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      Madison, Wisconsin—Spring 2022

      In the midnight hour, I received a big surprise.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      At forty-one, this was still a possibility for most women. However, I was not most women. I wasn’t even a woman.

      Not anymore.

      Guess I’d been foolish two years ago to believe my doctor when she said, Look at it this way, you won’t have to worry about getting pregnant for very much longer.

      I’d laughed. Hadn’t had to worry about that for decades.

      Who was laughing now? Not me.

      My doctor hadn’t figured on lycanthropy curing everything, even premature menopause. Silly of her, right?

      “You plan to kill Alpha?” my daughter asked.

      Two seconds after the revelation, I had said I was going to kill him. I just hadn’t said which him. Didn’t plan to.

      “You’ll have to get in line,” Jenna continued.

      Alpha was the big cheese werewolf in this section of Wisconsin and Jenna’s father, though she’d only learned that a few days past. Right after I’d learned he wasn’t dead after all.

      Revelations were raining down like hellfire.

      “Sarah, you’re going to be the first female to give birth in quite a while.” Dr. Danny Maldonado set her hand on my arm. “Given that, and your age, we need to monitor you closely.”

      I let the age crack pass, however . . .

      “You’re a veterinarian.”

      That Maldonado was the go-to doc for the werewolf pack would have been amusing if I ignored her involving my daughter in the whole sorry fuckfest. That Jenna had wanted to be involved, that she’d considered it an honor for the mad scientist—I mean, her adviser—to ask for her help when she hadn’t even entered veterinary college yet was beside the point.

      “In the case of childbirth, animals and humans have the same hardware.”

      “And since I’m both . . .,” I murmured.

      Dr. Danny’s big, dark eyes were too avid for my taste. To her right now, I was a bug on a pin, an amoeba under her microscope, the first werewolf to give birth in . . .

      “How long?” I asked. “Since anyone’s given birth?”

      “There’ve been births, but the pups⁠—”

      I winced—I hated it when they called them that—and Jenna took my hand, squeezed once, then let go. Since I’d become this to save her, our rocky relationship had improved. Go figure.

      “Before they discovered the females had a virus that would wipe them out, the pups were dying in utero. Which is why once the virus obliterated their women, some tried to mate with humans. Nothing happened.”

      Gideon—Alpha—my maker and my mate, had the ability to nose-bump other wolves and take away their innate desire to maim and murder.  He might be a decent werewolf . . . I had to clear my throat to douse the hysterical giggle over that oxymoron.  But before he’d taken over his pack and one other, the werewolves had run amok. And I was sure that⁠—

      “More than nothing happened.”

      “Nothing good,” Maldonado agreed. “Miscarriage almost immediately in most cases. Stillbirth in the others. When a werewolf mates with a human, the body of the female rejects the fetus because it’s other.”

      “But it’s half human. Actually, more than half.”

      “I haven’t had time to study the why.” From the doc’s expression, she wanted to. Bad. “It’s been years since we had a pup⁠—”

      “Child,” I snapped, and felt Jenna glance at me.

      Maldonado inclined her head, but she didn’t repeat the word. “It’s been years, and no one’s gotten pregnant after receiving the cure. Well, except . . .” She swished a hand in the direction of my midsection. “So we don’t know what we don’t know.”

      The cure. A serum Dr. Danny had invented to treat the virus. Yay, her.

      Guess I was up shit creek. Had been for a while now. So what was one more mile without a paddle? “I better get on the road.”

      Places to go, werewolves to kill.

      “Wait.” Jenna put out a hand. “What?”

      “I gotta get out of here before someone comes looking.” For more reasons than one, and she knew it.

      Though Gideon had told me he’d sent a bodyguard to watch over our girl, no one had stopped me when I’d walked in. Would they stop me on the way out? I gave a mental shrug. I had magic for that.

      Even with all the chaos going on at the University of Wisconsin football stadium—werewolf gladiators, don’t ask—eventually someone would think to check on me, check on Jenna, so I needed to go.

      “But, Mom, you’re . . .” She waved at my stomach. Was it poofier than yesterday, or was that all in my head?

      “Pregnant. So I hear. But I’ve been down this road before, sweetie, and I’ve got nine months, give or take.”

      Silence fell. Danny looked at Jenna, who was already looking at Danny.

      Ah, hell.

      “How long?”

      “A wolf’s gestation period is two months,” Maldonado said.

      “Fuckety fuck.”

      A decade-plus as the wife of a US senator had kept my habit of curse-word innovation under wraps. Now that Patrick was dead, I’d been making up for lost time and enjoying it mightily.

      “I’m having”—now I waved my hand at my definitely poofier belly—“in two months?”

      I was so not ready. Truthfully, I wasn’t ever gonna be.

      “More of an average, I’d think.”

      “Think?” I shouted.

      “We don’t know. That’s why I want to monitor you.”

      “In your lab.” Kept in a brightly lit cage, under a megalodon-sized microscope.

      I was gonna pass on that; however, I could tell by their expressions that both my daughter and her professor were going to insist. So I “insisted” first.

      I pressed my fingertips to my forehead. “I was never here. You haven’t heard from me. You have no idea where I am. You know nothing of my condition.”

      Both Jenna and Danny robotically repeated what I’d said.

      Qutrubs, my “type” of werewolf, had been born of a jinn—yep, a genie—and a wolf in the sands of a time and place long gone, far across many seas. As a result, each of us was born with an innate magic, and mine was this. Touch my forehead, make a suggestion, and that suggestion became fact in the words, thoughts, and deeds of most anyone in the vicinity.

      Magic powers were the bomb.

      I wanted to kiss my girl, say good-bye—who knew when, or if, I’d see her again—but I needed to escape before she recovered from whatever hex I’d put on her and asked other questions, then I had to start all over again. I still had the nagging worry that pushing someone too many times might give them, if not me, a brain bleed. I could heal that; my daughter could not.

      I shoved my bare feet into a pair of Jenna’s slip-on sneakers near the door—they were a little large, but I’d make do—then opened the apartment door, gaze still on Danny and Jenna as I stepped out.

      “Luna.”

      “Jesus!” I shut the door, quick and quiet, then grabbed the arm of my omega—a werewolf handmaiden/bodyguard—and tugged her down the hall. “What are you doing here?”

      I’d pushed Haley to lope after Gideon and warn him about a merry band of traitors trying to take over the pack. He’d been on his way to Shipwreck Bay—the small Wisconsin town about two hundred miles north of here, which was now werewolf central for Gideon’s packs and our new home. Or it would have been, could have been if not for⁠—

      My stomach rolled, and I set my hand on top, gave a mental hush. To my nausea or the pup-baby? Not sure, but they both listened.

      “You’re supposed to be telling Gideon⁠—”

      “I did. He’s taking care of it.”

      “How?”

      “Above my pay grade, Luna.”

      The itch to go to Gideon was strong. I loved him. Had always loved him. And if he died, I’d want to die too. Of course, if he died werewolf, law said whoever killed him got to keep me.

      No, thank you.

      They also had the option of killing me, which was also a no, thank you, even before there’d been two of us to worry about.

      Have I mentioned the never-ending shit-show story of my life?

      “Why are you here and not there?”

      I could have asked how she was here since by my calculations she wouldn’t have had time to do what I asked—even on wolf legs—and return, except Haley’s magic power allowed her to poof in and out like the genie that was our ancestor.

      “La Mémé helped me identify the first girl.”

      La Mémé being her great-grandmother, the voodoo queen and the wife of the greatest werewolf hunter of all time. I can’t even.

      “What ‘first girl’?”

      “The one Uncle Ash brought to you.”

      “Kaboom Girl,” I whispered.

      He’d thought he was bringing me Jenna, but hey, I’d thought he was FBI, not some secret special forces monster hunter. How wrong we both had been.

      Haley frowned, confused.

      “She went . . .” I tossed my fingers upward to indicate . . . well . . . kaboom. When werewolves met silver, that’s what happened, just like in the movies.

      “Right. I knew it bothered you that we didn’t know her name.”

      “How did La Mémé help?”

      “The Jager-Suchers, they . . . we . . .”

      Jager-Suchers, German for hunter-searchers, Haley’s monster-hunting family biz had their fingers knuckle deep in a whole lot of pies.

      She took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Haley knew she’d never join the family biz now, and there was little she could do about it. I’d tried to save her. Failed, but I had tried. And we both had to make the best of this hand we’d been dealt.

      “They knew the identities of the girls who’d been reported missing; they had pictures, and I’d seen her. Just once, but still.” She looked down.

      “Who is—was she?”

      “Natalie Leonard from a farm outside of Viroqua, which is near⁠—”

      “Eau Claire.”

      Haley nodded.

      As a senator, Patrick had done his best to visit as many small Wisconsin towns as he could. He’d spoken of Viroqua, a quaint, artsy community with coffee shops and restaurants, beautiful flower gardens, restored Victorian homes—my passion—and art co-ops. I’d planned to go there with him the next time he visited. Before I could, the heart attack I’d been telling him was inevitable for someone who worked as hard as he did happened.

      “What have they done about it?” I asked.

      “Done?”

      “What kind of explanation for their daughter’s disappearance has been provided to these devastated parents?”

      “I don’t think anything. She’s . . . um . . . ashes, and no one saw that happen but my uncle and you. In such a case, J-S policy is that it’s probably better to just . . . um . . .”

      “Let them worry and wonder forever into eternity? To never tell them anything?”

      “They certainly can’t tell her family the truth.”

      “That much I figured out on my own.”

      However, someone needed to at least let the Leonards know that Natalie wouldn’t be coming back. Give them closure. Something I’d never had.

      At least until Gideon showed up magically not dead after all. But that wasn’t going to happen with Kaboom Girl.

      “Thanks for following up on that for me. I’ll head to Shipwreck Bay.” Lies! But I was good at them. “Gideon said he’d sent someone to watch over Jenna.”

      Haley shifted her shoulders and looked at her feet. “He’s dead.”

      My fists clenched. Had someone come for her already?

      “He went to the stadium.”

      I frowned. “Was he part of the coup?”

      “I don’t know, but the hunters killed him.”

      I nodded. “You need to stay and protect Jenna.”

      “I can’t, Your Maj⁠—”

      I cut her a glare. I hated it when they called me Your Majesty.

      “I’m your omega, Luna. Leaving you alone before nearly got me punished.”

      What type of punishment would an alpha werewolf mete out to someone like her? Probably best not to get into that now.

      Before she could stop me—kid was far too trusting—I touched my forehead. “Alpha’s orders are to keep Jenna safe. Don’t let her out of your sight. You haven’t seen me.”

      She repeated my instructions in a robo-tone as she placed herself in front of Jenna’s door.

      I exited the apartment building, then realized that without my phone, I had no means of discovering exactly where Natalie Leonard lived. I didn’t even have a car to take me to a library where I could use the community computers. I did have another means of getting there, but when I got there, I’d be naked.

      I’d been naked enough lately.

      I’d left my car at the home of my late husband’s personal assistant. I could call Frankie and have him pick me up—Frankie would do anything for the widow of the man he’d loved—but
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