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      For Fatty Venus (IYKYK),

      You radiate light in a grimdark world.

      -Jammy aka Jamalamadingdong
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      Princess and Aurora are a well-established couple in my story verse. However, I wanted to share how they met. So, I wrote a short story for my short-lived Ream page.  This is an extended version with more plot, more action, and the formation of the Supernatural Council.
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      The mood in the kitchen sucked, and I was sick of it. Gloom and grief suffocated the air with the anguish of one person, a hulking figure set aside from the others gathered at the table. Some days, like today, his misery was so thick you could spread it on toast.

      Gabriel, our alpha and Archangel of the Pacific Northwest, leaned against the kitchen counter, grimacing at his mug like it had personally betrayed him. Which, given his history with betrayal, was darkly funny—not, that I would ever laugh about the way she almost destroyed the pack.

      He was tall and dark-haired like me. We both had light eyes, too. His were green and mine were blue but were close enough that people assumed we were biological siblings instead of step. We were both attractive in the way shifters usually were—muscled and chiseled were tossed about as descriptors. He had a little extra in looks from his father—not that that had ever mattered to me. It did matter to a whole lot of shifter women. Hell, women in general. They didn't care he was a mopey mess.

      I did. My brother used to be the gregarious one and I was the sarcastic one. I'd liked our dynamic. Now, he didn't do much but scowl and mope these days, and I sometimes came off as cruel instead of snarky.

      "Your coffee's getting cold," I said, mostly to break the oppressive silence. The gathered pack members—about fifteen of them at the big table in the packhouse kitchen—shifted uncomfortably. Nobody wanted to be the one to tell the boss he was broadcasting Depression FM to all frequencies.

      Nobody except me.

      The thing about being beta to your brother is that you remember when he used to put frogs in your bed. Hard to be properly intimidated by someone after you've seen them cry over a pet goldfish named Bubbles.

      Gabriel hadn't been happy since he had to abjure his wife for cheating. Not just cheating but betraying the guardians and the angels by sleeping with an incubus. The pack felt that betrayal too—we'd all loved Kirsten. She'd been one of us for five years before we discovered what she'd been up to.

      I got why he was a sad sack but didn't know why he didn't challenge her. If my bonded mate had done what she'd done, I would have demanded blood. Retribution was the shifter way. A challenge would also have the added benefit of exercising all that grief and anger. Why didn’t he just draw first blood and get over her?

      Instead, he brooded and wallowed, wishing Kirsten was someone she was not. I didn't know who that person was, but his ex-wife was not the mate my stepbrother needed.

      The last time I'd tried setting him up, it ended with the poor woman crying in the bathroom and me having to explain to the restaurant manager why our table had claw marks in it. After that, I decided to let him wallow. At least until this morning.

      "Want to get started?" I asked Mr. Broody, nudging his coffee mug closer with one finger.

      He lifted his head, blinked a few times as if registering he was here in the kitchen, not far away in Mopey Alpha land. He shook his head and plastered on his angelic grin. "Yes, of course."

      It freaked me out when he shifted moods that suddenly, but the rest of the pack didn't seem to mind the clouds of doom parting for the smile set to high beam. Maybe they were just relieved to feel something other than despair through the pack bonds.

      I got out the cream and sugar while Gabriel started the morning briefing. Most of it was routine stuff—territory patrols, training schedules, someone's cousin coming to visit (which always needed alpha approval), and the latest update on the greenhouse project.

      Being self-sufficient was Gabriel's thing. We had everything we needed here: wild game in the acres of forested land that he owned, a dairy barn, greenhouses for produce, and stables. We barely needed the outside world for much. The massive garage was filled with pack vehicles, including my pride and joy—a sleek black motorcycle built to look vintage but packed with modern engineering.

      The normalcy lasted until he got to the assignments. That's when things got interesting.

      He handed out tasks until it came down to three of our best trackers: a burly grizzly shifter named Sid, a wolf shifter named Lance, and a wolf shifter that got on my nerves, named Nate. Nate had been trying to court me for months, despite my very clear lack of interest. Some wolves just couldn't take a hint.

      "I've heard some complaints from the Kennewick pack," Gabriel said, his voice dropping into what I called his 'archangel register.' "They think their alpha is getting up to some shady business with a crossroads demon." He focused on Lance. "I want you to take Sid and Nate, and head out to the Tri-cities. Announce yourself there as looking for mates. Sniff around and see if there's any truth to it, but don't get into any sort of confrontation without my go-ahead unless forced."

      I set my mug down with more force than necessary, coffee spilling over the edges. Hot liquid stung my fingers, but I barely noticed as I glared at Gabriel. Another alpha accused of betraying his people required a visit from him, or at the very least, *me*. What the Hell was this cloak and dagger business? Sometimes his angelic upbringing made him more like them with their machinations and subversions. That was fine for dealing with other supernaturals, or if he were only the archangel, but he was also alpha of a larger pack. Like it or not, the unwritten protocol of shifters called for him to handle this like an alpha.

      "He'll know someone reported him," Gabriel continued, pointedly ignoring my glare. "I'm asking you to do this as the Archangel, not alpha. We don't want a pack civil war over angelic business."

      I sucked in my outrage and wiped up the mess, all the while seething inside because I wanted so very badly to call him on this. However, unlike Gabriel, I kept to protocol and my mouth closed until the others left.

      The room cleared quickly. Nobody wanted to be around for what was coming next. Even Nate, who usually tried to linger and chat, made himself scarce.

      When they were gone, however, I let loose.

      "Did I do something to piss you off?" I demanded, crossing my arms.

      A muscle in Gabriel's cheek feathered. He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. "Why would you ask that, Princess?"

      He'd used a casual tone but tension, not my own, coiled within me. As alpha, he'd forgotten to shield his emotions from the pack lately, but nobody felt comfortable telling him. Except me. As beta and his stepsister, it was my job to keep him in check when he was being a jerk.

      "Fine. Play stupid." I opened the fridge pushing around the condiments to get jam for some toast, making a lot of noise in the process. Two could play at the passive-aggressive game.

      He exhaled loudly behind me. The tension uncoiled as he shielded his emotions. Thank God. The oppressive weight of his gloomy mood also lifted. I could breathe easier.

      "I know how it would be handled if I were just another alpha under the orders of an archangel," he said quietly. "However, I'm both. It takes away autonomy of the alphas for me to come in. I'd rather send scouts with good intentions, than come in and interrogate everyone. If the alpha of the Kennewick pack is pulling shady business, we'll come down on him through a trial of alphas. If I handle this any other way, it'll make other alphas distrustful of me, of our pack."

      I found the jam, rested my hand on it and closed my eyes. As usual, when it comes to matters of the pack, he was right. Sending me would have been suspicious. Everyone knew I didn't want anything to do with finding a mate to bond with. It was bad enough I had my alpha's moods to deal with. A mate would only complicate my position, too.

      I'd seen what happened when mate bonds went wrong. Not just with Gabriel and Kirsten, but with our own parents. My mother had been mated to a wolf shifter before she met Gabriel's father. That bond had nearly destroyed her when it broke. She never fully recovered, even after finding love again with Gabriel's dad.

      The jam was raspberry. Gabriel's favorite. I grabbed the strawberry instead, just to be petty.

      "So, what's my assignment?" I asked, reaching for the bread.

      Gabriel's shoulders relaxed. "I have this idea I've been mulling over. What do you think about forming something like an alpha council but invite
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