
  
  [image: ]




  
  First published by Graffridge Publishing 2023 

Copyright © 2023 by T.K. Eldridge

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.
This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental. 
T.K. Eldridge asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.
T.K. Eldridge has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.
Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the book.
Cover by Whisker & Quill Designs






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Note for Readers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
Note for Readers


Previously published in Stocking Up For Christmas (2023) by Amaryllis Media Anthologies. 
Pronunciation: Saoirse – sair-shah 
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Prologue


The lights glittered behind tall windows set in aged brick walls. Snow drifted down – just enough to make the whole thing look like something out of a movie set. Magda snuggled into her coat and slid further down into the seat. It wasn’t time to head inside yet. Not quite yet. 
But soon. Soon she would have to give them all a Christmas present they’d never forget.  
The coat was nice enough, but it was the fear that kept her warm. Everything they stood for, everything they were – it was more than enough to make them pay. That’s what Pa said. Family first over anyone else, and they’d hurt her family.   
Sure, her Pa and brothers had been doing some illegal shit, but they weren’t really hurting anyone. I mean, who got hurt when a druggie got his fix? And if those druggies just craved the Gods-dust that she and her Ma spelled up, that was on the one that craved it. That was like saying a fat person wasn’t at fault because they ate all of the pie.  
That didn’t give these rich assholes the right to come into her family’s space and put them all in jail. All except for Magda, because she’d been in the forest, getting supplies. Pa had got her all wound up about it, filled her head with fire and fury.
When she got the call from Pa, he told her it was on her to fix everything, so here she was. She didn’t want to do this – but family first and all that, right? If she didn’t do this, and Pa or her brothers ever got out? They’d kill her for not following orders.
It was almost time to deliver the present. If she didn’t chicken out first.
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Chapter one

It was December twenty-first, and the grand hall at The Wilder Institute had been beautifully decorated for the winter holiday season. Solar candles glowed at every high-arched window and a ten-foot-tall blue spruce was decorated with gold, silver, and crystal ornaments that glittered and sparkled in the light. 
Each door and the fireplace mantel bore pine garlands tied with red velvet ribbons and twists of mistletoe and pine cones, threaded with small fairy lights. A polished mahogany table gleamed under the weight of platters of food and bottles of alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages.  
Jolene Wilder, the director of the Institute, made a tour of the rooms, then gave her final stamp of approval. The event coordinator clapped her hands and gave a silent sigh of relief. She loved doing events at the Institute, but Madame was a particularly exacting woman and didn’t allow anything to tarnish her reputation, or that of the Institute.  
“Well done, Shelby. I’m going upstairs to change. Please be sure to have the servers greet just past the door with the Moët & Chandon in the Waterford flutes.” Jo paused and smiled. “And thank you, again, for doing an exceptional job. As always.”
“You’re welcome, Madame Wilder,” Shelby replied, her pale blue eyes watching the woman as she ascended the wide staircase. Many people considered Jolene Wilder to be beautiful – and decidedly untouchable. With her shoulder-length shining black tresses, bright blue eyes, and the kind of skin a model would pay a fortune to have – ivory pale and blemish free – she reminded Shelby of how she imagined Snow White in the fairy tales would’ve looked.  
Once she’d watched Jolene ascend the stairs, Shelby turned and went back to work. She would make sure to have everything perfect for Madame Wilder. Shelby loved being able to do events here. The woodwork gleamed and the period details from the late 1800’s manor home had been preserved. The fireplaces had been fitted with electric replacements for wood or gas fueled systems, and solar backup generators made sure the building was never without power for long.  
Shelby verified that the two hearths in the reception area and main hall were both turned on and sending a cheery glow over the tile, marble, and cherry wood surrounds, then went back to the foyer to do one final inspection.  

      [image: ]Jo stood in her undergarments and stared at the dress she would wear tonight. The dark red velvet gown had been designed by Jason Wu in the twenty-teens, but she’d not worn it in a decade or more. It was a favorite, though, so she took a moment to appreciate its beauty before she finished with her hair and makeup.  
The holidays were always a little bittersweet for Jo, with childhood memories from when she had been Josephine Arnault, the eldest surviving daughter of Etienne, Baron de St. Auban of Arnoux, and his wife, Cassandra Vanderbilt Arnault. Of her parents nine children, only four had lived past toddlerhood and of those four, she was the only one left to walk the earth. Turned in 1803 by her uncle, Sebastien, this was well past her two-hundred and something Christmas.  
“Guess I’d better do it right then,” Jo said to herself and slid into the dress. Blood red rubies and diamonds dripped from her ears, wrapped her throat, and slid around a wrist, while small diamond and ruby pins held up a swath of hair on one side, over her ear. Sure, maybe the blood red was a bit on point for a vampire, but she just looked so damned good in it.  
A thrill of excitement took hold as Jo admired her reflection before she turned to leave the room. Tonight, she’d get to socialize with the friends and family she’d worked hard to pull together into a cohesive unit.
The Wilder Institute, founded by Jo and Dr. Theophilus Wilder back in 1910, semi-masqueraded as an educational facility and later, a think tank. In reality it was the home of the Supernatural Intelligence Network, an organization developed to handle the higher-level policing of the supernatural communities. Most groups of supernaturals were insular and isolated, so having an oversight group that could spot patterns and coordinate responses was crucial. Most non-supernatural people didn’t know supernatural types existed. There were some that did, but they weren’t about to say anything because the supernatural they knew was usually a friend or family member. Or someone that had threatened them into silence.  
Jo shook her head and dispelled the thoughts that threatened to dim her holiday spirit and made her way down the grand staircase to the foyer below. A few guests had already arrived and she smiled as she shook hands and greeted them.  
“Magnus,” Jo greeted the head of the shifter division. “I’m glad you could make it.”
A little over six feet tall, Magnus Volkov’s dark hair brushed the shoulders of his Armani tuxedo. His light brown eyes gleamed in the light and his tanned skin bore a mustache and goatee that framed a warm smile as he kissed Jolene’s cheek.  
“Are you kidding, Jolene? I wouldn’t miss it. Besides, Aisha swore she’d kick my rear if I didn’t come and at least dance one dance with her,” Magnus replied with a chuckle.
“Get some bubbly and I’ll come find you for a dance myself, later,” Jo told him as she turned to greet the next guests.  
Three young women entered and handed off their coats. Aisha Hunter, her mahogany-hued skin accented with a dark gold cashmere gown that clung to every curve had brought two of the newer members of SIN – Meggie Riordan and Saoirse O’Brien. Meggie wore a deep blue sheath that glowed against her pale skin and auburn locks, while Saoirse wore emerald green that brought out her bright green eyes and reddish-blonde curls.  
“You all look amazing,” Jo said as she greeted each one. “I’m so glad you could all make it.” She turned to Aisha. “Magnus is already here and said you’d threatened him if he didn’t give you a dance. I think that’s a brilliant idea and I’m going to get one out of him, myself.”
Aisha chuckled, a dimple flashing in one cheek. “He lost a bet, so I’m collecting. It’s not often we hunter types can win against one of the inner circle.”
“I’d ask what the bet was, but maybe later?” Jo said as the door opened yet again. The three women moved out of the foyer as she greeted the next group.  
Not many people came, in spite of the availability of charms and potions to keep people from getting sick. The pandemic had significantly changed social gatherings. They were smaller, tended toward the more intimate, and for the supernaturals, involved preparations of potions and charms to be worn if you were a witch, hunter, or a human partner of one. Vampires and shifters couldn’t become infected, and didn’t seem to carry the virus as a risk to others, so it didn’t surprise Jo that there were only a handful of witch, hunter, and human guests. Even so, there were about sixty people moving around the rooms and enjoying the food and drink. Music was streamed in and a section of floor in the formal parlor had been cleared for dancing.  
She’d just taken a flute of champagne for herself when she heard the front door open, yet again. When she turned, she saw Jace Mellin arrive, a vampire that worked in and around the DC upper echelon. His short dark curls, pale skin, and bright blue eyes spoke of a mixed heritage that he proudly called Irish-Italian-Jewish mutt. He had been a vampire longer than Jo, but had stayed out of the public eye until he found himself as the assistant to the President’s Chief of Staff. William Harrington, another SIN operative, and a shifter.  
“Jolene, you look ravishing,” Jace said as he took one of her hands and kissed the air above her fingers. “William and Alyssa will supposedly be making an appearance later, but don’t hold your breath. Now, do you have an escort for the evening? Or are you playing the consummate hostess with the mostest?”
Jo had to chuckle at Jace’s banter and pulled him in to kiss his cheek. “I’m so glad you’re here. No, I have no escort this evening. Would you care to do the honors?”
Jace offered her his arm and when her hand slid into the crook of it, he placed his other hand over hers and escorted her into the main gathering space. His gaze went to the portrait of Theophilus Wilder over the mantel and he chuckled. “I think he’d be incredibly proud of what you’ve all built here. I miss the old man some days, even
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