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			Chapter 1

			Homer watched the young miss. He’d not learned her name on this journey, and hadn’t asked her. She was a great deal stronger, not just physically but also mentally, than he’d been led to believe. She didn’t talk all that much either. That, he thought, was sad. Someone had hurt her badly. 

			The walking wasn’t so bad. He’d have to give her a little strength towards the end of the day, but not overly much. Twice she’d fallen. He’d bent to help her up, but she was up and going again in no time.

			“Why am I going here? Do you know?” He told her that he didn’t. That he’d only been there to escort her to the Crosby family. “I have a feeling we’re close. The thing, this mark, it’s getting itchy. Like it’s doing something to my insides.”

			“May I see it?” She nodded and lifted up her shirt for him to see. Homer knew that she wasn’t able to see it well. He told her what he observed. “It’s bigger, my lady. And in full color. Before it was just a tree. Today it is the colorful tree that Queen Killian has on her own crown.”

			“I’ll not ask you again ‘why me.’ I’m guessing that your answer will be no different than it was before.” He only smiled at her. “I’m on the run, as you probably have guessed. I knew why before I fell a while back, but no longer. I think I hurt my head. Do you know my name?”

			“I do not.” She nodded and continued walking. “Do you know anything about your past? How you were hurt that first day I saw you, miss?”

			“Nope. I have these little…I guess you could call them little thoughts of what happened, but they’re there and gone too fast for me to catch. My dreams, as you know, are bad ones. But almost as soon as I wake, they’re not there for me to analyze any longer.” He knew that too. Her screams of terror had awakened him and Sky every night since they’d started out. “Do you suppose that I’m a bad person and the police are after me?”

			“Nay, I do not. The mark on you shows that you have a good heart, or the lady Killian would never have given you such. You must believe that you have a good soul too.” She didn’t say anything more, so he didn’t either. 

			There were things about her that he could have told her, things that he’d figured out on his own. Homer considered himself a good judge of character, and he was sure that he wasn’t wrong on what he’d observed about the young woman.

			If he didn’t miss his bet, she was of faerie blood. Homer also thought that she was perhaps in a pretty high position as a faerie, like perhaps a child of royalty and something else. He’d not quite gotten what the other part of her might be, but he had a feeling that she was stronger than he even thought that she might be. 

			He’d also noticed when she didn’t care for something that they’d cooked, it would change. Meat would be added to whatever they’d found while they were looking. Sky had noticed that she could bring things to her when she might need them. 

			Then there was the packet she wore around her waist. It was a great deal like his own pockets—putting things in it, no matter the size or the weight, would not slow him down. Also, he had the ability to put a great many things in his pocket that he could pull out when he needed them, such as the table they were using to have their meal on. 

			She knew her herbs as well. Even when they might be buried deep in a thorn bush for protection, she’d be able to locate them with nary a nick to her hands. He’d also saw that she thanked the good earth for what it had given her. Homer thought that she might not even know that she did it, her voice lower than that of a cricket rubbing his legs.

			Setting up their little camp, he made sure he used the magic that he’d been gifted so long ago that he could not remember who had given it to him. Putting a spell around the three of them, he knew that they’d all be safe for the night.

			“Do you know much about the people in Ohio that I’m to go to? I mean, other than that they’re vampires?” He said that he’d heard only through Mother Earth that they’d be the nicest people. “One of them, I think, will come to mean something to me. A mate. I don’t know what to think about that.”

			“You don’t care much for vampires?” She said that she didn’t have any idea. “Then what makes you think that you’d not like to be mated to one of them?”

			“I think it’s the simple fact that I had no say in it.” She turned on her side and looked at him. The ground around her seemed to glow in that moment, and he was a little feared about that. He didn’t know why, but her magic—or whatever it was—seemed to be gearing up for something. Or maybe she was coming in to her own. “Do you believe me?”

			“I was thinking of something a mite too long there, miss. Can you tell me what it is you were asking me about?” She told him again. “I don’t know about all that. The queen, she’d not be sending you there unless she knew you’d be safe. And I was just thinking on how, not only is your mark a good deal prettier, but you seem to be having a bit more magic surrounding you too. Can you do me a favor, miss? Can you dig your fingers into the ground and tell me what it is you feel?”

			Her fingers glowed as they were buried deeper in the nice warm dirt. As it—whatever the glow was—moved up her arm to her face, he could see that she was enjoying whatever she felt. Not only that, but she seemed to be getting brighter for doing it.

			“There’s a town nearby that is gearing up for a day of fun. Everyone is making something to take to the picnic. There is a fire too, a large one that is roasting a pig. I can almost smell the meat as it sizzles and pops to get done.” He nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself while she searched. “I’m seeing the family now, the one that you said I was to find. The Crosbys. There are a good many of them, aren’t there? Some of them, however, are not vampires, but more.”

			“I don’t know who you might be seeing, but there are a few of them that are special, even to those of us that work and live in the woodlands. There is the king and queen of dragons. I know of her, Emerald Crosby. She is said to be as old as any stone or tree that lives around here. One of the couples is the leader of their kiss. His name, I think, is Jason. He’s a powerful vampire, but one that deals out justice with a good hand. He has a group of vampires that answer to them. Also, the prince and princess of the faeries. They are very strong.” She asked him why he knew so much about them. “Around these parts all the earth knows about them. And all the faeries and brownies about. The trees told me that they’ve never been so cared for before. Also, the princess of the woodland creatures, Fairaday, she lives there. Have you heard of her?”

			“I don’t think so, but there is something there.” He nodded. “I think that we’re about to get a visitor. One of the Crosbys, I think.” 

			When the young miss looked in the direction they’d been headed these past days, she stood up. Homer could see deep into the woods because of what he was, regardless of the time of night, and could see no one as yet. It wasn’t until Sky, his best friend and faerie, came to stand on his shoulder that he could see the man as he came at them.

			“Hello.” Homer moved to stand next to the young miss. The man, he thought older than him by a few hundred years, looked at them all before he smiled. “I’m Franklin Crosby. You’ve made it.”

			“We’re on Crosby land?” He said that they had been for a couple of days now, but he had to make sure. “I can understand that. The miss here, she was to be brought here for you to protect. The ladies, are they around so that I can introduce her to them? Queen Emerald and Queen Killian, they’re expecting her.”

			“We’re all expecting her now. There is a man about—his name eludes me at the moment, but it’ll come to me. He’s a man of worth, I’m told, but he is down on his luck.” Homer thanked him. “Jefferson. His name is Jefferson Quinn. Don’t know much more than what I told you. But Emerald, she wants you to watch out for him. He’s going to need help.” Most humans did in Homer’s opinion. 

			Homer cleaned up their mess. He’d been taught that you leave a place cleaner than you found it. That was a motto to live by. Taking out a few seeds, he planted some trees and two flowers. They’d be growing up to be fine trees even before he got too far away. His magic was something that few had, the ability to grow a full tree in a matter of tics on the clock he had in his rooms.

			Lord Franklin talked a great deal. It was hard for him to keep up with the large vampire. But the young miss didn’t seem to be having any such difficulties. When Sky landed on his shoulder, he asked her if she was all right.

			“I am. The young woman, her name is Brook. I don’t know her last, but that is what the faerie Rain said. She is my sister. We were brought to the queen on the same day.” Homer was created the same way. However, because he’d fallen from his blossom, he’d become a brownie and not a faerie. He was bigger than any faerie because of that, and he didn’t fly all that much. “She is faerie as well, Lady Brook. But because her father was a leader of a tiger leap, and her mother a faerie female in the human world, Brook has powers that we’ve not seen before.”

			A tiger and a faerie were her parents? With her father being a leader of his leap, he would have had special powers to begin with. Mated to a faerie, it would have only enhanced both their magic. The child before them, Brook, she would be even more powerful than her sires. He was proud as could be to be able to watch over someone so great as this one would become.

			~*~

			Sean knew that she wasn’t his mate. That only left Ryan to be mated with her. He didn’t know if he was more disappointed than he was happy for his brother. As he helped Jason moving things around in the front of his house, Sean asked Jason what he thought about her.

			“I don’t know, to be honest. I was thinking more about how she might fit in with us. Homer said that she has a faerie mother with a leap leader tiger as her dad.” He’d heard that too. “Are you going to help me with this, or do you want me to leave you to it?”

			After getting the couch where he thought it should go, Sean looked around. He was glad now that he’d gotten three of the sofas rather than just one of them and a love seat. The room needed a great deal of furniture.

			“It looks good, don’t you think?” Jason said that he did, and asked what else they had to do. “Just the dining room table and chairs. I have already had help getting it off the truck. You’ll be happy to know that it’s on the deck outside the room. Brandy picked it out, so if you think it’s not right for the room, don’t tell her.” 

			“I won’t.” Even before they took it into the house, Jason said that he loved it. “I especially love that it has leaves to go in it even though it’s huge now. And having this nice hutch in here means that setting the table will be easier too.” 

			“I do too. Brandy said that it would match well, yet not be too much.” They got the table and the fourteen chairs in quickly. There were other things to be brought in, but nothing like the furniture. Jason helped him bring in the boxes of dishware that he’d picked out, as well as the new kitchen appliances, including a coffee and tea maker. With the help bringing it in, he had more time to unpack the stuff. “Thanks, Jason. I didn’t know what I was going to do when Ryan bailed on me.”

			“He and Misty are doing well together as partners, don’t you think? I mean, even if they weren’t taking on the cases at the shelter, they’d still be busy. Did you know that we’re going to help expand the building and the other areas so that they can have more room? And a place just for children.” Sean said that was what Elliot had told him. “She’s not your mate, then?”

			“No. When she and Homer arrived I was in the yard with Dad. Dad wants to make sure that the fire doesn’t go out overnight with the hog we’re roasting for tomorrow.” Jason said that he’d hired some pack to come in and chop some wood for it. “Joey, their master, was asking me the other day if we had some extra work for his pack. I guess they’re trying to get some money gathered up for some of them to go to college. Did you know that?”

			“I didn’t. Thanks for the heads up. I’ll have to find them more things to do if that’s the case.” Jason would too. He had a big heart since he’d met and married Jewel. She’d had to knock him around a little, but Sean was sure that Jason had gotten the point. He was a better man for it. “They’re coming to the picnic too. I’ve also invited that guy that’s been around town. Do you know any more about him?”

			“I have a little information, but not a great deal. I’m sure that Emerald told you all that I knew.” He said that she had, but it wasn’t much. “No. Dad has talked to him a few times. He said that he doesn’t talk much. I think that it’s because Dad talks so much. His name is Quinn, by the way. First name is Jefferson. Last time I spoke to the women, they were doing a deep check on him. I don’t think that they’re going to find much. I have the feeling that whatever is going on with him, it’s not of his doing.”

			“I’ll let you know what I find out. I’m sure that you’re right about him. I just wish that he’d open up some about what it is that we can help him with.” Sean thought that was a good idea too, but he’d also learned over his life that there were some people that could not be rushed into anything. “I’ll expect you over to the house early tomorrow. I have to get those tables set up and all the chairs out. I don’t have any idea why she did it, but Jewel ordered two thousand chairs to be delivered today.”

			“Christ.” Jason laughed. 

			Almost as soon as the last box was in the house, Jason said that he had to get going. It was great to have had the help with the furniture, but Sean was excited to get to set up the boxed stuff on his own. He started in the dining room to unbox the dinnerware set he’d purchased.

			Sean had had another home up until a week ago. He’d not gotten a very large one when he’d first bought a home. It had never occurred to him that he’d need a bigger one for a mate and children. Right now he had a lot of nieces and nephews, but his dad was forever telling them that the more he had in the way of grandchildren, the better. Sean wondered if Dad had been as mushy with their mom as he was his new wife Brandy. 

			After Sean got the plates unwrapped from the bubble wrap, Ryan showed up with two large pizzas and a box knife. Sean was glad to see him. He told Ryan that while it was fun unpacking in his home, he hadn’t thought of how much of a mess it would be. Together not only did they get the dishes in the cabinet where they belonged, but they managed to get the kitchen set up as well. Ryan spoke about what he’d done yesterday as they worked

			“I put a bid in on the Humphrey house yesterday. I don’t know if you bought this one in the hopes of having a big family, but that’s what I did with my new home.” Sean told him that was just what he’d done. “I wondered. Also, I did what you did. I had the pack go in to clean and paint my current house from top to bottom so that it can be sold quickly. If I get the other house, I’ll have them do the same. Jason was just telling us that we should help out the pack more. With all this going on, I think we should be able to generate a good deal of businesses with the lands that Jason was able to get for us.”

			“I was thinking that too. I did notice that he was having one of the two hotels that he bought from the bank renovated. He and Dad went over the place a few days ago, and it’s a solid building.” He and Jason played around with the fridge, and were trying to figure out how to hook up the water to make ice when Emerald entered the room. “Christ, don’t you ever knock?”

			In answer to his question, Emerald knocked her fist against his head. She was smiling when she did it, and Sean was thrilled when she didn’t knock his head off. He knew that she could, but perhaps she thought that he’d been frightened enough of her. He was too. All of them were afraid of all the women in the family.

			“I have something to tell you both. It’s to go no further than the two of you.” They both told her that she could trust them. “I know that, or you’d be shit out of luck. The woman, Brook, she’s not either of your mates. I’m sorry.”

			“I’m sorry too.” Sean was glad to hear that from Ryan. Even with the look of disappointment on his face, he smiled at Emerald. “If she’s not either of our mates, then won’t everyone be able to figure that out as soon as we’re in the room with her?”

			“Yes, but that’s not why I’m telling you this. I want you to keep a very close eye on her for me. Her magic—and there is a great deal of it—is yet untested, and might get out of hand. She has been using it, but not very much. If you see her in a spot where you think she might need magic, you two are to help her out. I don’t want her blowing up the pack master.” Ryan asked if she was going to. “No, I was just using him as an example because I just left his home. Did you know that he is retiring soon from the police department? I only found out because the town is going to give him his retirement gift at the picnic.”

			“No. Do they have a replacement yet? I don’t want the job, but I would think that they’ve had plenty of time to find someone if they were able to get him a gift.” Emerald just stared at him. Sean smiled back at her. “All right. When you have your poker face on, I know that you know but are keeping it to yourself.” 

			“That’s the plan. Will you keep an eye on her for me?” They both agreed that they would. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this as yet, but your house sold this morning, Ryan. The couple that bought it were in the agency when you called it in. After the agent showed them a couple of pictures that he had on hand, they bought it right away. I guess that it only leaves Sean’s house now.”

			Sean told her what he had planned on doing with his old home. He was going to see if it could be used when businessmen came to town, or simply for visiting relatives as needed. Emerald asked him if he’d been able to empty it out yet. Nodding, Sean said that he’d take her through the old house later if she would meet him there. She told him that she might have someone to come in and have a look at it with them when they did. 

			“There are several businessmen coming in from out of town on Monday. If you’re finished with it completely, I’ll have some of the pack go over to the warehouse and put some of those things in it for now, if that’s okay with you.” Sean asked Ryan if he might need some help. “I don’t think so, but I’ll keep that in mind. They won’t need much. I was going to put them in a hotel in Columbus, but this will be so much better. Thanks for doing this.”

			“My pleasure.” 

			After she left, the two of them polished off the pizzas and sat around on the new furniture while watching television. Sean looked over at Ryan when he’d not spoken for a while. Asking him if he was all right, Ryan nodded, then shook his head.

			“I was actually looking forward to having a mate. I didn’t think that I’d be this disappointed about Brook not being her.” Sean said that he’d had the same feelings when he’d met her yesterday. “I wonder what she’s doing here then? I mean, we were both prepared for her to be with one of us. But I have a feeling that she’s here for another man, don’t you?”

			“I guess so. I mean, why would Emerald go to all this trouble if...?” Sean thought of something else. “Do you suppose that she’s telling you that she’s not your mate to throw you off? I mean, that would be just like her, don’t you think? To get you all disappointed, only to surprise you with her being the one?”

			“Nah. I mean, she could, I guess, but for some reason I don’t think that’s it. Why would she make sure that we both watch over her? I mean, that would get one of us killed if she were our mate.” There was that, something that he’d forgotten about—the jealousy that would be between the six of them. “Also, I’ve been thinking about this guy Quinn. Do you suppose that he’d going to take over the job of police captain? We don’t know that much about him either.”

			They talked about the different people that could take over the job in the station house. He even brought up that Brook might be the one that took the position. It could happen. As they joked and kidded about it more, Sean ordered four more pizzas. It was very hard work putting a home together. Smiling, he was glad that the place would deliver. Neither of them were ready to move off their respective seats.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ryan finished up his paperwork and decided that he had enough work caught up for the weekend. He didn’t have a trial until later in the next week, so he had the entire week to get ready for it. Today he was going to join his family and friends and have a wonderful day. The picnic would be about ready to begin by the time he got there.

			“Hello?” 

			He paused just as he was turning off his computer. Ryan was thinking that if he didn’t make a sound, the person that had come into the downstairs would just think that they’d forgotten to lock the door. 

			“Mr. Crosby? My name is Jefferson Quinn. I was wondering if I could hitch a ride with you to the party.”

			Turning off his computer, Ryan told him to come on up. Jefferson told him that he was sorry for not asking sooner, but he’d not had a phone until today and had been unable to call. He’d gotten one when he was at the store earlier.

			“That’s fine. In actuality, you just caught me from leaving to go there myself.” He invited him to have a bottle of water. Jefferson declined. “How much longer are you going to be here, do you know yet?”

			He wasn’t fishing. Ryan was an attorney, and he asked questions like that all the time. He told himself that over and over as Jefferson smiled. Ryan flushed when Quinn told him that he wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.

			“That’s all right. I promise you; I wasn’t trying to put you on the spot.” Jefferson told him that was fine. “Good. I don’t want us starting out on the wrong foot. I’d like to be friends.”

			“I would as well. But I do need your help. Not today, but sooner or later. Sooner would be much better. I have a problem with a couple of things that I would like your help with. I’m buying a home. I guess that answers your question.”

			“It does. And thank you for that.” They were headed down the stairs when Ryan asked him what sort of home he was looking for. “Not too big, I guess. I don’t have anyone from around here. Just me. Never been married either, so no kids. I do have a brother, but he’s a piece of shit, so I don’t count him.”

			“I have five, as I’m sure you know.” He said that he did, and that he had met them all. “Good. They’re a good bunch—noisy, but a good bunch to have in your corner.”

			“I might need to lean on them too. Soon, I’m thinking. My brother, he’s sniffing around about me. I don’t want him here, but he’ll be around no matter what I do to deter him from bothering me.” Ryan started his car and headed for Jason’s. Jefferson told him about Charles, his brother, and why he didn’t want him around. “He’s an ex-con that feels, even after being found guilty, that he was given a bad break. Murder. He killed a police officer when he robbed the bank in our town. I’ve been trying to rid myself of him for a bit now.”

			“I don’t mind helping you out with that. And I’m sure that my brothers wouldn’t mind either. Why is he sniffing around after you, if you don’t mind me asking?” Jefferson told him that it was forever money. “I’m sorry to hear that. Again, you don’t have to answer me, but do you have any to give him? Not that I believe you should, but he has to have a reason for coming to find you for some.”

			“I do have a bit. I’ve been acting poor since I was a kid. However, back then I was poor. Not even two nickels to rub together kind of poor. But we were well taken care of. Charles, he always had it in his head that he needed more than we had back then, and that was why he robbed the bank at seventeen. Tried him as an adult. Even though I didn’t have any money, going so far as proving to him that I didn’t, he’d still ask me for it. Charles has always thought that everyone holds out on him. He thinks that he’s a nice guy too.” Ryan told him that he’d take care that the bank knew to watch out for him. “Thank you very much. He’d do that too, I’m betting. Saying something along the lines of me letting him have some of it. Thanks again.”

			Ryan thought about what he and Sean had been talking about just yesterday about Jefferson not talking too much. Yes, he thought, it had been all his dad, talking the man’s arm off instead of listening to him. 

			Just as they were pulling into the driveway that was full of cars, Jefferson told him that he had one more thing to tell him.

			“All right. But if it’s a secret then you don’t have to. I’m sure that I’ll find out soon enough.” Jefferson told him that he would, but that he’d been so kind to him. “Thanks. I hope we can be friends, Jefferson. I’d like that very much.”

			“I’m here to be the new chief of police. I’ve been around just to see what I can find out about the staff that is here now. So far I’ve not seen anything that is an issue. I’ve spoken to Joey too. He is giving me all the files of the people that worked for him. I don’t want you to think that I’m a deadbeat or something like that. I do wander around the town a great deal, but it’s not because I’m casing the place or anything like that.” Ryan laughed and told him that it had never occurred to him. “I thought by the way you seemed to be avoiding me that you did think that.”

			“Avoiding you? I’m sorry if you got that impression. I’m an attorney, as you well know, and my partner and sister-in-law Misty and I have just finished up a case that has a man spending nearly seven hundred years in prison.” Jefferson asked if the man had been the one working out at the plant near Route Forty. “That was him. His son committed suicide a week or so before the trial, and without him we’d not have had half of what we were able to use. He gave us everything.” 

			“I think I saw that in the paper. His name was Lester Jenkins. His kid was Les, I think.” Ryan told him that was the one. “I read, too, that there were so many dead that it had taken two days for you guys to read them off to the court.”

			“In addition to that, there was also all the other crap he had going on. Money in overseas banks that was taken before all this went down. We’ve been using it to compensate the families of the people that he murdered.” Jefferson walked with him to the table and found Jason there with the rest of his family. “I’m sure that you’ve met everyone here.”

			Jefferson shook hands with them all, even the women. Ryan pulled Jason aside to tell him why he’d been late this morning. But Misty had already told him about the wrongful death case that had been brought before them.

			“She said that you were finishing up when she left. You’re sure that it was the fault of the victim and not the company? I mean, that rarely happens.” Ryan told Jason how the man had been fucking around when he’d been killed. “What would make a person climb up into a trash compactor and think that anything but death was going to happen? Did you figure out why he’d gotten in there?”

			“Yes—he was taking a nap. And he’d been doing it for some time. The trash doesn’t usually get compacted until the evening shift, but the site manager had a truck come in earlier to pick up the extra that they had laying around. I guess they sell the cardboard to a place that recycles it. Well, the manager decided that since it was nearly full anyway, he’d crush the stuff that was in there. The man was dead before they could turn the machine off. Christ, it was a mess, I guess.”

			“How did they know?” Ryan told him about the cameras that no one had bothered to look at. “Why? I mean, you’d think if you were going to have them in the building, that would be the first thing you checked.”

			“He might have had he known they were there. The previous owners of the building had them installed. I might not have known about them either if not for the fact that I saw a sign while investigating the area that had been painted over. It clearly stated that there were cameras around. It took us about an hour to find where they were being stored. On the Cloud, if you can believe that.”

			It was what they did, store them outside of their computers. Being able to pull them seemingly out of nowhere was not just convenient, but it also saved them a great deal of trouble. Cameras, Ryan knew, were the first things that went into any building that they bought, and on the properties surrounding all their homes. Jason asked him if he’d talked to Jefferson.

			“I did. He’s a nice man. Said that he was enjoying walking around the town. I told him that I’d help him find a house to live in. Just something small.” Jason asked if that was all. “No. Don’t ask me more, Jason. He told me in confidence. I don’t want to break that trust.”

			“All right. I understand. But you do know to tell me please if it’s going to harm one of the family.” He promised him that it wouldn’t. “I trust you, Ryan. I do. But the man is making the town a little nervous. I just want to make sure that things are going to be all right.”

			“I promise you, it could not be better. Have you talked to Brook yet?” He said that he had, and that she was there today if Ryan wanted to talk to her. “I do. Simply because I know that she’s not my mate. Emerald thought it would be a good idea if Sean and I hung out with her in the event that she had to use some of her untested power. I guess she’s pretty powerful. Homer, I have talked to him, he said that she uses it like she’s had a great deal of practice, yet doesn’t seem to be aware of it.”

			“I’ve noticed that as well. It’s as you said, like it’s been so much a part of her that it’s hard to believe that she has so very little knowledge of it. Emerald said that she can be trusted, but it gives me the creeps when she does something like making herself something to eat that she likes.” Ryan laughed and saw Sean coming toward them. “I guess you guys should get going. She’s beautiful, so she might be hit on a couple of times or so today.”

			“I think we can handle that. If you’d not mind, can you show Jefferson around? He’s trying to meet the
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