurt. Another curse left Varg's lips, this one a little

louder. "Run and get the car," he told the other wolf. It growled in response and took off. Laney

pushed against the floor with her bound hands to get off the floor but only managed to barely

lift her head.Varg slowly crouched down next to her and extended his hand. She swallowed

hard but managed not to flinch this time. "I got you," he said and cupped her elbow. With his

help, Laney managed to get up on her knees. That was as much energy as she had right now.

She licked her lips. "What are you doing here?" His grip on her elbow felt very real. This was

obviously not a fever dream."I believe you have something that belongs to me." His now azure

blue eyes flickered to a much lighter color and then back again. He tilted his head and studied

her, a very wolf-like gesture.She licked her lips. "About that." Laney didn't know how to

continue. What could she say? "Someone set me up," she finally settled on. "I very much doubt

that," Varg said. She bristled. "What do you think happened here? Do you think I whip myself

and then twirl around on meat hooks just for fun?"He looked away for a beat, glancing up at the

hook. "Maybe you were trying to take Novikov for more money, and he didn't like it." "Who?"

Laney asked."You're good." Varg smiled, but it wasn't a happy expression. "But you're not

fooling me twice." The sound of screeching tires came from down the row of storage units, and

Varg quickly moved so that she was behind him. His shoulders tensed, and his fists

clenched.When an unobtrusive black sedan came into view, he relaxed and turned to face

Laney. "Can you stand?" She managed to get vertical with his help, but her legs wouldn't hold

her when he let go. Varg scooped her up and carried her over to the car. She considered

protesting, but what was the point? Her body’s weakness made it impossible to walk, or even

stand, on her own. She hated being helpless.The driver's side door opened, and a man

dressed in grey sweats and a hoodie covering his head got out. Dark stubble graced his

chiseled chin. He watched her with the same intensely green eyes that the silver wolf had, his

gaze just as hostile as the beast's had been. "Get the blanket from the trunk," Varg told

him. The other man sighed but did as asked and wrapped it around Laney. He then opened the

rear door of the car. She huddled into the warm piece of fabric as Varg gently positioned her on

the back seat. He stepped around the car, and when he came back in to view, he too wore

sweats, but with a t-shirt. If she hadn’t been distracted by pain, Laney would have mourned the

disappearance of his fine body.She held out her hands. "Can you cut me loose, please?" Varg

laughed. "Not a chance, witch." He closed the door in her face and got in the driver's seat. The

other man slid into the passenger seat. Varg watched her through the rearview mirror. His eye

color had returned to ice blue. "You have until we get home to tell me where the medallion

is." Laney sighed. "What do you think I'm going to do if you release my hands? Zap you and



run away? My legs don't work." "I'm not taking any chances." Varg ignited the engine and

started driving. The other man spoke for the first time. "Good thinking. Witches are

tricky." Laney sighed again, but inwardly this time. She'd heard of shifters' prejudice against all

forms of magic, but she thought most of them were more evolved than that. "There's nothing

tricky about magic," she said. "It's another supernatural ability. Like shifting into a wolf, for

example." The two men in the front exchanged a look that spoke volumes about their opinions

on comparing magic to shifting. They obviously disagreed. Laney tried to pull the blanket more

tightly around her, but it was hard with her bound hands. She met Varg's gaze in the mirror and

held up her hands again. He shook his head. "Start talking," he said. So much for

chivalry. Laney took a deep breath. “I work for insurance companies to retrieve stolen artifacts,”

she began.The man in the passenger seat twisted his body and faced her. “You mean you’re a

thief,” he said in a cold voice. “Don’t dress it up.”She sighed inwardly. This was going to be a

long car ride.At least she had the medallion as a bargaining chip. Hopefully, negotiations with

the shifters would not involve torture.CHAPTER 6Arek studied his reluctant house guest from

across the dinner table. She'd been put-out when they'd arrived at the pack house. Somehow,

she'd thought he meant her apartment when he said he'd take her home. She still pouted

about that.Dr. Marconi sat very straight in her chair, probably because her back must hurt like

hell. He'd sent the pack medical doctor up to the room to see to her injuries. The doctor said

the lashes were severe but didn't need stitches. As long as they could keep them from being

infected, Dr. Marconi should be okay. Arek's jaw clenched. That asshole Novikov had whipped

her back to shreds. Sadistic bastard.He'd suggested his guest take her meal in her room, but

she'd refused and insisted on joining him for dinner. One thing he'd learned about Dr. Marconi

so far, she was stubborn as hell. Despite being tortured by Novikov, she kept the whereabouts

of the medallion quiet. Not that Arek would beat the information out of her, but she didn’t know

that."Is the food not to your liking," he asked as he chewed his own excellent steak.His guest

startled as if she'd been deep in thought and regarded him with striking amber-colored eyes.

She picked up her fork and knife and cut a piece of the meat. "It's great," she said. "My

compliments to the chef. I guess I'm just not very hungry." She wore sweats, and the size she'd

chosen from the piles he had on hand whenever pack members needed a change of clothes

after shifting, were a little too big."I’ll let her know you enjoyed the meal, but you need to eat

more," Arek said. "You've lost a lot of blood and need to replenish with both nutrition and

liquids." He pointedly took a sip of his water glass.She sighed but drank some water and then

kept eating. "I still don't understand why I couldn't just go home. You know where I live now, so

it's not like you couldn't keep tabs on me." She quirked an eyebrow. "Especially since you've

hacked into my surveillance system." Bolt had shown her the footage of her destroyed

apartment, but instead of being outraged over the damage, Dr. Marconi expressed anger over

the fact that they could "spy" on her at any time "like some kind of perverts."Arek smiled at the

memory. His lieutenant had walked out in the middle of Dr. Marconi’s tirade. She had not been

pleased. If anything, it increased her indignation. "Why are you so set on returning when it's not

safe? Until we catch the shifters that destroyed your place and neutralize Novikov, you are in

danger, Dr. Marconi.""Laney," she tilted her head, and red highlights glimmered as her wavy

brown hair moved. "I asked you to call me Laney.""There's also the small matter of returning

my medallion, Laney." He emphasized her name but would keep thinking of her as Dr. Marconi.

It was safer that way. The little witch already tempted and distracted him. He could afford

neither with Novikov and his wolves running wild in Arek’s territory.A faint blush colored her

honey-colored skin. "Yes, yes. The medallion," she muttered. "I've already apologized profusely

about that. I told you, the man you think is Novikov set up a whole fake insurance company and



gave me counterfeit paperwork."Arek didn’t quite believe that story, but something had

obviously gone sour between her and Novikov. Whatever the reason, he couldn't just send her

out there on her own. Justice and Bolt were out looking for the Eastern Packs Commanding

Alpha and his shifters now. "I don't care why you stole it," he said. "Where is my talisman, and

when will I have it back?"She put down her cutlery and deliberately took her time chewing and

swallowing. That amber gaze met his again. After he’d dealt with Novikov—and she'd return the

Odin medallion—he'd like to seduce her just to see what those gorgeous eyes looked like

when filled with passion. "Look," she said. "I have one bargain chip here, and it's that damn

necklace. I'd be stupid to just give it up without some kind of guarantee that I'll make it out of

this situation alive."Gorgeous and smart. "And why would I think a thief would keep her

bargain?" He chuckled. "For that matter, why do you think I'd feel obligated to honor any

agreement with someone who stole from me?" She looked away and swallowed hard. Dr.

Marconi wasn't as unafraid as she'd like him to think she was. Good. She should be wary of

him.She fiddled with the fork on the side of her plate. "You have a reputation of being an honest

and fair man.""Tell me where the medallion is, and I will treat you fairly."A wry smile played on

her lips. "I think I'll hold on to my bargaining chip a little bit longer. It's in a safe place."He

needed the amulet back, especially with Novikov running loose in his territory, but he'd play her

game a little longer. He didn't relish having to force a woman. Besides, he had wolves re-

searching her place now that the stench of dark magic should have faded. If the medallion

were there, they’d find it. "Then we're at an impasse because you'll stay here until I get it

back."She scoffed. "What do you expect me to do while I'm here? I'll be bored out of my mind

rattling around in this huge mansion." She gestured wildly, and he assumed the movement

meant his whole house. It wasn't a mansion but sometimes pack members stayed with him for

a while, so he needed extra bedrooms, like the one Dr. Marconi was currently occupying. Plus,

Justice and Bolt had their quarters here. And his chef had insisted on a professional kitchen,

both in terms of equipment and size. Plus, they needed a gym, of course, which had required

an addition since the room that housed his collection of magical artifacts took up the entire

basement. Okay, so it was a big house, but not a mansion."That's not my concern," he

countered, but an idea that had brewed in his mind since they'd first gotten back to the house

solidified. "Although, there might be something you can help me with."She eyed him warily.

"What?""Finish your meal, and I'll tell you."She sighed again but picked up her fork and

continued eating.Arek unlocked the door to the basement room that he thought of as "the vault"

because of the lead shielding that encompassed the whole room.Dr. Marconi fidgeted beside

him. "Are you going to show me your dungeon?" Underneath her brave words, her voice shook

with nervousness.He leaned toward her, close enough where she could feel his breath on her

skin. "Do you want me to show you my dungeon?" She smelled delicious. Like peaches and

cream, he wanted to taste her skin. Yup, she was a dangerous temptation.A deep flush crept

up her neck and cheeks. "No," she sputtered.Arek chuckled. He’d known she’d turn him down.

He wouldn’t have flirted with her if that hadn’t been a guaranteed outcome. "This is where I

keep my collection." He gestured for her to proceed him. "Depending on how you play your

cards, I'll show you my dungeon later.""I don't want to see your dungeon. I mean, I don't believe

you have a—oh, wow." She stepped into the room and slowly turned in a circle. "This is

amazing."He looked around the space, trying to see it with her eyes. To an expert in magical

artifacts, it would probably appear a treasure trove. To him, it was just storage for items that

could hurt his wolves. Since he'd been alive for more than a century, the collection had grown

quite a bit.Dr. Marconi trailed her fingers along the shelves as she perused the items encased

in various boxes and chests. Some of them as old as the items they contained. Most of them



had attached placards with the name of the object, but not all of them. He had no idea what

many of the items were, just that they contained magic and could hurt a shifter."How have you

kept this a secret?" Dr. Marconi whispered. "All magical relics are supposed to be reported to a

university so they can catalog it."Arek frowned. Maybe it had been a mistake showing her this.

"Says who?"She turned to face him. "Says the Witch and Mage council."He dismissed her

words with a hand gesture. "I don't answer to them."She opened her mouth but then closed it

again. "I suppose not," she finally said with a little chuckle. Her eyes glittered. "Oh man, they'd

be so pissed if they'd find out about the treasures you keep here.""Who would tell them?" An

edge crept into his voice.Dr. Marconi did that head tilt again. "Well, I sure won't. I owe no loyalty

to them. Quite the opposite." She stepped up to one of the shelves. "Is that an Arminian gold

sacrificial dagger?" Leaning closer, a sigh escaped her lips. "Ah, man. That must be a

thousand years old." She clenched her fists as if to keep from touching the item. “It’s

exquisite.”Arek shrugged. "I have no idea." The item was one that didn't have a description.His

guest turned toward him again. "Why are you showing me all of this?""You said you wanted to

have something to do while you were here. I need all of these cataloged.""You have all these

treasures, but you haven't kept a record?" Incredulity laced her voice.He looked around the

room. "There are some ledgers somewhere, but I need a proper database created."Dr. Marconi

stared at him, her mouth opening and closing. "You're serious," she finally choked out. "You

have no idea what's actually in here." She swept out with her hand, “or, whether they are

stored safely?”"It hasn't been a priority to keep track," Arek said, feeling vaguely guilty and

pissed off about that. "I've been busy with other stuff.""And you want me to catalog all of these

items. I get to examine them." Her eyes grew big. "All of them."He nodded. "If you want to."She

stepped deeper into the room, walking along the shelves at a clip. "Okay, I need a laptop, a

crapload of salt, and a big tank of water."Arek grinned, so much for being bored while stayed

with him. He’d found the perfect way to distract the little witch while he searched for the

medallion and dealt with Novikov.After that, he would see about getting to know Dr. Marconi a

little better. Preferably in bed. Her wounds had to heal first, so he had some time.CHAPTER

7Laney had just finished her shower when there was a knock on the door to the enormous

suite where she’d spent the night. She circumvented a jetted tub big enough for four people to

reach the door where a bathrobe hung. She knew Varg was wealthy, but the scale of his

fortune had not hit home until she’d seen part of his house. Bolt was supposed to give her a

tour of the rest this morning, and judging from the knock on the door, he was early.She pulled

on the robe and winced as the soft terrycloth touched her abused back. "Just a minute," she

called, frantically toweling her hair as she walked to get the door. She belted her robe more

securely and opened the door to find, just as expected, Bolt on the other side. They’d agreed to

meet first thing in the morning, but she thought that meant that she would at least have a

chance to take a shower and eat breakfast first. "You’re too early," she said in the way of

greeting."It was supposed to be first thing," Bolt answered, stepping into the suite without being

asked. He carried a tray with him and went straight to deposit it on top of the polished marble-

topped side table in the sitting room. Obviously, he'd been in this suite before or one just like it.

"I brought breakfast," he said, gesturing to the tray and grabbed one of the plates covered with

a silver dome and sat down at the small dining table that was just as polished and made of just

as heavy wood as the rest of the furnishings in the suite."Good morning to you too," Laney said

and lifted the cover on the remaining plate. Eggs Benedict with baby spinach and a mountain

of fresh fruit greeted her. She took a deep breath, appreciating the tantalizing aroma of the

food. "This smells heavenly."Bolt made a sound somewhere between a snort and a

laugh."What," Laney asked as he grabbed a rolled-up cloth napkin with silverware and carried



her plate to the table."It just always amazes me how humans can't smell anything until they

already see what it is." Bolt shoveled eggs and hollandaise sauce into his mouth like someone

would pull his plate away at any minute. His plate had four muffins and eggs, compared to her

two. Instead of fresh fruit, it was piled high with hash browns. Apparently, there were non-shifter

portions and shifter portions in this house."No potatoes for me?" Laney asked. The hash

browns would taste really good with the hollandaise sauce.He stopped a loaded fork midair

and gave her a surprised look. "Did you want some?" He lifted his dish, ready to shovel some

of his hash browns onto her plate."I'll trade you some fruit," she said.He looked at her plate for

a moment. "Nah," he said finally, shoveling about a third of his potatoes on her plate. "I'm good

without any of that stuff.""Any of that stuff?" Laney asked. "Like fruit and vegetables?"Bolt

nodded. "Not enough calories per weight for a shifter. Especially after a shift.""You just

shifted?"He paused for a beat and looked away. "Well, I went for a morning run," he finally

said.Laney looked out the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows and French doors that led out to a

balcony. She’d noticed the spectacular view of Bonita Cove from the bedroom window when

she first got up. On the way to Arek’s house, she hadn’t paid much attention to its location, but

they were obviously in the Marin Headlands somewhere. On the other side of the Golden Gate

Bridge from the city. “I’ve hiked up here several times and never noticed buildings here. I

thought this was protected land. How did Varg get building permits?”Bolt gestured toward the

window with his fork. “This building has been here since before the state bought up the land.

It’s been pack land forever. The first alpha who built a cabin on this site negotiated with the

people who has the real claim to the land, the Coastal Miwok.”Laney sat back. “The wolves

have been here since before the English and Spanish arrived?” That was a long freaking

time.“The wolves lived in harmony with the original people and tried to fight the English and the

Spanish. Many of the wolves had Miwok true mates.” Bolt kept eating.“True mates?”He put

down his fork. “A wolf’s mate for life. You don’t know very much about shifters, do you?”Laney

shook her head. “I used to work at the university’s magical artifacts department and curated

their museum—”“I know, Bolt interrupted.”Laney stopped. Of course, he knew. They must have

researched her to find her address. Which meant the wolves knew about her resigning in

disgrace, as well. She took a deep breath and continued, ignoring the interruption. “And some

of my colleagues were shifters, but they didn’t socialize much with the mages and witches.”

Some of them had been outright rude and refused to serve on committees with anyone who

had magical abilities.“Makes sense.” Bolt nodded.“How does that make sense? Why the

prejudice against my kind?” She knew shifters were averse to magic, but the ability to shift was

just another side to having any magical ability.“In my case, I have a good reason,” Bolt muttered

and shoveled in the last of his food.Laney waited, but apparently, that was all the wolf would

share. She decided to change the topic. “Did you grow up in this pack?” Learning more about

Varg and his pack would be helpful.“No,” Bolt said, scraping his plate and looking at what

remained on hers. “Are you done with breakfast?”She pushed the plate over to him, and he

dug in but pushed the fruit to the side. “Where did you grow up then?”“I have no idea.” Laney

made a surprised sound, and Bolt looked up from his plate. “Arek found Justice and me in the

fighting pits. I have no memory of my life before that.”She swallowed a gasp. The brutal world of

underground prizefighting had a dark reputation of indentured combatants that had to fight to

earn their freedom. “What’s your earliest memory then?”He studied her for a beat. “I was about

twelve, and someone, maybe a parent, told me I had to listen to the fight master from now

on.”This time she couldn’t keep her gasp from escaping. “Your parents sold you to the fighting

pits?”Bolt shrugged. “It happens to a lot of shifter kids. Sometimes because their parents need

money. Sometimes because they don’t know how to handle a kid who turns into a predatory



animal at inopportune times.” She opened her mouth to ask more, but he stood and gathered

their dishes. “That’s enough chitchat. Let’s get going.” He dumped their plates back on the tray

with enough noise that it was clear the discussion about his past was closed and walked

toward the door of the suite.Laney cleared her throat. "Um, I need to get dressed first."He

turned around and looked at her as if he'd not even noticed her wet hair, robe, or dripping towel

draped over her shoulders. "Oh. How long will that take?"She sighed and walked through to the

bedroom and en suite bathroom. "As long as it takes," she said over her shoulder and closed

the door between them.Laney quickly straightened the sheets on the bed and pulled up the

bed cover before piling the pillows she'd thrown on the floor the night before on top of the

bedding. The mattress had been soft enough to cradle her sore body but firm enough to relax

her cramped back. The tread count of the sheets was several digits higher than she could

afford for herself.She'd always appreciated quality stuff, but the furnishings that Arek Varg had

in his house were leagues above what she had treated herself with when she outfitted her

apartment in Bernal Heights.The thought of all her nice furniture smashed to pieces made her

sigh. It would take a big chunk out of her savings to buy new stuff for her place. And not just

furniture, but dishes, clothes, and bedding. It was as if she was starting from scratch.She went

into the bathroom to brush the snarls out of her hair. The granite-covered vanity was filled with

toiletries, all packed in sanitized bags. She'd found a brush, a hairdryer, even some styling

products in one of the cabinets. There was even some unopened makeup. Either Arek Varg

didn't want company in his bed after he'd seduced someone, or he had a lot of overnight

visitors staying with him. Maybe a combination of both.Laney opened a fresh toothbrush,

squeezed some paste out from a travel-size tube, and began cleaning her teeth.The idea of

starting over fresh didn’t hurt as much emotionally as financially. She'd bought all her stuff

when she first started at the university. Back then, as a revered academic with a busy social

life, she'd often entertained in her apartment. Not so much since her fall from grace. Maybe she

should even think about getting a smaller place. She didn't need much more than a studio, and

since rents in San Francisco were sky high, it would be a good idea to cut back on that

expense. Especially now that it didn't look like she was going to get paid for retrieving the

medallion.She spat and rinsed. The reflection looking back at her in the mirror didn't look too

bad considering she'd spent most of yesterday hanging from a meat hook. Her arms were still

sore and her back hurt like hell. There was some bruising underneath her eyes, but other than

that, she looked okay from her ordeal. The bathrobe pulled a little on her wounds as she

peeled it off and hung it on the back of the bathroom door. She turned so she could see her

back in the mirror. Whatever the stuff was that the pack's doctor had slathered on her gashes, it

had helped. They were still red, but none of them bled anymore, and they looked clean and

healthy. Being a witch with ties to earthbound materials also gave her the advantage of

accelerated healing.She padded naked into the bedroom and opened the big armoire that

matched the bed's dark wood. Inside were piles of sweats, yoga pants, and t-shirts in various

colors and sizes, as well as cotton panties and sports bras. She chose a deep blue t-shirt that

made her think of Varg's eyes and a pair of light grey yoga pants. On her feet, she put fresh

crew socks and then laced up the brand new black and blue trainers she'd found in her size the

night before.She returned to the bathroom and dug out a hair fastener that she used to put her

still wet hair in a ponytail. That would have to do.Bolt’s first words to her when she stepped out

of the bedroom were, "About time."Laney smiled. In total, she'd been away for ten minutes."You

don't have a girlfriend, do you?"He gave her a startled look. "What does that have to do with

anything?"She chuckled. "Nothing. Maybe you prefer boyfriends?""Why do you want to know?"

He eyed her suspiciously. "Are you flirting with me? I'm not interested in witches. Male or



female."Laney burst out laughing. "I'm not hitting on you, but that's good to know.""Look, do you

want this tour or not?" Bolt sounded irritated."Yes," Laney answered. The faster she learned the

house's layout, the quicker she could figure out how to get the hell out of here. Although, now

that Varg had shown her his treasure trove, she wasn't in as much of a hurry to escape.The

wolf had no idea what priceless artifacts he'd collected over the years, and she couldn't wait to

examine and study them all.Something deep inside her stirred.Something she'd suppressed for

a long time.For the first time in almost two years, she felt a familiar hunger that she had

missed.A desire to search for clues of what had once been and how it helped build today's

cultures.She couldn't wait to get back down in that basement.CHAPTER 8Arek logged out of

the video conference software and closed down his laptop. The discussion with the other

alphas in the Western Packs Coalition had gone okay. About as well as expected, considering

the purpose of the special call was to inform them that an intruder was in their territory. The

coalition met monthly, and Arek loathed the obligation because although the wolves

understood the necessity of being in a coalition, they were all alphas. Getting them to agree on

anything could be exhausting. However, today’s call had given them a common enemy, and the

possibility of a good fight had them united. Well, as united as a bunch of domineering wolves

could be. They had agreed to oust the interloper, precisely what that would look like had not

been agreed on. Some of them called for a public execution. Others wanted to know Novikov’s

motivation before they acted.Arek just wanted the Russian and his wolves out of the Bay Area

pack territory.He shouldn't complain about the alphas he worked with, though. Compared to the

politics of some of the other coalitions, the Western Pack’s was relatively frictionless. There

had been one occasion where a younger wolf tried to instigate infighting within the coalition to

advance his standing within the packs, but the local alpha in charge had snuffed out the

rebellion before anything serious became of it.For the most part, the Western Packs Coalition

local alphas saw the benefits of having a union because it discouraged fighting over territories

and resources while giving access to a larger number of fighting wolves and weapons when

facing an outside enemy.Nora Bretagne, the legal advisor of his pack, entered the office. "I

researched the travel records as you requested," she said. Except for Bolt, Nora was the best

hacker of his pack. She combined those skills with a brilliant strategic mind, and Arek often

thought of her as his secret weapon. As a woman, she was often underestimated in the macho

wolf culture and knew how to use that to her advantage. "There is no Nicholai Novikov traveling

to the western states in the last six months."Arek sighed. "It was worth a try, though." He'd

asked Nora to check all modes of travel to California or neighboring states, just in case Novikov

drove the last part of the journey to avoid detection. "The bastard is probably traveling under an

assumed name. Can we check security film from airports and run facial recognition?""Not done

yet." Nora held up a hand, interrupting him. They’d known each other for a long time, and she

treated him as a brother. Sometimes she became overly familiar but rarely disrespectful. He

didn’t mind. Arek preferred to have people who called him on his shit, whether he wanted them

to or not. “I also checked hotels and house rentals in Northern California to see if anyone by

that name had checked in or rented a place." She smiled. "I'm not just a pretty face, you

know."Arek returned her grin. Nora’s features were striking, and both men and women often

stopped to stare because her mere presence commanded attention. However, she thought

their attention was due to a large scar that ran from the corner of her right brow, across her

eye, and down to the top of her lip. To him, it marked her a warrior, but Nora often used self-

deprecating humor to draw attention to the scar as a defense mechanism. "Your face is one of

the prettiest I know," he said, "but your amazing brain is what I fell in love with." Arek grinned at

her.She laughed. "Oh please, I’m not one of your conquests. Save the flattery and the killer



smile for someone it will work on."Arek chuckled. "Fine, tell me what you found."“No Novikovs

are staying in the Bay Area or the immediately adjacent regions.” Nora looked down at a tablet

in her hand. "However, I did find an Inessa Aslanova and Iakov Aslanov at a DoubleTree hotel

in Modesto.""Inessa is the name of Novikov's new wife," Arek said.Nora smiled again. "I know.

And after doing some digging, which took a while because she's erased a lot of personal data,

but not even dark magic can erase all cyber tracks, I managed to find out that Aslanova is her

mother's last name.""So, her maiden name?""No, her maiden name is her father's last name,

and Inessa used the female version, Butosova, before she married Novikov. Her brother,

however, has always used the male version of their mother's last name.""Her brother?" Arek

echoed. “And female and male last names?Nora nodded. "Russian last names have different

endings depending on whether the person is male or female. Very backwoods and binary

specific, I know.” She shook her head. “But my point is, there are two dark magic siblings in our

territory, Inessa and Iakov.""Oh, fuck.""My sentiments exactly," Nora said. "Nicholai may not

even be here. He sent his wife and brother-in-law instead."Arek growled. "Doesn't matter. He's

still trespassing uninvited on pack territory."Nora tapped the tablet. "You may have some

problems with that.""What are you talking about?""Well, according to the Pack Directives that

were drawn up when the coalitions formed, any wolf of an outside pack must ask permission

from the Commanding Alpha before entering a territory and should also inform the local pack

alpha of them being in the area. However, Nicholai could claim that since Inessa and Iakov are

not wolves, the rules do not apply.""That's bullshit." Arek banged his fist on the table. "Everyone

knows it applies to all pack members of an outside pack. We discussed the law's intent when

that rogue wolf and his human true mate infringed on the Central Packs' territory. The wolf

argued that the rules didn't apply to his mate since she wasn’t a wolf, but the intent of the law

determined the outcome of the case."Nora nodded. "Yes, there was much discussion. But

nobody updated the Pack Directives, so the original wording of the law remains 'wolf.' The

Eastern Packs' lawyer was supposed to update the documents to say 'member’ instead. But

when he had an accident and died, it never happened."Arek sighed. "An accident orchestrated

by Nick Novikov, no doubt.""Very likely," Nora agreed. "The lawyer worked for the previous

alpha that Novikov challenged and killed, and refused to step down when the regime

changed."Fucking politics. Fucking Eastern Packs ambitious alpha. "Is there a way to keep

track of the dark witch and her brother?""I've reached out to some contacts in the Sacramento

pack. They’re on their way to Modesto to hopefully find the siblings’ vehicle and install a

tracker." She shrugged. "I wouldn't get my hopes up, though. The two of them must know that

you'll want to put surveillance on them once you discover they're here.""What about the two

wolves that we caught on camera in Dr. Marconi's apartment?"Nora sighed. "I don't have any

information on them other than that they are members of Novikov's pack. They seem to have

vanished after they broke into Dr. Marconi's apartment." She hugged the tablet to her. "By the

way, what are you going to do about her?""What do you mean?""You can't just imprison her

and keep her under house arrest. The Witch and Mage Council will eventually find out and

insist you either take legal action against her or let her go."Spoken just like a lawyer, but Arek

doubted the council would involve themselves much in Dr. Marconi's case. They seemed to

have washed their hands of her when they made her resign from her university and museum

posts. "She's not a prisoner. She can leave anytime she wants. All she has to do is give me the

medallion?"Nora's eyebrows shot to the top of her forehead. "Have you told her that?"Of

course, he hadn't told her that. It would defeat the purpose of having her scared enough to give

up the medallion. Although, that had kind of backfired. The good doctor seemed to think she

had to hold on to the artifact for protection from him. "She knows," he lied to Nora."Mm-hm,"



she answered, one eyebrow quirked. He avoided her knowing gaze. Maybe it wasn’t all that

good to have people working for him that could call his bullshit. Nora waved her hand. "Anyway,

how about you show her a picture of Inessa and Iakov? It could have been either of them that

held her captive in the storage facility. I’m sure Inessa can take on a male form." She handed

him a printout. In the image, a man and a woman in evening wear smiled at a camera. It looked

like they were at some kind of society function. Both of them were tall and icy-blond. They

looked remarkably alike."Are they twins," Arek asked?Nora shook her head. "No, Inessa is two

years older. But, of course, one of the perks of being a dark witch, or mage, is that you don't

age.""Until the magic claims its prize." Arek countered. Every time a practitioner performed a

dark magic spell or rite, they lost part of their humanity. Old folklore said a stain was put upon

their soul. Eventually, there was no humanity left, and the mage or witch either withered and

died—soulless—or, in some rare cases, became a ravenous beast that hunted and devoured

all other creatures, but especially supernatural beings.He shook himself out of those dark

thoughts. “Let’s go find Dr. Marconi and show her this picture. I want you to meet her and tell

me what you think of her.”“I already like her,” Nora said as she walked out of the office. “I heard

her talking to Bolt when they passed my office during their house tour. She’s driving him mad

with all her questions.”Arek chuckled. One of the reasons he’d asked Bolt to do the tour was

because he knew the tight-lipped wolf wouldn’t share information he shouldn’t.Also, the only

other person he’d trust with Dr. Marconi, Justice, was currently searching her apartment again,

looking for where she’d hid the medallion.CHAPTER 9Laney never wanted to leave the

spectacular sunroom on the second floor. Jutting out of the mansion corner, it had only a few

feet of solid ceiling where the room abutted the house. The rest of the roof, and the walls, were

made entirely of glass. She could spend days just watching the view from here. To the west,

Bonita Cove's beaches framed the half-circle bay that ended in the skinny Point Bonita

peninsula and its lone lighthouse. Beyond that, the blue waters of the Pacific Ocean stretched

until the horizon. A straight line from where she currently lay curled up on a day lounger, except

for a few atolls, the next solid landfall would be Japan. This, of course, was true from any point

in San Francisco, but the impact of all that water hit harder here when she saw it stretched out

for miles and miles.She twisted so she could look out to the east. The Golden Gate Bridge rose

majestically out of a fog bank, its color contrasting dramatically with the fog's grey and the dark

blue of the swirling waters underneath. The landmark seemed to claim its place with such

confidence that Laney couldn't even imagine that it hadn't always been there. The fact that it

was less than a hundred years old seemed impossible. Everything on the north side of the

bridge, where she was now, would have been so isolated before the bridge’s completion.Laney

adjusted her position again and looked straight ahead out the windows. She had to stretch her

neck a little to see the end of Point Diablo and the small white shack that held the blinking light

warning incoming ships of the protruding land hazard."Are you done yet?" Bolt wanted to know.

He stood next to Laney's lounger despite that there were several equally comfortable loungers

and chairs on which he could rest his butt. Instead, he hovered over her, his arms crossed and

a miserable frown on his face."Nope." She gestured toward the cozy furniture scattered around

the room. "Why don't you rest for a while. Tell me some more about the pack and how it

works?" Potted palms and other large plants thrived in the sunlit room. How could he not want

to just relax for a bit in the beautiful space?Bolt remained standing, and the furrows above his

brows deepened. "I haven't told you anything about how the pack works.""Exactly," Laney said.

She must have asked a hundred questions during their house tour, and except for details about

how the exercise equipment in the gym worked, Bolt had divulged nothing useful. "I'm

supposed to work with the Varg's artifacts, but I don't know anything about pack customs or



rules.""None of the items in the basement come from the pack." Bolt rubbed his palm over the

short stubble on top of his head."How do you know?""Because the pack doesn't deal with

magic. Arek's collection is contained in the basement to keep the artifacts from being used

against shifters."Laney tilted her head so she could better watch Bolt's face without the sun in

her eyes. "But the Odin medallion has power."He stilled and narrowed his eyes. "No, it

doesn't."She felt like saying, "does too," but decided the reply a little too childish. "I felt it when I

touched it."Bolt took a menacing step forward and leaned over her, his face close to hers.

"Whatever you think you felt. I would advise you to keep that detail to yourself."A chill slid down

Laney's spine, but not because Bolt scared her. He looked menacing, but she didn't think he'd

hurt her without physical provocation. The cold sliver came from finally discovering something

useful. Maybe she could use something else to bargain with because she would eventually

have to give him back the necklace. She straightened in her seat and stared right back at the

wolf. "And if I don't?""What's going on here?" Arek Varg asked from the doorway, hand on hips.

The cream cable-knit sweater that perfectly molded to his chest looked thin yet warm. Another

piece of expensive clothing. His piercing blue eyes were aimed at Laney, but she couldn’t

interpret their expression.Behind the alpha stood a tall woman with flaming red hair styled in a

chin-length bob. Her hand covered her mouth, and from the delight glittering in her eyes, it was

an attempt at hiding a smile. A white line ran from her brow to the top of her lip, but it detracted

nothing from her gorgeous face.Bolt straightened and took a step back. He looked at Laney

and shook his head in annoyance. "Just don't," he said. He turned toward the door. "Boss, may

I please be excused from this woman? Odin, forgive me, but I am way past the limit of my

patience." Before the alpha could answer, Bolt walked out of the room.Varg opened his mouth

to say something but closed it again. He looked at Laney again. "What did you do to

him?""Nothing," Laney answered. "I've been the perfect guest the whole day. If anything, he's

the one whose lacking as a tour guide, refusing to answer even the most mundane

questions."The tall woman's shoulders shook, and she snorted. She tried to cover it up with a

cough but gave up and laughed out loud. Grabbing a piece of paper that Varg had in his hand,

she strode over to where Laney sat. "I'm Nora," she said, "the pack's lawyer. Could you please

take a look at this picture and tell me if you recognize anyone?” She sat in a chair next to

Laney’s and handed over the sheet.Laney looked at the striking blond couple in the image.

"They look like they are related. Who are they?""You don't know them?" Varg asked, watching

her intensely. He’d walked over so quietly. She hadn’t noticed him move. Now his muscular

denim-covered thigh so close to her face proved distractive."The woman looks kind of familiar,"

Laney studied the picture more closely. "But I can't place her. What's her name?"" Inessa

Novikov, but you may know her better as Inessa Butosova, her maiden name," Nora

said.Butosova was familiar, but not in a good way. Laney frowned. "She's a dark witch. Like,

really dark, and really bad news. The Witches and Mage Council has a whole team working on

keeping magical artifacts out of her hands. She seems to have unlimited resources to purchase

them at auctions."Varg nodded. "She's now married to the Russian American alpha who

commands the Eastern Pack. She and her brother are here on the west coast. We think one of

them is your abductor."Laney looked at the picture again. "I don't think it was Inessa, but

maybe the man. He has the right height and build. Inessa could indeed have posed as male. I

just have an impression of it being an actual male." She swallowed, not wanting to think about

those hours she'd been hanging on the meat hook. "He kept distorting his features, though. So,

it’s only my gut feeling telling me it’s a man. That and the fact that he had a broken nose. Every

one of his shifting faces had that feature in common." She looked back at the picture again and

pointed at the guy's face. "This guy's nose is crooked.""I am almost certain Iakov is our guy."



Nora sounded excited. "Nick Novikov does not have a broken nose."A phone rang, and from

his pocket, Varg fished out a mobile. "Yeah." He listened to the person on the other end and

nodded a few times, and then his amused blue eyes caught Laney's gaze. "Justice wants to

know what the combination is to the safe he found underneath the floorboards in your

apartment."How the fuck had they found her hiding spot? She'd warded that location with an

obfuscation incantation several times over. "I have no idea what you're talking about," she tried

but knew she wouldn't get away with it as soon as the words left her lips."Did you hear that?"

Varg asked into the phone. Nora had her hand in front of her mouth, and her shoulders shook

again. The alpha wolf held out the phone to Laney. "He wants to talk to you."She sighed but

took the phone. "Hello?""You alright, Luv?" Justice asked but didn't wait for an answer, "Just

need to know if you want to give me the combination over the phone so I can open the safe

here? Or should I rip it out of the floor and take it to you? Trouble is, I may do a bit of damage if

I have to move it." Shit. Shit. Shit. She tried to think of a way out of the situation, but there

wasn't one. Varg watched her with a smile playing on his lips. She wanted to stick her tongue

out at him. "Still there, Luv?" the Brit asked on the phone line."Look," Laney finally said. "You

can't open it without me, and you can't move it without me.""Pretty sure I can," Justice said.

"I'm extremely strong."She sighed. Dumb wolf thought brawn was the answer to everything.

"The safe is warded with a kill incantation. If you try to open it without me present, or if you try

to move it, you'll trigger the spell." The wolves were adversaries, but that didn't mean she

wanted to cause Justice’s death.Nora took a deep breath, and Varg growled.On the line,

Justice just chuckled. "Clever girl. Well, you better get over here and open it for me,

then."Laney handed the phone back to Varg. "This isn't over," she told him, but her heart sank.

She'd lost her strongest bargaining chip, but maybe she could still use the fact that the wolves

didn't want anyone to know about the medallion's magical powers.His eyes were cold as they

met hers. “You almost killed my lieutenant.”She squared her shoulders. “No, I didn’t. You almost

got him killed by sending over to snoop at my apartment without asking permission.”“I don’t

remember you asking for permission when you stole the Odin medallion.” He leaned over her,

his eyes never leaving hers. The air crackled between them with anger and something

more.The air was suddenly too thick to enter her lungs properly. “What’s so special about the

medallion anyway?” The words spilled out of her mouth on a breath of air.Varg’s pupils

widened as he focused on her lips. Her lungs stopped working altogether.Nora cleared her

throat.Varg blinked and took a step back. “Let’s go,” he said over his shoulder as he walked out

of the room.Laney shook her head and had to force her shoulders to relax before she could get

up from the lounger. Nora shot her an amused look and then followed Varg.That moment did

not need to be repeated, ever.If Stockholm syndrome was when a victim sympathized with their

capturer’s cause, what did you call wanting to jump your jailer’s bones?CHAPTER 10Arek

looked around Dr. Marconi's apartment. The devastation didn't look any different from the last

time he had visited, but this time, the place's owner was with him. She'd seen the wreckage

through the video feed that Bolt had shown her, but experiencing it in person affected her

emotionally. Her defiant behavior during their confrontation in the sunroom had

disappeared.Tears had welled up when they first walked into her wrecked home. She'd quickly

blinked them away. He’d wanted to hug her, but after the sizzling attraction he’d felt for her

when they argued, he needed to keep his hands well away from her.Arek tried not to think

about that if Dr. Marconi had less of a conscience, his enforcer would be dead by now. It hadn't

occurred to him or Justice, but of course, a witch would ward her hiding place. The pack was ill-

prepared to deal with a regular magic practitioner. They would need a lot more training and a

lot more information before confronting Inessa Novikov and her brother. He needed to convince



Dr. Marconi to stay at the Pack House and help them prepare.She walked through the

apartment, her eyes wide and her hand gripping her throat. Now and then, she'd stop and

study something on the floor before continuing on her walkthrough. Arek didn't want to rush

her, but the longer they stayed here, the itchier he became. Sacramento's wolves had not been

able to locate the dark magic siblings' car, and they were currently not at their Modesto hotel.

None of them were safe until somebody had eyes on them. The safe that Justice had located

was hidden beneath the floor under where her bed had stood before the two Eastern Pack

wolves destroyed it.His enforcer cleared his throat. "You alright, Luv?" he asked Dr.

Marconi.She took a while before she turned to face him. "Yeah," she finally said, gesturing

toward the floor littered with debris. "I just didn't know it was this bad." She hiccupped but then

squared her shoulders. "Right, the safe." She walked toward the bedroom. Arek and Justice

followed.Dr. Marconi kneeled on the floor next to where Justice had pried open the floorboards.

Underneath was a black iron door with a keypad. "I'll open the safe," she said, "but I want your

word that you will only take the medallion and leave the rest of the content with me."Justice

looked at Arek, one eyebrow raised. Arek nodded. "As long as there is nothing else inside the

safe that belongs to a wolf pack, you can keep the content." He didn't add that neither Dr.

Marconi nor whatever else was in the safe would be left in this apartment. The woman argued

about everything, so he'd leave this confrontation for later.She placed both hands on the floor

next to the hole and closed her eyes. The air around her shimmered, and the flooring

underneath rippled in smooth waves. She didn't make a sound, yet Arek heard chanting and

drums as if very far away. He looked over at Justice, but his enforcer was staring at Dr.

Marconi, leaning forward as if she was pulling him toward her with invisible strings. Her hands

left the floor and twisted gracefully in the air. A stream of sand floated up from the safe,

arranging itself in a thin stream that flowed into a pile on the floor, as if inside an invisible

hourglass.After a few minutes, the sand stopped, and Dr. Marconi sat back on her heels. "All

done," she said."What is that?" Justice pointed at the cone of sand. "Magical dust?"Dr. Marconi

smiled. "I'm an earthbound witch. My magic works best on non-manmade materials.

Enchanting the metal of the safe was too obvious. Also, I couldn't come up with one spell that

effectively stopped someone from opening the safe and moving it. So, I packed the hole with

warded sand before I lowered the safe into it."So, you made your own magical Semtex." Justice

gripped his neck and grinned. "Fucking clever girl. Can you teach me to do that?"She tilted her

head. "Do you have any earthbound powers? Do you feel drawn to certain rocks or

trees?""Can't say I ever noticed anything like that, no." His enforcer shook his head. "But let's

get on with it, then. Crack that safe open, Luv. Arek wants his Odin medallion."Dr. Marconi

keyed in a code, twisted the handle on the safe, and swung open the door on silent hinges.

She reached inside and took out a black velvet pouch. Arek immediately felt a familiar pull. His

medallion was inside. She stood and walked over to him. "I'm sorry about taking this from you. I

truly was set up."He nodded, took the pouch from her, and retrieved the Odin artifact. It hung

on a broken platinum chain."Oh," she said, reaching for the chain. When Arek instinctively

swung it away from him, she cried out, "I can fix it."He slowly handed it back to her. "Touch only

the chain." She may have kept Justice from getting hurt, but that didn’t mean he trusted

her.She rolled her eyes but did as he asked. Holding the two broken pieces of the chain

together in one hand, she stroked a fingertip across the breakage, and the links of the chain

twisted themselves together again. He studied the location of the break closely but couldn't see

anything differentiating those links from the others."Thank you," he said. Although why he

expressed gratitude when she was the one who had broken the thing in the first place, he

didn't know.Dr. Marconi reached into the safe again and took out a small leather dossier. "Okay



then." She looked at them expectantly. "I guess this is where we say goodbye."Fat chance.

Arek fastened the chain around his neck. "What’s in there, and where are you going to go?"She

waved the small folder in the air and looked around the apartment. "Cash and my passport,

plus an emergency credit card. I guess I'll stay at a hotel for a few days until I clean this up and

get some furniture in."Justice shook his head. "You can't stay here. Even if this place wasn't a

wreck, you got two deranged dark mages after you and their mangy wolves."Dr. Marconi paled.

"But I don't have the medallion anymore. Why would they still want to hurt me?""They don't

know that," Arek said."And even if they did, they don't care," Justice added. "You got away from

them before they could finish the job. You're a liability, Luv.""Finish the job?""Expire you," his

enforcer clarified. “They can’t be sure you won’t be able to identify them.”Her face turned even

paler. “So, I was right. That meat hook was supposed to be my final destination. She glanced

around the apartment again. "I'll have to lay low for a while then. Maybe break my lease and

get a new place."Arek put his hand on her shoulder. "They’d still be able to find you, even if you

left town. What you need is protection." He hoped she'd come to the correct conclusion on her

own."I don't have anyone—," she stopped and swallowed. "I don't know how to—," she shook

her head. "You want me to come back with you.""That's a great idea," Justice said, clapping his

hands once. "Let's get the fuck out of here before them deranged siblings or their wolves show

up."Dr. Marconi shook her head again. "No, I can't do that.""Why not?" Arek asked at the same

time as Justice said, "Where else are you going to go?""I can't just freeload off you. I need to

get another insurance retrieval contract. Once I have some disposable cash, I’ll have more

options."He sighed inwardly. Why did she have to make things so complicated? "You already

have a great option. I already offered you a job."She frowned. "You still want me to catalog your

collection?""Of course." That and helping him prepare his wolves to take out the dark magic

siblings. But that would be a later discussion.She opened her mouth to say something,

probably a protest of some sort, but Justice grabbed her shoulders and propelled her out of the

apartment. “That’s settled, then,” he said. “Let’s discuss the details on the way back to the Pack

House.” He grinned at Arek over his shoulder. “If I were you, Doctor, I’d negotiate a big salary

with smashing benefits.”Great, now his enforcer was working for the witch.Arek walked Dr.

Marconi to her suite in the Pack House. She’d been quiet in the car back, despite him trying to

pull her into a conversation. “Are you alright?” he asked as they reached her door.She

shrugged. “I will be. The live experience of my destroyed apartment—my destroyed life—

affected me more than I thought it would.”He touched her shoulder and turned her around to

face him. “Your life is not destroyed. Those were just things.”Her cognac-colored eyes stared up

at him, and her lips parted.He’d meant only to give her a hug for comfort, but now he couldn’t

stop staring at her mouth. Her tongue darted out and touched her bottom lip.The wolf inside

him growled in appreciation. We like, it whispered to him.She reached up and traced a fingertip

across his lips. “Soft,” she whispered. “Just like I thought.”Mine, the wolf roared. Ours.Arek

could no longer resist the pull. He leaned down, his hand sliding from her shoulder down her

back, pressing her against him. He buried his other hand in her glorious hair, and he crushed

his lips against hers.A moan escaped her lips, and he slipped his tongue inside her mouth.

Tasting, devouring.Claim mate, Wolf growled, the sound reverberating through Arek’s

chest.CHAPTER 11Laney grabbed the collar of Varg's shirt, pulling him closer. His lips were

soft but firm against hers. As his tongue danced with hers, every nerve ending in her body

shuddered in delight.She laced her fingers behind his neck, pressing her core against his body.

As she pushed her chest against his, the stiff peaks of her nipples rubbed against the sports

bra, creating tantalizing friction against the fabric.He growled into her mouth, the sound

vibrating inside her, and she sighed her pleasure into his mouth.Varg walked her backward



until her back hit the door. He placed his hands on the wood so that they bracketed her head

and pushed himself away from her. "If you don't want this, tell me now," he said, resting his

forehead against hers, his chest heaving. He grabbed the door handle by her hip. "Once I open

this door, and we step inside, I'm not going to be able to stop." Leaning back, he looked into

her eyes, searching for an answer.She stared back. His irises were lighter but not quite the

color of his wolf's. Caressing his neck with her fingertips, she tried to think logically. She

wanted him so bad, but technically he was a client now.He kissed her temple and trailed his

lips down to her ear. "Stop touching me, or I'm going to lose control." His hot breath caressed

her neck, and she couldn't help but close her eyes and tilt her head to give him better access.

"Marconi," he growled in warning.A rough giggled escaped her lips. "I think we should start

using first names.""Elaine," he said, pulled down the collar of her t-shirt with his teeth and

nipped her collar bone.Heat flooded between her legs. "Laney," she sighed. "Nobody calls me

Elaine.""Make up your mind, Laney." He nuzzled her neck and then nipped her earlobe.Her

nipples were about to bust through the sports bra.She couldn't sleep with a client. Yes, you

can, her hormones shouted.Screw it. She wanted him. And they hadn't signed a contract yet.

Technically he wasn’t a client.Rising up on her tiptoes, she buried her fingers in his short

hair.She molded herself to his body and claimed his mouth with hers.His tongue met hers

thrust for thrust, and he grabbed her hip with the hand not on the door handle. "Are you saying

yes," he asked. "I need to hear it.""Yes," she breathed into his mouth.He groaned and swept his

hand down her thigh. Hooking the back of her knee, he lifted her leg over his hip and pressed

his hardness straight into her core. Her panties dampened, and her breath quickened. "Open

the damn door," she groaned."He chuckled and twisted the handle. As the door swung open,

he pushed her through, turning her so that her back pressed against his chest. As the door

closed with a snick, he slid her panties and pants down her hips. She stepped out of her shoes,

socks, and clothes all at the same time.He gripped her hips, pressing the bulge on the front of

his jeans into the cleft between her bare buttocks. Her skin heated under his hands, and she

arched her back.The tips of his fingers touched her damp pubic curls, and he slid his right

hand lower so he could bury a finger inside her. With the heel of his hand, he pressed against

her mound.White heat flickered on the inside of her eyelids as her core clenched around his

finger.His teeth scraped the skin on her neck, and then he bit her shoulder as a second finger

joined the first.Laney panted hard, trying to catch her breath as her heart beat so fast, it might

jump out of her chest. "Varg," she moaned, gripping his wrist."Arek," he corrected. "We're on a

first-name basis now, remember." His fingers curled inside her wet core, and he squeezed.She

whimpered, pressing her butt back against him.With a growl, he slipped his fingers out of her

and grabbed the hem of her t-shirt.She helped him pull it over her head and then grabbed the

sports bra, which followed the shirt to land somewhere on the floor.Arek paused for a moment

and stared at her bare breasts. He grabbed her hand, pulled her toward him, and lifted her into

his arms. A few steps later, she sailed through the air as he hoisted her onto the bed. With one

hand, he grabbed the back of his shirt collar and pulled the garment over his head.Laney bit

her lip as she stared at his sculptured chest and abs. The Odin medallion rested against the

fine blond hair that dusted his pectorals and then narrowed to a darker strip that disappeared

into his jeans. "Pants too," she breathed out as she locked gazes with him.His pupils dilated,

and a smile filled with male satisfaction played on his lips. "As you command." He unzipped the

jeans and pulled them down with the boxer briefs underneath. As his erection sprung free, he

hissed and stepped out of his shoes and socks.Laney scooted backward on the bed to make

room for him, but he caught her ankle and stopped her. "Not so fast," he growled. "I want a

taste." Her brows furrowed as she tried to make sense of his words, but a fraction of a second



later, she had her answer as he kneeled beside the bed. He dragged her closer so that her butt

was right on the edge of the mattress.Draping her legs over his shoulders, he lowered his face

to her core. As his tongue pressed against her clit, she cried out. A shock of white-hot pleasure

shot from her center and spread through her body. She couldn't catch her breath and moaned

Arek's name as she buried her hands in his hair, pressing herself against his mouth.He pushed

his hands under her butt, tilting her pelvis to give himself better access. His teeth scraped her

clit, and he sucked her hard as he pushed a thumb inside her.Laney shattered. Wave after

wave of heat shook her body, the pleasure so intense, her hips shot off the mattress.Arek

gripped her buttocks hard and kept nipping and sucking clit, swallowing her juices down as her

climax pulsed for several moments.When the swell had peaked, and the aftershocks settled

down, his mouth finally released her.Laney tried to say something, but her breath came in such

short bursts she couldn't form any words. She wasn't sure what she'd say anyway. Thanks for

the best orgasm, ever? She giggled.Arek wiped his chin with the back of his hand and smiled

as he looked down at her. "I amuse you?""You amaze me," she breathed out, her body limp

and sweaty against the bed cover. She pushed herself up on her elbows. "Let me return the

favor."He shook his head. "We're not done yet." Hooking one arm underneath her knees and

draping the other around her shoulders, he climbed onto the bed with her in his arms. Half

sitting down with his shoulders against the headboard, he positioned Laney on his lap and

leaned down to kiss her deeply. "Ready for round two?" he said when she was once again

panting and looking at him in a glazed-over stupor.Her nipples ached for his touch, and she

grabbed his hand and pressed her breast into his palm.His pupils widened, and he kneaded

her flesh, hard.She twisted and straddled him. Leaning down to claim his lips with hers, she

sucked his tongue into her mouth.As she lowered her hips and took him inside her, Arek

groaned loudly, releasing her breast to grip her hips.She lifted herself and then sunk down

again, taking all of his length this time.The tip of his cock bumped against her cervix, causing

just enough pain to give her pleasure the edge she wanted.He tilted his hands so his fingers

dug into the flesh of her buttocks. His tongue laved one of her nipples, and then his teeth

nipped the sensitive peak before he sucked the whole areola into his mouth. Arek kept sucking

and biting, driving her mad with desire.Laney rode him faster, her hands on his shoulders for

balance.He squeezed her hips and buttocks harder, pushing hard each downstroke so he

could bury himself deeper inside her.His mouth released the one nipple and captured the

other.As he bit down on the hardened peak, Laney exploded.Her back arched, and she ground

herself down so hard against him, she could feel his hip bones digging into the inside of her

thighs. Her legs pressed against his, and her breath came in short bursts.Arek released her

hips, pushed her breasts together between his palms, captured both nipples with his mouth,

and then gently bit down.Another wave of climax shuddered through Laney's body.As she cried

out, he gripped her hips again and pumped inside her hard and quick.She felt him erupt inside

her, and as he found his release, he roared her name.Laney collapsed, every muscle in her

body limp. She leaned against him, waiting for her breath to slow down.Arek pushed back her

hair and bracketed her face with his palms so he could look at her. “Are you okay?” His eyes

were deep blue again.She nodded. “Very okay.”He scooted them both down and gently rolled

her off him. Lying face-to-face, he played with her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “We didn’t use

protection,” he said. “But humans can’t catch diseases from shifters, and wolves can only

impregnate their true mates.”“What does that mean?” she asked.“True mates?”She grinned.

“Yes, I already know what impregnate means.”He chuckled, tracing a finger down the side of

her face. It seemed Arek Varg liked tactile contact. She didn’t mind. She was a cuddler herself.

“When shifters meet their true mate, their animal side claim them for life.”She raised herself on



one elbow. “But you live for a very long time.” Witches aged slower than regular humans, but

shifters could live for centuries. “How old are you anyway.”He interlaced his fingers with hers

and tugged, so she fell against his chest. Pulling a blanket over them both, he said, “It’s not

polite asking a wolf his age, but for your information, I became a wolf in the early 1900s, when I

was in my early thirties.”Dang. She’d just had sex with grandpa wolf. Not that she minded, he’d

obviously picked up a trick or two to use in bed during the last century. She smiled against his

skin.“What are you laughing about,” he asked.“Nothing,” she said. “Just thinking about our age

difference.” She raised her chin so she could see his face. “I’m twenty-eight. You’re robbing the

cradle.”He smiled down at her. “Do you mind?”“Not at all.” She traced her finger around his

nipple and watched it pucker. “I may have some questions for you, though, about history.”He

captured her hand and brought it to his lips. “Of course, you do.” He kissed her finger one by

one and then sucked her thumb into his mouth.Her core clenched, and her nipples tingled.

“Round three?” she said half-jokingly.He released her thumb, a wicked grin stretching his lips. “I

thought you’d never ask.” Apparently, being alive for more than a century had not tempered his

stamina.She was a very fortunate girl.CHAPTER 12Arek startled awake, trying to figure out

where he was. The warm body draped over his chest helped him retrieve his memory. Dr.

Marconi—Laney—grunted in her sleep like a little cub. Someone knocked softly on the door to

the suite, again. That was the sound that had woken him.He untangled himself gently from the

sleeping witch and slid out of bed. Soundlessly, he padded on bare feet across the suite's

sitting room to the door on the other side."Yeah," he said in a low voice. Outside the window,

pale tendrils of morning sun streaked the sky."It's Bolt. Sorry to wake you. But you need to see

this.""Give me a second." His second in command wouldn't have bothered him unless it was

urgent. Arek pulled on his clothes and pulled the comforter over Laney before leaving the

bedroom.She mumbled something in her sleep, but he couldn't make out the words.He joined

his lieutenant in the hallway.Bolt looked him over. "Was that wise? She's a witch." Unhappiness

and anger traveled down the pack bond. What the fuck was this about?"Not interested in your

opinion," Arek shot back. "Why are you here." He frowned. Justice, Bolt, and he were tight, but

they didn’t discuss each other’s choice of bed partners. What did Bolt have against Laney?

Arek had slept with witches before.His lieutenant pushed his hands deep into his pockets.

"Someone just called Justice about two dead wolves. They washed ashore on Kirby Cove

Beach."Fuck. "Drowning? Who are they?""I don’t have many details. We drove down to confirm

that they were indeed wolves. Once we figured that out, I came back here to get you.""Who

called?" If someone knew the body belonged to wolves, it was most likely another shifter."The

campground attendant is part of a local mountain lion clan. He recognized the bodies as

shifters." Bolt rocked on his heels. "The campground has a few overnight guests. The lion

wants us to get the bodies out of there as soon as possible."Right. If regular humans got

involved, it would get a lot messier. Their law enforcement usually stayed out of shifter

business, but dead bodies at a public campground would be hard to keep out of the press.

"Let's go," Arek said, heading down the stairs to the first floor."I can meet up with Justice again

and bring the bodies here," Bolt offered. "You should shower before we go. I can smell her on

you." His nose wrinkled in distaste.Arek stopped, took a moment to collect himself, and then

stepped into his lieutenant’s personal space. "What is your problem?"Bolt started back. It took

a strong wolf to meet an alpha’s stare. Both of his lieutenants were dominant enough to lead

packs of their own, but so far, they'd never expressed an interest.Leading alpha wolves was a

delicate balancing act. Arek dealt with it by encouraging them to express their opinions, but

Bolt's behavior tonight bordered on disrespectful. Arek’s wolf growled his displeasure.His

lieutenant dropped his gaze. "No problem," he said. "None of my business.""Let's keep it that



way," Arek shot over his shoulder as they descended the rest of the stairs. With Novikov’s wife

and her brother in his territory, he did not have time for a mutiny. Especially not in his own

house.As the crow flew, it was only a few thousand feet from the Pack House to Kirby Cove

Beach, but the Marin Headlands consisted mainly of rock formations and hills. Since they

needed a car to transport the bodies in, they had to follow the serpentine roads for almost half

an hour before they met up with Justice. If they'd run as wolves, they'd been there in only a few

minutes.The beach lay just below an old maritime artillery battery that hadn't been in service

since the early 1930s. Because of the military building, a drivable road led all the way down to

the beach from the headlands. They parked the van by the battery and crossed the sand to

where Justice stood next to a Caucasian man with sandy blond hair.The man, who smelled like

a mountain lion shifter, introduced himself as Peter Cavalier, the campground attendant.

"Luckily, none of the campers are up yet," he said. "This bunch seems less interested in hiking

or surfing. They spend most of their time hanging around their tents, drinking beer. They're not

early risers, but that doesn't mean one of them won't wander down here at some point."Arek

shook his hand. "Thanks for calling us." He looked toward the surf's edge where two bodies lay

and then met Justice's eyes. His enforcer moved his head a fraction of a millimeter—a

minuscule head shake. For some reason, Justice didn't want him to ask the obvious question

about who the two wolves were.Cavalier looked up the hill to the campsite’s location. "I'll head

back up. If any of the campers are awake, I'll stall them." He crossed the sand and started on

the walking trail that led to the campground, but Arek still didn’t ask Justice who the two wolves

were. Mountain lions had excellent hearing. Instead, he crouched down by the bodies.They'd

been in the water for more than a day. The fish had already nibbled on them. However, despite

missing the tip of their noses and most of their eyes, he recognized them right away. They were

the two men that had wrecked Laney's apartment. Novikov's wolves. That’s why Justice hadn’t

wanted to discuss their identity.Fuck. Two dead rival wolves, just down the road from his Pack

House. This could turn ugly. The last thing they needed was for other shifter clans to get

involved in wolf politics.He stood.Both Bolt and Justice looked at him with grim faces that

probably echoed his expression. "There's a reason they were dumped so close to the Pack

House," Bolt said. He must also have recognized the bodies."It's a message," Justice

echoed."Yeah, but what does it mean?" Arek wanted to know."Doesn't have to have any deeper

meaning than Novikov fucking with us," Bolt said.Arek nodded. "I'm sick of that alpha messing

around in my territory.""This trouble all started with the witch," Bolt said bitterly.Justice did a

double-take. He patted Bolt’s shoulder. "You alright, Mate?" He frowned. "The witch stole the

medallion, but Novikov set her up. She's not the cause of this problem. She's Novikov's target.

Same as us."Bolt shrugged. "I'll back the van up," he said, walking back up the beach to the

road."What the fuck is his problem?" Justice asked."I have no idea," Arek said. "Let's load the

bodies and get out of here before the humans wake up."Justice walked on the other side of him

and suddenly stopped. He grinned. "I'm downwind from you now," he said. "I think I know what

Bolt's problem is. You slept with Dr. Marconi."Arek frowned. "I've slept with witches before, and

Bolt's never had a problem." Did his lieutenant have feelings for Laney? Was that what this was

all about.Arek’s wolf stirred. It didn’t like anyone but them close to the sexy witch.He hadn't

noticed Bolt showing particular interest. Intense emotions, like desire, were hard to block from

other wolves. As alpha, Arek especially would have picked up on Bolt’s feelings through the

pack bond."You usually don't bring your conquests to the Pack House," Justice said as he lifted

one of the bodies in a fireman carry. His nose wrinkled. “This fellow stinks.” As he headed up

the beach, he grinned over his shoulder at Arek. "I think our little brother is jealous because

Daddy has a new girlfriend."Arek grabbed the other dead wolf, hoisted him over his shoulder,



and followed his enforcer up the beach. "She's not my girlfriend. And I'm sure I've brought

women to the Pack House before." But had he? He hadn’t had a serious relationship in

decades. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever brought a dates home."Not to spend the night,"

Justice threw over his shoulder. "You prefer to sleep at their house so you can sneak out in the

morning or leave if things get too emotionally complex." They'd reached the car, and he loaded

the body into the back of the van, which Bolt had opened. Wiping his hands on his pants, he

grinned at Arek. "I use the same trick, Mate.""What are you two chatting about?" Bolt

asked."Nothing," Arek said as he dumped the body next to the other dead wolf. They did smell

bad. The rot and decay lingered in the air. A lot of bleach would be required to clean the van

properly.But Justice patted Bolt's shoulder. "We're discussing how to help you deal with your

alpha having a girlfriend."Bolt just grunted and went to open the driver's door."Not my

girlfriend," Arek insisted, feeling ill at ease now. He must have brought home a date to the Pack

House at some point. Just because he couldn’t remember it didn’t mean it didn’t happen."Keep

telling yourself that, Mate," Justice said as he opened the sliding door and jumped into the

back seat.Arek slid into the passenger front seat, next to Bolt.Maybe he needed to make sure

Laney didn't have any expectations beyond casual sex. Their time together had been

spectacular.Correction, explosive.He definitely wanted a repeat experience, but he did not

need a girlfriend. Emotions complicated things—made them messy. He had enough messes on

his hands trying to lead the Coalition, even when Novikov's wife was not running amok in his

territory.There was no room for additional complications in his life. And girlfriends definitely

made things complicated.His wolf growled. Not girlfriend. Mate.Great, now the beast was

obsessed with Laney. As if his life wasn’t enough of a hot mess already.CHAPTER 13Laney left

the shielded room in the basement and climbed the stairs to the first floor, where she headed

straight to the kitchen. She'd spent the morning organizing Varg's—Arek's—collection. As she'd

requested, the room now had a top-of-the-line laptop resting on an adjustable glass and

chrome desk. In the room, she'd also found several large sacks of salt and a water-filled

aquarium big enough to house a shark.If she came across an item infused with dark magic or

ancient magic that had grown out of control, which the Witch and Mage Council had named

wild magic, she'd hopefully be able to null its effects inside a warded salt circle.As a last resort,

she'd dump it into the tank of saltwater. The problem with that was she'd damage the artifact,

and a priceless historical record could be lost forever.Speaking of lost things, she hadn’t been

able to track down the alpha of the house all day.She'd woken up alone, which was a bit of a

disappointment, but also a relief since mornings after could be awkward. She blushed, thinking

about how she'd fallen asleep after Arek had given her a fourth orgasm.He might be an old

wolf, but he'd certainly learned new tricks—unless people were way more sexually advanced at

the beginning of the twentieth century. Her stomach growled, and she shook her head to stop

thinking about sex and concentrate on a different kind of hunger.Bolt had shown her the

kitchen briefly during their tour, but she'd forgotten its vast size. The chef who cooked the

evening meals didn't arrive until the afternoon. Bolt had told her everyone in the house foraged

for lunch on their own, but the chef often left them sandwiches or meat platters in the fridge.

He'd told her to help herself. The words had been polite, but his tone gruff.She had no idea

what he had against her. Hopefully, it was just his prejudice against witches and not anything

personal.She placed the notebook she'd brought with her on the counter and opened one of

the industrial-sized refrigerators, hoping today's lunch treat would involve sandwiches.As much

as she liked meat, a whole meal of just protein was a little too much. Her wishes were heard,

and she found a plate of turkey and Swiss on rye, her favorite. She tore off a sheet of paper

towel from the dispenser on the counter and grabbed one of the sandwiches. After only three



tries, she found the cabinet that held glasses and filled one with tap water. She then brought all

her food and the notebook through a pair of double doors to the dining room.Eating in the

sunroom would be fabulous, but she wanted to get some work done, and that would not

happen with the spectacular view on display.As she munched on her sandwich, she opened up

her notebook and grabbed her pen. She'd hoped to be able to start cataloging the artifact

collection right away, but it was in such disarray that she didn't even know where to start. The

items were shelved, but not in any particular order or according to any kind of system.For a few

minutes, she'd contemplating just putting them all in a big pile in the middle of the room so

she'd have empty shelves with which to start.She'd found the ledgers that Arek had talked

about, but they didn't seem to follow any order either. They were mostly a bunch of scribbles

that supposedly described an item, but most of the wordings were so vague, they could refer to

several articles. One of the entries had simply been, “knife.”Considering she’d so far counted

more than a hundred blades, daggers, and sickles, the entry was less than helpful.There had

even been a few scalpels. She shuddered.Historical medical tools were not for the faint of

heart. And if they were infused with magic, they were even worse. The difference between

torture and ancient surgical procedures was very fine.Laney scribbled in her notebook, trying

to come up with broad main categories to sort the collection. Should she go by origin?

Purpose? Maybe the strength of their power? She'd have to ask Arek what system made the

most sense to him.Thinking about the wolf made certain parts of her body tingle. Parts that

were a little sore, but she didn't mind. She should have an ethical problem about sleeping with

someone she worked for. However, after last night, she'd find a way to get her principles to

stand down because there was no way she was passing up having sex with Arek again. There

could, of course, never be anything more serious between them. She didn't do

relationships.She'd had a few casual boyfriends and one very serious one. A fellow academic,

he'd dumped her as soon as her graduate student had accused her of sexual harassment.

Falsely accused her, but her lover hadn't even considered her side of the story. She shook her

head. That was in the past and not something she’d dwell on now. It had taught her a valuable

lesson. She should be grateful for that.As long as she and Arek enjoyed exploring each other's

bodies, they could continue sleeping together. Eventually, one of them would get bored, or

she'd be done with the catalog project. She paused in her scribbles, more likely the former.The

double doors from the kitchen flew open, and Nora entered. "Hey," she said, striding up to the

table. "Just the person I'm looking for.""Here I am," Laney said, stretching out her arms.The

lawyer smiled and sat down on the opposite side of the table. "You said the Witch and Mage

Council spend a lot of resources keeping Inessa from acquiring magical artifacts?"Laney

nodded. "I don't know the details, but she's on the council's blacklist. Theoretically, auction

houses and artifact brokers are not supposed to sell to people on the list.""Okay," Nora tapped

on the tablet she'd brought. "I have this idea about why Inessa and her brother are here, other

than to fuck with the pack, of course." She turned the screen toward Laney. "There's a big

benefit dinner ending in an artifact auction in Sarasota later this week."Laney looked down at

the tablet. A newspaper article described a children's charity benefit, ending with a paddle

auction of historical items donated by private collectors. It didn't say specifically that the

artifacts were of the magical kind, but reading the list of donors, it seemed very likely. "This is

the kind of auction at which someone like Inessa might be able to nab a few items," she told

Nora. "If I was a black-listed dark witch, this is where I would shop."Nora grinned big.

"Excellent. Then all I have to do is get an invite.""Why not just tell the Witch and Mage Council

that the siblings are likely to be at the auction?"The lawyer tilted her head. "And what will they

do other than try to stop them from buying artifacts? Inessa and Iakov broke pack laws. They



must be dealt with, or Arek loses respect as alpha. Besides, this is a shifter matter, not a

council matter.""Okay, then what will you do once you get to the benefit? Can shifters

counteract dark magic?" She wasn't facetious. She wanted to know if the wolves had a secret

weapon against dark magic.""I'm not going," Nora said. "The invitation will be for you and Arek,

with Justice and Bolt as backup."Laney blinked. "Come again." No way she'd attend the benefit.

It would be crawling with her former colleagues. Her ex would probably be there too.The lawyer

stood. "I've already cleared it with the alpha and have arranged for a dress and accessories for

you." She powered down the tablet screen and tucked the device under her arm. "We don't

want people to know about the collection in the basement, so Arek will pretend to be your

boyfriend, and you'll pretend to represent a wealthy collector who wishes to remain

anonymous.""Do I have a say in this?" Laney asked, her voice wobbling a little. "Shouldn't you

clear this with me?" She may be working for...consulting for the pack alpha, but she hadn't

signed up for confronting a dark witch and her dark mage brother. Because they were siblings,

they probably enhanced each other's magic. And if Iakov actually was the man who'd flogged

her in the storage facility, she did not want to meet him again."I'm sorry," Nora sank back down

into the chair. "That was insensitive of me. Of course, you have a say in this. Talk it over with

Arek.""Where is your alpha?" Laney asked."The two wolves who ransacked your apartment

were found dead this morning, washed ashore not too far from here. Arek, together with Justice

and Bolt, is trying to figure out what killed them.""Not drowning then?"Nora shook her head.

"There's no water in their lungs and not a mark on their bodies."Great, two dead bodies, killed

under mysterious circumstances. That didn't sound like a dark ritual at all. "Poison?"The lawyer

studied her for a beat. "Would you be able to tell what killed them if it was through

magic?"Laney studied her hands. Probably. But that didn't mean she wanted to examine the

bodies. She swallowed. "Most likely."Nora stood again. "Please come with me."Dark magic left

a foul stain on its victims long after the sacrificial ceremony. Non-practitioners were usually not

affected, but anyone else who wielded powers had to be careful. This consulting gig was

already way more complicated than Laney had expected.She had many clauses to add to the

contract that she still hadn't seen or signed.CHAPTER 14They'd started with the bodies in the

shed in the backyard, but they stank so horribly Justice insisted they'd drag the folding tables

outside and examine the dead wolves there."Is it my imagination, or are they decomposing

faster than normal?" Arek asked. "Or, is it just the smell that's getting worse?"Justice held an

arm in front of his face. "I don't know, Mate, but they're definitely more rank than they were

thirty minutes ago. Aren't you supposed to get used to bad smells after a while?""When will the

doctor get here?" Bolt asked. Although not technically a medical examiner, the pack doctor had

performed autopsies before."She's not," Justice answered. "She's out of town for the next few

days at some medical conference."Arek sighed. They'd opened up one of the wolves to

examine the lungs. They were dry. Assuming the two assholes had died the same way, neither

of them had drowned. Their next step had been the worst, investigating the body's surfaces for

blunt trauma or weapon marks. The smell had been horrible, especially to their sensitive noses.

They hadn't found any clues of what killed the wolves. "I'm going to have to call the other

alphas and let them know about this."Bolt shook his head. "Don't. Let's go over them one more

time. If you call the alphas without knowing what happened, they'll just speculate and create

drama. None of it will be helpful, and it will suck up all of our time."He wasn't wrong. But what

other option did they have?His wolf perked up. Mate.He did not need his beast fixated on

Laney, confusing great sex with a true mate bonding. As if he didn't have enough to deal with.

And why was the dumb animal perking up now? He rubbed his chest, telling the beast mentally

to stand down.Ours, Wolf growled.Justice shot him an amused look before focusing on



someone over Arek's shoulder. "Hey," the enforcer said. "Welcome to the palace of horrible

smells."Arek turned around to find Laney and Nora walking toward them. His beast perked up

even more.The lawyer carried a big sack of something on her shoulder. "I've brought the witch

who's currently staying with us. Maybe she knows something about what may have killed the

wolves who worked for the dark witch and her mage brother." Sarcasm practically dripped from

each of Nora's words."Great idea," Justice said. "What else did you bring us, Santa?" He

pointed at the sack on Nora's shoulder.The lawyer dropped her load on the ground. "Salt, you

barmy Brit."Justice laughed and walked up to Laney. "I hope you can figure out what the hell

killed these gits. We have no clue." He put his hands on her shoulder.Arek's wolf made him

growl out loud. Mine.The three pack members stared at him. His wolf focused on Justice. Mine,

it repeated.The Brit grinned wide and lifted both hands, palms forward. He slowly stepped away

from the witch. "Easy there, Mate. Everything's fine."Laney's head swiveled back and forth

between Justice and Arek. "What's going on.""Just male wolves having some testosterone

overload problems," Nora said with a grin just as wide as Justice's. "They'll calm down in a

minute."Laney gave him a shy smile. "Hi."Mate, his wolf repeated, almost purring. Arek cursed

inwardly. He'd hoped he was wrong about his wolf claiming Laney, but the dumb beast thought

she was their mate. Who'd ever heard of a witch being a shifter's true mate? Ridiculous.Plus,

the mating bond was something the beast and the human sides decided on together. The wolf

was just obsessed with Laney because it had been a while since Arek had a bed partner.Some

of his thoughts must have displayed on his face because Laney quickly turned away from him,

but not before he saw hurt flashing in her eyes.He didn't want her as his mate, but that didn't

mean he wanted to cause her pain. He took a step toward her, but she ignored him."Right,"

she said to Nora. "We need a separate salt circle around each body. If they're warded or

cursed, they may interfere with or feed power to each other."The lawyer hoisted the sack of

salt, tore a small hole in one of the corners, and walked around each of the bodies until a

consistent stream of white granules encapsulated each table.As she closed the last circle, Bolt

exhaled loudly.The smell from the dead wolves decreased in intensity."Why didn't we think of

that," Justice asked.Laney slowly walked around the body nearest her, the wolf whose lung

they hadn't sliced open. She leaned closer, scrutinizing the ear. "What did you do with their

clothes?""Burned them," Bolt said. "They stank.""Did you go through their pockets first?""Of

course," Arek said. "There was nothing inside any of them."Laney nodded. "Empty pockets.

Empty head," she mumbled."What does that mean," Justice asked.Nora shushed him. "Let her

work."Laney walked over to the almost empty sack of salt that Nora had deposited on the

ground. She reached in and rubbed her hands in the granules. "I don't know very much about

dark magic," she said to Nora. "But I think these bodies have been cursed with an ancient

spell.""Do you know what killed them?" Arek asked her. He rubbed his chest again. The damn

wolf kept prancing, wanting to touch Laney.She shrugged. "Maybe. It's a long shot, but it's all I

got.""Go for it," Nora urged.Laney took her shoes off and flexed her toes in the grass. She

looked at Justice. "It might work better if you all take a few steps back."It pissed Arek off that

she spoke to his second-in-command instead of him. His wolf hissed. Actually hissed, like a

damn cat.Nora and Justice exchanged a look, both grinning like idiots. Glad he could entertain

them.Bolt just shook his head and stepped back from the tables, but his face had lost some of

the tension that had been there since the morning.Arek joined his pack members a few paces

away from the witch and the bodies. He knew his eyes flashed ice-blue because the damn wolf

wouldn't stand down, but there was nothing he could do about it.Laney widened her stance and

closed her eyes. She twisted her head from side to side and rotated her shoulders. Inhaling

deeply, she raised her hands hip-level with her palms facing the sky. Another breath, and she



lifted them to shoulder level. A slight breeze ruffled her hair, and she tilted her head back, her

face up toward the sky.The slight air current strengthened into a gusty wind, whipping her hair

around her face. None of it reached Arek or the wolves.She stretched her hands higher and

rotated them, so her palms faced each other above her head. The wind died down, but the

ground under her feet rippled. She opened her eyes and lowered her arms, hugging herself.

Walking backward just outside the salt line, she circumscribed first one table and then the

other.Arek could see her lips moving, but he couldn't hear her words.She moved her hands,

cupping her shoulders, her arms crossed in front of her chest. Still walking backward, she

followed a figure-eight path, weaving around the tables. She stopped, and two loud pops

sounded, like small firecrackers.Laney sunk to the ground. He ran toward her. "I'm okay," she

said as he reached her. "Just really tired. Did it work?" She pushed off the ground to stand, and

Arek cupped her elbow, helping her rise. When she swayed, he put his arm around her

shoulders."I think it did," Justice said. "If by 'working' you mean shrink these fellow's

skulls."Arek turned to look at the dead wolves. Their heads looked like large raisins."What

happened to them," Nora asked.Laney pushed against Arek, but he kept his hand around her

as she walked closer to the tables. "Empty pockets. Empty Minds," she said again. "It's this

weird rhyme little kids with magical abilities learn. I found an old stone slab a few years ago

that had those words inscribed on it, but they were part of a dark magic curse.""What does the

curse do?" Bolt asked.Laney hesitated and scrunched up her nose. "It took me a while to find

that out, but I discovered an old manuscript that had the same spell and also described the

outcome. Basically, it turns your brain and skull into sludge that leaks out your ears."Nora

gagged."Are you saying Inessa or Iakov completely lobotomized these men?" Arek asked, cold

anger growing in the pit of his stomach. These weren't his pack members, and he probably

would’ve killed them himself once he caught them. But he'd made it an honorable death. An

honorable fight. This was a pathetic and cruel way to die."Fucking zombies," Justice

mumbled.Bolt stared at the two bodies on the table, a glistening sheen covering his face. He

turned and almost ran into the house.Arek was glad he'd skipped lunch. The stench of the

bodies had made him lose his appetite. He squeezed Laney's shoulders. "Are you okay," he

asked.She nodded. "I just need to lie down for a while. This required more energy than I

thought." She walked over to retrieve her shoes and then continued into the house without

looking at him.Arek sighed. He had to talk to her later, but he had an unpleasant video

conference to organize for now. He could only imagine how up in arms the coalition's alphas

would be when he told him about dark magic turning wolf heads into dried husks.CHAPTER

15Two days later, Laney walked down the stairs, holding the hem of the exquisite aqua-colored

dress Nora had bought for her. Her feet were strapped into a pair of stiletto silver sandals, and

she carried a matching clutch. The shoes' straps went above the ankle, which made them more

comfortable to walk in, but she'd still need to watch what she drank tonight.The three-inch

heels would make it hard not to tumble even while sober. Hopefully, Inessa and Iakov would

behave civilized if they showed up tonight. If Laney had to run to get away from them, she’d be

toast unless she ditched the shoes, of course. It would be a shame, though. They were so

pretty.She reached the landing, and when she turned to take the final steps down to the

entryway, she looked up to see Arek waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.Laney had to

stop and take a deep breath. Arek Varg in a tailored tuxedo was a sight to behold. The coat's

black starkness and the shirt's white crispness should have washed out his light skin and blond

hair. Instead, they highlighted his face's sharp planes and gave the perfect canvas for his azure

blue eyes to look even more intense. She told her hormones to stand down and continued

down the steps.She hadn’t seen him since the afternoon they determined what killed the two



wolves. He’d traveled for the last few days to visit with other pack leaders and take care of

some business stuff. He hadn’t told her the details.She’d missed him, which annoyed her. The

collection had kept her busy during the days, but her nights had been filled with dreams of the

alpha.Arek moved toward her, holding out a hand to support her. "Wow, you look amazing."

Male appreciation shone in his eyes, which never left hers, despite the generous cleavage the

dress put on display.She took his hand and tried not to react to the heat that sizzled between

them as their skin touched. "Thank you. Nora has the perfect eye for my size and what color

would suit me."He chuckled. "She didn't pick out the dress. Justice did."Okay, so that was a

little creepy. She didn't know the Brit had spent that much time cataloging her body. "I'll have to

thank him," she said with an awkward smile, letting go of Arek's hand.Arek must have picked

up on her discomfort. "He takes one look at a person and instantly knows what would suit

them. It's like a low-grade super power he has." He gestured toward his outfit. "He picked this

for me. I didn't even have to visit the tailor. It fit perfectly with what Justice gave them to work

with."Okay, that made her feel a little bit better. She allowed herself one more perusal of the

splendid form of Arek in the tux. "Well, he certainly picked out what would make you look

good.""Ah, so you're saying I'm good-looking tonight." His eyes twinkled.Oh, please. The man

knew he was devastatingly handsome. "You clean up well," she said. He didn't need her to fan

his ego."Shall we?" Arek gestured toward the door.She nodded, and they walked out together,

him holding the door open for her. Outside, a black limousine waited for them, and he helped

her into the back seat. The soft leather hugged her body.Arek slid into the backseat from the

other door. He turned to the driver. "Hey, it's your job to open and close doors."Bolt turned to

grin at them from the front seat. "Got it, Boss."Laney did a double-take. She'd never seen Bolt

smile, and she'd never seen him dressed in anything but jeans or sweats. Tonight, he wore a

dark suit, looking every bit like a driver who doubles as a bodyguard. He’d been in a much

better mood ever since they figured out what killed the east-coast wolves.She’d known Bolt

would be their driver and that Justice would follow behind on a motorcycle, but she hadn’t

expected the limo."You went all out," she said to Arek as the car rolled down the

driveway."What kind of boyfriend would I be if I didn't spend my money to impress my date?"

He lifted her hand and brushed his lips across it, barely touching her skin. His eyes never left

hers, and when she shivered, a smile of male satisfaction graced his mouth.The heat sizzling

through her body from where his lips had touched her hand combined with her nerves became

sensation overload, and she quickly pulled her hand away.Arek frowned. "Did I do something

wrong?""Just nervous," she said. "I'm not good at pretending. Plus, there is going to be some

people there that I haven't seen in a long time." She hadn't stayed in touch with any of her

former colleagues from the university. Not that they'd reached out to her once the false

accusations had forced her to resign. And if her ex showed up, which seemed likely since he

managed the university’s artifacts acquisitions department, she wasn’t sure she could play her

role.Seeing him tonight, on top of pretending to date Arek, on top of hunting down Inessa, the

dark witch, was a little much to deal with."Don't be," Arek said. "I will be by your side the whole

night, and Bolt will be there to protect you too."Their driver met her gaze in the rearview mirror.

"Got that right," he said with another grin. She finally figured out why he was so happy. Bolt

was looking forward to a fight."It's not that," Laney said. "I didn't leave the university on good

terms, and some of my colleagues will be there tonight.""That's what happens when you get

caught sleeping with your students," Bolt chimed in. "You should have been more careful."She

bristled and straightened in her seat. "So, you're saying the sleeping part was okay, but I was

stupid getting caught?"Bolt nodded.She looked at Arek. "What do you think?" His answer

mattered more than it should, and it irritated her.He held up his hands, palm facing her. "I don't



know the particulars, and so I have no opinion. Maybe you were in love with this guy, and the

two of you couldn't wait until he was no longer in your class."Laney shook her head. At least he

kept an open mind, but she hated having this stupid scandal that wasn't even true hanging over

her head. "I didn't sleep with my student. It would be unethical and unprofessional. Also, he

wasn't in my class. I was his thesis advisor." She sighed. "He thought he deserved to graduate

early, and when I disagreed, he accused me of making sexual advances. He told my

department chair and dean that I wouldn't sign off on his thesis because he had turned me

down.""But if it wasn't true, that shouldn't have mattered," Arek said. "Once they investigated,

they would have figured out that he wasn't ready to graduate, and so there was probably

nothing to his accusations."Laney smiled wryly. "The university had recently made a big deal

about passing a policy about sexual harassment that included to start any investigation from

the position of believing the victim." She brushed an invisible speck of lint off her knee. "The

irony is that I was the chair of the committee who pushed through the change of policy."Arek

took your hand. "I bet you pissed off some people doing that. Not everyone responds well to

change."She nodded, taking comfort in how good her hand felt in his. "I did indeed. One of

them was my department chair, with who I'd had other disagreements as well." Her

supervisor's betrayal still felt raw, even though it had been two years since the incident now.

"He decided that my student's project was ready and that it meant his accusations had merits.

As so often happens in these cases, the sexual harassment charges came down to my word

against my student's, and in the end, nothing was proven.""So why did you leave," Arek

asked."Because there was a stain on my reputation, which meant that most opportunities were

now closed to me." She didn't add the derision and disbelief she'd received from former

colleagues whom she thought were friends or that the classes she was offered to teach from

then on were the ones nobody else wanted. Or that her research project's budget all of a

sudden got cut.But worst of all was James’s betrayal. They’d talked about marriage. That’s how

in love she’d thought herself, how much she thought he loved her. He’d dumped her the same

night she found out her student would graduate after all.Arek caressed her hand. “Well, tonight,

you return triumphantly with a billionaire boyfriend at your side, representing a reclusive

collector who trusts only your opinion about what to buy.”She smiled. Wouldn’t that be

wonderful? Not the boyfriend part. She was done with those and preferred to support herself,

but rubbing her colleagues—and James’s—noses in how she now had access to a much more

impressive collection of artifacts than what the university owned would be fantastic.In a way, it

wasn’t so far from the truth. She did represent Arek, even if they still hadn’t signed a contract.

And he did have an extensive and impressive collection, even if it would take decades to sort

out precisely what he’d acquired.“What exactly were your plans for the items in the

basement?”He shrugged. “I didn’t have a plan. I just acquired items that somebody could use

against shifters and dumped them in the basement. Someone told me I should shield the room

with lead, so I did.”“Where did you find the money to do all that?”He raised her hand and

nibbled on her fingertip. “Did you miss the part where I told you I’m a billionaire?”“You were

serious?” She knew he was wealthy, but a billionaire?Arek laughed. “It’s amazing what you can

do on the stock market when your long-game can last a century. Plus, the security company is

doing well.”“What do you spend your money on?”“The stuff in the basement.” He smiled.

“Seriously, most of the money is tied up in the pack. There’s a trust that makes sure every

member is comfortable, regardless of income level. We’ve bought up a lot of land around the

Pack House and created legal protections in case the state ever decides to sell off the public

lands.”“That’s a lot for Nora to take care of.”“She has a team of lawyers and paralegals that

works for her, but most of the intricate details about how to legally protect our resources comes



from her brilliant mind.” Admiration tinted his tone, and Laney felt a stab of jealousy, which was

stupid because Nora was brilliant.And Laney did not want anything more from Arek than a

good time in bed.CHAPTER 16Alittle more than an hour after they'd set off from the Pack

House, the limo pulled up outside of the Villa Montalvo in Saratoga. This time, Bolt

remembered to get out and open the door. Arek watched Laney gracefully slide out of the car

and marveled at how she managed to navigate on the tall heels she wore. He'd meant to talk to

her about their relationship during the car ride, but she'd been nervous and launching into a

heavy discussion about his wolf’s obsession with her seemed an extra burden she didn't need

this evening. And they’d only slept together once. The beast would calm down after they’d

spent some more time in bed together.Arek wanted to punch her former department chair and

dean. The possibility of one of them, or both, attending tonight plastered a grin on his face, but

he'd promised Nora no public fighting. The Western Packs Coalition also wanted the matter of

Inessa and her brother handled quietly. They needed to deal with Nick Novikov and his raw

ambition, but no evidence led to him directly. The alphas had debated the issue for hours, and

no matter how they twisted the issue and looked at it from all angles, Novikov could wrangle

himself out of a formal accusation through one legal loophole or another.The dead wolves

could be rogues who acted on their own. That reflected badly on their alpha, but it happened.

Inessa and her brother could be sightseeing in California. Yes, as the spouse of an alpha,

Inessa should have asked permission before entering the Western territories. However, as a

non-shifter, she could claim ignorance of the rules or at least claim they didn't apply to her.On

the terrace outside the villa, wealthy patrons dressed in designer labels mingled and drank

champagne. Saratoga, a small community southeast of San Francisco, had the honors of

qualifying as the country's most expensive suburb several times. It made sense that this place

hosted an exclusive magical artifact auction. Most of the collectors could walk home at the end.

The organizers marketed the event as a benefit, but Louis had done her homework and

discovered that everyone counted the auction as the main attraction. The benefit provided an

opportunity for the non-profit to not have to follow standard magical artifact regulations since it

was all for charity.He tucked Laney's hand under his elbow as they ascended the wide steps up

to the terrace. She smiled at him, and he wanted to kiss her. The wolf's infatuation messed with

his head. He needed to sort himself out if he were to hunt down the dark magic siblings. Bolt

and Justice had melted into the shadows, serving as backup if needed. They counted on the

dark practitioners not wanting a public spectacle. He wouldn't say he expected them to

cooperate when he confronted them, but he did expect them to leave his territory and stop

fucking around with his pack.Laney took a deep breath before stepping onto the terrace."If

Iakov is the man who abducted you," Arek said. "He will be dealt with tonight. You don't have to

worry about him anymore."She flashed him a shaky smile. "Whether he is that man or not, I'm

not looking forward to meeting him."A server approached with a tray of champagne. Arek

grabbed a glass for them each. "You don't have to drink it," he said as he handed the sparkly

beverage to his date. "But it helps to have something to do with your hands."She laughed

genuinely at his lame joke, a lovely sound that did weird things to his insides.
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Games), SEAL's Redemption (Team Oracle Security Book 1), The Dragon's Oath (Silver

Dragon Shifter Brothers Book 1)

Rhonda Hicks, “all first in their series. What more could you ask for than these firsts to grab

your attention and entice you into a series that will enchant, engage, and enthrall your senses?

1. A WOLF'S HUNGER by ASA MARIA BRADLEYLaney was a respected and highly sought-

after expert in the field of magical artifacts, that is until she was accused of actions at the

university. Unfortunately, her years of tenure and reputation immediately crumbled along with

friendships and co-workers, even the man she had discussed marriage with. Now she finds

and reclaims stolen items for insurance companies. It isn't glamorous but it pays the bills. She's

done business with one particular insurance company before so when the request for her to

retrieve a medallion with Odin on it she has no problem retrieving it. The problem arises when

she attempts to deliver the piece to the insurance company and the building is empty. Arek

hasn't told anyone that the medallion has magical powers nor what he uses it for. When he

realizes it's missing he immediately puts his team on the trail. He wants answers and the

medallion back now. Ms. Bradley is also a new author to me and I was pleasantly surprised and

pleased with the storyline, the delivery, the world-building, and most of all, her characters. The

story was fast-moving and held my attention through all the twists and turns … the chemistry

kept it sizzling.2. ALPHA'S MOON by SABRINA SILVERSSabrina Silvers is a new author to me

and to be honest, after reading 'Alpha's Moon', which is book one in her "Dirigo Pack" series,

I've come to the conclusion she now has a new follower. Anyone who has read any of my

reviews knows that I'm a paranormal/shifter fan and Ms. Silvers has delivered in spades. Her

world-building pulled me in, he characters were strong and multi-dimensional, and her story-

telling kept me rivetted. There's passion, betrayal, loyalty, fear, prejudice, confidence,

understanding, and chemistry. There's also a whodunit that kept the suspense moving along.

I'm more than interested in reading which member of the pack we get to hear from next.3.

BLUE MOON DRAGON by SHELLEY MUNRO Shelley Munro is a new author to me so I had

no idea what to expect. That's one of the good things about an anthology. I can get to know

new authors and find out if their works are something that meshes with my reading whims at

the time. Sometimes it takes more than one book but usually, as in this case, they put forth a

story that will grab new readers as well as continue to entice current fans. "Blue Moon Dragon"

is Jack Sullivan and Emma Montrose's story. He's a taniwha, dragon shifter, and she's the

secretary for the boss. It has its moments of intrigue and chemistry but for the most part, it's a

battle of wills between these two. Jack because he has to be partnered with her and therefore

using her to relieve his needs during the blue moon so he doesn't shift and her because she's

determined to have Jack Sullivan before her next birthday since she feels that strongly about

him. This quick read was great to just curl up and spend a few hours and escape. I might have

to check out the next book in her "Dragon Investigators" series.4. MARKED BY THE DEVIL by

C. D. GORRIAnother new author for me, 'Marked by the Devil' is the first book in C. D. Gorri's

"Purely Paranormal Romance" series. It's fun and quirky, full of chemistry and insecurity, along

with loads of surprises. This was just a few hours of pure enjoyment without having to strain my

brain or figure anything out. Just what I needed at the time.5. KARA'S WOLVES by BECCA

JAMESBelieve it or not, as popular as Becca Jameson is as an author, this is the first book of

hers I've read, plus it's also the first book in her "Wolf Masters" series. Justin and Trevor have

always been best friends so when Trevor's parents were killed when he was 5, Justin's family



automatically took him in. Sharing everything as brothers growing up became second nature as

they started dating and shared their women as well. Friday night is their one night for

themselves. That's how Justin wound up at Boot Scooters bar and smelled her … his mate!

Kara is just weeks from graduating college when her two best friends force her into going to

Boot Scooters for a night of fun. Apparently, all she does is go to school, practice or compete in

gymnastics, and then go home to sleep. There's instant chemistry between her and Justin.

When a date is set for the next day she agrees to come to their dairy farm afterward to see the

cows and meet Trevor. To her confused mind, she's instantly attracted to Trevor as well. It's a

good thing because Trevor is her mate as well. Kara is human, Justin and Trevor are wolf-

shifters, and pheromones are everywhere. While the situation is building we find out there's a

villain in the mix who has a vendetta against Justin but intends to use Trevor as well before he

takes Kara as his own. There were scenes where I was tickled and giggled out loud and then

there were scenes that had my heart racing. I might have to check out the series to see where

this author takes me next.6. UNCORKED by DELTA JAMESI, plus I'm sure so many others

have been anticipating this book with patience I didn't realize I had and Delta James has

delivered in spades! 'Uncorked' is the first book in her "Tangled Vines" series. If you've read the

prequels or even just the blurb then you'll know there is an evil entity out there. The Hunters

seem to be organizing in their quest to exterminate wolf-shifters. Kinzie, her twin sister Kayla,

and Kayla's mate Evan were going to meet and visit the DeMedici Pack. On the way from the

airport, a bomb had gone off, blowing up the car and throwing the driver and three passengers,

ultimately killing all but Kinzie. There's a great deal of confusion because few know Kayla had a

sister and even fewer knew she was an identical twin. So much intensity is displayed, whether

it was loyalty, anger, fear, chemistry, or love among these characters. Then you have the

intrigue and suspense of what's around the corner and what the Hunters are planning. I

couldn't be more pleased with the start of this series.”

Book Lady Teri, “Hot!. I read Marked by the Devil by CD Gorri and it is a panty dripping read!

HOLY mother of shifters! CD Gorri gives us a short look into a (or should I say THE) Jersey

Devil finding his mate with a little inner dialogue from the previous weeks, and what happens

after he claims her. It's a very hot story. I was sitting on the edge of my chair with my panties

dripping!I received a free copy of this story and am voluntarily leaving a review.”

The book by Delta  James has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 38 people have provided feedback.
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