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      New Orleans had been his home for as long as he could remember. Neither an Alpha nor beta, Jake had always taken orders from his leaders, supported the pack. But the New York Alpha, Jax Chandler, had challenged his reality, opening his eyes. He’d spoken the truth that Jake had long suspected but had chosen to ignore. Alpha.

      After the corrupt San Diego Alpha had been killed, Jake had been temporarily assigned to lead the Anzober Wolves. What had begun as a chore had ended as an opportunity. He’d loved the pack as his own, discovering his abilities to lead. But ultimately, he’d made the hard decision to return to New Orleans. Home on Acadian soil, the urge to battle his way into leadership could no longer be subdued. Destiny nagged at him, beckoning him like a siren’s song.

      A symphony of insects sang in the night, drowning out thoughts of California as the black wolf ran wild through the bayou. Gaining on the Alpha, Jake’s feral instinct twisted through him. His claws scraped at the dirt, the earthy scent of the swamp in the air. Dimitri, the beta, growled as Jake sped past him. Logic warned Jake not to attack his Alpha. Fighting Logan would end in one of their deaths. There was no other outcome. His humanity warred with the dominance that rose to the surface, demanding his wolf take his rightful place. Attack, the voice demanded, hurling him toward Logan. Determined to thwart the aggression, Jake veered to the left and broke from the pack.

      The hum of the Acadian pack echoed in the night, the din slowly dissipating as he distanced himself. Forcing a shift, Jake dug his fingers into the damp dirt. On his hands and knees, he heaved for breath as the realization set in that he’d have to leave New Orleans. Jake wiped the sweat from his forehead, smearing the mud across his skin. The earth of his ancestors soothed his turbulent mind.

      A stifled cry caught his attention, and he pressed to his feet. He traversed the brush, stealth in the night. The hair on his neck pricked in awareness. A vaguely familiar citrus scent permeated the air. It registered as feminine, but Jake couldn’t identify her breed. Not human, the creature whimpered as if she were. Who the hell is at my house?

      As he stepped into the yard, the motion lights outside his cabin flickered, revealing her creamy white skin. The fragile figure stretched her hands forward, and gave a small sob as she gasped for breath. Her face was concealed, thick jet black hair feathered down her back, brushing over her buttocks.

      “Hey, you all right?” Jake asked, cautious as she lifted her head and her green eyes blinked up at him with fear.

      “I…I’m not…” she whispered.

      His protective instinct rushed through him and he padded toward her. Yet as he drew closer, his beast growled. Logic told him the weakened creature couldn’t harm him but his wolf continued to warn him away. Dangerous.

      “I don’t know how you got here but maybe you…” Jake’s voice faltered as she began to quiver before him. He watched in fascination as her human figure illuminated before his eyes, her skin glossed in a fine gold sheen. What the hell?

      “Stay away,” she hissed, covering her breasts with her arm. “I can’t…I can’t control…”

      “You’re no wolf. Not that I thought you were…” Jake didn’t know what the fuck she was, but at this particular moment it didn’t matter.

      He detected unfamiliar magick, the air thickening as the seconds passed. The luminescent aura emanated from the beauty and her eyes flashed to red, threatening his wolf. Jake shifted, sensing the impending attack, and growled in response. He went to lunge, but confusion swept over him as he struggled to run, stumbling, paralysis halting his movement.

      “Ilsbeth,” she whimpered.

      Jesus fucking Christ, Jake thought to himself. Ilsbeth. The high priestess. At the mention of her name, he regretted letting the bitch live. She’d inflicted so much pain and darkness over the years. The last time he’d seen the damn witch, she’d been barely alive, lying naked in a New York State forest. Jake had contemplated leaving her to die, and reasoned killing her would have done the world a favor. But his conscience had set in and he’d shown mercy by giving her to Jax.

      Thoughts of Ilsbeth dissipated as the stranger collapsed onto the dirt, her flesh returning to its creamy essence. As she appeared freed of her spell, Jake sped toward her, unsure if he’d save or kill her. He snarled, nudging at her hair with his snout, urging her to rouse. Jake sniffed, scenting the once-gilded creature. She smelled of sweet citrus, and while she was not a wolf, his beast stirred with interest.

      Shifting to human, he knelt before her, detecting a faint heartbeat. He considered calling in the pack but as he went to touch her, leaves rustled, a wind kicking up around them. What the fuck is it now? Within the blink of an eye, the ancient vampire materialized in front of him. Quintus Tullius.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” Jake jumped to his feet, and plowed his fingers through his messy hair.

      “I have no quarrel with you, wolf. The charm is mine,” Quintus told him, his Italian accent barely noticeable as he spoke.

      “Look I don’t know what the hell kind of charm you think this one is but let me just tell you, she’s no prize,” Jake replied as the vampire knelt to reach the girl.

      “She’s no concern of yours. I will take care of her.” Quintus carefully lifted her into his arms, and pressed to his feet.

      “You can’t just take her. Her pulse is weak. We’ve got to get her to the hospital. I don’t know what the hell she is but she’s no wolf or vamp. She lit up like a Christmas tree five minutes ago, so yeah, not human either.”

      “How did she get here?” the vampire asked, focused on the injured woman. His hand gently cupped her flushed cheek.

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? I’m running in the woods, and I hear this crying and then…”

      “Did you hurt her?” Quintus spat.

      “Did I hurt her? Are you fucking serious?” Jake shook his head and glanced behind him. He could hear the pack not too far off in the distance.

      “She’s not well. Look at this.” Quintus gently presented her pale wrist, revealing a crusted scab.

      “Is that a brand?” Jake spied the puncture wounds; the blackened edges appeared to have been burnt onto her skin.

      “She’s been bitten by something. I don’t know what,” Quintus hedged, eying the wolf. “Or should I say by whom.”

      “Hey now.” Jake held his hands up in the air defensively. “First of all, I had nothing to do with those bites. If you’re thinking I forced myself on her, you’re dead wrong. She’s the one who attacked me. You should have seen what she did to me right before you flashed in like goddamned Léopold.”

      “Wolves. The lot of you are nothing more than animals.” Quintus carefully inspected her arms.

      “Now just hold on a damn minute, blood sucker. I just told you I didn’t do a…ugh, Goddess…what the…” Jake cringed as the vampire dragged his tongue over her wrist. “For the love of all that is holy, would you stop with the licking?”

      “Mind your own business.” Quintus glared at him.

      “Look, I know you’re like how old? Thousands of years? Maybe you date back to the dinosaurs? Tell me, did you ever hear of a doctor? It’s a thing us uncivilized animals use on humans when someone gets injured in New Orleans.”

      “You know nothing of this creature,” Quintus told him.

      “Yeah well, I don’t need to know. Now how about you put her down?” Jake suggested. “Logan’s already on his way. I can feel him.”

      “This isn’t your issue, wolf.”

      “Like hell it isn’t. Some hot chick shows up on my property.” Jake gestured to his home, then focused on Quintus. “Yeah, bite boy. This is my place, not yours. Or hers. That one right there.” Jake pointed to the girl. “She shows up naked to the party and right before she freezes me into place with her death stare, which by the way, was some freaky ass shit, she glows.”

      Jake noted the vampire’s impassive expression, and his curiosity peaked. “So you know, then?”

      “I told you, she’s special.”

      “Special, huh? More like lethal. But get this. Guess who glow girl asks for?”

      “It’s none of your concern.”

      “Ilsbeth.” As if he’d called on the devil himself, Jake’s stomach clenched at the sound of her name. Ilsbeth wielded dark magick and despite her weakened state, he wouldn’t put it past her to conjure a spell if she heard her name from his lips. Detecting surprise on the vampire’s smug face gave Jake a twinge of delight, and he laughed.

      “Ilsbeth?” Quintus asked, an eyebrow cocked.

      “The witch is an oldie but goodie, right?” Jake stepped toward Quintus, closing the distance between them. There was no way in hell he was letting him take the girl before he had a chance to question her.

      “You must have heard wrong…” The vampire glared at the wolf. He moved backwards, his focus briefly drawn to the woods.

      “Yeah, that would be a negative. I’ve got pretty good hearing, ya know? I’m a wolf…kind of comes with the territory.” He smirked.

      “It doesn’t matter what she said. She was hurt. There’s no way she’d…” Quintus glanced down to her limp body, and back up to Jake. “She shouldn’t have come here.”

      “And why is that, Quint? Enlighten me, would you?”

      “Thank you for not killing her. You could have easily done so. Or let the pack have at her. I will speak to her about this,” Quintus said.

      “Will you now? How about I speak to her myself? Because that’s going to happen,” Jake assured him.

      “Despite our quarrel in New York, you have shown honorable qualities this evening. But you must leave this be. Forget you ever saw her.”

      “I have no fight with you, Quintus. But her, well, I’m afraid you can’t take her. You see, whatever is going on with Ilsbeth, that’s always my business.”

      “The witch is not here. Jax has taken care of…”

      “Ah, so you know. I found Ilsbeth and gave her to Jax. Now what he did exactly, I don’t know. To be honest, I kinda washed my hands of all of it. Until now. No, that girl there,” Jake paused and nodded at the injured female, “she just became my business. She stays here until I’m satisfied she’s not wrapped up in something with the witch.”

      “Sorry, mate. Say goodbye.” Quintus bared his fangs and hissed. “Don’t make me do something I’ll regret.”

      “Really? Y’all think you’re badass with your sharp teeth? Ohh…scary.” Jake gave a sarcastic laugh. “And just when I thought we were becoming friends, ya gotta vamp out on me. You know, I really do owe you for the shit you put me through in New York. All right then, let’s do this. I’m ready to throw down with your ass.”

      Jake shifted to wolf, and lunged for Quintus, aiming to latch onto his calf. As his jaws snapped shut, he caught nothing but air.

      Fucking vampire. Jake snarled, aware it’d been a longshot. Only the oldest of vampires like Quintus had the capability to materialize to another location. Jake had no idea who the woman was but it had been obvious that Quintus knew exactly who and what she was. It also was apparent the vampire had no idea about her involvement with Ilsbeth.

      Jake’s attention was drawn to rustling leaves. Logan and Dimitri barked, alerting him to their presence. Forcing his beast to the recesses of his mind, Jake shifted to his human form, and they quickly followed his lead. As he pressed onto his feet, he spied a small chain curled into the mud. Jake reached for the ground and grasped the dull metal. The tarnished necklace appeared to be nothing special; a single flattened pendant dangled from the delicate cable. He rubbed his thumb over it, cleaning off the dirt. No lettering or initials were inscribed yet he suspected it belonged to the woman.

      As his thoughts raced, Jake struggled to conceal his anger. Whatever this strange woman’s connection to Ilsbeth, he needed to know. He told himself to let it go, but there was something about her that he couldn’t shake. The damn vampire knew something but hadn’t given him answers. Ablaze with curiosity, he grew determined to find out how she was tied up with Ilsbeth, why she’d come to him in New Orleans.

      “I think it’s about time we had a talk,” Logan said, breaking his contemplation.

      “I’m sorry, man.” A sense of loss settled in his gut. He’d thought he’d have more time…more time to accept leaving New Orleans, leaving Acadian Wolves. But as he padded toward his home, sensing Logan and Dimitri on his heels, the end drew near.
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      Concealing her true nature had driven Kai Beckett to exhaustion. Only eleven years old, she’d been the very reason her birth parents had been killed. Vampires had raided her village, seeking out the child whose luminescent charm would bring them good fortune.

      When she’d immigrated to America with her sister, Shilan, in the early 1900s, they’d been attacked again and that’s when she knew she’d have to forever hide or risk death. So rare a being, others would seek her out like an endangered animal, syphon her blood for the luck they believed it would bring.

      Nearly a hundred years ago, she’d met the witch in New Orleans, and had paid Ilsbeth to glamour her powers. For decades after, Kai had successfully hidden in Wyoming with her sister. Shilan harbored distinctive gifts other than Kai’s, but they’d both been at risk due to their relationship. Until recently, the only supernatural in the area to know of her existence had been the local Alpha, Hunter Livingston, who had agreed to allow her to live in his territory. On the barren outskirts of Yellowstone, she’d successfully worked as a geologist, studying and monitoring the caldera. Her sister, Shilan, a prominent seismologist, worked alongside her and the university team.

      Three days ago, she’d tracked her missing sister to San Francisco. When the trail had grown cold, Kai sought assistance from the Elders. They’d led her to the vampire who’d once attacked her as a young girl. Kasdeya. The City by the Bay had been under her control for as long as Kai could remember. As a child, she’d been terrified of the vicious vampire.

      Kai had gone alone to Kasdeya’s in search of her missing sister, but the spell that had long concealed her true nature failed. The demon mistress had tricked her, promising to reveal Shilan’s location in exchange for Kai’s blood. What Kai had thought a fair exchange quickly morphed into torture. Kasdeya’s demonic bite stirred the power of Kai’s beast. Traumatized, her thoughts had gone to the only other person who might be able to help her find her sister. Jake Louvière. For the first time in her life, she’d materialized, landing at his cabin. Disoriented and poisoned, she’d lost control, attacked the Alpha.

      Quintus Tullius had intervened. All she’d ever known about the elusive mercenary was that he’d been involved in saving her as a child, ensuring her passage into America. When he’d materialized them out of the bayou and into his home, she’d had no choice. Kasdeya’s black essence had sucked the life from her body, and Kai had been helpless to refuse the blood he forced into her mouth.

      Oh Goddess. Where am I? She trembled, the iron-tanged blood trickling down her throat. Kai fought the sexual attraction that she knew the vampire’s blood exchange would bring, yet her body tingled in arousal as she curled into a ball on the bed. His energy spiked through her, and she shoved his arm away.

      “No more,” she cried, tears streaming down her face.

      “It’s okay.” His palm settled on her shoulder.

      “No, please don’t.” She shuddered at his touch.

      “Kai. You know who I am without ever seeing my face.”

      “I…I don’t know how…” Kai wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and glanced to the intimidating vampire. Something about Quintus…his voice, his touch; it was oddly familiar.

      “You are a very special being. Rare and precious,” he said, his voice smooth.

      As he stood and strode across the room to the window, Kai scanned her surroundings. Gas lamps flickered light on the walls, their old-world ambiance illuminating the room. Deep emerald velvet curtains pooled onto the floor, and the cream-colored crown molding contrasted with the cardinal walls. She glanced to the ceiling of the four poster bed, its sheer canopy floating over its edges.

      His fingers tapped on the woodwork, and her gaze went to his.

      “Others seek to steal your power. That bite,” he said, pressing his palm to the glass.

      “Why are you helping me?” Kai brushed her fingers over the newly healed skin, and her stomach clenched in nausea.

      “You are weak,” he responded.

      “You didn’t answer me.” She sucked a deep breath and shoved up to sit on the bed. Her head spun with his essence, and she flattened her palms onto the mattress, steadying herself.

      “You feel me, bella?”

      “What have you done to me?”

      “I assure you, it’s temporary. I have not taken your will. We have no bond.”

      “Where am I?” Anger shot through her as her energy returned.

      “Do not test me, pet,” he responded, his gaze intense.

      Kai’s eyes darted to the door. She leapt from the bed in an attempt to escape, but was thwarted as strong fingers clamped around her wrist. “Let go of me!” she screamed.

      “Listen carefully, Kai Ling Zhou.”

      Shock rolled through her at the sound of her given birth name that she’d long ago changed. No one had spoken it but her sister. Both terrified and enraged, she yanked her arm out of his grip. “How do you know my name?”

      “I suspect for the same reason you know my name,” he replied, his tone cold. “It’s no matter to you at this point. All you need to know is that I saved your lovely ass.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She’d heard rumors of him, that much was true.

      “Flashing to the Alpha as you did. What made you think you would have been safe with an entire wolf pack? You were injured, no less. Stupid girl.”

      “I took care of myself.” Barely. Jake had immediately been suspicious and cautious of her presence. She’d meant to seek his assistance, not to hurt him.

      “The wolf could have killed you,” Quintus scoffed. He walked to the dresser, opened a drawer and retrieved a shirt.

      “But he didn’t. He’s just a wolf.” She averted her gaze. Kai had been unable to reach Alexander, the Alpha of Anzober Wolves. But according to the Elders, there’d been rumors that an emerging Alpha had once ruled the California pack. Jake Louvière. Kai recalled the strange sensation she’d experienced in his presence. “I had to get away from the vampires. I needed to talk with…”

      “Just a wolf? I’ve got news for you. He’s much more than ‘just a wolf’, but time will show you the way,” Quintus interrupted with a laugh as he deposited the neatly folded clothes onto the bed. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything that will fit you, but you can wear this until I have something suitable delivered. You’re welcome to shower and change.”

      “Like hell I will.” Kai rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “I’m out of here. I need to go back to the wolf. He knows…”

      “You will shower. Then you will rest. Tomorrow night, there’s a party.”

      “Are you fucking high?” Kai’s eyes widened. Does he seriously think I’m staying at his house? “I just told you. I have to go…my…”

      “Your sister is lost. I know this.”

      As if she’d been punched in the gut, Kai lost her breath as the vampire spoke of her sister. So many secrets for so many years. She wondered about his involvement. How much did Quintus know about her?

      “Calm down,” he warned. “Your pulse is too fast.”

      “Don’t fucking tell me how to feel or what to do. I don’t even know who you are. You fed me your blood. Why are you doing this?”

      “I don’t have time to repeat myself.”

      “How do you know about my sister?” she demanded, ignoring his condescending remark.

      “I know many things. And as I’ve already told you, I’m not here to hurt you.” Quintus crossed the room to the entryway, and stared at her. “Contrary to what you believe, not every vampire is here to steal your power. And your sister, while you may not understand her potential, will be quite formidable in her own right…if she survives.”

      Tears brimmed in Kai’s eyes and she forced herself to remain quiet, memorizing his every word. If he was lying, she’d kill him when she regained her strength.

      “There’re dangerous, evil beings that seek both you and your sister. As for you? They’ve wanted you for a long time. But I suppose someone sensed her abilities as soon as she left her sanctuary. In California, you know, there are many from the old country…many who’d sell their soul to deliver your head on a platter. But just because I’m vampire that does not mean I am the same as them. So for now, we’ll have to reluctantly agree to trust each other.”

      “How can I trust you? I don’t even know you.” Kai shook her head, nausea settling in her stomach as the vampire blocked the doorway.

      “Tomorrow we go see the wolf. You may not realize just how important you both are to each other…to all of us. We must find your sister and take down those who have her.”

      “What do you think I was doing tonight?”

      “I just told you, there are others…supernaturals. They want you. They watch you. You cannot be alone. I realize you don’t think you’re vulnerable but you are. No matter what you’ve been told about your powers, I can tell you’ve never used them until tonight.”

      “Not that it’s any of your damn business, but I’ve used them before,” she lied.

      “You lack control. I suspect it’s the first time you’ve gone up against a wolf. The wolf.”

      “Wolves…they’ve never attacked me. Your people on the other hand…my family…”

      “The wolf, he’s feral at times. He resists challenging his Alpha. He contemplates what to do. You need him, all right, but not when he’s with his pack.”

      “I don’t care. He might be able to help me. I don’t know where Shilan is, but there’s a chance she somehow got dragged into whatever is going on with the California wolves. Alexander Myers…I don’t trust him. I called, and he won’t even speak to me. The wolf from New Orleans settled things in that pack a few months ago. He’s an outsider who will give me the truth. I need him.”

      “We all have a destiny. You. Him. Me. It may choose us but we will determine the outcome. You must not rush into things without thinking.”

      “Look,” she sighed, giving a yawn. Exhaustion from searching for her sister had caught up with her. “Just let me go. I’ll find him again.”

      “You don’t seem to understand, pet. This isn’t up for discussion. You have no choice. Get a shower. Sleep. Tomorrow we go to the party. We meet in public where we’re safe. It’s highly unlikely other supernaturals will cause issues at this event.”

      “Where am I?” Kai stood on her tiptoes, attempting to see around him into the hallway.

      “You are where you chose to be,” he answered with a crooked smile. “With the wolf.”

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re difficult to talk to? Please, for the love of the Goddess, just tell me where the hell I am.”

      “For one of the world’s leading researchers on the caldera, I would have thought you brighter. So many questions when I’ve already answered them. I just told you. We’re still with the wolf. New Orleans, of course.”

      “Thank the Goddess.” Kai sighed, unsure how she’d be able to go anywhere else. Materializing for the first time to Jake’s cabin hadn’t been easy.

      “And Kai?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t think of leaving. You will do as I say. I’ve had wards set around my home. No supernaturals or humans may pass in or out without my permission.”

      “You’re an asshole, you know that?” Kai’s lips tensed, her fiery eyes trained on the window.

      “So I’ve been told.” Quintus gave a smirk and closed the door, leaving her alone.

      Kai couldn’t believe she’d allowed herself to be captured by a vampire. Goddess, I’m a fucking idiot. Anger coursed through her veins. She’d fucked up six ways to Sunday. Going to Kasdeya alone, thinking she’d had a shot in hell of getting help from the same nightmare who’d once attacked her and her relatives, had been disastrous. She’d been desperate, landing herself at the doorstep of an Acadian wolf she’d never met. She began to question his ability to even help her. If he didn’t have the guts to stay an Alpha once, why the hell would he ever go back to California and help a stranger find her sister?

      Then there was Quintus. The ancient vampire could have drained her dry, forced her into submission. Yet he hadn’t. He’d simply saved her and was arranging for her to see Jake again. None of it made any sense, yet a sliver of what remained of her instinct told her the vampire wasn’t lying.

      Kai stretched her neck and padded toward the bathroom. She turned on the shower spigot, blasting the hot water. As she flipped on an overhead light, she caught sight of her marred appearance in the mirror. She dropped the throw blanket from around her chest, and inspected the bruises and dirt that maligned her otherwise flawless skin.

      Shower. Sleep. Pray like hell the vampire doesn’t kill me. It was the only plan that made sense. Even if she had the energy to try to break out of her gilded cage, she’d be forced to travel by foot. Her power hummed beneath her skin, never leaving her body, but it wasn’t enough to manage another manipulation of her cells so she could flash to another location.

      As the grim reality of her situation set in, Kai’s resolve didn’t falter. She’d sleep with one eye open and get the hell out of this viper pit in the morning. Jake was her only hope and she’d go to him again, beg for his help. She couldn’t be sure if he’d believe her, or if he’d even care in the least about what was happening in Anzober wolves, but she had to try. Her sister’s life was at stake. Tomorrow would come soon enough and she’d fight another day.
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        * * *

      

      Kai stood in front of the wall mirror, and smoothed down her red satin dress. The formal gown’s hem brushed the floor as she twisted to check the back zipper. She tugged on an over-the-shoulder sleeve, attempting to straighten it.

      When she’d woken in the morning, she’d found a tray of food and piping hot tea at her bedside. She considered it could be poisoned, but reasoned if the vampire seriously planned to kill her, he’d do it in a manner that wouldn’t taint her powerful blood.

      She hadn’t seen him all day, but the ornately handwritten note he’d left on the dresser had given instructions to be dressed by five. Half tempted to tear it to shreds, she instead spent her energy attempting to leave her room. After hours of prying at the iron-clad locked windows and doors with various implements, she resigned herself to her fate. Her unsuccessful escape left her frustrated but also more aware of Quintus’ power. She suspected he’d hired witches to set the impenetrable wards. But given his age, it was possible he held his own magick.

      A creaking of the door broke her contemplation. Her senses on alert, she whipped her head around, catching sight of Quintus brooding in the doorway. He impatiently tapped an intricately carved cane on the floor. The tails of his Victorian tuxedo brushed his thighs. The old-fashioned style had been updated with hand-crafted silver buttons. His top hat was tilted slightly, his thick hair pulled back into a ponytail.

      “Ready to go, pet?” Quintus retrieved a pocket watch from his jacket and glanced at the time. “I don’t want to waste a minute with the wolves.”

      “What makes you think for a minute I’m going anywhere with you?” she spat, irritated with his arrogance as he strolled through the very doorway she’d spent hours trying to escape…

      “You want to talk to the Alpha?” He raised an eyebrow at her and slipped his timepiece into a pocket.

      “Why all this?” She gestured to the dress he’d provided.

      “You look lovely. The Alpha won’t be able to resist you.”

      “What the hell am I? Bait? No, you listen to me vampire, I want out of this house.” Her eyes flashed to the locked windows.

      “You want to meet him in a safe place? The charity ball is the perfect event to do so. I’ve already cleared it with Jax.” Quintus held the bronze end of the walking stick up in the air, fingering a metal raven.

      “Jax?”

      “Yes. The New York Alpha.”

      “What the hell does he have to do with this? We’re in New Orleans.”

      “That we are. Are you ready? Nose powdered?” He gave a condescending smile.

      Nose powdered? Kai grimaced as her entire body went tense. “Logan is the Alpha of Acadian Wolves.”

      “True, but Jax? Ah well, it’s a long story. One that we don’t have time for right now, but we are acquaintances, shall we say. His mate, she was close to the one we seek.”

      “Jake?” Kai’s stomach tightened at the mention of another woman, and she wondered exactly how close he’d been with Jax’s mate. It shouldn’t matter, given that she barely knew him; still the nagging question lingered.

      “Yes, they’re friends. Quite close. Jax holds influence here.”

      “So what are you saying? They won’t attack you?”

      “Precisely. You on the other hand,” Quintus sniffed into the air. “Ah, despite your clean scent, you smell distinctly of magick. Ilsbeth’s.”

      “What?” Kai’s heart caught at the mention of the witch. No one knew of the spell besides her sister.

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Quintus shook his head and approached her. “You may not remember but you told Jake you were looking for her. This did not sit well with him.”

      “How do you know these things? How do you know what I smell like? Why are you doing this to me?”

      “I have my reasons.” He paused, his expression thoughtful but distant. “I’m not here to hurt you, Kai. I’ve already said that. I’m powerful, no doubt, but I cannot do what needs to be done alone. You must engage the wolf. The California pack needs stability if we are to find your sister. And what happens between you and the wolf remains to be seen.”

      “The wolf saw me in the bayou. He knows I have magick in my blood,” Kai whispered under her breath, glancing back into the mirror and then catching the vampire’s gaze. She’d never admit what she was, but the confession of how she’d transported to New Orleans slipped from her lips. “I materialized. It was my first time.”

      “I suspected as much. Nearly got you killed.”

      “What if he attacks me tonight? What if he told others?”

      “I doubt he will. You are special. As is he. You must trust in fate. Now come.” He turned to the door and gestured, not offering his hand.

      “Fate stole my sister.”

      “All happens for a reason. We do not always have the answers. We only can seek them and learn.”

      Kai took a deep breath and sighed. As she quietly exited the room, she mulled over his enigmatic words. She hated having to rely on the vampire, but given no choice, she’d acquiesce. As he ushered her into the limo and sat across from her, Kai’s eyes locked on his. His power pushed through her and she took a deep cleansing breath, accepting the calm waves tingling over her skin. Although tempted to tell him to stop, instinct told her to conserve her energy. The night was just beginning, and remaining hidden among supernaturals was paramount to her survival and finding her sister.
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      Jake stretched his neck and glanced at Logan, who rattled off the final instructions to the security guards manning the mansion’s entrance. His thoughts drifted to events the night before at his cabin. What a fucking mess. After the run-in with the creature, Logan and Dimitri had cursed him out for running off from the pack. They all knew the situation was much more serious than him wandering off on his own, but no one dared to broach the subject of him challenging his friend or permanently leaving.

      Jake had deliberately chosen to keep quiet about the naked woman he’d seen at his cabin. He’d made no mention of the vampire either. It went against everything he’d ever known not to disclose the situation to Logan but he’d already met Quintus once, and while the vampire was lethal, Jake hadn’t sensed danger to the pack. On the contrary, the vampire had only been interested in the female.

      The woman had not been wolf, yet she’d possessed powers he’d never experienced. Frozen within his own skin, Jake had been impressed with her abilities. Witch? The word rolled through his mind conjuring thoughts of Ilsbeth. But Jake had never seen a witch glow the way she had and he couldn’t account for how she’d appeared at his cabin. It was as if she’d materialized out of thin air, and the only creatures he’d known to do that were vampires. Her nudity further puzzled him. Although sometimes witches practiced their craft au natural, it was done within the sanctuary of their covens.

      Jake had texted Jax earlier in the day, regarding Quintus’ appearance at his home, and he’d been informed the vampire was expected at the masquerade ball. Logan mentioned it in his briefing, assuring him Léopold had given his word he would cause no problems. Jake suspected his mysterious attendance was related to the woman, and planned on finding out where the hell he’d taken her.

      “Hey man.” Jake heard Logan call his name and turned to him, aware guests would be arriving soon.

      “Hey,” he replied, his closed smile not reaching his eyes.

      “I want to have a talk before we get things goin’. My office.” Logan pointed down the hallway and set off toward it, not waiting on an answer.

      Jake followed, respecting his Alpha. As he rounded into the room, Jake closed the door behind them, taking care to note that Dimitri, the beta, remained behind in the ballroom. This wasn’t going to be a quick discussion.

      “Anything you want to tell me ‘bout last night?” Logan moved to stand in front of a square beveled metal wall mirror. He avoided eye contact, adjusting his tie.

      “Why ya asking?” A corner of his mouth tugged upward. As serious as the situation had been last night, he found it both annoying and amusing at the same time that the Alpha could smell deception a mile away.

      “Dimitri’s not here.” Logan’s eyes briefly caught Jake’s in the reflection and then focused back onto straightening the bow.

      “I noticed. Just you and me, big guy.” Jake inwardly cringed at his flippant remark, but the words had left his lips before he could stop them.

      “Sometimes…” Logan paused and reached for a red leather mask. He continued speaking while fastening it onto his face. “We change. I wasn’t always Alpha. You know this.”

      “Yeah, yeah I do.” Logan had been Tristan Livingston’s beta for decades. When Marcel died in his arms, Logan had accepted his position of Alpha. Nearly a year had passed but it seemed much longer.

      “You grow as Alpha. Accepting your place is not always easy. It’s not always wanted by all the pack members. You may not want it. But it’s not about necessarily wanting something. It’s about destiny. You see, she gets what she wants. Marcel…he’d been like a brother to me.”

      “He was a great man.”

      “I loved Tristan. I loved Lyceum Wolves. They were my pack. Philadelphia was my home. But the night he died, the night I snapped Calvin’s neck, everything changed for me.”

      “This had once been your home. Acadian Wolves. You’d grown up in New Orleans.”

      “True. But this wasn’t my pack. It hadn’t been for a long time. I’d been away for many, many years. I didn’t want to leave Philadelphia or Tristan.”

      “Logan, I was going to say something…” Jake stumbled on his words, struggling to find the right way to tell his Alpha. He was only just coming to terms himself with the change inside him. To admit it out loud to another wolf made it far too real. There’d be no taking it back. “I just…what’s happening with me. It’s not like with you. You were made out of circumstance. What’s going on with me, it’s like this nagging urge. I didn’t want to say anything. I love it here. I love you, the pack. But then when I was with Jax…he knows things. He confronted me about it. Ever since then…I’ve been trying to figure out what the hell to do. Last night when we were running, my wolf drove me…I can’t control it.”

      “You can say it. Tell me what’s going on. This is why I’m here. I’ll help you. Support you.”

      Shame washed over Jake. Logan had always been so fucking on point when it came to his pack, knowing what was going on with his wolves. He’d taken over Acadian Wolves with little resistance from others, effortlessly leading the pack.

      “Look, man. I’m sorry. I wanted to say something. It’s just I’m not used to this. On our run last night. Fuck, Logan. I don’t know how else to put this. The urge to challenge you…I’m losing my fucking shit here. And you know how it is.” Jake plowed his fingers through his hair, and shook his head. “My wolf. He’s a beast. We’re out there running. And then next thing I know, I’m pushing forward into places I shouldn’t be. And so what do I do? You know I’m not going to fucking fight you. I break away. I had to get outta there.”

      “I get it. But you need to talk to me.”

      “Did Jax say something to you?” His eyes met his Alpha’s.

      “He didn’t have to. But the Alpha thing? Of course Jax is going to know. He’s been at this for a long time. He knows wolves, breathes life into his pack. I’m not as experienced as he is, but I can tell you this. When wolves are thinking about challenging me, I know it. It’s just like the hum of our pack. I know how they’re feeling. With you? You’ve always been strong, easy-going. But after you returned from New York, things changed.”

      “I’m sorry for not saying anything.” Jake blew out a breath and fell back into a soft leather chair. He laid his head back and stared at the tin ceiling. “I just…I haven’t been sure what to do. I’m sure as shit not going to fight you. So I’m sitting here thinking, ‘what the hell am I supposed to do now?’ I guess I could try to suppress it.”

      “It’ll never work.”

      “Maybe I could see a witch. Get it removed?” He laughed.

      “Yeah, because you love witches. That’s worked out real well for ya in the past.”

      “With Ilsbeth out of commission, I’d never find anyone powerful enough to run that spell. Can you imagine me asking to have her revoke my Alpha card?”

      “Are you serious? You can’t trust her as far as you can throw her. Don’t even think about it.”

      “As if. I’m telling you there are days, I wonder if I made the right call there. Could’ve just left her in the woods to die.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “I don’t know. When I think of all the shit she’s done…fuck. What she did to Dimitri, she deserved to die.”

      “Perhaps. But you executed mercy. That’s a call sometimes an Alpha needs to make.”

      “I don’t know. That day. It wasn’t like she was even herself. She was like another person. She was dying. Vulnerable. Didn’t scent a lick of magick on her.”

      “She’s in witch rehab. Maybe for centuries for all I know. They say her magick may be gone forever.”

      “For a million fucking reasons, witchcraft is out. So yeah…other options?” Jake closed his eyes and opened them with a long sigh. “Guess I could run alone. Live in the bayou. Just do things with the pack when I’m human.”

      “Yeah, you could try it. Doubt it’ll work, but you never know.”

      “I could go lone wolf. Maybe find a plot of land in the middle of nowhere. Maybe Hunter will give me some acres in Wyoming. I could live like a hermit.”

      “Or…” Logan began, “you could go back to San Diego.”

      “I just came from there. No. No way. I already assigned an Alpha. If it doesn’t work, they’ll fight it out.”

      “What if you didn’t have a choice?”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Jake’s eyes went to his Alpha’s.

      “I haven’t heard from Alex in over a week.”

      “But he’s required to check in with you.” Concern coursed through Jake. He’d personally selected him to take over Anzober Wolves. Although Jake had initially fought, he’d overseen the internal challenges. Alexander had been strong, appeared to make good choices and to lead the pack with ease. More importantly, he held no ties to the former Alpha who’d tried to kill Dimitri’s mate.

      “Yeah, I know. I’ve texted. Called. Nothing.”

      “What about Silas?”

      “He’s texted but refuses to say what’s going on with Alex. Said he’d gone hunting. He hadn’t been officially made beta anyway. I’m not buying it.”

      “Fuck.”

      “You know what this means?” Logan took a deep breath, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Why can’t Hunter send someone? Wyoming is a helluva lot closer than we are.”

      “But they’re your wolves,” Logan countered.

      “Oh no, no, no. Hey man. Just back up the train. Those wolves belong to Alex, not me.” Jake pushed to his feet, rolled his eyes at his Alpha and brushed past him. He stared into the mirror, checking his mask.

      “You fought to be Alpha, and you know it. You were running that pack.”

      “Yeah, but I handed things over to Alex. And that’s because I’m an Acadian wolf. Don’t get me wrong. They were nice people. And hey, you know I love San Diego. I could hit the beach every day, no problem.”

      “Tristan was also an Acadian wolf. Now he’s a Lyceum wolf. You cannot deny your destiny.”

      Jake sighed, aware that arguing with Logan wasn’t going to get him very far. It had been his responsibility to ensure stability within the pack. And although he’d taken care to choose the best Alpha, he’d always known there was a possibility he’d have to return. What Logan was suggesting wasn’t merely a visit. He was giving Jake an opportunity to test the waters, to begin a future leading his own pack.

      “I’ll go back out and fix shit, but I’m not saying yes to a permanent relocation,” Jake hedged. “I’ll go and see what feels right. But this is my home.”

      “We don’t want this to turn into a mess like it did before. Just go out there and find out what the hell is happening. And for the record, I’m not saying that this is your pack to lead. If it is, though, you’ll know.”

      “And if it isn’t?” Jake turned to his Alpha, who locked his eyes on his.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when the time comes.” Logan went to the door and wrapped his fingers around the brass knob. “I want you to hear me on this, Jake.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Acadian Wolves has been and always will be your home.”

      “I have no intention of challenging you,” Jake interrupted.

      “Good, because one of us would end up dead.” Silence filled the room as both men let the statement settle. They both knew what would happen if they fought.

      “I can’t promise I can always run with the pack. My beast. The urge grows within me. Here and now, as me, with my humanity, I make the choices. But when I’m wolf? The best I can do is run on my own when I need to. I don’t want you to be pissed when it happens.”

      “I get it, man. Look, this situation. It is what it is, but sometimes we have to go with what destiny wants. Y’all know she’s a bitch, but in the end, we often end up better than we were before.”

      “Change is hard.”

      “And Jake?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Quintus is coming.”

      “I take it you’ve been talking to Jax?” Jake asked, curious as to what his Alpha had been told.

      “Yeah.” Logan nodded. “I heard you two aren’t exactly best buddies.”

      “That’s one way of putting it. You know he had something with Kat, don’t ya?” Jake asked, still irritated that Quintus had bitten her.

      “No I didn’t, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is that this charity ball doesn’t turn into a shit show. There’s some humans coming too, and we can’t let things get ugly.”

      “Hey.” Jake held his hands up in the air, surrendering to the situation, and gave a broad smile. “Best behavior. I won’t start anything.”

      “Good.”

      “Now that being said, if that vamp starts shit with me, I’m tellin’ you right now we’re taking it outside. I won’t fuck with your party, but he gets under my skin. And I’m starting to think he enjoys it.”

      “You’ve seen him lately?” Logan raised a questioning eyebrow at him.

      “I’ll tell you about it later.” Jake wasn’t up for disclosing what had happened by the cabin. He and Quintus were going to have a conversation tonight about what in the hell had happened to the creature who’d come to see him.

      “Good enough. Let’s get this started. If I don’t get out there soon, Wynter is goin’ to kick my ass. As it is now, she wasn’t crazy ‘bout having the witches here. After all the shit that went down with Ilsbeth, she’s not a fan.”

      “Can’t say I blame her, but it’s all for a good cause. And hey…no worries, I won’t start any fights, Dad,” Jake joked, not sure he could keep his promise.

      “Not having it,” Logan warned as he opened the door.

      Jake shrugged, and straightened his shoulders. He shook off thoughts of Anzober Wolves as he stepped into the party. Tonight was a night for answers, and Quintus Tullius was in for a world of hurt if he didn’t tell him the location of the mysterious female.
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      Zydeco music blared as Jake scanned the ballroom. Nearly a hundred people, dressed in tuxedos and gowns, gracefully buzzed the event. A gorgeous redhead wearing a feathered peacock mask winked at him as she walked by, flashing a flirtatious smile. Vampire. Move along, honey. No love bites for me tonight. Jake nodded and turned his attention away.

      Logan had brought the supernatural community together for the exclusive charity gala. The five-thousand-dollar-a-head event raised money for the restoration of homes, providing low income housing for the elderly and disabled. There was always someone looking to bring evil to the streets. Witches. Rogue vamps. Demons. But for a few peaceful hours, they’d all play nice, tame their wild souls and give back to the city within the confines of the historic ballroom.

      Jake glanced to the two-story-high ceiling. Twinkling
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