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			Chapter 1

			It was a rather cold March for being in Kansas City, but that didn’t stop the individual outside the door of the locksmith shop from pounding on it relentlessly. Nor did the clearly labeled sign posted on the glass that read “Closed from 12 to 12:30 for Lunch.” Vee glared out the glass door, lazily eating her sandwich, and sipping her can of off-brand soda. She certainly wasn’t in the mood for this, even knowing the person on the other side of the door was easily a great deal stronger and faster than she would ever be. She kept her eyes firmly in front of her making it clear she was blatantly ignoring him, despite the monstrous noise of the fist threatening to break the glass door.

			To further her irritation, her sandwich fell apart as she took a bite. This was the kind of sandwich catastrophe that couldn’t be fixed, so you had to either eat the individual ingredients separately or ditch the idea of eating it all together. She looked at her ruined sandwich with disdain instead of the real perpetrator of its demise. Lunch was officially ruined. With a more than frustrated sigh, she crumbled the paper it had been wrapped in and deposited it in the waste bin behind the counter. She knew she might as well see what the hell the man banging on the glass wanted, even if her thirty-minute lunch interval wasn’t completely up. She walked slowly, leisurely to the door, taking her time as she pulled the keys from her jeans pocket and unlocked the deadbolt holding the door closed.

			The tall, broad man yanked the door open as soon as the bolt cleared and stormed through forcing her to back up to make room for him. His large eyes, startlingly soft for such a burly looking man, burned with anger like an animal on the hunt.

			“Could you not pause from your precious sandwich long enough to do that fifteen minutes ago?” he asked. His voice boomed and shook the glass of the door and windows nearly as much as his fist had. The normally smooth brown skin of his face was dotted with a bit of wiry stubble, but it didn’t hide the white line that formed as he clenched his teeth from anger or the cold. She wasn’t totally certain.

			“Can you not read?” she asked defiantly, pointing to the sign without breaking eye contact with the fuming man. He sucked in a breath through his teeth, closing his eyes and trying to center himself. He could not lose his temper with her. Well… any more than he already had.

			“Damnit, Vee! What the hell is wrong with you? I came here because I was told to.”

			“I can tell. When you come in just to chat, you usually don’t attempt to break down my door. Why don’t you go run back and tell Shane I’m not in any mood for whatever it is he sent you here for? I’m not here for you all to just harass at any given time, Tommy. I’m tired of this endless stream of drama you all keep bringing me into,” she hissed, her eyes narrowed, and nostrils flared. 

			“That we keep bringing you into?” he practically growled at her, stepping closer so he towered over her. They were under the impression that she had gotten herself into this on her own. They made that quite clear with their increasing expectations. Helping someone in need wasn’t an open invitation to invade her life on a regular basis.

			“Get out of my shop,” she said, her voice firm and stance unwavering. He was physically intimidating, but Vee learned a long time ago that even the most intimidating person was shocked when a small woman didn’t cower at them, and that they would be the one to back down.

			“I can’t leave here. I’m following orders,” Tommy said, a bit more calmly, obviously trying to be more rational despite the temper he had gathered from standing out in the bitter cold while she ate her lunch. Normally, Tommy was much more easy-going, but the bone-chilling winter air seemed to make him unreasonably grumpy. 

			“Call him then,” she practically spit, turning on her heel to go back behind the counter. It was times like this that she wished they didn’t have a friendship. She hated yelling at him, but with this behavior, he deserved it. She didn’t care how cold it was outside or how important Shane thought it was for Tommy to be there. She didn’t appreciate him yelling and scolding her for not answering his demands.

			He watched her for a moment as she turned off the message from the machine so calls could come back through. She then pulled out her tools for the lock she had been fixing before she stopped for lunch. She was completely ignoring his presence; he rolled his eyes and took out a rather small cell phone for such a large man, dialing the number to his boss.

			“What?” snapped Shane’s deep, graveled voice from the receiver. Vee held back the little jump she wanted to make at hearing his voice.

			“She wants me to leave,” Tommy said, his eyes shifting to look at her again. She was still pretending he wasn’t there.

			“Well, that’s not what I said for you to do. Did you explain why I sent you or did you barge in?”

			Tommy winced, watching the smug smirk spread on Vee’s lips. Tommy’s pause was enough to tell Shane everything he needed to know about how that interaction went.

			“Give her the phone,” Shane growled as Tommy reluctantly handed the phone to Vee’s small, outstretched hand.

			“What, Shane?” she grumbled, wedging the ancient flip phone between her ear and shoulder as she continued with the lock.

			“I take it Tommy decided against using his words?”

			“What else do you expect?”

			“I sent him to stay with you and give you the news.”

			“News?” she asked, raising a questioning eyebrow he couldn’t see. He sighed on the other side of the phone, and she heard the sound of skin rubbing on skin. He was rubbing his forehead with frustration. It was a nervous habit of his. 

			“The Shawnee Leader is on his way for a meeting, and I haven’t exactly been forthcoming about having you as an asset. I wanted you protected for the next few days until I’m sure we won’t have any problems.”

			Vee rolled her eyes. The way he said asset, he might as well have said she was his property.

			“I don’t need protection. I’m sending Tommy back,” she told him as she found the bent piece and unscrewed it carefully.

			“You’re not as strong as you think you are. You’ll need Tommy if something goes wrong in the meeting,” he said, his voice on edge with anger. She could imagine his eyes flashing from warm brown to gold as his voice dropped dangerously. She tried to resist the way the sound of his voice made her feel. She flicked a glance at Tommy to be sure her sudden rush of emotion wasn’t detected and looked away when it was clear it hadn’t been. 

			“I didn’t sign a contract. I’m not your employee or anything else. Tommy goes back, and I don’t hear from you unless you want a lock replaced or a safe installed. Got it?” Before he had time to answer, she snapped the phone shut and swiftly tossed it to the hulking man in her small shop. She had forgotten how satisfying it was to hang up on someone that way. Tommy caught it and looked surprised, which amused her, and stood there for a long moment, simply trying to wrap his head around how that conversation had played out.

			“What are you doing? Shoo,” she said, waving her hands as if they would magically rid him from her sight.

			“I can’t believe you talked to him that way.” His voice carried a tone as surprised as his expression, thick brows raised on his forehead and eyes wide.

			“Well, I did. Now go,” she said, pointing to the door and narrowing her eyes, daring him to protest. Any other day she would have been fine with him sitting in her shop and chatting with her but knowing he was on orders; she didn’t want him within a hundred feet of it.

			“Fine. Bye, Vee,” he murmured, stuffing the phone in the pocket of his jacket and leaving the shop much more quietly than when he came. She didn’t normally dismiss him like that when he came to visit, but usually he was only there to chat for a moment between assignments, not guard her.

			Vee gave a sigh of relief as soon as he was out of sight. She made quick work of the lock, replacing the bent part, placing the newly fixed product in a box, and walking back to the inventory room to stash it on the shelf. As soon as it was in its designated home amongst her inventory, her distraction was gone, and in its stead her anger came back.

			She couldn’t believe the audacity of those men. Shane was often calling on her to have a look at the children of his people. His pack. It hadn’t really bothered her until the requests became more like demands. Over the course of the past nine months, she found herself almost constantly in their presence, with barely an evening to herself. She would have been fine with rushing out to someone’s car, who unfortunately locked the keys in the ignition at three in the morning, but that was her job. She could always ignore those calls or decline the job. She was the boss. But in Shane’s world, he was the boss, and he had extended that to include her as someone he could order around as well apparently. 

			Well, she was finished with that.

			After about fifteen minutes of rearranging her inventory, trying to calm and distract herself from her own irritation, the bell sounded, letting her know someone entered the shop.

			“Be right there!” she yelled from the back room. Most people in the neighborhood knew her and wouldn’t steal from her; she wasn’t that concerned about leaving a customer up front for a minute or two. Most of the things out there were display, and her register never held much cash. If they were going to buy something she had to go in the back to retrieve it anyway. 

			She walked back out to the counter quickly to see to her new customer after dumping the contents in her arms onto a wheeled cart. The girl who had just entered her store was short, her hair curling around her head to fall barely below her chin as she stood just in the door, still in her school uniform. She smiled as soon as she saw Vee, her eyes dancing, and dashed to the counter. Lori was Tommy’s younger sister and Vee’s occasional employee.

			“Why are you out of school? It’s not even one,” Vee asked, raising her eyebrow, but smiling at the teenager, nonetheless.

			“Tommy got me out early. It was cold, and he didn’t want me to wait in the car,” she said, hopping up on the counter so she could sit. On weekends and sometimes after school Lori would come to help around the shop. It was especially helpful to have someone there if Vee had to do a house call. Not having to close the shop down completely meant more foot traffic.

			“He’s still not gone?” Vee asked, her irritation coming back full force.

			“‘An order’s an order,” she said, poorly mimicking her older brother’s deep baritone. Vee laughed and shook her head as she walked to the windows, peering out to see him sitting. He sheepishly looked at her from his truck, just out of view from the counter.

			“Fine… Why did he get you out of school?” Vee decided to ask. She succumbed to the fact that she wasn’t going to get away from him easily.

			“The Shawnee leader. All the kids are getting out of school for their protection detail before he arrives. I’m surprised Shane didn’t send his son to you instead of Tommy. He’s so overprotective of you,” Lori said, grinning like the giddy schoolgirl that she was.

			“Apparently all those men are. I don’t think their wives would be too pleased to hear that.” Vee, being the new and interesting thing to look at, seemed to draw the attention of all the men associated with Shane. Well… at least they were quite apt to want to protect her. She never got any specific feelings that they were unduly drawn to her, except maybe Shane, himself.

			She didn’t think she was that attractive; she was petite and rather plain-looking. Her pin-straight, dark brown hair was layered and fell just below her shoulders with bangs that framed her face. She kept the bangs, not so much for the style, but as a sort of mask. For some reason they made her feel like she stood out less. The only thing she thought she had going for her were her large emerald eyes that peered out behind the brown curtain of her hair.

			“But Shane doesn’t have a wife, Vee,” Lori said, batting her eyelashes. “He can afford to crush on his best asset.”

			Vee merely shook her head, her eyes narrowing at the incredulous situation as she picked up her soda and took another sip. She was uncomfortable with attention. She was uncomfortable with the feelings she got from having Shane’s attention, and she hated that she was dragged into all this nonsense with him. It did seem to be inevitable, though, given what she was… whatever that was. 

			She was not exactly the most normal person, however relative that term is. A normal human would not be able to do the things that she could, nor would a normal human know the things that she did. She could sense all the preternaturals. Depending on what they felt like she would know what type they were, from Fae to Vampire, she was able to tell. She could also feel the emotions of others, and with great concentration, occasionally manipulate them. She didn’t know why she was this way or how it came to be that she inherited these abilities. From what little she remembered of her parents, she did not get it from them, and her sister had always been normal.

			Lori and Tommy were both preternaturals. Lori was part of the reason she was involved with Shane and his irritating politics and posturing in the first place. They were Werewolves. Vee was not any sort of shapeshifter, however. She didn’t change into anything under the full moon or otherwise. She was always herself and was in no way related to the Westport Pack, other than her knowledge of the world they lived in. She had known of the pack for quite a while, having noticed various gatherings around the city and their frequent need for new locks. They, however, didn’t seem to know anything was particularly different about her until an unfortunate incident. 

			Because of her unique ability, she managed to save Lori from shapeshifting on a busy street and savagely murdering the group of friends she was with while they had been wandering the Westport area one night as Vee was locking up her shop. After that, Shane’s pack wouldn’t leave Vee alone, and Lori was frequently “popping-in” her shop to spend time with her. Lori was grateful for what Vee had done for her; Vee could feel it every time she came. She didn’t mind Lori, she even gave the girl a job, but if her parents and the pack had been more watchful of their children coming of age, especially their daughters, Vee would still be hiding from the preternatural world as she had been before Lori’s change.

			“So, what’s the big deal with the Shawnee Leader coming?” Vee decided to ask after grabbing another soda for Lori.

			“I’m not sure. All I heard was he’s a Werewolf pack leader from the Kansas side. Sometimes the packs converge on matters or run together on the full moon. I haven’t ever gone with them when there has been a gathering like that. I hear he’s mean, and he’s been demanding answers from Shane for a while,” Lori said, before cracking the can open and taking a sip.

			“Demanding answers about what?” Vee asked, brows furrowed in confusion.

			“I’m assuming about you. Werewolf rumor mill has been going ever since… Downing,” Lori said, hesitating to mention the Were that almost killed Vee last summer. Vee’s face crumpled a little at his name involuntarily. He was dead. She knew that, but remembering what he did to her… what he could have done had Shane not…

			She didn’t want to think about it.

			“What about the Sha? Is there any danger of bringing them into the picture?” Vee asked, trying to force the thoughts of Downing away from her mind but immediately cringing as she waited for the answer about the Sha. They were a living and dangerous potential threat.

			The Sha were the leaders of all the Were-packs, they were a group of the oldest family of Weres, and they even oversaw the other Were-creatures. They weren’t Werewolves, but true shapeshifters, who could change into any animal they chose. Their magic stemmed from something different from the Fae and the Witches, who could also shapeshift, but not quite in the same way. Most people believed they were the originators of the Were-trait. The only difference was that they could not make a human into one of them. A Sha could only be born, which was why there were few, despite their power. If they were brought into the picture, there would certainly be trouble.

			She had narrowly avoided being brought before them when they came to the city to deal with Downing months ago. Vee supposed she had Shane to thank for that. He seemed to keep their inquiries about her at bay, at least for the time being, but the last thing she needed was yet another group of preternaturals nosing their way into her life.

			“Probably not right now. The issue would have to go a very long way before anyone brought it to their attention,” Lori said, shrugging and eyeing the empty store. “Why is it so dead in here today? Isn’t Friday a day full of forgotten keys and broken locks?” Lori asked, causing Vee to laugh.

			“That’s usually Mondays. First day of the week people are in a rush. Saturdays bring out the drunks who forget things,” Vee said with a smile, making Lori chuckle. Lori was usually in the store when it was busier.

			Tommy decided to barge back in at that moment, letting the frigid air chill the two ladies at the counter.

			“Jeez, Tommy! A little notice before you bring in the cold?” Lori said, wrapping her sweater around her a bit more. Her skirt was the only thing over her bare legs, and Vee could see the goosebumps rise from her skin.

			“Sorry. I didn’t want to waste the gas. Do you mind if I just sit in here? I can’t leave or Shane’s going to lose it,” Tommy said, rubbing his hands together trying to bring warmth to his frozen digits. She scowled. Not that it was Tommy’s fault, but she was certainly not pleased that these two were interrupting her day. It might not have been eventful, but she enjoyed the simplicity of her day-to-day life. It especially irked her when it was pack business that was doing the interrupting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Vee put Lori to work, having her clock in and update the inventory on the computer in the back while she grabbed another lock to repair. The rest of the afternoon wasn’t terribly eventful. Tommy seemed to intimidate the few customers that came in to look around. Even though she had let him stay, he knew she wasn’t happy about it and it continued to sour his mood. He wasn’t very well versed in hiding his emotions from others, so his glowering look made the last customer, a little old lady, take two steps inside and then head right back out without a word. 

			She had a few calls, but nothing to put on the books, which was disappointing. At about 4:00 p.m., Vee looked at the clock and sighed before glaring at Tommy as he sat watching out the window.

			“I might as well close up shop. I’m not going to get any customers with your intimidating mug loafing about my store,” she said glumly, setting her beverage on the counter to shut everything down. Lori and Tommy chuckled from opposite ends of the shop.

			“I don’t think I’m nearly as intimidating as you are. I don’t care how small you are, I bet you scare off more customers than I do,” Tommy said through chuckles. She looked up and narrowed her eyes at him as she set the phone recording to her “Closed” message and pulled her rather thin winter coat and bag from under the counter to put them on. The coat had been one of her first purchases when she came back to Kansas City a little over ten years prior. Her layers of light jackets had not been enough when the bitter cold swept through the city that first winter back home. The decade hadn’t been kind to it, and now it was quite tattered and barely kept her warm.

			“Go to the car. I’m going to set the alarm, and then you can follow me to my apartment,” she murmured, waiting as they shuffled back out into the cold and into Tommy’s truck, which he started before the doors shut. With her one ungloved hand, she pushed in the code to turn on the alarm and waited for the first of the aggravating beeps before she hustled out herself.

			As she was locking each of the deadbolts, she noted to herself how strange it would be for those siblings to see her little home. The only person outside of Durran, Vee’s best friend, who had seen her apartment was Shane; however, he had not even been in the interior of her abode. Her door and, unfortunately, her pajamas were all that had been in view when he had come over to talk to her months ago. Even though she considered Tommy her friend, she wasn’t in the habit of sharing her only place of real solitude. She turned and looked at the two of them, hands on the heat vents of Tommy’s truck, grinning at her. She shook her head, going to her own decrepit car, a 1990 Chevy Lumina.

			As the key went into the ignition, she said a silent prayer to the universe that it started, so she wouldn’t have to ride in the tiny cab of the truck between those two. She sighed with relief when it managed to turn over. She pulled out onto Westport Road and waited at the horrifyingly long light on Main Street. She stared at the two empty store fronts that used to be comic bookstores, pondering their absence. She always thought it strange that there were barely any comic bookstores anywhere in the city, and yet for a time, there had been two on the same street. Now they were both gone, and the only stores of that nature could be found in suburbs.

			Following Main for a few minutes, she finally got to Thirty-Fourth Street. She took a left, which luckily didn’t leave Tommy behind for her to wait on. She usually took the back ways, to avoid left turns as much as possible, but she hadn’t wanted to sit and tell them the directions to her home while standing in the freezing cold. Tommy had been there before, but that had been so long ago she doubted he remembered the way.

			Her street came up quickly, and she parked easily enough in front of her building, watching as Tommy passed her by to find another open spot. She knew this was going to be a long night, if not a long few days, with two Werewolves keeping her company—against her will and on orders from their pack leader—but there was really nothing she could do about it. 

			An order’s an order.

			Tommy and Lori made their way up to the apartment complex door, just as Vee was unlocking it. The hallway was cold, but as they made their way up to the third floor it got a little better. The Weres had warmer bodies than she did, so she knew the break from the biting wind was good enough to keep them from being chilled. She, however, shook a little as she pushed her way into her door, switching on lights and heading straight to the thermostat that sat on the wall beside her refrigerator. She tried to save any way she could, even if that meant her apartment was nearly as cold as the unheated hallway while she was gone for the day.

			When she turned back around she noticed the two of them looking over her humble one-bedroom apartment. Their eyes weren’t scrutinizing, just curious as they took in at all the various things she had about. She wasn’t necessarily messy, just a little cluttered. Books sat in piles on the end tables by her two futons, DVD and Blu-ray cases were strewn on the floor at the base of her television, and her coffee mug from the morning still sat at the little ledge off her tiny kitchen. Other than that, and a neat stack of mail, it was clean.

			The kitchen was separated from the rest of the space by a tiny wall with a window opening. As if the people who renovated the building had thought people would be entertained here. This small apartment was meant for one and so were the other apartments in this building. No entertaining happened in any apartment here. It was part of its appeal.

			There wasn’t much to the space. The walls were painted a grayed lavender and most of the floors were a bleached wood, with scattered bathroom rugs for comfort on her bare feet. She had a small card table with two chairs pushed in a corner and her futons and TV took up the rest of the space. Beyond that there was a small hallway that held three doors; a tiny linen closet, a bathroom, and her bedroom which was about half the size of the living space. She wasn’t rich, she was a locksmith, and she was all by herself. She didn’t need much space.

			“Um… can I get you guys something to drink?” she asked nervously, fidgeting a little as she pulled off her coat and slung it on a chair.

			“I’m good,” Tommy said, looking at Lori who shook her head and smiled.

			“’Kay. I’m going to do a few things. Watch TV or something,” Vee said, turning to head down the tiny hall that led to her bedroom. She entered it, taking off her shoes and replacing them with her worn, black slippers. For a moment she just stood there, looking around and unsure of how she felt about the situation. She realized she had been holding her breath since they came in, and she let it out shakily.

			She thought about calling Shane and giving him a piece of her mind, but that wouldn’t change the scenario at all. It would only prove to irritate her more about him sticking his thumb in her business, as usual. He was heavy-handed and tended to overlook her independence. It was never malicious, and she knew that, but it was a boundary she had tried to set previously—that she wouldn’t constantly have bodyguards. He had, for a time, respected that boundary, but clearly, he had just decided that invisible line was worth crossing.

			If this meeting with this other pack leader was so important, and so potentially dangerous, why didn’t he just call her about it himself instead of sending Tommy in to do it for him? Their relationship was… odd, but she felt like he could have avoided a lot of her anger had he just been more forthcoming.

			She took another deep breath, deciding she needed to push how frustrated she was with Shane from her mind. She padded back into the living area and looked over to see Tommy stretched out on one futon, while Lori was flipping channels cross-legged on the other. Vee smiled to herself for a moment. If anything, Werewolves knew how to make themselves comfortable in any situation.

			“Chinese food sound okay?” she asked them, getting only approving sounds and feelings to match. It was a bit early to order dinner, but with how slow delivery was this time of year on a Friday it would be an acceptable time to eat when it arrived. 

			She went to the kitchen, pulling open a narrow drawer full of takeout menus. She never understood why apartments redid kitchens but left these absurdly narrow, useless drawers and cabinets in their wake. The only things she could fit in the cabinet below the drawer were thin bottles of liquor and baking sheets, the former she would be sure to get out later that evening after Lori either went home or passed out. She looked through the menus until she finally came across the one she wanted, closing the drawer with her hip and flopping on the futon next to Lori, since Tommy was taking up all of his.

			“Alright, what do you want?” she asked, turning first to Lori, whom she knew would be easier to please.

			“Large beef with broccoli and some crab rangoon, please?” she asked, smiling sweetly.

			“And for your brother?” Vee asked, nodding her head toward the massive man who had taken over her usual spot. It had a better angle for the television, so of course he sat on that one.

			“A large orange chicken and a large combination fried rice,” he said, turning his head from the explicit reality television show long enough to answer and give Vee a wink, to which she rolled her eyes. Internally, she was happy he seemed to have gotten out of the funk he had been in at the shop. Perhaps since she had decided to calm down, he had relaxed back to himself.

			She dug through her bag to find her phone, dialing the number and placing their order. As she listened to it ring, she smiled at the fact she was not ordering for herself for once, but it was tainted with the knowledge they were ordered to be there. She had chosen to be alone, but she couldn’t fool herself that it made her happier to be around them. That had been a strange revelation recently, what with all the new people in her life. Her loneliness was a choice she had made, and not necessarily something that made her happy.

			As she sat down, she watched the commercial that Tommy seemed so enthralled with and decided to ignore the idiocy. She turned to Lori who was feeling the exact same way.

			“So, are you staying, or are you leaving me alone with your brother for the night?” Vee asked, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable with the idea of being alone in her tiny apartment with Tommy, however friendly they may be. She enjoyed his company on outings or in her shop. Alone in her apartment might be too awkward. 

			“Dad’s hosting the other pack members, and Mom went to St. Louis to stay with her sister. Last year I would have gone with her, but I can’t leave the territory since I’m a member of the pack,” she said, her feeling of resentment wafting toward Vee. Thomas, Lori and Tommy’s father, was Shane’s second. He also lived right across the street from Shane, so it made sense the other pack leader was staying with him. 

			It was rather uncommon that a girl would be born a Were with one human parent, but it happened. It was much more common for males. Lori obviously had conflicting feelings on the matter. On one hand, Lori enjoyed being part of the pack, the comradery and inclusion that came along with that, as well as some of her new abilities, but on the other, the older she got, the further away she got from her mother. Cora, their mother, understood being different to an extent, but only from having Werewolves for a husband and son for the last twenty-six years. That was probably why Lori enjoyed spending time with Vee so much. Vee may not have been a Werewolf, but she certainly understood what it was to be different. 

			“You’re stuck with us, Vee,” Tommy said, gesturing to the duffle bag and stuffed backpack by the door that Vee hadn’t noticed previously.

			“Packed overnight bags and everything,” Vee commented, her eyebrows nearly to her hairline. Having company for dinner felt good, but the bags sitting there with the implication they were sleeping in her apartment felt like she was having them move in, making her want a drink all that much more. Drinking obviously didn’t help control her gifts, but sometimes it didn’t matter. Her emotions seemed to be out of control enough already, since she was fluttering between enjoying that they were there and filling with anxiety over it. 

			“We’re only here until Shane gives us the okay. Then we’re out of your hair,” Tommy said, obviously noticing her tensed state and increased heart rate.

			“It’s not your fault. I could kill Shane, though,” she murmured as she watched Tommy toe his shoes off and attempt to set his feet on the coffee table. Her threatening glare had him thinking better of it.

			“You’re lucky Mom isn’t here. She would rip you a new one for trying to put your feet on the furniture,” Lori said with a satisfied smirk as he put his socked feet back on the floor.

			“I live alone now, Lori. I can put my feet on whatever furniture I want,” he grumbled, feeling embarrassed for having tried it at Vee’s.

			“It’s not the gesture I care about, but you have nasty man feet, no offense,” Vee said, making a mock disgusted face toward his grey socks, that she suspected used to be white.

			“None taken.”

			Vee shook her head at the TV, it was still on the reality show, which in her opinion was nowhere near reality. Why people enjoyed these shows, she would never know. Lori toed the strap of her backpack, pulling it in front of her on the floor before she started unzipping it.

			“Homework?” Vee asked, watching her unload book after monstrously huge book.

			“Just a few Trig problems,” Lori grumbled with distain. The thought of math had both Vee and Tommy cringing.

			“Don’t be asking for my help. I’m no good at that,” Tommy said, eyeing the Trigonometry book like it would bite him.

			They sat in comfortable silence for a while. Tommy flipping channels haphazardly, and Vee reading while Lori cursed under her breath about the problem she was working on.

			Just then there was a buzz at the intercom by her door. She wandered to it and pressed the ‘talk’ button.

			“Yes?”

			“Delivery?”

			“Be right down.”

			Grabbing her wallet, she rushed down the stairs and opened the front door. The deliveryman gladly took her money, handing her the food and rushing back to his car, shivering as he went. 

			The aroma of Chinese food engulfed her nostrils. After her disappointing lunch, she was starving. She rushed quickly back up to her apartment, slamming the door closed, into the kitchen to cut open the bags of food. There was no point in fighting with the plastic bags. The thin, clear plastic somehow made them impossible to open without cutting or tearing them anyway.

			She opened each container, organizing the food according to who wanted what, before she wandered back in the living room to place them in front of her guests.

			“Drinks now?”

			“Soda,” they said in unison, not looking away from the TV and homework.

			She grabbed three sodas, tucking them under her arm before she grabbed her own plate and three sets of chopsticks. She sat beside Lori again, handing out beverages and utensils. Lori had put her books away and placed a movie in. It was a dry comedy that had Tommy scratching his head, while the girls thoroughly enjoyed themselves. Lori helped Vee clear the food once they were finished, Tommy having completely emptied his containers, while he chose the next movie. It was a gory action movie they all enjoyed; however, Lori and Vee secretly planned to make him watch another of their choosing once it was over.

			Halfway through Tommy’s choice Vee’s phone rang causing her to jump up and rush to the counter where she’d left it. For some reason she picked it up without looking who it was, assuming it was someone who locked themselves out of their house or car. 

			“Hello?”

			“Vee, how’s your company?”

			Shane. 

			Her happy mood brought on by enjoyable company faltered, although hearing his voice made her heart beat a little oddly for a moment.

			“Fine, Shane. Why are you calling?” she asked, keeping her voice a little flat, to show her frustration.

			“He arrived and is staying with Thomas. I haven’t gotten a specific timeline on how long he’s planning to stay.”

			“So, you don’t know when I get my life back?” she snapped, letting the last word end with bite.

			“I’m sorry,” he offered softly, only making her scoff.

			“Yeah, I’m sure,” she said sarcastically, ending the call promptly.

			She hadn’t even turned around to go back to sit when Tommy’s phone began ringing.

			“Boss?” he answered.

			“Give her the phone,” came Shane’s voice. A normal human wouldn’t have been able to hear so clearly from that distance, but her ability to hear just as well as the Weres only made her fume, knowing she wasn’t getting out of this conversation like she wanted to.

			“What?” she very nearly barked as soon as a very skittish Tommy handed the phone to her. She smiled internally, knowing Tommy was usually much more dominant. Somehow she brought out the helpless pup in many of the Weres she knew.

			“You need to calm down! I’m trying to protect you from exploitation!” Shane yelled, causing her to pull the phone away from her ear.

			“Protecting me from exploitation? What do you think you’ve been doing?” she yelled equally as loudly.

			“Damnit! If I hadn’t taken you in someone else would have. Vampires or the Fae would have gotten to you, and you would be treated a lot less friendly than what you’ve gotten from us. Or you would be dead.” She could hear the growl in his voice as he tried to hold back his anger.

			“The Fae would have no use for me. If my smell is so special, like you seem to think, I assume the Vampires would have attacked me by now. We had a deal, Shane. I didn’t agree to have you treat me like a prisoner and have guards sent to my house while some meeting was taking place.”

			“Our deal was situational. I never promised I would never protect you again,” he grumbled, going silent for a moment as if in thought. “Just accept it, and we’ll talk when he leaves.” And with that, the conversation was clearly over as the line went dead.

			Vee growled in frustration as she glared at the phone, wanting to punch a wall. 

			“I’m having a drink. Sorry Lori,” she said, not waiting for a response as she threw open the tiny cabinet. She grabbed the bottles of tequila and rum, a glass, a shot glass, and stomped back over to the futon to mix a rum and coke and fill a shot of tequila.

			She took the first shot and sip, only looking up at her guests as she poured the next shot. Tommy gave her a pained look coupled with feelings of anxious concern that she felt from him. She felt similar feelings coming from Lori, and it only proved to make her ashamed of the screaming fit she had with Shane.

			“Sorry,” she murmured.

			“It’s fine. Just…” Tommy started, trailing off uncomfortably.

			“I don’t follow orders. I never have. I’m not in a pack. I don’t have a leader,” she tried to explain. She was used to doing things her way. Being on her own gave her that privilege and Shane had walked into her life and decided, in his very dominant Werewolf way, that things with her would be going his way.

			“But he feels like you’re a member, even if you aren’t one of us. That’s not usually how it happens. Period,” Lori said quietly. “It’s about as rare as you are.”

			Vee looked over at Lori, a bit shocked. She wasn’t lying. There was no burn behind Vee’s eyes that would normally accompany a lie, but she couldn’t quite understand the words the girl had clearly said. 

			She was thought of as a member? 

			She had never been accepted in anything. Not for her personality and not for what she could do. Even her sister, who raised her from the time she was ten, never truly understood or accepted Vee’s abilities.

			“Victoria, nothing’s wrong, stop acting like there is,” Eliza said as she nervously began cleaning the house after news that they would be evicted. Money was always tight. Her sister had only been eighteen when their parents died and gave up college and the life she had expected, to take care of her younger sister. It was that or foster care for sweet little Vee.

			“But … you’re sending me feelings. It makes me want to throw up,” Vee whispered, tears pooling in her eyes. She didn’t understand how she felt other people’s emotions any more than the people she told. It only frightened or enraged them. Her sister’s pain was her pain, and the lie her sister said—no matter how innocent it was—throbbed in her head like an angry burn.

			“I’m not sending you shit! Stop pretending, or everyone’s going to think you’re a freak!” Eliza screamed, causing Vee to cringe at the anger and confusion, along with the worry. She shuffled back to her room, curling up on her bed, to try and rid the nagging feelings of not only her sister, but also every person in the apartments around them.

			It wasn’t until later that she realized she could distinguish people who weren’t quite human. They hummed at her or stung her, or she felt nothing at all, depending on what they were. And knowing from an early age, not only from her sister, but everyone else she mentioned her abilities to, that she wouldn’t be accepted; she isolated herself, concluding that solitude was the only way she would survive. She would never be accepted, and no one would ever believe or understand her. Yet Lori just told the truth as she admitted Vee was ‘a member.’ Her anger was still there, but her anxiety was heightened. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be included.

			After years of thinking she would never truly be part of a family, thinking she would always be alone, she was now pulled into this pack without even knowing it, and it scared her. She took another shot of tequila, chasing it with her rum and coke. and She screwed the lids back on the bottles.

			“If it’s unheard of, why am I a member?” she finally asked after a long and uneasy silence.

			“You helped Lori, and you’re alone,” Tommy said quietly. That only proved to confuse her further.

			“Alone? What does me being alone have to do with anything?”

			Tommy and Lori shared looks and cleared their throats simultaneously. Normally Vee would have found that funny, but in her current state she couldn’t find humor in anything.

			“Other preternaturals have groups, or they frequently see each other. You… you have no others like you. You are completely alone. You don’t even know what you are,” Tommy murmured.

			“You’ve been helpful and seem to care about some of us, even if we piss you off,” Lori said, glaring at her brother. “Shane wanted to help you. He wanted to take you in,” Lori finished, reaching out her hand to take Vee’s but pulling back when Vee’s body went rigid.

			It was pity. They pitied her. 

			Shane pitied her.

			“Take me in…” Vee grumbled under her breath, hearing the same words Shane had just said over the phone a few minutes before echoed in Lori’s words. “I don’t need to be taken in.”

			She stood, pacing for a moment.

			“Do I seem like I need to be taken in?” she asked, not looking at either of them as she got a rhythm going with her steps. There was no answer from either of them. “I can’t believe the audacity of that man.”

			She knew Shane had feelings for her, lust if nothing else, and obviously she was useful to the pack. Hearing that he felt sorry for her, that he felt like he needed to protect her like she was incapable of taking care of herself because she was alone, that was just unacceptable.

			After several uncomfortable minutes of silence while she walked in a tight square, she started feeling stupid for having her little tantrum in front of them. She wandered to the furthest wall and opened the mahogany trunk beside the television to take out blankets for each of them.

			“I don’t have any other pillows. Sorry,” she said, as they each took a blanket, their emotions wavering between pity and discomfort. 

			That’s how she made people feel. Uncomfortable. 

			This was why she needed to be alone.

			“Goodnight,” was all she said, before she went back through the narrow hallway to her bedroom.

			She knew she wasn’t going to sleep much. The emotions of others would rouse her or change her dreams. As she pulled off her jeans, replacing them with loose pajama pants, she felt the exhaustion of the emotional rollercoaster that had been the last half of her day. She fell back onto her bed, cocooning herself in her comforter, and tried to block out the nagging emotions and vibrating presence that was associated with the Werewolves in the other room. 

			She tried to focus on her breathing and the slightly calming effect of the vibrations, instead of the conflicting emotions and mumbled voices from the front room. Slowly and finally, leaving the day behind, she fell into a restless sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			As soon as he heard the distinct sound of Tommy’s phone snapping closed for the second time today, Shane wanted to hurt something… badly. He was already dealing with another pack leader in his territory, which was always a precarious situation. Dominance games and potential take overs were always something to consider when other Weres came into the picture.

			He was just trying to keep Vee safe. Why did she have to make everything so difficult?

			He understood their agreement. He would not be constantly guarding her. She needed her space. But now word of her abilities had been made known to other packs. This could be dire for her. So, yes, he did feel obligated to have someone watching over her, protecting her while the Shawnee Leader was in town. She had exposed herself to his pack to save Lori, and he would be forever indebted to her for it. Yet he ached to be there, guarding her instead of Tommy and Lori. He wanted to stay at her quaint apartment with the prospect of laughter and talking. He wanted a scenario that didn’t involve one of them getting angry.

			Vee.

			He didn’t know why he was so fascinated with her. Ever since he first found out about her and smelled her scent, he had been consumed by her. Months had passed since then. He had known her almost a year at this point, and everything about her was still just as interesting and compelling as it had been at the beginning. His pursuit of her abilities had not been for her services necessarily, but more for her company. He thought giving her those tasks would make her feel needed and wanted. He thought that she would feel like she was part of the pack. Apparently, he had been wrong. 

			Or he had gone about his requests in the wrong way. 

			Of course, he did.

			Having her yell at him for trying to protect her made him want to hurt things, hurt people. His eyes flashed a violent gold; his wolf touching the surface. He needed to calm himself. It was perfectly reasonable she would be defensive. She had very clearly told him she needed space and time. She told him she didn’t want him doing this very thing. She would have probably been more accepting of the protection, had he just communicated with her. 

			Logic apparently held no place in his mind when it came to Vee.

			“Dad?” came Patrick, his son, from the other side of the office door.

			“Come in,” was all he said in response, his voice low and rough with anger as he looked down at the paperwork on his desk without seeing any of it. His mind was elsewhere. Patrick wandered through; his head bowed in respect. He looked a lot like his father but obviously younger, being that he was still a teenager. Weres didn’t age much after they entered adulthood, so Shane looked like he
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