
Shifter Squad Next Gen: Bundle 2

––––––––
[image: image]


Books: 4 – 6

––––––––
[image: image]


J.C. Diem
Copyright © 2022 J.C. DIEM

www.jcdiem.com 

All rights reserved. Published by Seize The Night Publishing Agency.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, storage in an information retrieval system, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Alpha Rivalry

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Rex’s Thrall

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Spectral Justice

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Titles by J.C. Diem in chronological order:

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Alpha Rivalry


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Shifter Squad Next Gen: Book Four

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


IT WAS A DARK, MOONLESS, eerily still night in the woods. Hunkered in the shadows, my shallow breathing sounded far too loud in my ears. A deadly monster was hunting me and I was doing everything I could to stay alive.

A slight puff of wind carried the scent of the predator to me. She was somewhere close by, but she was too well hidden for me to pinpoint her location. A rifle was clamped in my clammy hands. I hoped I’d be able to use it when the time came. Nervous sweat dripped into my eyes. I armed it away, then froze when my arm brushed up against a branch.

“I can hear you,” my enemy crooned in glee.

“Damn it!” I muttered, then scurried away from my hiding spot.

“Now I can see you,” the creature said in triumph. “Run, little wolf! Run before I squeeze you to death and feast on your juicy corpse!”

Panic seized hold of me and I forgot my training. I ran towards the large concrete building in the distance where I knew safety lay. Two tall men dressed in black from head to toe darted in front of me, forcing me to veer back into the trees. One of them pointed his gun at me. I spun away and put some trees between us before he could pull the trigger.

It would have been impossible to navigate my way through the woods without exceptional night vision. I could hear the monster chasing after me. She slithered in my wake, taunting me with shrill cackles. I cast a look back over my shoulder, knowing my eyes were wide and were filled with panic.

I turned around, then let out a shriek when I almost collided with another foe. Dressed in black like the others, he shoved me away with a dark chuckle. I fled before he could shoot me.

Even with my increased stamina as a hybrid shifter, I couldn’t run all night. Eventually, I would have to stop and face my opponent. I chose a large tree and hid behind the trunk, trying to get my fright and breathing under control.

“You’ve been trained for this, Alex,” I murmured barely loudly enough for me to hear myself speak. “You’re armed and dangerous,” I added, then flinched when I heard a female laugh from somewhere nearby.

“Armed, yes. Dangerous? Definitely not,” she said in derision.

Her scornful tone was exactly what I needed to finally make me go on the offensive. I spun around and fired at her, then took off running again as she squawked in shocked surprise. Seeing three armed men moving in to surround me, I fired at them all, then tripped over a branch. Rolling inelegantly, I shot to my feet and prepared to run.

A long, reptilian tail wrapped around me before I could sprint away. “I’ve got you now, little wolf,” my opponent gloated in satisfaction as I was lifted a couple of feet off the ground.

“Shoot her!” my hidden ally shouted from the shadows as the creature turned me around. “Shoot her in the face!” she screamed.

I lifted my rifle, aimed at my foe and froze. Not even her triumphant grin and tightening coils could get me to pull the trigger.

“Prepare to die,” the half reptile, half woman said and her hands settled around my throat. She ignored the gun in my hands, knowing I wouldn’t use it against her.

The opponents who had been chasing me drew closer to watch as I was defeated once more.

“Brynn wins again,” Liam declared and stripped his balaclava off. His tone was neutral, but I knew he was just as disappointed as the rest of the team was at my failure.

Brynn was much taller than usual in her lamia form. She stopped pretending to throttle me and unwrapped her tail from around my waist. She put me down, then transformed back into her human form. Her long black hair had mostly covered her naked upper half, but I noticed Agent Franko surreptitiously staring at her boobs. The lamia-wereconstrictor hybrid’s clothing magically reappeared once she was fully human again.

Yas emerged from behind a tree with Emma perched on her shoulder. My bestie shook her head in slight disgust at my latest failure. She’d just been observing rather than chasing me. She’d been the one to scream at me to shoot Brynn in the face. “You would have let her strangle you to death if she’d been a real enemy!” she exclaimed.

“I couldn’t shoot her,” I said, shoulders slumping.

“It’s just a paintball gun, not an assault rifle!”

“I know,” I said miserably. “But I still couldn’t pull the trigger.”

“At least you actually fired off some rounds this time,” Sydney said in commiseration as the rest of the team took their balaclavas off. Her short, tawny gold hair was messy, but she didn’t bother to rake her fingers through it to tidy it.

“Did she hit anyone?” Nick asked. My brothers weren’t identical, but anyone could tell at a glance that they were twins. Nearly six feet tall, they had dark brown hair and brown eyes like mine.

“Nope,” Heath Franko said when he scanned everyone’s clothing. The paintballs were fluorescent yellow, so they stood out when they fired. “She nicked a few trees, though,” he added. With his reddish-brown hair and blue eyes, he was as handsome as the twins, but his innate arrogance was a turnoff. It had been three days since he’d pledged to become a better teammate. So far, he was trying hard to fit in and to stop being such a douche nozzle.

I scowled at their snickers. Emma leaped onto my shoulder and hugged my neck to console me for being such a loser. “This is useless,” I said, gesturing at the gun. “I’m never going to be a fighter. Not while the spells are controlling me.”

“We still have to train you,” Liam said. “We’ll find a way to get rid of the enchantments eventually.” This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation, but training still felt fairly pointless to me.

“Liam, Agent Steel is on the phone!” Crowmon called out from the base a few hundred yards away. His accent was Irish, or something close to it. He was the only one who hadn’t participated in our mock battle. We’d left our cell phones inside during the training session. Crowmon had monitored them for us from the comfort of the living room. The god didn’t need to train in combat or weapons, since he was a consultant rather than a full agent.

“I hope he has a new mission for us,” Syd said as we hurried over to the building. The stocky werecougar tended to get bored easily. She occasionally snuck out at night and took one of the vehicles to Denver to search for a new conquest. It was in her nature to seek male companionship, so the rest of us knew better than to say anything about it. All werefelines were the same, or so I’d been told.

Liam reached the base first and loped inside to take the call. The rest of us trailed down the long hallway, passing doors to rooms on both sides. Most of the doors had scanners, but a few didn’t. I still didn’t know what was in some of the rooms and probably never would. While I was the supreme alphas’ daughter, I was a dismal agent. I wouldn’t trust someone as inept as me if I were them either.

Suppressing a sigh, I stopped at the indoor gun range to grab a kit to clean the paintball gun. Cleaning weapons was one of the few things I was good at. I’d only fired off a few shots, but keeping our weapons in perfect working order had been drummed into me.

Liam was in the coms room on the second level when I entered the main living area, talking quietly on the phone. Crowmon sat in his favorite spot on the couch. As always, he wore a colorful outfit. His shirt was emerald green and his pants were red. He’d teamed them up with yellow sneakers. “I take it your training didn’t go well, lass?” he asked in commiseration when he saw my despondent expression.

“I still suck,” I said with a grimace and caught my phone when he tossed it to me.

Franko cut a look at me from the kitchen where he was making tea for me and coffee for everyone else. He controlled his expression, but I could almost see him struggling not to smirk or to make a snide comment.

Yas saw it as well and glowered at the alpha werewolf. She caught her phone without even looking at the jester when he threw it to her. Franko had vowed to turn over a new leaf and to get along with us all, but we were all waiting for him to revert back to being the usual alpha hole we all knew and despised.
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“WHAT DID UNCLE MARK want?” Nick asked when his brother hung up and descended the spiral staircase.

“He was just checking in,” Liam replied.

Syd made a face as she dumped cookies onto a plate. “Figures,” she muttered, disappointed that we didn’t have a new case to work on.

“I have a question, if you don’t mind answering it,” Franko said when he carried the tray of beverages into the living room.

Brynn realized he was talking to her and gave him a quizzical look. She still hadn’t forgiven him for going overboard when they’d sparred together in the ring. None of us trusted him after witnessing how little regard he had for our safety and wellbeing. “What do you want to know?” she asked as Crowmon finished handing back our phones. I’d already checked mine to see I hadn’t missed any calls or messages. It wasn’t like I had any friends who wanted to hang out with me.

“Why don’t your clothes get torn apart when you turn into your lamia form?” Heath asked.

“No one knows,” Brynn replied with a graceful shrug. “My mom says it’s part of our innate magic. She thinks we’re part fae.”

“Faeries have all sorts of weird magic,” Crowmon said to support the theory. “It’s a distinct possibility that you could be related to their kind.”

“You’re an expert on fae, are you?” the alpha asked as he handed the mug of tea to me. He deliberately brushed his fingers against mine. I had to resist the urge to yank my hand away. He was being far more subtle when he flirted with me now, but he still hadn’t given up completely.

Crowmon’s pale green eyes narrowed, even though Franko’s tone had been bland. “I’d say I know more about the fae than you do, lad,” he said wryly.

“I thought you lost your memory when you were drawn to our world,” the newbie said, taking a seat close to mine. Emma kept her beady black eyes trained on him. He’d become her number one enemy after he’d stolen her crystal figurine. He’d given it back, but her hatred and mistrust hadn’t faded.

“Some knowledge seeps to the surface of my mind from time to time,” the deity said. He was an inch or so shorter than me and had a lean, wiry build. His hair was white-blond and his face was ordinary. No one would know he was a god just by looking at him. I could sense weak magic emanating from him. He needed worshippers to pray to him to be able to increase his power.

I took a sip of tea, then began cleaning the paintball gun.

“I can’t believe you missed all of us,” Syd said, shaking her head in mystification at my sheer ineptitude. “I was only three feet away from you when I made the crack that you were armed, but definitely not dangerous.”

“Maybe I’ll try throwing the gun at you next time,” I said with a scowl when the others laughed.

“We all know you’d miss her,” Brynn said in pity.

I flushed at that truth. I still hadn’t told them about the time I’d thrown my handgun at a target in a petulant tantrum after missing it with every shot.

“The spells must be pretty powerful to suppress almost every ability you have,” Franko said. “At least it doesn’t stop you from using necromancy.”

“Or from driving like a maniac,” Yas added with a smirk. Her grin fell away when everyone looked at her reproachfully. “What?” she asked in confusion.

“You just verified my hunch,” the alpha said with a smug smile. “I suspected Alex was a necromancer like her...the supreme alpha.” He managed to avoid setting off my spells, but only just.

“What gave me away?” I asked, concentrating on the gun rather than looking at him. Anger pulsed in my head at his superior tone. I refused to act like the brat Lexi had accused me of being when dealing with him.

“The squirrel’s attachment to you isn’t natural,” he replied, pointing at Emma. “She sticks to you like that zombie dog sticks to Mrs. Levine-Garrett. It’s obvious you raised her from the dead. I’m just not sure why you’d choose to turn something as pathetic as that rodent into a zombie.”

Emma quivered with fury at being disrespected. I stroked her to calm her down, while fighting the urge to shoot the alpha. It was a pity I’d ejected the magazine from the weapon. Surely, I couldn’t miss him at pointblank range.

“Have you told anyone about your suspicions, Agent Franko?” Liam asked.

“Of course not. I know better than to spill the Shifter Squad’s secrets,” Heath said indignantly. “I’m one of you now. You can trust me not to betray you.”

We all exchanged skeptical looks at his claim, but we were trying to give him a chance. He wasn’t the only one being tested. Mark had placed him on our team to see if we could deal with someone who clearly didn’t belong here. After failing so dismally to begin with, our goal now was to try to get along with him. It wasn’t easy, since no one wanted him living or working with us.

“Do you have any other revelations for us, boyo?” Crowmon asked with one pale eyebrow lifted.

“I still haven’t figured out what you are yet,” Franko admitted. “All I know is that you can use magic and that you can teleport. You don’t need to eat, drink or sleep, so you aren’t human. Maybe you’re some kind of minor god.” It was just a joke, but he’d managed to hit the nail on the head anyway.

“I wish, lad,” Crowmon said with a fake sigh, while the rest of us showed no reaction to his correct guess.

“Maybe you’re a tall leprechaun, then,” the alpha said speculatively.

“You’re closer to the truth than you realize,” Nick said, then pretended to flinch when Liam shot him an annoyed look. Their deft manipulation drew Franko away from the truth he’d been teetering on the edge of. He was figuring out our secrets one by one. It was inevitable that he’d eventually find out about Crowmon’s true nature. We weren’t going to make it easy for him, mostly because we couldn’t stand him.

One of my undead minions relayed that something was approaching the fence. My gaze went distant as I linked with what passed for the zombie’s mind. The rabbit was just a skeleton and it didn’t have a brain. It sensed a living creature cross the road and approach the electrified fence.

“What is it?” Liam asked, realizing I was communing with the dead.

“I need to raise some zombies with eyes,” I murmured. “One of the herd can sense something alive outside the compound.” The rabbit had sunk into the ground so it wouldn’t be spotted, just in case it was a curious human taking a closer look at our property.

“You don’t need to raise more corpses,” Nick told me. “Just give a few of the current ones more power so they can gain enough flesh to pass for living animals.”

I nodded absently as more of the skeletons moved through the zombie highway beneath the ground towards the intruder. It ran away, but they remained in place to see if it was going to return. “It seems to be gone,” I said as Liam headed upstairs to check the monitors.

“It found a spot between the cameras, so it didn’t show up on screen,” our boss reported. Despite how many cameras were installed, there were still a few gaps here and there.

“Having guards with eyes sounds like a good idea,” Brynn said. “If a few of the herd look normal, they won’t have to hide from visitors or intruders.”

I knew she was right, but I didn’t have much practice using my necromancy yet. “I guess I’d better take care of this now,” I figured.

“I’ve got to see this,” Crowmon said in anticipation. “I’ve yet to see a necromancer work their death magic.” He grinned, but it seemed a little forced to me. It made me wonder what secrets the god was hiding from us, as well as from himself.

“We’ll all watch,” Liam decided as he returned to the lower level.

I wasn’t a fan of having an audience, but it seemed I didn’t have a choice. Everyone gulped down their beverages and rose to their feet expectantly. Emma was sulking that she wouldn’t be the only zombie with flesh. She leaped onto Yasmine’s shoulder and turned her furry back on me to display her displeasure.

Drinking the rest of my tea, I put the now clean paintball gun on the coffee table and trudged along behind the team as they headed outside.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


ONE THING I’D LEARNED about necromancy was that it was easier to use it at night. Most of my kind couldn’t use it at all during the day. I’d inherited my mother’s ability to work death magic during daylight hours.

A few of the minions who had sensed the unknown creature came when I silently called them to me. They rose out of the soil a couple of yards away. Franko took an instinctive step backwards, hand going to the spot where he usually carried his gun. The alpha didn’t have as much experience with the dead as the rest of the team. He still wasn’t comfortable living and working with zombies. I was glad Liam had ordered everyone not to wear their weapons inside our compound, unless it was an emergency. I didn’t trust the rookie not to use his gun against us if he lost his temper.

“Will that be enough?” I asked, sweeping my hand at the six skeletons.

“Make it ten,” Liam suggested. “That should be enough to monitor the compound.”

I called four more zombies to me, choosing a variety of animals, then hesitated. I’d already raised them, so I wasn’t sure what to do now.

“You’ll need to use blood and send more power into them to flesh them out,” Syd said. The younger generation of the squad had grown up with a necromancer. They knew a lot more about it than I did.

“Use this,” Nick said and tossed a knife to me. I caught it, glad the spells didn’t control my ability to do everything. I’d already embarrassed myself enough tonight without fumbling the catch and dropping the knife on my foot.

“Should she use her own blood?” Franko asked with a frown when I placed the blade against my left palm. “Won’t hybrid blood make the zombies different from normal?”

“No. Why would it?” Brynn asked. We all turned to the newbie to wait for his answer.

“It made the squirrel weird,” the alpha pointed out. “That thing isn’t a normal zombie,” he added, hiking his thumb at her.

Emma bared her teeth at Heath and I felt her fury boiling over. I knew she was about to launch herself at him and chew through his jugular. “Em,” I said in a chiding tone. Still sitting on Yasmine’s shoulder, she slanted a look at me, then hid behind her tail guiltily. She knew better than to attack a member of our team, but it was hard for her to control her hatred of him.

The alpha hole couldn’t quite smother his grin of amusement, unaware of how determined my little friend was. There was a good chance he would find out one day, but disaster had been averted for now.

“I didn’t use blood to raise Emma,” I told him. “I just used raw power.” He seemed skeptical about my explanation, but he didn’t dig for more details.

“Be careful not to cut yourself too deeply,” Nick advised me and moved closer to supervise.

He hovered at my side and Yas crowded in next to me as well. She took a deep, appreciative breath when I cut a shallow slice into my skin. “Can I lick your hand clean when you’re done?” the vampire asked me eagerly.

This time, Franko couldn’t mask his sound of disgust. He cleared his throat, unsuccessfully attempting to pretended it had been a cough.

“Sure,” I replied and grinned inwardly when I saw the alpha grimace.

“Wipe your blood on the skeletons before your wound heals,” Liam instructed me.

I did as ordered, but had to cut myself again so I could make sure all of the zombies had some of my blood on their pale bones. I wiped the blade clean on my black cargo pants, then handed the knife back to Nick.

Emma jumped onto my shoulder when I reached for my necromancy. She silently reminded me not to use too much, or they would all end up like her. Death magic welled up and green fog sprang into being. It swirled around our shins, not quite obscuring the smallest animals I’d called to me. I pushed my power into the ten skeletons, being careful not to let it spread further. Yas and Emma were excluded from my focus, since they were already infused with far more necromancy than normal.

Right before our eyes, the zombies gained flesh and fur. In seconds, they could easily pass as living creatures. The only way to tell they were undead was that they didn’t breathe or blink.

“That’s amazing,” Franko said in awe that seemed real rather than feigned. “Are they normal?”

“They’re not as intelligent as Emma,” I replied. “I guess they’re as normal as zombies can get.” I drew my necromancy back in and the fog instantly began to dissipate.

All ten animals stared at me, waiting for instructions. I mentally told them to return to their patrol. If any further intruders came nearby, they would use the zombie highway to get close enough to them to see them.

“Good work, Agent D’Ath,” Liam said in approval as our guardians returned to their duties.

Yas took hold of my wrist and deliberately licked the blood off my palm while watching Heath’s face. Momentary disgust shone from his eyes, then he forced himself to watch her clean my hand for me. “Your blood is sooo tasty,” she said dreamily when she was done.

My own unholy hunger had risen at the smell of blood, but I’d only quenched my thirst yesterday and didn’t need more yet. “So I’ve been told,” I said wryly. As long as I drank blood every few days, my vampire would remain appeased.

“You’re quite talented, lass,” Crowmon said as we filed back inside. “When it comes to necromancy, at least,” he added before anyone could remind him how badly I sucked at everything else.

“I wish I knew more about death magic,” I confessed. I’d read through some of the files from the missions the older generation had been on, but they didn’t go into detail about necromancy.

“You’ll learn,” Syd told me confidently. “It’s a pity we don’t have any ghosts here for you to practice your talents on.”

“We could always travel to Wrenvale and ask Virginia if she wants to live here,” Yas suggested.

Everyone except Crowmon and Franko grinned, thinking she was joking. Neither of them knew about my ghostly friend.

“Do you think she’d want to move here?” I asked.

“I was kidding,” Sydney said in alarm. “We’d have no privacy if ghosts lived here. They can enter any room they want and spy on us whenever they like.”

“They couldn’t spy on me,” I said slyly.

“Or me,” Yas added with a grin. Thanks to their link to me, both the vampire and Emma could see spirits.

“We’re not inviting any ghosts to live here,” Liam said firmly. “We aren’t the only ones who call this base home,” he reminded us.

Their folks were currently based somewhere in Europe, due to the spells Irene had branded on me. They flared up whenever I saw my parents now, so it would be a bad idea for them to move back to America. Once Nancy Ettenberg managed to find a way to dispel the enchantments, I’d have to face the supreme alphas again.

I brooded about the family I’d never known as I carried the paintball gun back to the armory. The witch had brainwashed me into believing I’d been thrown in the trash after I’d been born. Even now that I knew the truth, it wasn’t easy for me to believe it. The enchantments messed with my mind and made it difficult for me to trust anyone. Yas and Emma were the only ones I could truly trust, mainly because I’d bonded them to me by accident

My next stop was to put the cleaning kit back in the indoor gun range. I glanced at the five lanes that held targets and grimaced. Sydney was relentless in training me every day. So far, I hadn’t made much progress. Not much of what my trainers taught me had sunk in. I always reverted to panic whenever I felt flustered and forgot everything they’d shown me.

“At least I don’t curl into a ball every time I train with someone in the boxing ring now,” I murmured as I headed back to the main living area. Agent Jaxson Remington had been my hand-to-hand trainer for a short time. Jax had left us, but I wasn’t so sure it had been his choice. Irene Dawson had placed a spell on him that had made him forget he’d ever met us.

Emma patted my cheek consolingly. She sensed my pain that the man I’d chosen to be my mate had abandoned me, even if it had been against his wishes.
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TWO OF MY TEAMMATES were absent when I returned to the main area. “Where’s Yas and Brynn?” I asked Nick.

“Liam sent them to check the area where the intruder showed up,” he replied, scratching his stomach lazily as he slouched on the couch.

I sent my senses out and connected with a boar I’d fleshed out. It sank into the soil and moved closer to the vampire and lamia, then rose out of the ground. Yas waved at it from the other side of the fence, knowing I was watching them both.

“All I can pick up on is the scent of a deer,” Brynn said after tasting the air.

“Me, too,” my bestie agreed. “It looks like it was a false alarm.”

“I’m not sure if I’m glad, or disappointed about that,” the wereconstrictor said as she looked around. Both women were armed, just in case it had been a ploy by Irene to draw one of us outside. My zombies would have sensed it if the intruder had been a vampire, so we knew it wasn’t Killion or his goons casing the place.

“It gets boring between jobs,” Yas said. “Especially since we can’t prank Franko anymore.”

“True,” Brynn agreed, sweeping her long black hair over her shoulder. “It was fun watching the veins stick out on the alpha hole’s forehead every time he was close to losing control.”

The girls snickered and headed towards the gate. The herd watched over them, ready to go to their aid if it became necessary. It had freaked me out when I’d learned that I was a necromancer, but I was glad I had the talent to raise the dead now. While I sucked at most things, at least my undead army could keep my friends and colleagues safe.

“What’s happening with Brynn and Yas?” Liam asked from up in the coms room. He knew I was keeping my eye on his agents.

“They sensed the intruder was a deer,” I reported. “They’re heading back inside now.”

He watched the monitor that showed the gate and waited for the girls to appear. He opened the gate for them and it automatically swung shut a short time later. A couple of my skeletal minions escorted the pair to the building, then returned to their patrol of the compound. Neither of the girls had thought to ask the zombie to return them to the building.

The thick metal bars that had been installed slid aside when Brynn scanned her hand to unlock the door. Agent Steel had ensured we had extra security after Killion and a few of his nest had infiltrated our base. The doors would hopefully be strong enough to keep normal vampires out. I doubted they would stop Yas. Bonding her to me had given her a boost that made her far stronger and faster than normal.

“How many things have you raised from the dead, Alex?” Franko asked as I took a seat on the couch again.

“I haven’t kept count,” I replied with a shrug.

“You should be able to count them just by touching their minds,” Syd told me, talking with her mouth full.

I made a face when cookie crumbs became scattered on her chest and she grinned at me. “You’re so gross,” I said with a snicker when I saw clumps of food stuck in her teeth.

“I know,” she said in complete unconcern and shoved another cookie into her mouth.

Sending out my senses, I connected with every zombie I’d created. “I’ve raised three hundred and seventeen animals,” I told Franko.

“You haven’t raised any humans?” he asked in surprise. “Why not?” he queried when I shook my head.

“I haven’t needed to yet,” I said uneasily.

Emma shifted her eyes away from him to look at me. Her jealousy at the thought of possibly sharing me with human zombies came through loud and clear. “They wouldn’t be like you,” I reassured her. “They’d be like the herd.”

Unmollified, the squirrel returned to staring at Heath. I caught a brief image of her thinking about the crystal figurine she’d hidden in the hollow of a tree somewhere. Emma was the only one who knew where it was and she wanted it to stay that way.

Franko ignored my zombie as if she didn’t exist. He couldn’t have made his derision for the dead and undead any clearer. He hated both Yas and Emma and he didn’t try to hide it. At least he didn’t insult the vampire directly to her face now. We’d taken bets on how long he would be able to keep control of his temper and force himself to get along with her.

During the next couple of days, the herd reported sensing a living creature approaching the fence several times. I let Liam know about it immediately each time it happened. He checked the monitors, while I sent my minions with eyes to study the intruder.

I paused in punching one of the bags when a few of my skeletons reached out to me. “The animal is approaching Brynn’s enclosure,” I said.

We were all training in the gym, except for Crowmon. He was sitting on the couch with his feet up on the coffee table, watching TV. Liam headed upstairs to check the monitors to see if it had been caught on film this time.

“Maybe we should open the gate and let it in,” Nick suggested with a grin as he sparred with Sydney. “We can let it into one of our enclosures so we can eat it during the next full moon.”

Everyone except for our boss snickered. Liam shook his head in annoyance when he checked the screens. “It found a spot between the cameras again.”

All ten of my guardians that had eyes converged on the area where the intruder was skulking. “It ran away,” I said in frustration. This was the fifth time this had happened. “It’s like it can sense the zombies coming.”

“Animals are sensitive to the undead,” Franko said in a tone he probably didn’t realize was condescending. “I think some of its herd are locked up in here and it just wants to join them.”

“I highly doubt it,” Liam refuted as he descended the stairs again. “We import deer from other states, so we don’t cut down on the local population.”

Heath shot him a dour look, then resumed lifting weights. Only the twins sparred with him in the ring now. None of us females trusted him enough to practice with him. Yas could easily wipe the floor with him, so he refused to spar with her.

Speaking of my bestie, Liam was training her in martial arts to hone her technique. The vampire was proving to be a far better student than I was. I was both glad for her and jealous that she was a much better agent than I’d ever be.

Emma was perched on the top of a cabinet where we stored our gear, watching us all from up high like a furry little queen. Her eyes were the only things that moved, so she looked like a stuffed toy from a distance.

“I’m going to check the perimeter,” Liam said, then lifted his eyebrows at Yas.

“I’ll just grab my hood and gloves,” the vampire said. She’d left them on the dining table, just in case she had to go outside. It only took her a couple of seconds to don them. “I’m ready,” she declared.

Agent Franko’s upper lip lifted in a silent sneer as he swept his gaze over her black outfit. From the back, it looked like she was wearing a leather hoodie. From the front, she looked like she was into bondage, from what Nick had said. I’d have to take his word for that, since my experience was so limited.

“The herd will take you to and from the spot where they sensed the deer,” I advised the pair as they loped over to the exit.

Liam saluted me, then opened the door for Yas. We assumed the creature was a deer, but I had an uneasy feeling about it. None of my undead army had managed to spot it yet. It had an uncanny knack for staying out of sight.
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BRYNN WAS HOLDING THE punching bag for me and was attempting to train me. My blows were weaker and even less effective than usual. My concentration remained on the action going on outside. The lamia knew I was distracted and didn’t scold me when my fist glanced off the bag with my next strike.

“Did they pick up anything?” Syd asked after a couple of minutes had passed.

“Yas smelled the same scent she picked up on the last four times,” I reported, watching through the rabbit I’d given eyes to.

“This is getting hinkier by the day,” Crowmon said with a frown. “I believe I might take a wee walk and see if I can pick up anything myself.”

He heaved himself to his feet and ambled over to the door. He glanced back at me and I figured he had no intention of walking all the way to Brynn’s enclosure. I called a skeleton to him as he stepped outside. The animal transported him to where Liam and Yas were standing before the door had even swung shut.

I gave up on all pretense that I was training and watched through the rabbit’s eyes as the god looked around.

“Can you sense anything?” Liam asked.

Crowmon hesitated, then nodded. “Aye, lad. I can feel a trace of magic.”

“What sort of magic?” my bestie asked.

“I can’t tell. It’s too faint.”

“I knew it wasn’t a normal deer,” our leader said. “Let’s get back to the base before someone tries to spring a trap on us.”

My zombies waited for the trio to touch them, then took the agents back to the front door.

“What’s going on?” Nick asked in rising alarm when they trooped back inside with grim expressions.

“Crowmon sensed magic,” Liam replied.

“It has to be the witch,” Syd said with a scowl. We all took a break from training, since we had a new problem to deal with.

“What is she up to this time?” Brynn asked, heading for the coffee machine.

“How is she making herself smell like a deer?” Yas asked.

“Irene might be using a deer to spy on our base,” I suggested. “She can scry through my eyes when I’m not wearing this charm.” I held up my left arm to show them the gold bracelet. The charm was a woman wearing a blindfold. “She might be able to scry through animals and other people as well,” I added.

“Wouldn’t she need to use their hair or fingernails to cast the spell?” Franko asked.

“Yeah, but she could easily catch a deer and take some of its fur,” Yas pointed out. He gave her a cool look and didn’t respond.

“The herd will need to remain vigilant,” Liam told me. “I’m not sending anyone out to investigate when the deer turns up now that we think the witch could be lurking around.”

“We should set a trap for her,” Syd mused.

“How can we trap a witch as powerful as she is?” I asked skeptically.

“If she’s spying through a deer, we’d only be able to catch the animal that she seems to be using as her puppet,” Nick figured.

“Do you still want to let the deer into our compound, Nicky?” Heath asked with a big, fake smile.

My brother grimaced at the nickname he hated. “Yeah,” he retorted sarcastically. “I think we should put it in your enclosure and see what happens.”

Franko’s smile dropped away and he affected a hurt look. “I was just kidding.”

Liam gave his twin a disapproving look and Nick shot him an apologetic glance. It wasn’t getting any easier dealing with the newbie when he still acted like a douchebag every now and then. “We’ll monitor the situation and I’ll keep Uncle Mark in the loop,” Liam said.

“The herd will be ready to rescue us if we get into trouble when we go outside,” I offered.

“Rescued by roadkill,” Yas said, then snickered. Emma glared at her in affront for the insult to her brethren.

“Thank you, Alex,” Liam said. “We’ll appreciate their help if it becomes necessary.”

“What are our orders if the witch shows up in person?” Brynn asked. Her tone was casual, but her vivid green eyes were sharp.

“Shoot to kill,” our leader replied.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Syd said in satisfaction. Their weapons were always nearby, even if we weren’t allowed to wear them when we were inside now. “I hope I get to be the one to blow that crazy cow into the afterlife,” she added.

“I’ll fight you for the chance to kill her,” Nick said and flexed a muscular bicep.

The werecougar rolled her eyes, knowing she couldn’t beat him in a hand-to-hand fight.

“The witch will wish she’d never been born if I get my hands on her,” Yas said. She’d stripped her hood and gloves off and her expression was as grim as her tone.

“What did the witch do to you?” Franko asked me curiously. He was too new to the squad to know all the details.

“She beat me, tortured me and locked me in the cellar on a regular basis,” I replied. “She carved spells onto me with magic and stole my energy to keep herself from aging during my captivity.”

Heath’s mouth dropped open at my stark response. “I can see why you all want her dead so badly,” he said. His tone sounded sympathetic, but I had trouble believing he truly cared. The alpha had told us his father ruled his pack with an iron fist. They’d all had to fight for their positions within the pack and weakness wasn’t tolerated. Franko wasn’t used to following orders from someone he saw as a lesser wolf. His instinct was to rule and it was a constant struggle for him to not show Liam any disrespect.

“Keep me informed if the deer, or anything else approaches our compound,” Liam told me. “I’ll keep notes of when and where it shows up.”

I nodded in agreement, then reluctantly returned to training now that our short meeting was over.

It wasn’t necessary for me to monitor the herd of skeletons and ten fully fleshed zombies. They would notify me the moment they sensed the intruder return. Still, I found it hard to concentrate on punching and kicking the bag now that we suspected Irene was scoping out our base.

None of us had forgotten that the witch had lured most of the team away so Killion and his goons could break in and try to kidnap me. She’d made a deal with the master vampire to increase his power if he brought me to her. He was still out there somewhere, no doubt plotting for a way to get to me again.

It was stressful knowing I was being hunted, but I was thankful that I had friends and family to back me up. Yas would defend me if anyone tried to take me away. Emma could use the zombie highway to take me to safety. My brothers and the other agents would blast my enemies to pieces.

I wished I could defend myself, but the only weapons I could use were Yas and my zombies. I’d be helpless if I became separated from them. Killion had gotten his hands on me twice now. I’d been completely unable to physically fight him and his minions both times.

Fresh determination to beat the spells that were holding me back welled up. I tried to slam my fist into the bag, but only managed a weak tap that barely made it move.

“That was a good one, Alex,” Brynn said, dredging up some enthusiasm. She held the bag with one hand, while reading something on her phone with the other.

I held in a sigh, wishing Nancy Ettenberg would hurry up and find a way to break my spells.
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AFTER AN UNEVENTFUL night and typical day of training, Sydney took Yas and me outside for some sniper shooting practice. My bestie practically skipped down the long hallway to the armory, while I dragged my feet in reluctance. Nick had Franko occupied with the punching bags, so at least the alpha wouldn’t be able to spy on us this time. 

We grabbed rifles, ammo and protective gear, as well as canvas sheets to lie on. Emma rode on my shoulder, but leapt to the ground when we headed outside.

“Where’s roadkill going?” Yas asked. It was a cloudy day, but she still had to wear her full leather suit to protect her from the sun.

“She’s going to visit her squirrel,” I replied as my zombie disappeared into the ground.

Syd snorted out a laugh. “It’s so cute that she has her own pet, even if it’s just made of crystal.”

“She loves that figurine,” I said with a grin. “I’m glad Crowmon stole it for her.”

“He’s a weird little guy, but he’s entertaining,” the vampire said.

“You didn’t like him much when we teamed up with him on that mission in Enly,” Sydney reminded her slyly.

“He turned my clothes into a chicken suit!” Yas exclaimed.

“That was pretty funny,” I said in remembered amusement.

We walked over to the outdoor gun range and placed the canvas sheets on the ground. I helped our trainer drag a spare sheet over the leech to shield her from the sun. It was only the middle of spring and it was already getting warm despite our compound being at the base of the Rocky Mountains.

Once my bestie was settled beneath her cover, I lay next to her on my own square of canvas. We donned earmuffs and I put safety glasses on, then we followed Syd’s orders for the next hour.

By the end of our session, I’d missed every single shot. I was about to fire my final round when Sydney’s phone rang. Startled, I jerked the trigger instead of squeezing it. My bullet went further off course than usual. A poor bird chose a bad time to swoop through the trees and went down in a spray of blood.

“Holy crap! Alex just killed a bird!” Yas exclaimed in shock as Syd answered her phone.

“What’s up, boss?” the werecougar asked as I leaped to my feet. I took off running before I could hear Liam’s answer.

The smell of blood drew me to the fallen pigeon. Emma felt my distress and emerged from the ground beside me as I knelt down. “I shot its head off!” I said in anguish when I saw the headless body.

Yas and Syd joined me to stare down at my victim. “Yep, that bird is dead alright,” Sydney declared.

“You can’t get much deader than having your head blown off,” Yas said philosophically.

Emma looked up at me and I sensed her concern. “No, I’m not going to raise the poor thing,” I said as guilt washed through me.

“It was just an accident,” the werecougar said and bent to pat me on the shoulder. “Liam wants us inside,” she added.

I’d forgotten he’d called and didn’t protest when Yas pulled me to my feet. She steered me away from the dead pigeon, while Emma scaled my body to perch in her favorite spot on my shoulder.

My shock still hadn’t faded when we raced back to the base. We returned the rifles to the armory and entered the main living area. Everyone was gathered in the living room. Liam opened his mouth to speak, but the vampire beat him to it. “I have an important announcement to make,” she said, fighting to keep her face straight.

“This should be good,” Crowmon murmured in anticipation, noting my pale face and shaky hands.

“Alex shot the head off a defenseless pigeon,” Yas declared. “She’s a killer just like the rest of us now.”

“You’re kidding,” Brynn said with a smirk.

“Not even a little bit,” Syd told them. “That bird is about as dead as a bird can get.”

“It was an accident!” I exclaimed when everyone looked at me with varying degrees of shock. “Syd’s phone rang and startled me just as I was shooting at a target.”

“It was a total fluke,” my bestie admitted. “But you’re still a killer.”

My stomach flopped over and I knew I was going to puke. Using my innate speed as a shifter and vampire, I raced upstairs to my bedroom to vomit in private. Emma clung to me until I reached my bathroom. She sprang onto the vanity when I dropped to my knees. I felt her concern as I purged my lunch from my system.

When my stomach finally stopped rebelling, I weakly struggled to my feet. I flushed the toilet and brushed my teeth. I could feel Yas waiting for me in my bedroom and delayed facing her by splashing cold water on my face.

“You can’t hide in there forever, Alex,” the bloodsucker said in amusement.

Grimacing at my reflection, I picked Emma up and carried her in the crook of my arm. “I hate sucking so much,” I said despondently as I left the bathroom. “What sort of shifter throws up just because they accidentally shot a bird?”

Stretched out on my bed, Yas had made herself comfortable. “Ones who are covered in malicious spells,” she figured. “I was just kidding about you being a killer. You’ve eaten lots of animals in your werewolf form.”

“Yeah, but I’m an animal myself when I shift,” I pointed out wanly. “The bird was my first kill in my human form.”

“I shouldn’t have made fun of you,” Yas said contritely as she stood up. “Do you forgive me?”

“I suppose so,” I replied. “But now you owe me chocolate.”

She smirked as she put her arm through mine and guided me out into the hall. “Deal,” she agreed. “I’ll steal you a bunch of candy when we get to wherever we’re going on our mission.”

“What did I miss while I was puking my guts out?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Liam said as we reached the coms room. “I haven’t briefed the team yet.”

“How are you feeling?” Brynn asked sympathetically when we descended to the lower floor.

“I’m fine now,” I told her, glad at least someone on the team wasn’t laughing at me openly like the others were. Even Crowmon was hiding a smile behind his hand. I scowled at them all. “It’s not my fault I’m not used to murdering things,” I said in self-defense.

“We know the witch is to blame for your inability to fight and kill your opponents,” Nick said, getting control of his amusement. Franko kept his mouth shut for once, but he looked at me in pity that made me feel even worse than usual for being so useless.

“What’s our mission?” I asked to shift the topic away from me and my weak stomach.

“One of my contacts called and thinks something weird is going on in a town in New Mexico,” Liam replied.

“Did they give you any details, lad?” Crowmon asked, already intrigued.

“Just that pets are going missing from a town and the townsfolk are getting worried.”

“It could be coyotes,” Brynn mused.

“One of the animals that vanished is a horse,” our boss told her.

“Okay, we can nix the coyote idea,” she said ruefully.

“Are we really going to travel all the way to New Mexico just because of a few missing pets?” Heath asked skeptically.

“You can stay here by yourself if you want, but the rest of us are going to investigate the town,” Liam said. His tone was neutral rather than cutting.

“We have a base in New Mexico,” Nick told the scowling alpha. “Emma can take us to it, so we won’t have to waste time driving or flying there.”

“Is the town anywhere near our base?” Syd asked.

“It’s a couple of hours away,” Liam said.

“What are we waiting for?” Yas asked. “Let’s grab our gear and go already.”

We were all tired of training and headed upstairs to retrieve our duffle bags.
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WE HEADED TO THE DOOR that led to the front of the complex when we’d all retrieved our gear. An idea came to me as Yas paused to pull her hood and gloves back on. I waited until we’d joined the others outside before I voiced it. “Should we take some of the herd with us?”

Liam arched his eyebrows in surprise. “That’s not a bad idea,” he replied.

“We should take a few that have eyes, just in case the witch follows us to New Mexico,” Nick suggested.

There was no need for me to hide my talents now that Franko knew I was a necromancer. “How many do you want me to bring along?” I asked Liam.

“Bring half of the fleshed-out zombies and twenty skeletons,” he requested.

We had no idea how long we would be in New Mexico, but it would be good to have guardians watching the compound when we went out on our mission.

I reached out and called five fresh looking zombies and twenty skeletal ones to me. They were all linked to me and would be able to follow me wherever I went. “Okay, Em,” I said. “Do your thing.”

The squirrel used my sibling link with Liam to delve into his mind, searching for the location of our base. We clustered together and she transported us to a large concrete building that looked identical to the one we’d just left.

“I can’t decide if it was genius to make all of the bases look exactly the same, or if it was just lazy,” Yas joked as we took in the building.

“It’s practical,” Nick said in defense of whoever had designed the bases. They’d been built long before even Agent Steel had joined the Paranormal Investigation Agency, so Mark wasn’t to blame for their design.

“We should head to Ordenfield now and speak to the local sheriff,” Liam said. “Stash your gear in your rooms, while I make sure the van is drivable.” We hadn’t had enough warning to get someone from the Cleanup Crew to make sure our vehicles were in good working order. We would have to stock the kitchen ourselves if we were going to be here for a while.

“Alex isn’t going to drive, is she?” Brynn asked uneasily as Liam handed his duffle bag to Nick to take it upstairs for him.

“Yep,” our leader replied and I grinned nastily at their instant dismay.

“God help us,” Syd muttered.

Crowmon cut a look at her as Nick scanned his palm to let us inside. He didn’t comment on his celestial status, since Franko would be able to hear him.

My zombies took up positions inside the perimeter of the compound at my silent command. They would stand guard while we were away and warn me if they sensed danger. From previous experience, I knew I could remain in contact with my minions from up to a three-hour drive away. I couldn’t sense the ones back in Colorado. They were too distant.

I looked around when we entered the main living area to find the layout was exactly the same as usual. The couches and armchairs were covered in tan leather and there were three smaller coffee tables rather than two big ones. The rugs on the floor were tan as well. I glanced into the kitchen to see the counters were made from dark gray granite with white specks.

We raced upstairs, jostling each other in our rush. As always, we chose the same bedrooms that we used in our main base. Crowmon couldn’t move as fast as the rest of us. He was the last one to leave his duffle bag in his room. He was too weak to teleport unless it was an emergency, so he had to stick to using his feet most of the time.

Yas was too impatient to wait for the deity. She grabbed hold of him and tossed him over her shoulder. He let out an indignant squawk as she flashed back to the stairs. I was hot on her heels when she vaulted over the railing to land lightly on her feet.

“Put me down!” Crowmon ordered.

“Whatever you say,” the vampire said agreeably and flipped him off her shoulder. He landed on the bare concrete floor and glared up at her when she snickered at him.

I helped the jester to his feet, while he struggled not to use his strange magic on her in retaliation. “If we were on my home world, I’d...” his vague threat petered out when he couldn’t come up with anything.

“It must suck having no memories of your old life,” I said in commiseration.

“Aye, girly,” he confirmed dully. “It’s not a pleasant experience seeing only a blank wall in my mind.”

He wasn’t the only one with walls in his mind. I’d created a concrete cell where I shoved my emotions to block them from Yas. So far, I’d made good progress at hiding my feelings from her. I was pretty sure it would also work against Jax, not that he was close enough for us to sense each other. He was now stationed in Georgia, which was a long way from New Mexico.

“The van is good to go,” Liam told us when we joined him in the garage. He tossed the electronic key to me and everyone else reluctantly climbed into the back.

“Try not to scare us all to death during the trip to Ordenfield,” Nick said as I settled behind the wheel.

“I’m not going to make any promises that I can’t keep,” I said with a smirk. They all knew this was my payback for the ordeals they put me through while training me.

Liam buckled himself in, then turned around to make sure everyone else was safely secured in their seats. Emma settled on his lap so she could be close to me, but not distract me. Not even the zombie wanted me to take my attention away from the road when I was zooming along at full speed.

Our boss added our destination to the GPS, then I triggered the garage door to open. I drove out of the garage at a sedate pace, then gunned it down the mile long driveway. Crowmon showed no fright at all when I glanced into the rearview mirror. The trickster god actually seemed to be enjoying himself. He smirked at the others when they clutched hold of the doors and seats in profound terror. It was a reminder that he was immortal, but the rest of us could die horribly if I made even one tiny mistake.

I kept that thought in the back of my mind, but I didn’t let it slow me down as I sped away from our base. We all knew it would only take an hour to get to Ordenfield with me behind the wheel.
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I DIDN’T LET MY CONCENTRATION waver as I sped towards our destination. Muffled curses and quiet screams of terror occasionally sounded from the others as I zipped around the much slower traffic. The stench of fear filled the van by the time we reached the outskirts of Ordenfield.

Crowmon was the only one who was relaxed, apart from me. His arms were crossed and he was grinning widely. “I don’t know why you all get so worked up when Alex is behind the wheel,” he said in amusement. “She’s clearly an excellent driver.”

“Yeah, but the humans we blast past at three hundred miles an hour aren’t,” Syd said sourly.

I snickered in glee at terrorizing my team once again. Liam slid a look at me, but his lips were clamped shut. He liked to be in control and he didn’t take it well when he had to put his life in someone else’s hands. Since driving and necromancy were the only skills I could use, he put them to use whenever he could.

Their fear began to dissipate now that I was driving at the speed limit. We entered Ordenfield and drove to the center of the small town. A few people were out searching for their missing pets, calling their names anxiously.

“Park in front of that café,” Liam instructed me, pointing at a building half a block away. I angled the van towards it and pulled into a parking space.

“Thank God we made it here alive,” Brynn muttered.

Crowmon winked at her, slyly implying he’d answered their prayers. The lamia gave him a weak smirk, but her olive skin was paler than usual.

Emma slipped into the backpack at Liam’s feet, so she wouldn’t be left behind. He handed it to me and we exited from the van. I kept the electronic key and used it to lock the vehicle.

Yas caught a whiff of something as she moved into the shade of the building. “I smell shifters,” she warned us. We moved to surround her so the humans wouldn’t see her in her head-to-toe leather outfit.

“What sort of shifters?” Nick asked.

“Your sort,” she replied. Her face was hidden behind her hood, but I could tell she was smirking.

“That’s just what we need,” Franko said with a frown. “We’ll have to deal with their alpha if we want to investigate this case.”

“Let me handle it,” Liam said with a pointed look at the newbie.

“Of course, boss,” Franko agreed. There was no sarcasm in his tone, but I knew it had to grate on his nerves to obey a lesser wolf’s orders.

“Grab some coffee while Nick and I speak to the sheriff,” Liam said.

“That’s an order I can definitely agree with,” Syd said, saluting him lazily. She opened the door to the café and gestured at a booth against the wall that was furthest from the
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