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  Dedication




For the breasties; in good times and sad times. Thank you for the love and support.








  
  Chapter 1


Anya was sitting at her dressing table, putting the finishing touches on her makeup when Declan walked in from the bedroom. He was stark naked, and she couldn’t help but grin at him as he stalked over to his side of the closet. “Well, hello there, sailor!”  
He grinned and walked over to her, dropping a kiss onto her head. “Hey, gorgeous.” He leaned down further to nuzzle her neck. 
“Stop that. We don’t have time.”
“There’s always time.” 
She sighed regretfully. “No, there isn’t. We cannot be late for the cardinal. You know that.” Richelieu was not one to suffer fools or tardiness. 
He nuzzled her once more and walked back to his side of the closet. “You are correct. I would not put it past that old buzzard to put a spy in our closet if he thought he might learn something.” Declan took down a pair of dark gray pants and a gray shirt that was one shade lighter than the pants. “Are you sure you are ready for this?” 
Anya peered at him through the mirror. “Add a red pocket square to your jacket. I am just not sure I believe that Mercule really has anything important to impart.” 
A year before, they’d uncovered a plot by Liliana to have them killed. Not an easy task when you were a demon and his consort, but it could be done. She had used Mercule and his magic, but she had not succeeded. It had culminated in a sword fight between Anya and Liliana. Liliana had been no match for Anya, whose prowess with any sharp weapon had been well known by then. Anya had not killed the other woman, but she had asked for her to be banished. Since she had gone behind the back of her mate, Francois, he had had no problem with this. 
“Why red?” He looked over at her. “Mercule was insistent about it, according to both Anaranth and the cardinal.” 
“I still don’t buy it. And what exactly is Anaranth’s connection to Mercule that he wanted to be present for Richelieu questioning the magician?” Anya stopped speaking for a moment to put a deep red lipstick on. “The red will give you a pop of color.”  
“That’s funny from the queen of black clothing. Anaranth has some history with Mercule, of that, I am sure.”
“Precisely. But what? And why weren’t they able to learn anything useful from him? I just find the whole thing very odd, and I don’t like it.” She slicked her hair back into a tight braid. “And if you will notice, I am wearing a color today.” She had decided on a forest green wrap dress.
“Malysh, you are very suspicious.” 
“But am I wrong?” 
“I don’t think that you are. And I am still not convinced about the red.” 
Anya stood and walked over to a cabinet and pulled out a red pocket square. “Trust me.” 
“With my life,” he said. “You look lovely.” 
She smoothed down her dress and looked in the full-length mirror. “Yeah?” she asked. 
“Indeed. Are the shoes new?” She was wearing sky-high black stiletto heels. 
“Define new?” 
He laughed. “Within the last month?”
“Then no, they are not new.” She looked over at him, fully dressed now and sitting down to put on his shoes and socks. She pulled a jacket down for him and, once he stood, helped him into it, neatly slipping the perfectly folded pocket square in. 
“You’re wearing it. Period.” 
“Of course, dear,” It did look good, he thought.

      [image: image-placeholder]Michel drove and tried to lighten the tension, but nothing helped. Anya was flipping an old coin between her fingers; a sure sign she was nervous. Mercule had let on that he knew something about her family—about her birth mother. She didn’t think he’d freely give the information away. Anya wasn’t sure it would be a price she wanted to pay. She hadn’t quite decided how she felt about the whole thing. Doina had raised her knowing that Anya wasn’t hers and hated Anya for it.
Natalia was still insisting that she knew nothing about any of it. Part of the problem was that no one could find Doina. She had disappeared along with Anya’s brothers. Anya wasn’t really looking for them at this point, but the fact that no one had seen them was very strange. When Natalia deeded the family circus to Anya, Doina had been furious. Anya had trouble believing that she would just let it go and not try and make Anya’s life miserable. 
Malysh, you are thinking very loudly. Declan thought through their mating bond. They were a true blood-bonded pair. Rare in mates, and as such, it made their bond stronger. 
Am I? I’m sorry. I’m just nervous about this. 
I know. But it will all be fine. This is likely just his way of getting some extra attention. 
You are probably right.
Michel looked at them in the rearview mirror. “Are you two head talking again?” 
Declan made a face at the other man. “And if we were?” 
“C’est impoli, if you must know.”
“It’s rude, is it?” asked Declan.
“Bien sûr!” Michel winked at Anya in the rearview mirror, and she smiled at him. 
“Well, maybe you need to find your own mate, and then you can head talk with them.”
“No, thank you. I do not wish to be tied down. Tied up, yes. Tied down, no.”
“Too much information, Michel.” Anya laughed. He’s lying through his teeth, she thought at Declan. 
Yes, he most certainly is. Butt out. He felt her scoff through their bond. I mean it, Anya. Let Michel and Omala work it out themselves.
Anya was going to reply, but they pulled up in front of the large mansion just outside of Paris that the Council used for meetings and other official events. “Damn, we’re here.” She sighed and slid her coin into the pocket of her dress.
“Malysh, why are you so nervous? That doesn’t feel like you, not when it comes to Mercule.”
“I’m not sure. I feel very much on edge about this. We wanted to meet with him ages ago but were refused. But now it’s all ‘hurry and get here.’ It feels odd.” 
“So, you aren’t nervous about finding out who your real mother may be.” This was from Michel, who had turned in his seat to face them. 
“Fine. Maybe a little then.” Anya sighed. “I just… I want to know, I do. But I am not sure I want to know enough to make a deal with Mercule.” She was really conflicted about it, honestly.
“That is up to you. We can find out another way. But I would suggest trying to get as much information out of him as you can. You and Luc are superlative researchers. Even a little information would give you a starting point.”
Anya looked at Declan. “You know, I hadn’t even thought of that.” 
“You are too close emotionally,” said Michel. “Sometimes, we often can’t see the logical answer when that is the case.”
She gave him a sardonic grin. “Is that right?” He shrugged at her and got out of the car. He came around and opened her door while Declan got out the other side. 
Declan buttoned his jacket and moved to stand next to Anya. “It will be fine. I promise that if we find out that you are from a wealthy family, I will not ask for a dowry.”
“A dowry? Last I checked, we were just living in sin.” 
“Oh, and what sin it is!” Declan waggled his brows at her while Michel shot Declan a look over Anya’s head. 
As Anya moved to the door, Michel leaned into Declan. “She still has no idea about the wedding?” 
“Ssshh! No, she does not, and I don’t want her to find out. She has enough to be concerned with. I just want her to show up in a beautiful gown and enjoy herself.”
“You’re taking a chance, you know? She may hate the idea of a surprise wedding,” Michel told him.
“I know. But I am hoping she’ll be delighted instead.” 
Anya turned around to look at them. “Are you two coming?” 
Declan gave Michel a stern look and went to catch up to Anya.






  
  Chapter 2


Richelieu was waiting for them directly inside the front door. “Ah! My friends, good to see you. Thank you for coming on such short notice.” 
Anya almost rolled her eyes. It wasn’t like they had much choice. “Of course, your eminence. We appreciate you arranging this.” 
“It was my pleasure to do so. I must tell you that Natalia contacted me to ask if you had tried to question Mercule yet?”
“Did she?” asked Declan. “What was her reasoning there?”
“She said she was worried about Anya having to be near him, that she might be upset.”
Anya snorted. “Did you believe her?”
“Oh, absolutely not. She has a tell when she’s lying.”
“She strokes the pearls around her neck, and her voice goes up one octave,” said Anya.
“Yes, indeed. You noticed it too.”
“I did. But I didn’t realize that’s what it was until the council meeting the night that I found out that Doina was not my real mother.”
“She’s done it for as long as I’ve known her. But she was very interested in what you may be planning when it comes to our magician. I said nothing, of course.” 
“That just proves that she knows more than she’s saying and that she is worried about what Mercule could tell us.” 
“Exactly, my young friend.” The cardinal gestured to the other demons lurking in a corner. “Come. Let’s go see what this magician has to tell us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Richelieu took them underground by elevator. They walked down an exceptionally long hallway until they came to a steel door. 
“Cardinal, forgive the question, but how is it that Mercule can’t use his magic to escape?”
“We’ve spellbound the room so that his powers are nullified. Your friend Gwen took care of that for us.” This surprised Anya. Gwen had not told her this. Richelieu gestured to the two men standing guard outside. “But we still guard him. Better to be safe than sorry.” The cardinal took out the key and looked at Declan and Anya. “There are only two keys. I have one, and a guard has the other. Anaranth does not require a key.” 
Anya raised an eyebrow at that, but Richelieu was opening the door and her breath caught in her throat. 
Declan leaned in close to her. “Courage, my love.” She took a deep breath and walked into the room. 
“Mercule, I think you remember Declan and Anya.”
Mercule stood and glared at the cardinal before turning his gimlet eye to Declan, then Anya. He stared at her, and she stared back at him. She refused to look away first, and eventually, he dropped his eyes, laughing. “Well, your grandmother never let on how formidable you were.” 
“She’s not my grandmother. And what do you want?”
“Oh, just to talk. I have some information for you.” He looked over at Declan, who was leaning casually against the wall. “You brought your guard dog, I see.”
“You really do not want me to bite you.” Declan continued to look at the magician calmly. “Watch yourself. My beast could use a little fun.”
Mercule paled, and Richelieu laughed. “Mercule, I suggest you sit and come to the point quickly.” 
Mercule sat, and both Richelieu and Anya followed suit. Declan remained standing. “What information do you have for me?” Anya asked. 
“Oh no, I want something in return.” 
“No.” Anya stood. 
“This is information about your past.”
“I gathered that.” She shrugged. “If you know it, then it’s something I can find out as well. I don’t need you.” 
“Perhaps, but I can save you some time.”
“I have nothing but time. You worked for Natalia. You worked for Liliana. Not to mention what you all did to my brother. You are not trustworthy, and I have no time for your games.” She’d never forgive how they had twisted her baby brother until he was filled with hate and madness. 
Mercule made a move towards Anya, and Declan growled softly. The magician leaned back in his seat. “You don’t even know what I want.”
“I do not think it matters, Mercule. I am very sure it will be something we do not wish to give.” This was from Richelieu.
“I know you aren’t going to release me.” He looked at Anya. “Unless perhaps you—”
“Absolutely not! You can’t possibly be that naïve. Neither Declan nor I have a say, but if we did, we’d be against it.” 
“Fine. I wish for better accommodations if I am to be kept in captivity. And I wish to speak to Natalia,” Mercule stated. 
“Why would she want to speak to you?” The cardinal asked.
“She won’t. But you can ask Anaranth to make her.”
“I don’t think so,” Richelieu said, shaking his head. 
Anya moved to leave, and Mercule grasped her arm. “You don’t understand!” 
Anya looked down at his hand on her arm. She started to feel odd, as if she were seeing it from afar. Her eyes started to glow, followed by the rest of her. 
“Anya?” Declan moved away from the wall toward her. “Anya? Can you hear me?”
She nodded her head and looked at Mercule. “Unhand me!” The voice was Anya’s, and yet not, at the same time. There was both light and darkness in it, and there was power. So much power. Mercule gasped in pain and pulled his hand back. “You will never touch me again. If you do, I shall let my mate’s beast have you. And I will enjoy watching him tear you apart.” The glow got brighter until it lit up every corner of the room.
“Mon Dieu!” Richelieu whispered in fascination. 
Malysh, Declan thought to Anya. Malysh, you can stop glowing now. 
I’m not sure I can. I don’t know how I did it in the first place.
Just take a couple of deep breaths and focus on a slowly dimming the light until it goes out. Declan was guessing but hoped that this would do the trick.
Okay. Okay… thank you. She took a few deep breaths, and as she did, the glow dimmed until finally, it was gone.
“That was illuminating!” said Richelieu with a cheeky grin.
“You did not just make that joke!” laughed Anya.
“I did!” He turned to Mercule. “I believe the lady has made her point, yes?” Mercule nodded. “Wonderful. Now, I think it would behoove you to tell her what you know. If you do so, I will consider adding some creature comforts to this room. If you do not, you will go someplace worse. The time for games is at an end, as is my patience with you.” 
“I wasn’t positive before, but I am now.” There was both awe and fear in Mercule’s voice.
Declan walked over to Mercule and yanked him out of his seat. “What are you sure of? TALK!” 
“Your consort is a Guardian.” 
“Yes. I know. The prophecy has already informed me of this.” What that actually meant, she still wasn’t sure. But the prophecy had foretold she and Declan being together, along with the growth of not only their powers, but of Gwen’s as the golden mage.
“No, not that. Well, yes… that. But more. You’re one of the Eternal Guardians.” 
“Impossible!” said Richelieu. “They are a myth.”
“Are they?” Mercule smirked. Declan gave him a good shake at the tone, and Mercule paled even more.
“Would someone mind telling me what an Eternal Guardian is? And why it differs from what we already know?” Anya asked, sitting down wearily. Mercule had said eternal, not golden.
Declan shoved Mercule back into his seat and stood behind his mate. He put a hand on her shoulder, and she covered it with her own.
Richelieu paced a little before he began to speak. “If it’s true, then I do not know that it is different from what the prophecy said. No one really knows where the Eternals came from. But the purpose of them was to serve humankind—to guard and protect.” He paused. “But we’ve never had proof of their existence before. This is why we’ve always thought them to be a myth. But Anya, you are a protector, at your core.”
“Who or what are these guardians supposed to be protecting humans from?” asked Declan.
“From us. From the Fae. From any magical creature that may try to do humans harm.” 
“The Fae? Really now?” This was from Anya.
“I told you they were real, lass.” Declan’s voice held a bit of humor. He squeezed her shoulder.
Richelieu looked at her. “You believe demons are real, but not Fae?”
“I can see demons. I cannot see the Fae.” 
“So, you think,” Mercule answered. 
Anya sighed. “So, these Guardians are magical beings?” 
“No. That’s just it. They were human like you. But imbued with special powers. Their creators chose them to be protectors. They lived mortal lives, but while they lived, they protected people.” 
“And as humans bred, the powers were passed along on a genetic level?” Declan asked.
“Yes, my friend. Exactly. Not every child born from a Guardian was one. But any child could be one.” 
“What happened to them?” asked Anya. This was fantastical.
“At some point, they were not needed any longer. Demons posed no real threat to humans once they could safely feed off human energy with no harm. Fae left this world and any other supernatural beings that may have been around left or died off, I suppose.”
“And eventually, those genes died out,” Declan said.
“Yes. Or so we thought,” said Richelieu.
Anya rubbed her face. “But why does he—” She pointed at Mercule “—think that I am one of these Eternals?” 
“Because of the golden glow and the voice you used on me. Both were traits of a Guardian,” answered Mercule.
“They had great power but could only really harness it if harm was being done to themself or another human,” Richelieu added.
“That is really smart,” mused Anya. “That way, they can’t go off and use their power for evil or their own gain. Whoever created them was very smart.”
“Definitely demons then,” laughed Richelieu.
“I mean, the Fae could easily have done it,” said Declan. “It would have been easy for them.”
“Yes, but weren’t the Fae assholes?” asked Anya. “They liked to play with humans for kicks. Why would they have created humans who could protect humans from their own kind?”
“You’re warming to the idea that they existed, aren’t you? Admit it.” Her mate teased. 
“I am warming to nothing. I am merely pointing out that from the small amount I’ve read, they were not very nice.” The thought of Fae made her itch. 
Richelieu interjected. “This is true. But, at some point, some of them may have realized that things were going too far, and they looked to balance things out.” He looked at Mercule. “I find that I am pleased by this information. It is your lucky day. I will endeavor to make it more comfortable for you in here.”
“And Natalia?” Mercule asked.
“Do not push your luck. I do not think you two need to speak. Unless you can come up with a fairly compelling reason, that is.” Mercule said nothing. “I thought not.” He turned to Declan and Anya. “Have you any more questions for Mercule?”
“Who told you that I may be an actual Eternal Guardian?” Mercule said nothing. “Oh? You’re done talking, are you?”
“Not unless I can speak to Natalia.” He looked triumphant.
“You obviously don’t know me at all because that won’t work with me. I will find out myself.” With that, Anya swept out of the room, and Declan followed.
Nothing more until we get home and can discuss this among ourselves. Anya thought to her mate. 
He stroked her down the bond, and she shivered. Good idea. 
I am going to expect you to take my mind off this later.
Oh, I have such plans for that, malysh. Such plans. He gave her a wicked grin, and she knew that no matter what, they’d eventually solve this. 






  
  Chapter 3


When they returned home, Declan got everyone who was able to come to the house together. Therese was running late, which was unusual, but she said she’d be along soon. 
Gwen tapped her fingers on the table, thinking. “Well, it would certainly explain why the prophecy refers to you as the ‘Golden Guardian.’ Maybe the words are somehow synonymous?” She handed Anya a healthy pour of wine. Anya looked grateful, and Gwen winked at her friend. 
Luc furrowed his brow. “I’m going to go back over what I read. Maybe I missed something.” 
“Highly doubtful, my young friend,” said Matthew. “You and Anya are incredibly thorough. You missing something does not seem likely.”
“Oui. But the language was very old, and I may not have been translating correctly. I am a bit more familiar with the old language now. I’ve been studying it.”
“Of course, ye have, lad,” said Dougal, smacking Luc on the back. 
Anya took a large drink of wine. “This makes absolutely no sense. How can I possibly be a thing that died out centuries ago?”
“And a prophecy makes sense?” asked Declan. “As Gwen pointed out, it would explain why you glow and why you are referred to as the Golden Guardian. And now we know what you’re the guardian of. No other mate or consort has glowed, Anya. Just you. And Anaranth did say he sensed power in you.” 
“But how?” Anya sounded as frustrated as she felt.
“Anya,” said Michel quietly. “I think you are ignoring one very obvious thing here.” 
They all looked at her. She let out a growl. “My biological mother.” 
There was a knock on the doorframe, and Omala came in. Michel tensed but said nothing. “I am sorry to interrupt, but Richelieu asked that I come by and relay some information.” 
“Of course, Omala,” said Anya warmly. “Please sit. Would you like some wine?” The woman nodded and came into the room. She sat near, but not next to, Michel.
He stood, poured her some wine, and set the glass in front of her. “Jee shukriya, bandar.” 
Michel’s eyes widened. “Aapaja svagat hai, cchota sa ulloo.” He smiled at her and took his seat.
Anya just looked at them. “What the hell did you two just say?” 
“I thanked him, and he said I was welcome in Hindi.” Omala hedged.
“Uh-huh. What else? Come on now, give.” 
Omala looked at Anya and saw she meant no malice. She just wanted to know and was not good at hiding her curiosity. “I called him monkey, and he called me little owl. And no, I am not going to tell you why, Anya. Yet.” Michel choked on his wine, causing everyone to laugh.
Anya laughed. “Fair enough. What message did Richelieu want delivered?”
“Ah, yes. It seems that Mercule let a little more information slip.”
“Did he?” asked Declan.
“Well, I assume that the cardinal became most persuasive.” Omala grinned. “It seems that he learned about what you are from…” Omala hesitated.
“It’s okay, Omala. Anya doesn’t usually shoot the messenger.” Michel reassured her. 
“He learned it from Natalia,” Omala said. “Or so Mercule said.”
Everyone froze and looked at Anya. Natalia was a very sore subject with her after what she considered as the older woman’s betrayal. Declan took her hand and started murmuring to her softly, urging her to take some deep breaths
“That fucking bitch!” Anya bit out. “I am going to skewer her; I swear to God.” Anya started swearing in Russian as Therese and Marchand walked into the room. He winced.
“What is she saying?” asked Therese.
“You do not want to know,” replied the police detective.
“I really do, actually,” Therese replied.
Anya stopped suddenly. “Better?” asked Declan.
“Yes. It’s out of my system now. It’s not a surprise. We suspected that she knew far more than she was saying about my brother, so of course, it would track that she knows more than she’s saying about me.”
“If it helps, Richelieu is not actually sure that he believes Mercule,” Omala said helpfully. “It may be true, but the cardinal just wonders if he’s trying to shift our attention elsewhere.”
Anya nodded. “That feels very much like Mercule, actually. For now, we work on the premise that it’s true.” 
“Why?” asked Gwen. “Because you’re angry with her?”
“Partly, yes. But mostly because we know she’s hiding information and this could very well be something that she does indeed know and shared with Mercule.”
“Agreed,” said Declan. “We’ve long suspected that she is keeping secrets. This would just be one more.”
Anya nodded. “Does Natalia know the identity of my birth mother? It’s possible. Or maybe she wants to bargain with knowledge she doesn’t have. Regardless of what she knows, we don’t negotiate with terrorists.” 
“She’s a terrorist?” asked Omala. 
“An emotional one. And that is good enough for me,” replied Anya, downing the rest of her wine and pouring another glass for herself.
“Do you think you may be cutting off your nose to spite your face here?” asked Gwen.
“Probably. But I am not giving her the upper hand. We need someone in her and Vlad’s house. Where is Donovan?” she demanded.
“Putting more people in their house,” answered Declan.
That brought Anya up short. “Really?” 
“Yes, really. We do have someone there, but we’re putting more people in now. Donovan is seeing to the details.” He looked at the newcomers. “Marchand, lovely to see you, but why are you here?” 
“I was with Therese, and she asked me to drive her here. I can go.” 
“No. I’m sorry. It’s been a trying day, and that was rude of me. You are always welcome.” He looked at his chief of security. “But Therese, you are late. Is all well?” 
“It is. I am sorry. I got caught on something, and Marchand was giving me a hand extricating myself.” 
“She means I made sure she didn’t get arrested.” She glared at him. “Well, it’s true,” he answered tersely.
“Yes, that is what I mean.” But Therese didn’t look pleased with Marchand. 
Anya just looked at them and shook her head. There were too many unresolved couplings here, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with it right then. “Ok, let’s bring Therese up to speed quickly and get on with ladies’ night. Omala, please stay if you are free. Generally, we just drink and eat and shit talk. Sometimes we watch a movie. Sometimes we make Therese tell us stories.”
“I’d like that,” replied Omala. She didn’t know Anya very well, but what she knew she liked very much. She welcomed the chance to get to know her and Gwen better.
“Wonderful! Here is the short version: I am apparently something called an Eternal Guardian…”
“What?! They’re supposed to be a myth!” Therese exclaimed.
“You’ve heard of them?” asked Declan.
“Yes. But I had not even considered the possibility with Anya, even with the occasional glow. That being said, it makes a certain amount of sense.”
“True,” replied Declan. “But we do not know why genes that have lain dormant for centuries would now be appearing in my mate.”
“But we think that the existence of them has something to do with my birth mother.” This was from Anya. 
“What are these guardians?” asked Marchand. 
“They were humans that were given special powers so that they could guard and protect humankind from Demons or Fae or what have you. They died out though. Or so, we thought,” answered Declan. “Anya, being one should not be news to us since we’ve seen you glow before. But you’ve never glowed as brightly as you did today.”
“I have asked Richelieu if he had a camera in the room and if there’s footage,” replied Matthew. “If he does, I will pass the footage along to everyone.”
Declan nodded at him. “We need to think about Anya’s possible powers. How she can tap into them, and how they can be honed to use them when she needs to. And not just when someone pisses her off.”
“But I shouldn’t be able to use them when I am pissed off. I am supposed to solely use them for protection.” 
“He put his hands on you, Anya. That could be considered a threat. But it’s been centuries, so it’s also possible that these powers are evolving.” Declan had wanted to rip the man apart for touching Anya. He knew she hadn’t needed his help, but the feeling had been there all the same. 
“I really hate this,” Anya growled.
“I know. We’re connected, and I could feel the stirrings of your power. You need to learn how to use it correctly.”
“You’re right. But it pisses me off. And now I am pissed at you. Go to work.” 
He walked over to her and kissed her fully on the mouth, not caring who was watching. “I love you. But I can’t always just tell you things you want to hear. Go upstairs and get comfy before you settle in for your ladies’ night.”
“Bossy!” But she kissed him back tenderly and went to change. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Declan used the opportunity to pull Gwen aside to talk to her. “So, how is the gown coming?”
“You still want to do this?” 
“Yes, because she deserves something wonderful. I understand the timing is not good, but when would it be? We don’t know how long this Gordian knot is going to take to undo. I don’t want to wait to marry her because her family sucks.” 
Gwen beamed at him. “Her gown is coming along very well then. You’re getting her a ring, correct?” 
“Oh, definitely! It’s also coming along well. I have talked to Therese about flowers, and Mara has agreed to let Anya’s Russian relatives cater. I told her Anya would rather have her as a guest.” 
“Smart. Who else besides the core group will be there?” 
“I invited Adjoa and Valentina because they really like her, and she likes them. If Anya is lucky, they’ll give her weapons as a wedding gift. Anaranth and Grace are invited. I have no idea if they will come. Grace might. And Richelieu is performing the ceremony. Which I find surprising, but he offered. I could not say no.”
“Perfect!” Gwen laughed. “You know this could go tits up, right? She could hate that we did this behind her back.”
“I do. It’s a risk I am willing to take. If it goes well, we share credit. If it goes badly, I will take the blame.”
“That’s hardly fair. But I accept your terms.” She gave him a quick hug. “Now, get the menfolk out of here so the ladies can grill Omala on why she calls Michel ‘monkey.’” 
“Go easy, wee witch. It’s her first ladies’ night with you all.” 
“Absolutely not!” 

      [image: image-placeholder]When they were outside, Declan looked at his team. “So, this is going to be rough. But we need to make sure we do everything we can to keep Anya safe and happy.”
“Are you talking about today’s news or the wedding?” asked Matthew, a teasing tone to his voice.
“Both. But mostly today’s news. I have no doubt Natalia has found out we were there, and she may have some inkling what that fucker told us. Matthew, start seeing if you can make her glow during your sessions. I’ll let Therese know she should do the same. Luc, keep an eye on her when you’re working, and Michel, keep your ear to the ground and see if you can find out anything more about these Eternal Guardians, work with Donovan. Dougal, keep an eye out for strange people coming into the city.”
“Anything you need the human to do?” asked Marchand.
“Yes. You can tell me what you and Therese were doing?”
“I cannot. It is her story to tell. I just happened by at the right time to lend a hand. And now I need to go have a discussion with the police officer who almost arrested her.”
“Is she okay?”
The question startled Marchand, though it shouldn’t have. Declan cared very deeply about his people. “She’s fine as far as I am aware. This, I promise you.”
“Fine.” Declan paused. “If she has need of you again, please help her. I would consider it a personal favor.”
“You don’t have to ask, my friend. I would help her regardless.” Marchand’s feelings for Therese were as complicated as the woman herself, but he was drawn to her and would always come if she called.
“Thank you. I do not think you can help with this. But if you hear anything, let us know.”
“I could ask my mother. She seems to know a lot of things that she shouldn’t about you all.”
“Is that so? Well, by all means, ask her then,” said Declan. 






  
  Chapter 4


“Okay, Omala, spill it! Why do you call Michel ‘monkey?’”  
Omala took a sip of wine and looked up through long eyelashes. “It’s not sexual.”
“Fuck!” shouted Anya, pulling out a ten euro note and handing it to Therese. 
Omala burst out laughing. “You bet on that?”
“Yes. Dammit!” 
“It’s because he was really good at scaling walls, quickly and quietly. I used to say he was like a monkey when he did it. And before you ask, he calls me little owl because of my height and how quiet I can be when needed.” 
“I feel like you two have some stories,” said Gwen, handing a platter of snacks to Anya. 
“We do. But tonight, I think we need to know Therese’s story?” 
“My story? What?” Therese asked, looking up from her knitting. They were all doing some kind of knitting or crocheting. Yarn and needles were found for Omala as well. 
“Yes. What happened today, and why the hell are we all doing yarn crafts?” Omala raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, I can take that one!” said Anya, rubbing her hands together. “Therese felt sexually frustrated and needed a new hobby. Since she excels at pretty much all of the violent and aggressive ones, she decided to try knitting. To cover for her, we decided to take it up as well. Gwen and Therese are pretty good. I am hopeless.” She held up her knitting.
“I mean, it’s not terrible,” said Gwen, helpfully.
“Gwennie, Omala
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