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I KEPT A SMILE ON MY face to hide my misery as the squad welcomed Gedniah into our home. Both Syd and Brynn had now found their true mates. They were intelligent, capable and would be excellent additions to our team. I didn’t have a problem with either Harlan, or Gedniah. The cause of my pain was not having Jax here with me. The mysterious new bond I apparently had with an unknown entity made it even worse. I didn’t have any bite marks anywhere on my body. I had no idea who I was linked to, or how it had happened.

Gedniah was so tall that he had to duck to step through the doorway. He looked around in bemusement, taking everything in. Far more muscular than anyone else on the team, his dark skin contrasted with his purple hair and eyes. The towel around his waist was barely adequate to cover him. He was gorgeous, but I wasn’t attracted to him. My heart was already taken by another man. That was probably a good thing, since Brynn would most likely scratch my eyes out if I’d looked at her man in appreciation.

“How do you take your coffee, Gedniah?” Nick asked.

“I have never had coffee,” the king admitted. “What is it?”

“It’s the tastiest drink on our planet,” Syd told him.

“Tea tastes way better than coffee,” I argued. “Coffee is bitter and horrible.”

“Don’t listen to Alex,” Brynn said to her mate. “She was locked in a cabin in the woods her entire life and was brainwashed into thinking tea tastes good.”

Everyone cracked up and even I snorted out a laugh at the snake-man’s horrified expression. He and the lamia had the same mate bond that Syd shared with Harlan, but he’d bound Brynn to himself with magic as well. He scanned her mind to discover what had happened to me. “A witch hunts you?” he asked with a frown.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “We have to watch our backs constantly for ambushes.”

“We need to hunt this creature down and kill her.”

“I like him already,” Yas said in approval and grinned widely enough to show him her fangs. There were no secrets between mated pairs, so he would soon know exactly who and what we all were.

“Irene Dawson is clever, lad,” Crowmon informed him. “She knows how to hide herself from us.”

I ambled over to the kitchen as Nick made coffee for everyone who wanted one. Despite their teasing, they always made sure to buy teabags for me. He’d put the kettle on to boil and had prepared a mug of tea for me. I smiled at him and he affectionately nudged me in the side with his elbow.

Emma was fascinated with our newest team member. She swiveled around on my shoulder to keep him in sight, holding onto my hair to anchor herself. I’d gifted Gedniah with a zombie rattlesnake as a wedding present. It seemed more fitting than giving him a mouse, considering he was half serpent in his natural form.

“Can you ask Zeta a question for me, Alex?” Brynn asked when Nick and I carried the drinks and snacks into the living room.

“Sure,” I replied. “What do you want to know?”

Gedniah warily sat down on the couch next to his bride, then relaxed when he felt how comfortable the leather seats were. He’d never had legs before, so it was going to take a while for him to adjust to walking rather than slithering. He picked up the mug of coffee Nick had handed him and tasted it. It had cream and one sugar in it, the same way Brynn took hers. His eyebrows rose in pleased surprise, so I guessed he didn’t hate the foul brew like I did.

“An owl swooped down and grabbed Zeta just as she was about to save me from being kidnapped by the ASBF soldiers,” Brynn said. “I was wondering what happened to her.”

I delved into the small gray fieldmouse’s mind for the answer. “The owl carried her to a tree and tried to feed her to its fledglings,” I reported.

“I bet that went down well,” Yas said with a smirk. “Did she rip the owl’s head off?”

“Of course not,” I said in denial when they all snickered. “Zeta knew the birds were just hungry. She jumped out of the nest and returned to Brynn, but she was long gone. She followed her scent until she lost it, then kept up her search. She knew Brynn had been drugged and that Zeus wouldn’t be able to lock onto her. Zeta decided to follow Beta’s example and find Brynn herself. It took her a while to track her down. When she saw Brynn was being kept in a cell with a thick metal door, she figured she needed backup. We were all in our wereforms, so she went to retrieve Gedniah.”

Everyone stared at the mouse, who was tucked away in Brynn’s pocket. Gedniah held his hand out in front of the tiny zombie. Beta crawled out of hiding to sit on his gigantic palm. “I owe you for what you did to save my bride, little one,” the king said. “If you ever have need of anything, name it and it shall be yours.”

All eyes cut to me as we waited for Zeta’s response. The mouse sent an image to me, which made me smile. “She wants somewhere to rest at night while you two are sleeping,” I said. “She doesn’t want to sit on the nightstand out in the open and would prefer to have something to hide in.” The other mice all chimed in with the same request. “They all want something like that,” I reported.

“I will personally craft resting places for the mice,” Gedniah vowed.

Emma’s nose twitched as she sent a thought to me. “Emma wants to help you,” I told him. “She knows what the mice will like.”

“What about the snake?” Liam asked. “Does he need a resting place?”

I scanned my newest zombie and found he was just as intelligent as the mice. “He would like a box with sand to lie in when he’s resting,” I confirmed. The snake couldn’t hear, but he was linked to me and the other zombies and could follow what we were saying.

“What are you going to call him?” Nick asked.

Gedniah looked at Brynn and picked her brains for something suitable. “I believe Theta is the next word in the Greek alphabet,” he decided. “That will suffice.”

“He’s going to fit right in,” Harlan said with a grin.

“Who?” Brynn asked with a smirk. “Gedniah, or Theta?”

“Both of them,” the weretiger replied. “We could always use more smart zombies and I hear the king is a magic user.”

Gedniah nodded in confirmation. “My magic is far weaker on this world, but I can perform a variety of spells.”

“That reminds me,” Liam said and took his phone out of his pocket. “Nancy and her coven will be coming here to cast a ward around our base today.”

“What kind of ward?” Gedniah asked curiously.

“One that will hopefully keep the witch from infiltrating our home with her magic,” Crowmon told him.

Liam sent a message to Ms. Ettenberg to tell her we were ready for her coven to do their thing. He received a reply a couple of minutes later. “Nancy’s coven will gather at her house at around one o’clock this afternoon. She’ll notify me when they get there so we can send a zombie to retrieve them.”

“That gives us a few hours to find clothes for Gedniah,” Syd said. “We need to locate stores that cater to huge dudes.”

“We’re going to need to take his measurements,” Nick suggested. “We can’t take him with us just wearing a towel.”

“The ladies would be fighting each other so they could climb him like a tree,” Yas joked.

“Over my dead body,” Brynn said, narrowing her eyes. “No one gets to climb him except me.”

I laughed along with everyone else, but it sounded hollow to my ears. Seeing Syd meet the love of her life had been painful enough. Now that Brynn had met her true mate, it was going to be even harder to pretend that I wasn’t falling apart on the inside.
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LIAM GAVE US THE DAY off from training, since it had been a full moon last night and we had a new team member to welcome into the fold. Brynn and Gedniah headed to their bedroom after we’d eaten our snacks, so the lamia could take her new mate’s measurements.

“Who wants to bet they’ll christen Brynn’s bed while they’re up there?” Yas joked. No one was stupid enough to bet against her.

“If the bedrooms weren’t soundproofed, we’d be able to hear the bed knocking into the wall by now,” Syd predicted with a smirk.

“I can feel the vibrations through the walls when you and the tiger go at it,” Nick said slyly.

Instead of flushing in embarrassment, the cougar grinned smugly. “We like to share our love with the whole team.”

“We don’t want you to share it with us,” I retorted.

“Too bad,” Sydney said airily. “You’ll have to get used to us.”

Brynn and Gedniah returned a while later, smelling like they’d just had a shower. From the heated looks they were exchanging, it was pretty obvious what they’d been up to. “Here are Gedniah’s measurements, boss,” Brynn said and held out a piece of paper.

“Keep it,” Liam said. “You’ll be going to Denver with Nick, Syd and Harlan to pick out a wardrobe for the king.”

Brynn wasn’t happy about being separated from her mate, but she didn’t argue with her orders. “Are you guys ready to go?” she asked the others.

“We’ve been ready for fifteen minutes,” Harlan joked.

“It took you a long time to measure Gedniah,” Syd said as they headed for the door. “You’ll have to tell me all about how long his ‘limbs’ are,” she added suggestively.

Crowmon rolled his eyes when the girls broke into snickers. “It isn’t always about the size, ladies,” he said chidingly. “It’s the skill with what you do with it that matters.”

“That’s true,” Yas agreed, surprising the god. “I used a lot of humans for blood and sex back when I was evil. Some of them had really big-”

“Yasmine!” Liam interrupted and slanted a glance at me like I was five rather than eighteen.

“Limbs,” my bestie said instead of the word I knew she was going to use. “I didn’t find them to be any better than the smaller dudes,” she added. “Some of the bigger guys were really bad in the sack.”

Brynn and Syd cracked up and Nick shook his head. “I don’t want to hear about your conquests,” he decided and opened the door. Harlan and the girls followed him outside, closing the door behind them.

“Don’t worry, lad,” Crowmon said to Gedniah when he stared longingly at the door. “Brynn is well protected. She’ll return to you safely.”

“What are you going to make the zombies’ resting places out of?” I asked to distract the king.

“My magic works best with plants,” Gedniah replied. “Would you like to watch me while I work?”

I couldn’t cast spells, but I was more interested in magic now that I knew I could utilize the enchantments that had been branded onto my skin. “Sure,” I agreed. Crowmon and Liam followed us when we headed outside. Yas grabbed her hood and gloves so she could come with us as well.

“I’ll have to add Gedniah’s prints to our system,” Liam said as he glanced at the scanner.

Ike had been performing a patrol of the compound. He rose out of the ground to join us as we walked over to a fallen tree. He scanned my mind rather than asking us what was going on. “There’s no sign of the magical green deer,” the zombie reported to our boss.

“It’ll be back,” Liam predicted dourly. “The witch won’t give up until she has Alex back in her control.”

“That’s not going to happen, lad,” Crowmon said in denial. “She’s too well protected by the squad.”

“Yeah, but the curse is always hanging over her head,” Yas reminded the deity.

“You are cursed?” Gedniah asked in shock. He strode over to me before I could explain and took my hand. My skin tingled when he scanned me. “I cannot sense a curse, but I sense magic all throughout your body,” he said with a frown. “Yet you are not a magic user.”

“The tattoos are spells,” I explained. “The witch cast them on me when I was a baby. She added more over the years.” Harlan had run a search on his laptop for spells similar to mine and hadn’t found anything so far.

“While I do not sense a curse, what I can sense is disturbing,” the king said and released my hand. “The enchantments seem to be designed to harm you if something triggers them.”

“That’s exactly what they do,” Crowmon confirmed. “The spells cause her pain if anyone mentions who she’s related to in her presence. They also prevent her from harming others and from defending herself effectively.”

“Why did the witch take you from your family?” Gedniah asked.

“My parents and their friends hunted the witch’s relatives down,” Liam explained. “My mom is a necromancer, like Alex. She can communicate with ghosts and loan them energy to turn vengeful. The ghosts of the Dawson Coven’s victims tore them all apart. Irene wants vengeance for their deaths, or so we figure.”

“Royals are often hunted by our enemies on my world,” Gedniah said in sympathy. “When I first found myself in this strange dimension, I thought one of the rebel clans was responsible. It seems Fate brought me here, from what I can gather. This is my world as well now and you are all part of my clan. Your enemies are my enemies. I will join your fight against the witch and her evil allies. Together, we will grind them into dust.”

“Yep, he’s definitely going to fit in with the squad,” Yas said in approval.

“We’re glad to have you on board, King Gedniah,” Liam said with a grin.

I was touched that the king was so willing to help us take down the witch and her minions. I just hoped he knew what he was getting himself into. “Will you need an axe to cut the tree up?” I asked, shifting the topic away from my problems.

“That will not be necessary,” Gedniah said. He squatted next to the fallen tree and caught his towel when it almost fell off.

“Why don’t I make the towel a wee bit bigger, lad?” Crowmon offered.

“You can do that?” I asked in surprise.

“Aye, it won’t take much out of me,” he replied, then touched the fabric. My skin tingled when he used some of his stored magic to enlarge the towel. “There,” he said in satisfaction.

“You have my thanks, Crowmon,” Gedniah said and tucked the now larger towel around his waist more securely. We all moved closer to watch as he put both hands on the tree. He chanted in his native language and I understood every word. He was using his innate ability to shape nature and to bend the wood to his will.

Beneath his direction, the trunk broke into several sections. He’d said his magic was weak on our world, but it felt strong to me as he went to work.

Emma sent me her thoughts about what would make the mice happy and I relayed them to our newest recruit. The mice chimed in as well, giving me their preferences. Even Ike made a couple of suggestions, since he was linked to them.

It took about half an hour for Gedniah to create tiny wooden structures for my zombie mice. “It would appear my magic is growing stronger,” he said when he was done. “It must be because I have become linked to this world.”

“Look, Gamma,” Yas said to her little black zombie. “The hot snake guy made you a mouse house!”

The structures looked like tiny doll houses, with three levels and staircases leading to each floor. He’d created nooks and crannies for the mice to hide inside rather than creating normal furniture. They had windows with shutters that could be opened by pushing on them. They also had front doors that they could shut if they wanted privacy.

“Now we just need soft bedding for all the hidey holes and it’ll be perfect,” I said. Emma sent me a thought, then leaped to the ground and vanished.

“Where’s she going?” Yas asked.

“To find something for the mice to sleep on,” I replied.

Gedniah went to work again, this time fashioning a box for Theta. The rattlesnake didn’t want or need anything fancy. He just wanted a plain box with enough sand to be able to sink into when he wanted to.

Using the fallen tree again, the king crafted a box that was about twelve inches square and almost as deep. “Now I just need some sand,” he said, looking around and not seeing anything suitable.

“Leave that to me,” Liam offered and took the box from Gedniah. “Take me to a beach, Delta,” he requested.

Emma returned with some foam that she’d stolen from a store in Denver. It would be enough to furnish each of the small houses. “Good job, Em,” I said in praise.

Liam came back with a box full of white sand. “Will this do?” he asked.

Theta’s head turned and he looked at the box. His forked tongue flicked out. “He says it’s perfect,” I translated.

“Let’s get these houses inside,” Yas said. She was eager to cut up the foam to make the structures as comfortable as possible.

Crowmon shook his head, but he was grinning. “Can you imagine what Heath Franko would say if he saw what we were doing?” he asked.

“He hates zombies,” I said. “He’d think we’re crazy for going through so much trouble when they don’t even need to sleep.”

“That alpha will never be a true leader,” Gedniah said as we headed back inside. “Good leaders always put their team before themselves.”

Liam nodded in agreement. Even I’d figured that out during my one and only stint at being in charge. People like Franko were too selfish to care about anyone except themselves.
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WE SAT DOWN AT THE dining table with scissors and crafted beds for the mice. Even Ike was lending a hand. He was surprisingly good at arts and crafts, considering he’d once been a getaway driver for a gang.

Theta slithered into his box to test it out. He sank down out of sight and I sensed his contentment. “Theta loves his bed,” I told Gedniah. The king smiled, then held his arm out when the snake emerged. It was nice to see the pair had already bonded as Theta wrapped himself around Gedniah’s wrist again. He was just long enough to wrap his body around the king twice with his nose touching the end of his tail.

Emma sat on the table next to Duo, Delta and Gamma. The mice wanted to explore their houses, but waited patiently for us to finish first.

“I think we’re done,” Yas said, eyeing our work critically. Every nook and cranny had a foam bed in it now. The doors and windows were open so we could see into every room. All of the houses had subtle differences and none of them were identical.

“Do you want to choose your houses?” I said to the mice.

Their response was to scamper over to the structures. All three chose their abodes and scurried around inside, checking them out thoroughly.

“Do you want me to make you a house, Emma?” Gedniah asked.

Em looked at me, then leaped onto my shoulder to clutch my neck. “She sleeps with me,” I said, petting her to reassure her that I wasn’t going to force her to sleep alone.

“Will your mate agree with that arrangement?” the king asked.

“I don’t have a mate,” I said, shoving my pain into the concrete room in my mind before it could leak all over Yas.

“You will one day,” he said.

“Not all shifters choose permanent partners,” Liam reminded him. “Most of us never find our true mates.”

“What if you do find your mate?” Gedniah asked me.

“If he doesn’t love Emma, then he won’t be my true mate,” I figured. “I can’t love a man who can’t accept me for the way I am and that includes my zombies.”

“And me,” Yas added. “I’m part of the deal, too.”

“Am I part of the package, lass?” Crowmon asked with a smirk. “Must your true mate love a rascal like me to be worthy of you?”

“Sure,” I said wryly. “He’s got to love everyone on the squad, or he’ll get the boot.”

“What boot?” Gedniah asked in confusion, which made us all laugh. The translating spell allowed him to understand us, but it would take time for him to become familiar with how we spoke on our planet.

“Come up to the coms room and I’ll explain,” Liam said. Delta scampered out of her chosen house and leaped onto his hand when he held it out. He picked up her house and tucked her into his pocket, then led the way to the spiral staircase. Gedniah grabbed Theta’s box, but he didn’t choose a house for Brynn’s mouse. Zeta would get to pick one herself. He’d made extras, just in case.

“Let’s choose a spot for your house, Gamma,” Yas said. Her mouse stuck his head out of a window and waited expectantly.

Uno’s head poked out of a window of his house and he looked at Crowmon. “I can take a hint, lad,” the trickster said. He rose to his feet and picked up the house to follow the others upstairs.

“It’s nice the zombies have resting places of their own now,” I said to Ike.

“We appreciate being treated like we matter,” my captain said in his slightly raspy voice.

“Of course you matter. All of my zombies matter.”

“You aren’t like other necromancers,” he said. “We’ve picked up from the supreme alpha’s zombies that we’re not like her minions. She loves Zeus, but only because he still has his soul.”

“Lexi cares about her zombies,” I figured. “Otherwise, she wouldn’t make sure they were clothed and were looked after.”

“You’ve bonded us to you, so you care about us all,” Ike said. “You even feel affection for the herd, who are just simple soldiers in your army.”

“I created you all,” I explained, conscious of Liam listening in as he scanned the king’s palmprints on the computer. “I’m responsible for all of my zombies. None of you had a choice about being brought back from the dead. You keep my friends and me safe and I’m grateful to have you guys with us.”

“Alex is a remarkable young woman,” Gedniah murmured. “I have never met anyone like her before.”

“She’s unique,” Liam agreed. “And she also has exceptional hearing.”

I turned to grin up at them both. “I can also listen to you through Delta,” I reminded them. I couldn’t listen through Theta unless he was picking up the conversation through another zombie.

“There are no secrets in the Zombie Squad,” Ike said solemnly.

Gedniah looked at the snake on his wrist, then shook his head ruefully. “I have a lot to learn about this world. Zombies did not exist on my planet. Neither did most of the beings I have met in the village in Europe.”

“They’re all new to our dimension,” Liam said as Yas and Crowmon emerged from the hallway that led to the bedrooms. “Your prints are in our system, so you’ll be able to enter all of the rooms that aren’t restricted,” he added.

“Welcome to the Shifter Squad, King Gedniah,” Crowmon said. “Is the lad going to be an agent, or a consultant like me?”

“He’ll be an agent,” Yas predicted. “He can use weapons and I bet he can fight, too.”

“We’ll test Gedniah’s skills and evaluate him like we have with everyone who joins the team,” Liam said.

“I can’t wait to spar with him,” my best friend said in anticipation.

“You are a fighter?” Gedniah asked in surprise. She probably looked far too skinny and frail to be dangerous to him.

“Dude, I’m a vampire,” Yas reminded him. “I’m the strongest member of the squad. I bet a thousand bucks I can wipe the floor with you.”

“I am unfamiliar with the saying about wiping the floor with me, but I agree to your wager,” the snake-man said confidently.

“This is going to be a sight to see,” Crowmon said in anticipation. “You’d best wait for the others to return. They’ll be disappointed if they miss out on it.”

“Good point,” Yas conceded. “I’ll smack you down later,” she added with a grin.

Gedniah took her taunts good-naturedly, following Liam into the hallway so they could put their zombies’ beds in their rooms.

“Do you think Liam will let me fight the king?” Ike asked.

“It depends on whether Gedniah can fight or not,” I figured. “If he can hold his own, I’m sure you’ll get a chance to spar with him.”

Ike liked to fight and relished his training sessions. Liam treated my captain like the rest of the team and didn’t ban him from sparring or shooting in the gun range. Apart from not having a pulse, Ike was just like the rest of us. He even had his own gun now.

Picking up on my glumness, Ike leaned across the table to pat my hand in sympathy. “You’ll get to carry a gun once the witch is dead and you’ve conquered her spells,” he said.

Yas snorted out a laugh. “You’re being comforted by a dead mobster.”

“A dead mobster who has more empathy than a douche nozzle like Franko,” I pointed out.

“Do you think he’s dead?” my bestie asked as she sank down onto a seat next to me.

“Who? Heath?”

“Yeah. No one has seen him since Old Bony and the other zombies ran him off after I rescued you from him.”

“He’s alive,” I said with a scowl. “I don’t know where he is, or why he hasn’t contacted his father, but I know he’s out there somewhere.”

“How could you possibly know that, lass?” Crowmon asked from his favorite spot on the couch.

“Necromancer intuition,” I said, keeping my expression bland.

“I’d laugh, but that might actually be a thing,” Yas said. “Maybe you can sense that he’s still alive.”

“I don’t think I have that sort of power,” I denied. “I just have a hunch that Franko is plotting against us. I have a feeling he’ll show up one day and that we’ll wish he’d stayed hidden.”

Emma huddled against my neck, sharing my bleak mood. We both knew that the alpha hole wasn’t done with us yet.
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LIAM SHOWED GEDNIAH the computer and other equipment that were installed in the coms room. The snake-people didn’t have technology like ours on their world. To them, the medieval village Brynn had described was comfortingly familiar. Gedniah was intelligent and he would be able to ease his clan into the new dimension they’d been brought to.

I felt my zombie mice return even before the herd notified me that they’d just appeared. “They others are back,” I said a moment before the door opened.

Syd sauntered inside first, with Harlan right behind her. Nick went next, followed by Brynn. They were all carrying bags full of clothes and other items Gedniah would need.

The king had sensed his bride arrive and had turned to watch the door even before I’d spoken. “It appears you have found clothing that will fit me,” he said.

“I had no idea there were stores that sell clothes for giants,” Syd joked. “We could almost use the shoes we bought you as boats.”

Everyone laughed, but a disturbing image of a rowboat flashed into my mind. I wasn’t sure where I’d seen it, but a shiver of dread wracked me.

“What was that?” Yas asked, picking up on my momentary unease.

“Just something I dreamt in a nightmare, I think,” I replied.

“Look at the little houses!” Nick exclaimed when he saw the structures Gedniah had crafted.

“They’re so cute,” Brynn said as they wandered over to the table.

“Which ones are ours?” Harlan asked.

“We let our mice choose their own homes,” Liam said from the upper floor.

All four agents put their parcels down and took their mice out of their pockets. It was endearing to watch Beta, Epsilon, Zeta and Eta debate for a moment before picking their houses. The mice vanished into the structures to explore them.

“Aw, they look really happy,” Syd said, then swiveled around to look up at the coms room. “Thanks, Gedniah. You did a great job making them somewhere to rest.”

“You are welcome, Sydney,” he replied.

“We helped,” Ike said, nodding at Yas, Crowmon and me.

“We made their beds,” Yas explained when the cougar arched an eyebrow.

“Let’s carry all this stuff up to my room,” Brynn said. She picked up the house Zeta had chosen, then collected the bags she’d been carrying. The others copied her and they headed to the upper floor.

“There’s no way all of their clothes will fit in Brynn’s closet,” I said in amusement. 

“I’m willing to cut down on my collection to give my mate some room,” the lamia said.

“Wow, she really does love the hot snake guy,” Yas figured. “She’s got more clothes than the rest of us girls combined.”

Brynn glared at the snickering vampire when she circled the spiral stairs, but didn’t retaliate. We all knew she had more clothes than she actually needed.

“What are we going to do with the extra mouse houses?” I asked, noting there were a few still sitting on the table.

“We’ll put them in storage until they’re needed,” Crowmon figured.

“Why will we need five more?”

“There are five more members of this clan who do not yet have mates,” Gedniah pointed out. “When you have mates, they will require personal zombies, or so I assume.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” Liam said before Yas could point out that vampires didn’t take permanent partners.

“I had best see if the clothing will fit me,” the king murmured, then followed the others to the bedroom he would be sharing with Brynn.

Nick, Syd and Harlan returned downstairs after placing the tiny houses in their rooms. “The newlyweds are knocking boots,” Sydney said with a smirk as she headed for the kitchen.

“Are the walls shaking again?” Crowmon asked sardonically.

“No. But their door is shut, so they’re definitely naked in there.”

“I’m surprised you and the tiger didn’t take a few minutes to have a quickie,” Yas said slyly.

“We will, right after we finish our snack,” Syd told her.

“But it won’t be a quickie,” Harlan added and winked at his mate.

I had a feeling it was going to be torture with two newly mated couples in the base. One had been bad enough. Crowmon caught my eye and rolled his, which made me snicker. It seemed neither of us wanted the couples to shove their love for each other in our faces.

“To singledom,” the god said, raising an imaginary glass.

“I’ll drink to that,” Yas said, appearing on the couch next to him in the blink of an eye. They clinked their invisible glasses together, then pretended to drink. The vamp smacked her lips together, then tossed the imaginary glass over her shoulder.

“Hey!” I said in mock anger. “Who’s going to clean that up?”

“You three are a bunch of weirdoes,” Syd said around a mouthful of cookie.

“And you just sprayed crumbs everywhere,” Yas retorted. “At least my mess wasn’t real.”

Liam let out a small sigh, then did his best to block us out as he read a file on the computer.

Brynn and her new husband emerged from their bedroom just after we’d finished our drinks and snacks. Gedniah was wearing a t-shirt that fit him like a glove. His jeans were slightly too short and barely fit around his thighs. His feet were bare. Either the shoes didn’t fit him, or he didn’t want to put them on yet.

“Your seams will split if you bend over in those jeans,” Nick predicted as the pair descended the stairs.

Liam had joined us in the living room to drink his coffee. He snickered along with the rest of us. “We might have to get your clothes tailormade,” he said.

“Good idea,” Brynn agreed as they sank down onto a couch. “He tried on a few of the clothes and they’re all a bit small,” she said. Syd had made coffee for them both, but we’d eaten all the food.

“I have never worn clothing before,” Gedniah said. The mug looked like a teacup in his gigantic hand when he picked it up. “The shoes feel very strange on my feet.”

“You’ll have to get used to having feet before you can get used to wearing shoes,” Yas figured.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” the king asked, noticing the speculative look she was giving him.

“I was just wondering what you taste like,” my bestie said.

Gedniah had just taken a gulp of coffee and almost sprayed it on the floor in shock.

“She’s talking about your blood, babe,” Brynn said in amusement. “We share the same ancestors, but I doubt our blood is the same,” she added.

“I will allow you and Alex to drink my blood, as long as it is not detrimental to your health,” Gedniah offered.

“Look at those bloodthirsty leeches,” Syd said, nudging Harlan in the side. “Their fangs are out again.”

I touched my teeth with my tongue to find my fangs had descended. “It’s been a few days since I’ve had blood,” I said defensively.

“Me, too,” Yas agreed, then gestured at our newest member. “Let me have a taste first, to see if your blood is drinkable.” As my guardian, it was instinctive to protect me.

Liam nodded his permission, so Gedniah took the knife Brynn fished out of her pocket. “Just prick your finger,” Brynn suggested. “Don’t open a vein for her or she might drain you dry.”

“Ha, ha,” my bestie said dourly. She heaved herself to her feet and loped over to the pair.

Gedniah cautiously pricked a fingertip and held his hand out. Yas delicately licked his blood, then cocked her head to the side as she waited for something bad to happen. “His blood is okay,” she decided.

“What does it taste like?” I asked.

“A lot like Brynn’s, but it has a slightly different flavor. It isn’t supercharged like Crowmon’s.”

We both looked at the trickster in longing that we couldn’t hide. We’d only had a small taste of his blood, but it had been memorable. “Stop looking at me like I’m a succulent lambchop,” he complained.

“Would you mind feeding the girls now?” Liam asked the king. “Normally, we give them blood shortly after we wake up once the full moon is over. We’ve been a bit distracted today, thanks to what happened to Brynn. They haven’t been fed yet.”

“He makes us sound like pet dogs,” Yas said with a scowl.

“Well, I am half werewolf,” I pointed out with a grin.

“Yeah, but your other half is way more awesome,” she retorted.

“How much blood should I give them?” Gedniah asked as he and his mate rose to their
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