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			Prologue

			Sandy waited to talk with her attorney. He didn’t cost anything, and her experience on that seemed to be a person got what they paid for. But he seemed to have his shit together, for which she was very glad. 

			Of course, he didn’t know the whole truth about anything that she’d done. Especially when it came to her past and the life she’d had with her children. Sandy didn’t think that Rachel would say anything different, not if it kept her from going to jail again. 

			“You told me that your sister forged your name to legal documents, correct?” Another lie she’d told him, but he believed her. “You’d think that someone that works for the government would know better than to do something like that. I mean, that’s serious jail time for her.”

			Sandy felt a little guilt for that, but let it go. Again, Rachel would want her to be with her kids, wouldn’t she? That’s all she ever talked about was how they needed their mom out of prison. Not that she wanted to hang around them much either, but it was either Rachel claimed that she was a wonderful mom or Sandy would end up in jail forever. Third time, she knew, was not a charm.

			“Did you go and talk to her about it?” He said that no one was home. “It’s Wednesday, right? That’s pizza night at the house. That’s probably where they are.”

			“I don’t think so. According to the landlord, Rachel had him pick up her mail for a week and to make sure that no one got into their place. She even said not to allow you in. What’s she hiding from you?” Rachel had taken her kids on a trip? Sandy wondered if there would be gifts for her when they returned. Then she remembered that she’d turned her kids over to Rachel. “Do you know where she might have taken them? I mean, if she forged your name to those documents, then she isn’t allowed to take someone else’s children across state lines. Did you know that?”

			“No, I didn’t.” She didn’t either. But now that Sandy thought on it, it would be like her sister to take the kids someplace special, to probably break the news of what she’d done. “You think she would have told them about the paperwork? I mean, not that she forged my name, but that she believes what she did is right?”

			“If she did forge your name to those papers, then she’d be in trouble more if she took them across the state lines. We can attach kidnapping to what she’s doing.” Nodding, Sandy wondered if her sister would ever forgive her for this and decided that she would. Rachel had a soft heart. A soft head too, but it was her heart that she was playing around with. “I’ll have someone check the airports for a ticket in their name. Maybe she’s only taking them to an amusement park or something. But what we have to work on now is this shoplifting charge against you.”

			“I was so depressed about not seeing my kids.” The attorney nodded. Sandy supposed that it helped her, too, that the man was a new dad. “I knew as soon as I did it that it was wrong, but you have no idea how it feels when you’re not able to get a hug when you can.”

			Hugs. Sandy hated hugs more than she did nasty noses and dirty diapers. Her kids were well past that now, of course, and had been for some time. That was why she’d moved in with Rachel and the kids again because she figured that she’d be able to handle all their shit now. But it had been one thing after another with them. 

			Always with their hands out for something they needed for school. They needed a coat or boots before winter. Finally, she told them to see Rachel for that shit, cutting out the middle man, so to speak. Not that she didn’t have the money, Sandy thought. Rachel had all kinds of money. 

			Sandy had tried her best to figure out how to take cash from her sister’s accounts, or even to get a check to write out to cash. But Rachel was very careful of that, never leaving anything out where she could find it. Sandy was sure that Rachel was well aware that she’d been looking.

			Rachel had always been stingy with her money. It was always like she was saving for something big. So far as Sandy could see, she’d not spent any of her money on anything bigger than a car, and even that was older than dirt. It didn’t even have air conditioning.

			“Did you hear me?” Apparently, she’d been daydreaming again and told the attorney that she was sorry, just thinking about her children. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Farley. We’ll get them back for you. But, we just found out that Rachel has gone to Ohio. Do you know anyone there?”

			“No, I don’t think so. But her job, they send her all over the place when they need her.” He asked her what she did for the FBI. “I don’t really know, to be honest. I know that she’s been doing her job since she was just out of college.”

			“Well, it won’t get her anywhere for much longer. I have someone from this office going there now to see what is what. If you hear from her, not that I think you will, being in jail right now, you give her my name and tell her that I wish to speak to her.” It was then that Sandy realized that she didn’t know the man’s name. Not even a hint of it. Then he laid his card in front of her. “That’s my direct number. You have one of the officers call me no matter when you hear from your sister.”

			“Is it important for you to know that she’s not really my sister? Rachel is my sister-in-law by my dead husband.” He said that it was important. “I knew Rachel long before I met her brother. Jonathon and I were married for about a year when he was killed.”

			“I’ll make a note of that.” 

			Sandy nodded and was glad that he’d not asked her how Jonathon had been killed. She’d done it while stoned out of her mind one night. Sandy didn’t even know what the argument had been about. That was when her children had been taken from her the first time. Rachel had gotten them just before they’d been put in the system because she’d been put in jail for his murder. Not that anyone believed that she would actually kill her own loving husband. Rachel had helped her out with that as well. 

			When she was taken back to her cell, Sandy laid down on her cot. It wasn’t as bad as everyone made it out to be when in jail. She kind of loved it. Three meals a day that she didn’t have to cook or clean up after. A nice cozy bed that had as many pillows and covers as she wanted. The best part was she didn’t have her kids around whining about this or that. And no sister nagging at her to get a fucking job, either. 

			~*~

			Sean got off the phone with Ben Shore and looked across his desk to Rachel. She’d not said much since they moved into his home. It had made him laugh when she asked for a key to the room she was in. While he could have broken down any door that she put between them, he had Conner, his butler, call someone to put the lock on her door. She didn’t seem to be any happier about that than she was anything else.

			“Do you want it easy or hard? I can do either one for you.” She told him that she wanted him to never lie to her. “I would never do that. Besides, I can’t anyway. However, I can be gentle about the information that I have if you’d like.”

			“How is that not lying?” He told her that he’d tell her the truth but be nice and ease her into things. “I’m not my niece and nephew. Just tell me what you’ve found out.”

			“Your sister is in jail for shoplifting. To play on the sympathy of the courts, she’s telling them that you forged her name to the documents you filed. Also, that you took them out of the state without her permission.” She asked him how that would have been gentler. “I might have started off saying that your sister is full of shit and that if she touches one of those kids or you, that she’ll live to regret it.”

			“I don’t think you fully understand the meaning of gentle.” Sean laughed and saw her smile too. “What happens now? I mean, I’m sure that someone somewhere is going to want to speak to me about my side. If they do, what happens to Becky and Jon? I don’t want anything else to happen to them.”

			“I don’t either. I’m going to talk with my brother, Ryan. He’s an attorney and has been one for a long time. Longer than any sitting judge has. He’ll have answers. Between him and Misty, my sister-in-law, they’ll have something that we can work with.”

			Rachel got up and started walking around his office. He didn’t say anything to her, letting her roam around while she thought. They were having dinner with his entire family tomorrow night, and he was sure she wasn’t too thrilled about that either.

			“Those men that hurt Becky have you found them yet?” He nodded when she looked at him. “And they’ve been dealt with? Legally?” 

			“No. Not legally, no. But they won’t hurt anyone ever again.” She just nodded, and he let out a long breath. “You’ll meet Emerald tomorrow night. She’s sort of our go-to person in finding people. When she caught up with them, they were doing the same thing. But this time, they didn’t get far enough to hurt the young girl. She was eight. Emerald made them suffer a bit before—”

			“I want you to tell me things gently from now on. Or better yet, I’d rather you said to me, ‘You don’t want to know.’ I will know then that I really fucking don’t want to know.” He said that he could do that for her. “I don’t know what’s going on here with you and I. I know that you’re not going to hurt me. I have a friend that I spoke to when we got here. She told me that you were one of the nicest men that she knew. Your whole family was people that could be depended on when the shit hit the fan.”

			“That’s very true.” Rachel sat back down in the chair. “Do you have questions? Or too many to ask?”

			“Both. You said that you were old and powerful—what does that mean exactly?” 

			Sean wanted to tell her that she didn’t want to know but thought that perhaps she did need to know just what she had at her beck and call.

			“I’m thousands of years old. My family was powerful before we were given the gifts from Killian. With what she gave us, we were more than likely the most powerful beings in the world, with the exception of the queen. But since then, we’ve merged with a great many other creatures. Emerald is the queen of dragons. Protector of them, too, with the help of my brother.” Rachel asked him if there really were dragons. “There are. Unicorns, as well as a few other creatures that people think aren’t real. I can introduce you to them when this is all done if you’d like.”

			“I don’t know. What else is in our corner?” He told her. “So there are faeries and brownies that we can call on, as well as an army of wolves. You do know that this is a lot for me to take in, don’t you?”

			“I do. But you’re doing just fine so far.” She got up to pace again. “I wanted to make you aware of something that your friend might not have known if she’s not a vampire. I can no longer drink from anyone else but you. Ever again. In an emergency, I can drink from my brothers, but no one else.” 

			“No, she didn’t mention that.” Sean nodded but didn’t say anything more, waiting for Rachel to ask whatever she wanted. “You’re wealthy, she told me. Beyond any wealth that anyone has ever been able to calculate.”

			“That’s partly true. You’re very wealthy too, now that you’re my mate. The children too are wealthy, and I will do whatever you wish regarding them.” She asked him what he meant. “If you’d marry me, which is no big deal to think about now, then everything that I own will be put in your name. That’s to keep people, mostly people that aren’t aware of what we are, from becoming suspicious of us being around so long. Then after a while, it will come back to my name. But I will forever think that whatever I have is yours, and whatever is yours is yours. In several lifetimes, Rachel, you could not spend all the money we have so that we’d have nothing. There is always money to be had. Legally.” 

			“I need to think about this.” He told her that he had no doubt that she did. “Where do I go when I have questions? To you? I don’t want to take up your time.”

			“You can come to me whenever you wish. Or to any member of my family. They’ll answer everything and anything you wish. But, like me, you’ll have to tell them how you want your information. Also, the women in this family are very strong, like you are. And they’ll be almost too much. But I have no doubt at all that you can stand up to them.”

			When she left to see to the children, he leaned back in his chair. He was nervous as fuck around her, and he thought she might know it. Sean was as excited as he’d ever been about having anyone in his life. He just hoped that he didn’t have to kill anyone around her to keep her safe. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It didn’t take a genius to know that Rachel was in over her head. Not only that, but she was having difficulty figuring out the paperwork she’d come here to read. It had been written in Bosnian, then German, and now English. She’d bet anything that Bosnian wasn’t the first language either. Christ, where had they gotten this thing?

			Getting up from the table she’d been using, she looked around the house as she stretched. This was by far the biggest private home she’d ever been in. Not that she made a habit of going to private homes, but this one was large. Going to find someone to speak to about the papers, she was stopped in the hallway by the butler. Rachel had no idea what his name was right now, but he seemed to understand. 

			“Connor, miss. Is there something I can help you with?” Rachel asked after the kids. The man’s face lit up like a tree. “They’re in the media room with Lord Sean. He had us pop some popcorn, and they’re watching the pregame. I’m to understand there is a large college matchup tomorrow.” 

			“Yes, I’ve heard that as well.” She hid her smile. “Is there anyone else from the Crosby family that I can talk to about this work?” 

			“No. I think Lady Brandy is coming over later, but she’s not involved in the work you’re doing. Shall I get Lord Sean?”

			“If he’s the only one I can talk to.” She didn’t want to disturb him or the kids. Last night she’d had a long talk with them about their mother. Sandy was causing all kinds of trouble for her and them. But so far, she’d been told to keep doing what she was here for and that the Crosbys had it under control, whatever that meant to a kiss of vampires. Sean came toward her just as she was going to go back to the table to work. “I’m sorry to interrupt you guys.”

			“It’s all right. They know the players better than I do. What can I help you with?” She handed him the copies she’d been working on. “I’m not an attorney, but Ryan said to call him if you ran into trouble.” 

			“Yes, well, I know everyone is getting ready for tomorrow. This couldn’t have come at a worse time, I don’t think. I love Thanksgiving, but this needs to be done too.” Sean nodded and handed her back the paperwork. “I don’t think this is the original wording. It’s close, but not enough for me to think it was written in Bosnian.” He followed her into the dining room, where she’d been able to spread out what she needed. Sean asked her what language she thought it was. “Well, to be honest with you, it looks to me like someone took a translation book and wrote this to make it look like Bosnian.” 

			“Okay. I understand that. So the language is there, but it doesn’t have the sentence structure right. Can you tell what it says if that’s what they did?” She said she could, but genders and other nuances would be incorrect. “Good to know. I’m going to ask Emerald to come over with Brook, Jefferson’s wife. I don’t think you’ve met either of them, but just brace yourself for their...how should I say this? They, like the other sisters, don’t beat around the bush when they have something to say.”

			She was laughing as he sat down at the table. Before she could ask Sean when he was going to call the two women, they just showed up in the dining room. Sitting down hard, she stared as one of them started talking to Sean about the three turkeys being fixed up at her house.

			“I don’t think they’re going to be enough.” Sean didn’t even look up from what he was doing as he told one of them that was only counting the three at her house. “I know that, dumbass. I still don’t think six turkeys are going to be nearly enough. Did I tell you that the pack is peeling potatoes and cooking them?”

			“I knew that. Emerald, Brook, this is Rachel Daniels. She’s working on the translation of this paperwork for the Feds.” Brook told her hi, and Emerald just looked at her. “Emerald, don’t scare her, please. She’s my mate, and I’d like her to hang around long enough for the rest of the family to get to know her.”

			“I don’t think you scare easily, do you?” Rachel told her she didn’t think she did. “By the way, you have a bit of ability now that I think you can use. I don’t know that anyone else in the family has it, but you and I do. Hold onto the paper, and I’ll show you.”

			“All right.” Sean told Emerald to behave again. She told him to fuck off. “What am I supposed to do now?”

			“Ask it.” Rachel glanced at Sean, then back at Emerald. “Ask it what it says. I’m sure you’ve seen those stupid television shows where the letters kind of move around, and there is it. Just ask the paper what you want to know about it.”

			Feeling stupid, she looked at the paper and then at Emerald. She hadn’t any idea if the woman was making fun of her or was serious. Rachel was out of her element right now. When encouraged again to ask the paper, she did it.

			“Are you the original translation of this work?” She watched as the letters moved around until it said, in Bosnian, that it was. “Why are you written as gibberish?”

			It took it a long time to answer her this time. She was just about to toss it on the table again when the letters moved to form several lines of words. As she watched and read them, Rachel read out loud what it was telling her.

			“The person forced me to write this just as he said it to me. I hope that once you figure this out, you’ll know there is nothing here for you to read except from a person trying to see his name put into the newspapers.” She looked at Emerald and asked her why it had been given to Mel. The letters moved again. “The forceful person is just a boy looking for attention.” 

			“How many man-hours have been wasted on this, do you figure? The little fucker is going to hear from me.” Emerald looked around when Rachel cleared her throat. There stood Becky and Jon. “Hey there, kids. I’m sure you’ve heard someone pissed off before.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Jon sat down at the table with his sister. “I was wondering something. You don’t have to answer us or anything if you don’t want to. But Becky and I were wondering if there was some way that we can talk to our...Sandy. We both want to tell her that we don’t want her messing this up for us like she did everything else.” 

			Sean cleared his throat as he began speaking. “I can tell her that for you, Jon. I have to be honest in telling you I don’t think it’ll do a lick of good. Your mother isn’t out for anyone but herself.” Jon nodded as if he already understood that. Sean continued as both children looked down at their laps. Rachel hurt for the two of them. “I’d like you to meet my other sisters. This is Emerald, the woman I was telling you about, and Brook. She’s not my sister by marriage or blood, but we all love her just the same.”

			“Whatever he told you, it’s a fucking lie.” Emerald sat down beside the two of them, and Rachel held her breath. The woman didn’t give a crap who she was speaking to; she didn’t hold back. “I want to tell the two of you something. Something that I want you to take very seriously. This house is a safe place for you to be. Any of our homes, the Crosbys, is a safe home. You can say whatever you want. Ask for whatever you want, and you can pretty much do what you want. Within reason. The reason I’m telling you that now is that you can’t be safe anywhere if we don’t know where you are. Do you understand?”

			“You mean if we were to just get up and go out into the yard or something, we could be snatched. I’ve been raped before. It’s not at all fun.” Emerald told Becky she was sorry for that. “It was my mom that caused those men to do those things to me. She didn’t have the money for her dope, and she traded me off for the money.” 

			Jon took Becky’s hand when no one said anything. “It wasn’t her fault. My sister wasn’t the one that caused her to get raped.” 

			Sean stood up and went to Jon. Rachel had never seen him so angry before. But when Sean spoke to Jon, his voice was as calm as the hands he put on his shoulders. He, too, didn’t seem to hold back with what he said to him. Rachel was afraid they might see violence as a way of dealing with things.

			“Of course, it wasn’t her fault. The men that did that to your sister, can I tell you something about them? It can’t go any further than this room, all right?” Becky nodded, then Jon did. Rachel already knew that Emerald had killed them. She watched the kids as Sean spoke to them. “They’re both dead. If you’re going to ask me if they suffered, then I’m going to tell you that they did. For as long as they could be hurting, they were. They’d taken another little girl and were about to hurt her as well. They’ll never hurt anyone, not ever again.”

			Jon seemed to understand before Becky did that it had been Emerald. He watched her with narrow eyes as he seemed to be summing her up. Once he seemed to have come to a conclusion about her, he stood up. Putting out his hand, he looked her in the eye.

			“I thank you for what you did, Miss Emerald. I do. I used to think I’d do it, go after them and hurt them too. But I’m just a little kid and would more than likely have gotten my butt handed to me in style.” Emerald went down on her knees and looked him in the face. “She’s my sister, and they hurt her badly.”

			“I know they did, Jon. And I also know you would have been hurt badly too if you’d done that. You will remember, the next time someone hurts you or your family, that there are enough beings here that can kick their fucking asses to the moon and back, correct?”

			“I know that. Now. I don’t want to go back to my mom.” Emerald said they were working on that. “You work really hard on it, Miss Emerald. She’s a mean, nasty, selfish person, and I think if she was to get us back, we’d be dead sooner than later. I’ve never felt so good as when sleeping here without being afraid. Even though you have a potty mouth, I really like you too. I think everybody here would come to help us if we needed it.” 

			“You’re right. Anyone, and if necessary, everyone would come to your and your sister’s rescue.” He nodded, then hugged her. “You have no idea how much a simple hug can make a person feel good. You and your sister are not going to be hurt again.”

			After Emerald and Brook left, they were called to lunch. She wasn’t sure she could eat anything, not after the emotional morning she’d had, but as soon as they entered the kitchen, her mouth watered, and her belly growled. Becky made fun of her, and Sean laughed. 

			“What do we call you?” Sean asked Becky what she meant as he got them both the glasses of milk they asked for. “Well, you’re going to be with my aunt, right? I know you’re going to have sex and stuff, so what do we call you?”

			He nearly dropped the glass when Becky said that. Looking at her, Rachel was shocked too, but she knew the only answer she could give them was the truthful one. But she wasn’t sure what the answer was. Laughing, she told Sean this one was up to him.

			“Well, yes, in answer to your statement. We are going to have sex. While I’m not sure what you mean by the stuff, I’m sure we’ll do that too. However, I don’t want you to tell me what your version of the sex stuff is.” Becky just smiled at him. “What to call me? Let me see. For now, you can call me Sean, or even Uncle if you want. The paperwork for you being adopted, from what I just found out, has been filed. The verdict is still out on whether or not it’s done legally. It wasn’t, but not the version that your mother is telling people.” 

			“She’s telling people that Rachel signed my mother’s name to the paperwork because she wanted us. I don’t care how we end up as yours and Aunt Rachel’s, but I’m not going to go back with my mother. Never ever.” Sean said they were working on that as well. “Good. She sold me once. I don’t doubt that she’ll do it again.”

			They ate their lunch and talked about school. They were both homeschooling for now, and that was fine with her. Rachel hadn’t helped them with their studies, as they were both doing a very good job. Now that they were caught up, it was easier for them. When Sandy had them, she wouldn’t make sure of anything to do with school or anything else for that matter. The kids really would be better off with nearly anyone than they would be going back to their mother. 

			When lunch was over, the kids went back to the media room. She had been in there before and thought it was the perfect place to watch a good movie or a game. Sitting back at the table, she picked up her phone to call Jamie to tell him what they’d found out. Sean asked her to hold on a minute, as he had a question as well.

			“All right. But I’m not having any sex and stuff with you right now.” He laughed, and she did, as well. “I’m sorry if they embarrassed you. I had no idea they were going to say that.”

			“It’s fine. Really it is. But what I wanted to tell you is that Ryan is building a case against your sister. He wanted you to know that you might not be aware of is that Sandy is saying things about you that aren’t true. That you beat the kids.” Rachel was too shocked to say anything. “Also that when you took her kids away from her, you’re the reason she robbed the bank where she was caught. She was depressed, and that was why she did it.”

			Rachel started crying. Why, she wondered, would her sister say something like that? Worse yet, why would people believe her? When she thought of all the things she’d done for her sister over the years, it hurt her that she could be so cruel to her. Not to mention the children. 

			Sean held her hand in his much larger one after handing her some tissues. “There’s more. Are you ready?” 

			She shook her head. Going into the kitchen, she searched around until she found what she was looking for. The big bag of chips was torn open, and she started feeding her face. Stress was going to kill her; she just knew it.

			~*~

			Sean watched Rachel as she ate. Her tears hurt him, but he knew if he said anything to her at all, she’d break down. When she paused in shoving great handfuls of the salty treat into her mouth, she looked at him and asked what else she should know.

			“First, I want to tell you that I love you. I know you might not be ready for that, but it’s the truth. The second thing you should also be aware of is that you’re immortal. I think you knew that, but I’m just putting it out there, in the event you should get into some sort of place where you could be hurt.” She thanked him for that. Putting the chips on the table, she told him she was sorry. “For what? Being crushed by your own flesh and blood? I’m glad you’ve been taking this so well.”

			“She’s not.” He asked her what she meant. “Sandy isn’t my blood relative. She’s my sister-in-law. My brother, Jonathon, was her husband. Neither of them was all that good at taking care of themselves. I believe to this day that she killed him on purpose. Even after she spent some time in jail—that’s when I took the kids out of the system—she claims
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