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      Jaime’s stomach growled at the smell of bacon, eggs, and—what was that?—cinnamon rolls, meeting her in the shower. It was too early for her sister and roommate, Keith, to be up and about. Even she wasn’t that together to have delicious smells wafting up the stairs before eight o’clock, not after getting up at o-dark-thirty to do yard work with Keith.

      Edward, one of her younger sisters, had to be the source of the edible temptation. Everyone else would wait for her.

      Bless you, dear sister.

      At least Jaime wouldn’t have to fix breakfast in addition to waking up, at only the goddess Danu knew when to work in the garden.

      Keith owed her. Big time.

      Her sister conscripted them all to help her win the Flower Battle’s annual yard competition, where Keith Ann Richards reigned as queen—two years running. Lancaster Living featured their yard, and Keith received a free membership to the Lancaster Gardening Club.

      Jaime had no problem helping out her younger sister, but Keith’s no magic policy accompanied by the long hours put a damper on her relationship with her boyfriend, Brian. Hence why she got her work done early.

      He mentioned wanting to spend time alone. Jaime made it her mission to be available. The evening was all his—as long as he remained available.

      I’m not going to focus on the past.

      Jaime shut off the shower and grabbed a towel as she left the stall. She glanced at the neat row of moisturizer, hair spritzer, and makeup waiting for her in the order she used them. Keith’s gnomes laid out her toiletry items for her while she washed. Their ability to freak her out with their attention to detail had long since passed. Much like her sisters, the gnomes were a part of the family, except they preferred to remain hidden.

      “As always, thank you for helping out,” Jaime said for all the hidden ears. “Make sure you get breakfast. I’m sure Keith has a lot of work with the competition almost here.”

      The sound of little feet brought a smile to Jaime’s face. One of the first pockets of knowledge she learned about gnomes—don’t piss them off.

      Angry gnomes became gremlins. They glued her sister Taylor to the ceiling and drew a mustache on Keith’s face with a permanent marker. She, Edward, and Nicky never faced their wrath.

      And I never plan to either.

      Speaking of Edward.

      Jaime grabbed her bottle of lavender lotion.

      Her sister had been acting strangely for the last few days. The girl should be on top of the world. Edward met a great guy—a near-perfect one. They moved in together, albeit the house was a bit crowded with Jackson’s best friend also living there, and it was in another city.  Not that the distance from Lancaster to Tidewater was a hindrance to them with their magic. It was just a portal away.

      Her sister couldn’t be homesick for the family. Of course, the move was fast, but Edward was a succubus, and their younger sister, Nicky, could read minds. Both of them would have known if Jackson intended to hurt Edward. It was more than most girls could hope to have to forge their way in the social jungle.

      Be more sympathetic. Edward trusts someone outside the family for the first time. So much has happened, graduating from college, losing her virginity, moving out—what had she been thinking? Jaime shouldn’t have let her sister go. It was too soon, and now her sister was cracking under pressure. She had to fix it.

      “Get it together, girl.” She stared at her reflection in the half hazed mirror. Blonde clumps of wet hair cascaded down her back and shoulders. Jaime had been so out of sorts that she forgot to wrap her hair in a towel. Freaking out was not the right example. She twisted her wheat-colored locks into a bun and fastened a clip. “You’re the oldest. The girls depend on you to keep a level head.”

      It was not as if they had a mother growing up. While there for them, their father struggled with female companionship, and their governess, Katy Nana, tried, but the matriarch’s maternal instincts waned the further they grew from childhood. Her sisters looked to her to be a constant in everyone’s lives.

      “Jaime.” Edward knocked on the door then entered. “Come on, slowpoke. Breakfast is ready. The cinnamon buns are still hot and gooey. We’re waiting for you. Five minutes.”

      Did she just barge in on me?

      “Don’t look at me in that tone, James King Richards.” Edward laughed. “Okay fine. I will knock and stay outside next time until you acknowledge me. I’ve already seen it anyway. We took baths together as children.”

      Jaime pushed Edward out of the bathroom. “That doesn’t mean I want you to see it now. I’ll be downstairs in five. No need for the pesky sister act.”

      “Pesky?”

      “Annoying, mischievous, irritating,” Jaime supplied. She shut the door.

      “You also forgot perfect timing,” Edward said through the door.

      Jaime paused, pulling on her robe. Her sister was unusually bratty. She swore Edward behaved just as juvenile as their teenaged sister Nicky. What on earth set Edward in such a mood?

      A chilly suspicion filled her. Edward was a known emotion manipulator. Her sister meant well, but it was disconcerting when feelings changed without permission. What did I feel before she arrived?

      Worry over Edward’s situation traipsed across her thoughts.

      Impossible. She shouldn’t have sensed me through the door. Edward’s empathic powers need a line of sight, much like my siren’s tongue.

      “King, Edward would like you to please stop feeling sorry for yourself and come downstairs.” Keith yawned. “Taylor is in the kitchen threatening to burn the house down, and I am not in the mood for shenanigans so early.”

      No privacy today.
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      “And voila, breakfast for the best sisters on the planet.” Edward placed a platter of eggs, bacon, and pancakes next to a plate of cinnamon buns.

      Jaime tried to meet Edward’s roaming gaze. Her sister attempted to buy them with food. She was not falling for it. She would, however, enjoy the breakfast. Her sister’s cinnamon buns were legendary. “I see Jackson’s been coaching you in the kitchen.”

      “Yeah, the bacon’s not burnt, and the pancakes are fluffy.” Taylor spooned some eggs onto her plate and grabbed a bun. “Though there are enough calories here for us to add interval training to tonight’s run. Eat up, girls. Keith and I are going to work everyone into the ground.”

      Edward flushed, then threw the dish towel. Taylor caught it without missing a beat. The fiery redhead met Jaime’s gaze with an apparent expectation. Keith, too, appeared to echo the sentiment. They were waiting for her to broach the subject. At least Taylor remained patient. Her sister tended to shoot first and sometimes ask questions. “Edward, thank you for breakfast, but what’s wrong?”

      With a look of innocence, Edward ignored the question and poured the juice into several glasses. “Keith, this juice is from the Johnston orchard. I saw that you were out and portaled to California to get some for you.”

      Keith lifted the glass. “I appreciate the grocery run, but you should answer King’s question before Taylor explodes.”

      The pretty brunette sighed. “Can’t I just hang out with my sisters?”

      Jaime put her hand over Edward’s. Her sister’s avoidance cemented it. There was a problem. She had been right to worry that Edward rushed her relationship with Jackson. True, he was a werewolf, and he managed to get close to Edward, but it was too soon. “Are you happy?”

      Blue-green eyes widened. “Yes, King, I’m happy. Jackson’s great.”

      “It’s got to be the sex,” Taylor said. “The poor guy can’t keep up. Did it go stale already?”

      Edward reddened. “Definitely not. We probably should cool off a bit.”

      “Then what the hell is the problem?” Taylor asked.

      Edward played with her glass, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “Jax and Les are close. It’s hard to get in between their bromance. The two of them have lived together for years. They already know the house schedule—”

      “House schedule?” Jaime’s interest was piqued. The idea of Jackson and his roommate having a schedule amused. It probably had something stereotypical male, such as a television guide.

      Her sister grinned. “You’d love it. Les has a schedule of all the chores and Jax’s menu for the week. They even keep a running grocery list on the fridge.”

      “Les sounds like a tight ass. Boring.” Taylor snorted.

      “If I didn’t have a boyfriend, he’d be my type of guy.” Jaime laughed. Brian would never be that organized. He didn’t even clean his house. A maid service stopped by twice a week.

      Taylor frowned. “I don’t—”

      “Anyway, I feel like a third wheel,” Edward continued. “And when I don’t, Les feels I am intruding and set aside. We don’t have enough separation. Jax and I need our own place.”

      “Makes sense.” Keith laid her fork onto the empty plate. While the rest of them had been talking, she had been eating. “Tough it out for a few months. If you and Jackson are still together, get a place. Les will understand.”

      “I agree with Keith’s advice.” Jaime squeezed Edward’s hand then released it. Instead of worrying about what-ifs, her sister—no, both of them should take risks. It was high time she took a little happiness for herself. “Take the plunge. Don’t be afraid. I plan to do the same.”

      “Oh, hell, no.” Taylor stood. Her long crimson braid swished to and fro as it transitioned from hair to flame. She was a breath away from transforming into full fire sprite mode.

      Jaime reached across the table for Taylor’s hand. Her sister had always been fiercely protective of them. It was nothing for the fire sprite side of Taylor’s heritage to take over and wreak havoc. “Calm down. It’s not like I’m getting married or anything. I’m just steering Brian into asking me to move in.”

      Taylor’s eyes narrowed. She glared at Edward then sat down. “You know I hate it when you change my feelings, Edward.”

      Ah. The empathetic succubus strikes again. Her sister had a bad habit of managing everyone.

      “I am perfectly capable of handling Taylor, Edward. I’m the oldest, and it’s not like her flame would harm me.” Jaime crossed her arms.

      “But they would engulf the house,” Keith said.

      Edward made a “see” gesture with her hand.

      “For the record, I would not burn down the house.” Taylor’s tone came across as petulant with her lip poked out and her arms folded over her ample bosom. “Keith told the gnomes to hit me with an extinguisher if I got any ideas. Do you know what sodium bicarbonate does to my hair? I’d be a frizzy mess.”

      Her sister had thick, wavy, waist-length hair. Taylor took excellent care of it after an incident in middle school when some girls in her art class bullied her into cutting her hair. Short hair diminished her flame. Jaime had always admired her sister’s shiny crimson locks. Anyone who had anything to say differently would answer to her, much like those children did that day.

      “On that note.” Jaime checked her watch. It was after eight. She grabbed a cinnamon bun. “I have to finish dressing and get to the studio to lay a few character tracks.”

      “What time do you plan to be home?” Keith asked.

      Jaime fought to keep a neutral expression. She very nearly slipped out without being pressed into giving up her free time. “I already took care of everything you assigned for me today. Brian and I have plans tonight.”

      Keith’s eyes lit up. “How—”

      “No. Tonight is just Brian and me.”

      The crestfallen expression on Keith’s face shook Jaime’s resolve. Almost. Jaime would not give in. Like Edward, she required more separation from her sisters. They were in each other’s back pockets. Edward walked in on her naked for goddess’s sake. And neither was embarrassed. They all had to do better. She loved her sisters, but it was time to cut the cord. She would start by revealing the most crucial secret she had to Brian—telling him about the Supernatural.

      For better or for worse, she would find her happiness.
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      Les opened the front door of his house. As a courtesy to his lovebird roommates, he moved slowly. “I’m home. Get decent or move somewhere else.”

      It was a concession to his senses. Edward was a fine woman and his best friend’s girl. Lusting after her broke the bro code, but it was damn hard not to have a reaction when she and Jackson got busy. He got all pervy when those two got together. Leaving the house was the only way to get relief. It probably had to do with Edward’s powers. He had been researching the internet, but there was so much fairytale crap that he gave up.

      “You’re clear,” Jackson said.

      They slapped hands and exchanged a “hey, man” greeting.

      “What’s this?” Les gestured to Jackson, wrapping the vacuum cleaner’s cord and his X-cube on the coffee table.

      “End of the month,” Jackson said. “I’m pulling an all-nighter, so I did the vacuuming early, and I’m setting up here so I won’t disturb Edward when she comes home. Keith’s a slave driver.”

      “Keith? Which sister is that?” Les barely cared, but with Edward living with them, he should make an effort. His friend would pick up on his lack of interest if he could not generally follow the conversation. Edward was his roommate too. It was hard to believe it had been two months since she moved in already.

      “Keith is a forest elf. She entered a gardening contest in Lancaster,” Jackson answered.

      “Why doesn’t she just use magic?”

      “Keith wants to win the natural way.” Jackson put the vacuum cleaner in the closet. “I think leaving magic out of the equation is best. Lancaster has a decent size Supernatural community and some kind of shield over it, but that doesn’t mean the risk of exposure isn’t there.”

      Shield?

      “I don’t remember a shield. What did it shield against?”

      Jackson shrugged. “It’s something you would sense only if you were Supernatural.”

      Well, excuse the fuck out of me.

      “That sounds racist,” Les replied.

      “Technically, it is. It alters the perception of Naturals so they won’t notice magic or wonder about certain events.”

      The shield must do more than that. Since they moved to Tidewater, he had been off. True, he did notice more strange occurrences and not because he had to police them. It was as if his senses sharpened. He could hardly swing a cat without hitting a Supernatural these days. “Speaking of events, Captain Howard pulled me into the office today to meet the other enforcers.”

      Jackson’s nostrils flared. “Weirded you out, huh?”

      Knowing his friend could smell his moods, and Edward could feel them bothered him more. It explained why he and Jackson meshed so well but was it real, or was his friend telling him what he wanted? “A little, but at least I’m not the only one in the know at the station.”

      Jackson crossed his arms and leaned on the arm of the couch. “Let’s cut the bullshit, man. We’ve been friends for too long. What’s going on?”

      “Keeping it real?” Les rubbed his jaw. It was time for a shave.

      “All day,” Jackson replied.

      Les sighed. “Look, man, you’re my boy, but all this magic stuff is a lot. There is a whole other world out there that I didn’t know about—that you kept from me. How do I even know what’s what? You can smell my moods. I can’t hide anything from you.”

      “You suck at lying. I don’t need to smell it.” Jackson snorted. “But you are also good at detecting a lie.”

      He had to be. It was survival while he protected the peace. As a cop, he had to manage difficult situations. There was no need for Jackson to point it out. He knew his job. “So?”

      His roommate held out his arms. “And what does the officer in you tell you about me? We’ve been friends for four years. I live with you.”

      His friend had a point. Jackson could have tried to deceive him, but he would have seen through it. He knew people, and despite the madness, nothing had changed about his best friend. Well, one thing had changed, but having a steady girlfriend was bound to happen eventually. “That I shouldn’t have been wasting my time interrogating your ass.”

      Les held out his hand. Jackson clasped it. They engaged in a brief half embrace. All was right with the world. Almost, there was the sexy third wheel. He and Jackson would hash that out while they were on vacation.

      “We’re cool?” Jackson asked.

      “Almost, but you can settle it by buying me a round of drinks next week when we’re at the resort.” He could see it —roughing it in the Grand Canyon while they hiked to their rendezvous point in the south rim, then relaxing the remainder of the week in Las Vegas. Jackson was sleeping outside the tent. He’d be damned if he woke up with his roommate’s foot in his face or spooned against him again.

      Yeah, with him dating Edward. He’d do it.

      They were close, but not that close.

      Jackson froze. “I completely—I can’t leave Edward here.”

      Les threw up his hands. “Come on, Jack. We planned this all year. It’s just a week. I won’t let a single woman next to you. I will fall on a sword and occupy the ladies.”

      “I have to stay close to her until we complete the bond.” Jackson ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, man.”

      The news was a punch in the gut. “Are you serious? What happened to bros before—”

      “Don’t say it,” Jackson growled.

      Les stepped back. He deserved that. Edward was far from being a casual girlfriend. He didn’t have to insult her because she owned his best friend’s balls. He knew exactly where the blame lay. “What the hell, man?”

      “I told you that Edward was my mate.” Jackson flopped onto the couch.

      “Don’t flop your ass in my seat. You’ll wear out the cushions.”

      “Yes, mom.” Jackson flipped him the bird.

      “Stop being a dick. I like having nice things,” he replied, “and when the hell did you tell me that Edward was your mate. That’s like your wife. I wouldn’t have missed that.”

      “When I admitted to you that Edward was the one,” Jackson said. “It wasn’t the sex talking.”

      “Then what in the hell are you doing living with me?” The situation went from bad to worse. He was the third wheel. Jackson married Edward without talking to him about it. No “yo, man, there’s a girl I love, and I’m going to marry her” or nothing. Just a “screw you, Les, you’ve been replaced. My wife’s my new best friend now.” He didn’t have time for this—literally.

      Les glanced at his watch. He was supposed to be heading towards the gym with Jackson. Except his friend was the last person, he wanted to be around. “I gotta go. Have fun playing house or whatever.”
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      Jaime tapped her finger as she glanced at her watch for the third time. Twenty minutes past noon. She would be angry if she hadn’t already canceled on Brian several times the past few months. The two of them were always missing each other or cutting their time short. If it wasn’t her schedule, it was his. Add in emergencies with her sisters, and their dating life became non-existent.

      “Madam, would you like something to drink or an appetizer while you wait for your companion to arrive?”

      Her stomach churned. Her nerves were too bad for food. “I’ll have a half-and-half iced tea.”

      The waiter left.

      Jaime rubbed her hands together. She glanced at the restaurant entrance. Still no Brian. Tonight she would tell him the truth. Seeing Edward happy with Jackson had put everything in perspective. Clearly, in the honeymoon phase, the couple would often disappear and show up later, looking mussed and suspiciously sated. They were practically joined at the hip. The two made it evident to all single people what they were missing.

      She wanted that type of happiness. She envisioned an epic love story between her and Brian. He would confess his undying love for her and then rip off her clothes. They’d make passionate love in every room of his house. Then live happily ever after with lots of babies and the voice role she desired.

      “James,” Brian said, breaking into her thoughts.

      She flinched. Her father named her after the British monarch in his favorite point in history. Her name was a sore spot with her. All of her sisters shared in similar fates and dealt with it in different ways. “Hello, Brian,”

      He sat across from her.

      “It was hectic at the office. One of my clients called at the last minute, wanting to make a major move based on the advice of his astrologist.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I get all of the eccentrics who believe in magic and fairies.”

      Her chest tightened. Fairies and magic did exist. She was a fairy, well a sidhe. What she wouldn’t do for an emergency to happen now–except she had threatened her sisters before she left the house for work. They were not to call unless they were dying. The evening was supposed to be about her and Brian. “I’m sorry you had such a rough morning.”

      “That client…” Brian stared at her. “You look great.”

      Her cheeks warmed. She wore a royal blue sleeveless top, cream-colored slacks, and a pair of dark brown, high-heeled sandals. Her long, wheat-colored hair flowed down her shoulders and her back.

      He cleared his throat. “About tonight—”

      She dropped the menu. If he canceled on her after all she had gone through to make sure they were alone, she’d scream. “You have to work tonight?”

      “I thought we’d stay in and eat.” He put his hand on top of hers. “We could watch a movie and have dessert afterward.”

      Her heart fluttered. Maybe she would experience romance after all. “That sounds perfect.”

      “It will be just us,” he continued, swirling his thumb over her knuckles. “No distractions. No work. No sisters. Just us.”

      He leered at her, and she could practically hear the No clothes either addendum.

      She could hardly wait. “That sounds great.”

      Brian kissed her hand, then went back to viewing his menu. Her man had a hard day. His behavior was perfectly understandable. She would wait until after dinner to tell him about magic and being half sidhe. The evening would be perfect. She would pull out all the stops. Including hijacking Nicky so they could go shopping. Nicky was a fashion expert. Her sister would make sure she looked perfect.

      “Here you are, madam.” The waiter placed an iced tea in front of her. “Sir, may I get you a drink, or are you and madam ready to order?”

      The waiter had perfect timing. The stomach-churning abated. “I’ll–”

      “She’ll have the house salad,” Brian answered. “I’ll have the filet mignon, rare. The house salad and a glass of the house wine.”

      She gripped her menu. He had done it again. Perhaps, she did not explain herself adequately the last time.

      The waiter nodded. He reached for their menus. A frown crossed his face when he had to use more force to take hers.

      “I’ll be back with your drink.” The waiter left the table.

      “Brian, I can order for myself,” she scolded once the waiter was out of earshot.

      He touched her hand. “I know you can, James, but I was raised that a gentlemen orders for a lady. I know you’re watching your figure. You’re always working out with your sisters. I thought if you ate a little less, you could spend more time with me.”

      She sighed, not knowing what to say. He did have the best of intentions. He always seemed to misunderstand her. Maybe if they spent more time together, he’d learn more of her likes and dislikes and not try so hard. “I’m all yours tonight.”

      “I know.” Brian smiled. “For once, I don’t have to share you. I look forward to it.”

      “So do I.” Tonight everything would change.
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      Jaime waved to Brian as she drove out of the parking lot of the restaurant. She had a few hours to find her dress and get ready for dinner. “Call Nicky.”

      A series of tones sounded through the car’s speakers. A ringback tone began playing. Jaime sighed as she recognized the song “Sexy Young Thing” by Devin Blake.

      “Hi, Jaime, what’s up?” Nicky greeted.

      “Sexy Young Thing?” She imagined her little sister grinning. The song was far from appropriate for the seventeen-year-old. None of them were ready for Nicky to date, much less be considered sexy. Nicky inherited the Richards’ good luck and looks. The dark-haired girl didn’t need a theme song to point out what was obvious. Their father agonized over it enough. “It’s hardly appr—”

      “Yeah, it’s great, isn’t it?” Nicky said. “It’s from one of his early hits. I was feeling retro. Plus, it fits if I do say so myself, and I do. I have ringtones for all of us.”

      She would let the subject drop for the moment. Jaime was curious. “What’s mine?”

      “Whirlwind,” Nicky replied. “I totally think of you when I hear that song.”

      Jaime stopped at a traffic light. Whirlwind, huh?

      It was a song about an exciting woman who rocked the singer’s world and how he lost track of her. It was nothing like her. That seemed more like Edward and Keith. She was more like Miss Expected and boring. Those two were the exciting ones. She was the eldest, the respectable one.

      “You alive in there?” Nicky asked.

      The traffic light changed, and Jaime sighed. “I’m here. I was concentrating on the road.”

      “Then hang up,” Nicky suggested. “You shouldn’t talk and drive anyway.”

      “I’m fine. My eyes are on the road,” she said.

      “I don’t believe you, so hurry up so you can get off the phone.”

      Her sister was so bossy. She was the oldest.

      “I need your help finding an outfit for tonight. Brian’s cooking for me.” Jaime smiled at the thought of her investor boyfriend fumbling his way through a kitchen. “I want to dress to impress.”

      “I’ll meet you at my office in thirty minutes. We’ll have a fashion show.”

      Her sister was funny. Nicky meant Cacy’s department store. It was her sister’s favorite shopping ground.

      “Do I need to inform your secretary?” Jaime asked, trying to contain her laughter. Even though she made light of the situation, Nicky never traveled alone. Not since the kidnapping.

      Everyone walked on eggshells for several weeks after Nicky and the others had been recovered, watching her and looking for threats. Then life started to settle down for them as each additional day passed with no attack or leads. Eventually, they decided the attack was merely random, poorly timed TiroSidhe mischief. Being half-human living outside of TiroSidhe had certain hazards.

      Curious, sidhe not familiar with the rules of the natural world tended to latch onto them. Even being too close to an area where the borders of TiroSidhe and the natural world thinned could attract unwanted attention. They all needed to be careful.

      Nicky laughed. “No, he’ll be expecting you.”

      “Walter or Drew?” Jaime asked.

      “Walter will meet you,” Nicky answered. “He’s too straight-laced to tell me the truth. Drew has more fashion sense anyway, and he will give me his opinion.”

      “I will look for him in the store,” Jaime told her. “I should see you in about twenty-five minutes. Oh wait—did you say a fashion show?”

      “See you, Jaime!”

      “Call ended,” the voice activation announced. The phone flashed immediately, “Keith calling.”

      Jaime sighed. What happened now?

      “Answer call,” she said to her phone.

      “Nicky texted me and told me everything. I’m giving you Edward for moral support and shopping advice. Taylor and I will help you get ready when you come home. Because of your help, I’m ahead on the yard, so I can afford to stop early.”

      Keith was so matter-of-fact. And very sweet.

      “Thank you, Kee.” She had a great man to love her and a wonderful family.

      “What are sisters for?” Keith asked. “My break is over, and I need to get back to work. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” The phone called ended. The rest of the drive to the department store was uneventful. She had several things to do after leaving Cacy’s. One of them was check in with her agent. He left her a message during lunch. She’d wanted to take the call, but Brian’s face had made her think twice. They did need some time alone. Her agent was probably calling about the cartoon she wanted. The producers were expanding the cast, and the part seemed perfect for her. The role could be her break into the dubbing arena for overseas animation.

      A gentle knock on her car-door window startled her. Walter waited. He didn’t look amused. He was probably champing at the bit to be back at Nicky’s side. Jaime couldn’t determine if his motivations were duty, loyalty, or love. One matter was clear. He wanted to be by Nicky as much as possible.

      Walter frowned as he helped her from the car. “Mistress Nicholas and Miss Edward are waiting for you. In their words, ‘Get your butt inside because they have plenty of ideas and are ready to begin.’”

      He offered Jaime his arm.

      There was something else he didn’t say. Vampires were mind readers. She figured he read her thoughts but was too polite to say anything about it. It served him right. People who poked in other’s minds deserved to be surprised.

      “Well, let’s not keep them waiting,” she said.
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      “Baka Jack,” Les muttered under his breath as he delivered a jab-cross combination into a heavy leather bag. The body-sized bag swung away on a thick chain, and he had to adjust his footing to keep from getting hit when it turned back to him. He fired off another set of quick punches. Too bad his idiot friend wasn’t around to hold the punching bag steady. He’d get twice the workout with his so-called friend holding the bag for him than dancing around the bag. Maybe even knock Jackson on his ass.

      Why did he have to go and ruin everything?

      His friend wasn’t a knucklehead. Les knew that his roommate would eventually settle down into family life. In his gut, he knew Edward was a candidate to become Jackson’s wife. How could she not? The girl was gorgeous and practically perfect. She didn’t even balk at the house schedule.

      They hadn’t lived together long, but she did her share around the house and didn’t seem to have any weird habits—unlike Jackson. When they first met, Jackson believed that clothing was optional when walking around the house. If not for the fact that he was a cop and had seen just about everything, they would be ex-roommates.

      Well, they were soon-to-be ex-roommates. There was no way he would be in the middle of their marriage. Relationships took too much time. The time he didn’t want to take away from Jackson. He’d be damned if he was the result of Edward raising their kids alone. His father was a testament to what it was like to put family last.

      Les sent the bag swinging with another cross.

      Jackson caught the bag. “You’re not imagining my face on this bag, are you?”

      “What do you think?” Les punched hard. The bag didn’t budge in Jackson’s grip. He couldn’t even knock his friend back a step. “Damn, powers.”

      His glance darted around the gym. No one was near enough to hear him.

      “Yeah, well, I am grateful considering the way you’re socking this bag,” Jackson said. “Look, man—”

      “Don’t care.” Les stepped forward to punch when Jackson pushed the bag out of the way. Les’s heart nearly stopped when his fist made contact with flesh. Jackson fell to the floor. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Edward’s going to kill me.

      Jackson stood unfazed. A cut under his eye started to well with blood. “Letting you have what you wanted.”

      Screw that. Les saw domestic abuse every day. Angry or not, he wanted no part of it. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow.

      “Hell no. You’re not my type.” Les shook his head then grinned. “Does Edward know you’re willing to offer yourself to me?”

      His friend’s eyes widened then narrowed. “Bastard.”

      Les laughed. For a moment, nothing had changed. He sobered. “You might want to put something on that eye.”

      Jackson wiped at the blood trail on his face. The cut healed. “It’s fine.”

      Les moved to take a step forward then thought better of it. Curiosity would have to wait. “Good. I’m going back to my workout.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jackson blurted out. “Let’s go somewhere. I want to tell you everything.”

      Seriously. Jackson held secrets like Fort Knox, then when confronted, he sung like a canary. Les wasn’t sure if he even wanted to know. “You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

      Jackson shook his head. “You’re pack. You have a right to know. I should have told you sooner. You’re the closest thing to a brother I have. Hell, you are my brother.”

      Les’s throat tightened at Jackson’s words—the naked truth in them. He could relate. The years between him and his biological sibling were significant. He never trusted anyone after the letdown of his teen years. Jackson was the only one he let into his life.

      He held out his hand to his best friend then released the breath he didn’t realize he had been holding when Jackson grasped it. “As long as it’s over breakfast.”

      “Lunch,” Jackson corrected.

      “Whatever. I’m still having eggs.” It had been that kind of day. The least his friend could do was feed him. He’d work it off in Vegas while he lived it up as a lone wolf.

      “I know the place.”

      “I am not in the mood for IHOW.” His fellow officers tended to hover around the restaurant, and he didn’t want to chance any of them hearing their conversation. Right or wrong, he swore to keep Jackson’s secret. He wouldn’t betray his friend. “Besides, you never know who’s listening.”

      “Good point, but you’re safe here.” Jackson gestured towards the room. “When you swipe your gym card, a perception field parts for you and allows you to enter this room. Everyone here is supernatural.”

      The information would have been useful to know. More secrets. “Why didn’t you mention it when we joined?”

      Jackson gave him a wry expression. “Because your scent gets sour whenever I say magic.”

      He made a motion for Les to follow him.

      “And I may have been distracted,” he added.

      Les snorted as Jackson opened a door near the locker room. He never took the time to explore the gym, just the areas he frequented. Once he finished his workout, he left. He regretted the decision for personal reasons and professional ones. Through the door was a restaurant. How in the hell did he miss that?

      Screw it.

      How did he not smell it? Bacon, eggs, and burgers were way better for his nose than B.O. from a sweaty showoff screaming as he dropped weights on the padded floor.

      They grabbed a booth at the fifty’s style diner themed cafe. The tables had metal trimming, and the top was a white plastic coating. Red cushions with a V-shaped swatch of white were halfway comfortable. He couldn’t imagine sitting there for more than an hour. Yeah, the nineteen fifty’s threw up in the place, right down to the pink, short-skirted one-piece waitress uniform and the all-white pants and shirt that the waiters wore.

      “If they deny me service, I’m out.” Les picked up the menu.

      “Really, man. You think I’d bring you to a place that served racism?”

      No, he didn’t. His friend had been a prick lately, but Jackson was people. His friend understood the duality that he lived. His mood, however, put him in the frame of mind to take pot shots. “I’m just saying.”

      “This is the Moonlight Diner. I used to work here. You don’t have to worry,” Jackson said. “What’s with you?”

      A leggy waitress in her twenties with dark hair and brown eyes stopped at their table. He loved the uniform.

      “Do you pups need a minute, or are you ready to order?” she asked.

      Pups? She seemed familiar with the second glance. While she didn’t appear much older than him, her tone was evident that he was wrong. He was in werewolf country. It was in the name of the place and the fact that Jackson used to work here.

      “Give us a minute, Maven, please,” Jackson said

      “Sure, Jax.” She ruffled his hair. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      Maven turned to Les. Her nostrils flared slightly.

      Just what he needed more sniffing out his feelings. A man had no privacy.

      She smiled. “Relax. We don’t bite—often.”

      She walked away.

      “Not helping, Maven,” Jackson called after her.

      No, the hell she didn’t.

      “At least someone around here is honest,” Les muttered.

      “Man, I’m sorry,” Jackson said. “I got caught up and Edward’s gun shy and then—“

      “Yeah. Yeah. The sex melted your brain. No one likes a braggart.”

      “Then why are you acting like a dick?” Jackson snapped.

      Les leaned forward. His body tensed. “Because everything’s changed and I lost my best friend. You’re going to run off into the sunset—or whatever the hell newlyweds do—and I’m still here.”

      There it was. Out there. He didn’t have time for games.

      “I didn’t go anywhere, Les.”

      “Says the man keeping secrets and not going to Vegas.” He crossed his arms. It was better at the gym. He didn’t want to deal with the situation. “Look, I’m going to call a Fubar and bug out for a while. You do what you have to. I’m good.”

      “Whatever.” Jackson threw his hands up and sat back.

      Les left. Better him first than the other way around.
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      Jaime took Walter’s arm as she exited the car. He wore his usual dark suit, with a white shirt and dress shoes. The vampire was textbook handsome with brown eyes and blond hair. Their sexual allure made it more comfortable in the past to feed. Blood was their primary source of nourishment, but consuming foods rich in iron could extend the period between feedings. A perfect irony considering the vampires were sidhe, and cold iron usually presented a problem.

      The advent of blood banks and crimson groupies made it relatively easy for vampire sidhe to stay fed without hunting. She could hardly see Nicky seducing someone and then using them as a meal. Her sister was too sensitive for that.

      “Which is why we evolved.” Walter shut the car door. “That and it helps us to blend in with the Naturals.”

      She frowned. Mind reading was one of the more annoying traits. “The least you could do was pretend not to know my thoughts. You are usually more polite. Is something wrong?”

      “Mistress Nicholas grew restless staying in the house,” he said. “We still haven’t found any leads on the attack. Drew and I have been here most of the day as a concession.”

      Jaime knew Nicky would want to leave the house unattended. Her sister was a teenager. It was Nicky’s last summer as a high schooler. Naturally, the teen wanted to move on and live it up, not spend it under glass with everyone watching. “I’ll talk to her.”

      They walked into the department store. A few shoppers browsed here and there, but the store was mostly empty. It was the middle of the week. In a few hours, the place would bustle with more than summer clientele on vacation.

      A pretty salesclerk smiled at the sight of them. “Ah, Jaime.”

      The gentle lift in her tone made her words seem more of a question than a statement.

      The girl winked at Walter then gestured to the dressing area. “We’re all set up and ready for you.”

      “Really?” Nicky knew how to make a production out of any situation. Jaime took several deep breaths. Her sister had a flair for drama, which is why Nicky was so talented in fashion. “Hopefully, nothing too elaborate.”

      Walter grimaced. “It was this or Taylor’s dojo, which I would have preferred, but you know how Mistress loves to do the opposite of my wishes.”

      Jaime could relate. Nicky seemed to go the other direction with all of them. “I need her taste in clothing, so I will have to say that she made the right call.”

      “Hopefully, you will still approve when you see what they have in store for you. Good luck.”

      He smirked—an honest to goddess smirk. Formal Walter resorted to sarcasm? Was the world coming to an end?

      She shivered.

      She did ask for it. “I’m sure it will be all right.”

      Walter said nothing as he led her to an open area with several racks of clothing, a couch, armchairs, and a coffee table. Beyond the seating area, someone positioned several mirrors to display three angles of whoever stood in front of them. Drew nodded to her from one of the chairs while Edward waved at her from the couch.

      “Welcome,” Nicky greeted, stepping through the doorway in a denim short-set and tan-heeled sandals. Her dark hair was in a bun. She perched her designer glasses on top of her head. Nicky’s green eyes shined.

      Her sister was in her element. “I see you commandeered the ladies’ section.”

      Nicky winked. “Anything for you, King. Now tell us what look you want. You said you wanted to impress, and the politician’s wife at an informal garden party is not going to cut it.”

      Jaime glanced down at her outfit. She had been proud of it when she left the house for work. It did have a traditional feel. Brian complimented her. But she wanted to wow him at dinner.

      “Seduction,” she answered.

      Her cheeks warmed as she stole a gaze at Edward.

      Nicky grinned. “You want a happy ending. I get it. I’m going to have to rely on Edward for this one.”

      Their sister rose quietly from the couch and walked over to the rack of dresses.

      Jaime glanced around the area. While shoppers were few, there were customers in the store perusing the various garments. She didn’t mind sharing the space, but it was rare to spend time with Nicky and Edward. Nicky would graduate the next year, and Edward lived with Jackson and their other roommate. It was hard to keep up. She missed the gang. It would be hard to talk candidly with strangers overhearing their private matters. “I take it that someone encouraged the sales clerks to keep everyone away.”

      Nicky rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. Walter is in charge of privacy. Besides, it’s the middle of the day during summer vacation. Most people are at work, the movies, the arcade, or Kings Dominion.”

      It made sense. Walter would take their privacy with the utmost seriousness if Nicky gave him the order. He took all his duties with the same alacrity as he did everything else regarding his Mistress—the perfect butler she supposed. “I’m sure he’s enjoying prowling around.”

      “You know he is. All though he’s overdressed for it,” Nicky said, referring to Walter’s choice of a suit.

      Jaime could relate. It seemed most of her associations wore business formal as their everyday attire, including her boyfriend and father. Perhaps, I should diversify my companions more and buy Daddy and Brian a pair of jeans.

      “Yes, you do,” Nicky said. “And you only need one pair of jeans. I already grabbed some for Daddy.”

      Brat. Her sister was a handful at times. The teen enjoyed annoying them all a little too much. Maybe it was cabin fever coupled with the new additions to their family. Nicky wasn’t the baby anymore. A change in the sibling role wasn’t easy. Being the youngest for seventeen years had to gnaw at her.

      Jaime made a note to schedule time with Nicky. Senior year would be complicated enough without the Richards’ family drama.

      Nicky held Jaime. “We’re here to focus on you. Why is tonight so special?”

      She patted Nicky’s arm instead of getting angry. There was no point. They called their sister “nose” for a reason. She was forever in their heads, much like Edward sensed their emotions. “I’m going to tell Brian about us, and I want a little icing on the cake.”

      “I—“ Edward stopped and glared at Nicky.

      They both remained still, staring at each other while saying nothing. Nicky’s arms tightened around Jaime.

      “Are you two conference calling without me?” She stepped out of the embrace and stood between them. Jaime sought Nicky’s gaze. Hindering her sisters’ view of each other would not stop the mental conversation, but it made her point.

      Nicky threw up her hands, then flopped on the couch. “Would you give us a moment, Drew?”

      He vigorously nodded, then escaped.

      “What’s going on?” Jaime asked the moment he was gone.

      Edward pulled out a white dress then laid it across the rack. She sighed. “I don’t think Brian is right for you.”

      How could she say that? Why would she think that? Brian was perfect for her. He had some rough edges, but he was smart and going places. He was dependable.

      Jaime shook herself from the useless do-loop her brain had been stuck in by the statement. Edward was a succubus. Her sister knew desire when she saw it—or maybe not. Brian stuck it out for the past year through all the cancellations and the latest family crisis with her baby sisters. He deserved her attention. If she were a more dedicated girlfriend, he’d eventually reciprocate.

      “No, he won’t, and you deserve better. He won’t change,” Edward said.

      They stood silent for a few breaths—Jaime in shock. Her sisters’ expressions were unreadable. They were wrong.

      “Do you even love him, Jaime?” Edward asked. “Because I never sense love from you. Lust on occasion but not even that much.”

      “Of course, I love him,” she snapped.

      Edward and Nicky flinched. The vase on the coffee table cracked. Jaime closed her eyes. She took a deep breath to reign in her power—her curse. Influence over the sound of her voice made arguing difficult and anger near impossible. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m not.” Edward grasped her hands. “I don’t want to hurt you, but Brian isn’t worthy of you. Don’t settle.”

      The cold that lanced through her body turned to heat. Her sister didn’t have to worry about forcing someone to love her. People tripped over themselves in adoration for Edward. Jaime would never have a real happy-ever-after without fear of coercion. “No offense, but you’re hardly an expert on the subject. We had to talk you into giving Jackson a chance, and Taylor threatened the two of you into having sex.”

      Edward’s cheeks reddened. “True, but I do know when people passionately want each other, and you two do not.”

      “Okay.” Nicky stood between them, facing Edward. “Enough.”

      Jaime’s heart ached as it raced. They were fighting. Not the childish antics of who owned what or wanting privacy—no, it was a severe disagreement. She loved her sister, but she had to make a life outside the family. They all did. Letting the fear of intimacy with others color their world was unacceptable. “Nicky, I can handle the situation.”

      She stepped around the teen to face them both. Nicky’s eyes were wide. The usual kid sister levity was gone, replaced with concern, fear—Jaime was not sure. She better get a handle on the conflict. “Edward—”

      “I don’t like Brian,” Edward yelled out. “I hate the way he treats you. He doesn’t deserve your loyalty, but I love you and Nicky too much to continue this.”

      Jaime’s stomach twisted in knots.

      “This will achieve the response you wanted. Go be the king you are.” Edward pressed the dress into Jaime’s grasp. “Wear your hair in an upswept hairstyle of pin curls. Nicky knows the style.”

      Her tone sounded as though she were leaving them. “Don’t leave, Edward.”

      Tears welled in Edward’s eyes. “I have to go. If I stay, I will change your resolve and make you feel like you should stay with us. I’ve done it before, and it prolongs the problem. You should see him without my interference or our distraction.”

      So that’s how it is. Jaime would prove her sister wrong. “Do what you have to, Edward.”

      The words were bitter in her mouth.

      “Jaime,” Nicky hissed.

      Edward held up her hand. “Disagreements are healthy. They make a relationship stronger.”

      Funny. Jaime did not sense strength. If anything, pain. “Text me when you get home.”

      Edward nodded, embraced Nicky, then left.

      Watching her sister leave tore at Jaime’s heart. Not only were they arguing, but both Nicky and Edward hated Brian. Nicky may not have voiced the opinion, but the lack of opposition in Brian’s favor spoke volumes.

      It was probably safe to assume all the girls felt the same. Jaime couldn’t see the two of them hiding their feelings from Keith and Taylor. It was one matter to keep a secret from one sister, but several of them—impossible. They tended to ferret all information. Usually, she was the leader of such endeavors. It didn’t sit well with her being on the receiving end.

      Edward left without hugging her.

      The snub stung. Their family didn’t leave without hugging each other. Jaime couldn’t even remember the last time any of them tried. Even Taylor attempted to squeeze the life out of them before tearing off someplace to work out volatile emotions.

      Maybe it was better they hadn’t. Her will would have broken. Breaking the date didn’t exonerate her point—not that she needed it. She and Brian loved each other. They said it to one another. Jaime was sure of it.

      And their sex life wasn’t the best, but it was because they spent too much time apart. Brian didn’t know what she liked. She was sure if he were motivated, he would satisfy her. After dinner, she would be ready to scream her head off in ecstasy. She guaranteed it.

      “I’m going to pay for the dress,” Jaime said to Nicky. “I want to be alone for a while.”

      “Jaime.” Nicky wrapped her arms around her. “Don’t be mad at Edward.”

      “I don’t want to deal with this right now.” She kissed Nicky’s arm. “Please check on Edward. You know how it is for her empathy in an argument.”

      Nicky nodded, then released Jaime. “He doesn’t, you know?”

      “Doesn’t what?”

      “Deserve you, but I believe in our luck,” Nicky said.

      Jaime tried not to frown. Luck worked for Daddy. They inherited a portion of his magic, but she wasn’t feeling the blessing. If she were so lucky, then she would find the man of her dreams, her powers wouldn’t influence him, and her sisters would love him as much as she did. A tall order of impossibility. For her sister’s sake, she said, “I will keep that in mind.”

      The dubious expression in Nicky’s eyes told her that she didn’t fool the teen. She’d show them all. Once they saw her happy and satiated, they would change their opinion. But first, she had a seduction to implement. Brian wouldn’t know what hit him.
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      “I’m home,” Edward called as she entered the house.

      “Thanks for the warning.” Les zipped the last of his suitcases. His flight would leave from Norfolk that evening, but he saw no reason to hang around. His other roommate could show up at any moment. He’d rather watch a movie on his ePad in the airport than be in the house. Jackson acted like a dick, and he didn’t want to argue in front of Edward. She would side with her mate anyway. Even if she did take his side, the added trouble wasn’t worth it. His friend got territorial around her sometimes.

      Like Jackson had to worry about him crossing the line, he may be popular with the ladies, but he didn’t have to take someone else’s woman. And he damn for sure didn’t need his best friend’s girl.

      He could understand Jackson’s stupidity around her. Edward was a match for his friend. Even he could see it. Being cut out of their lives is what bothered him.

      Speak of the succubus.

      “Packing early, aren’t you? Even you aren’t this anal.”

      Everyone was a critic.

      “Ha. Ha. There’s nothing wrong with knowing what’s going to happen for the week.” He kept a schedule for a reason. The discipline kept him on task. He knew where everything and everyone fit. It worked for him and saved him from the life of a destructive socialite. He shuddered to think what rehab center for privileged brats he would have ended up being thrown out of if not for a few circumstances. The same ones his old associates frequented was his guess.

      Yeah, no. I have too much going on for that bullshit.

      “True. Daddy kept one growing up, but there were five of us.” She smirked. “So what’s your excuse. The trip isn’t on the calendar until Monday.”

      At least someone around here listens.

      “I thought a change of pace was in order.” He yanked the handle of the luggage then set it up against the side of his bed. When he met her gaze again, he saw concern in her soft blue-green eyes. No wonder Jackson didn’t want to leave her behind. Well, another reason his friend didn’t want to go on the trip with him. He barely wanted to say no to her sad puppy eyes, and he dealt with criminals most days. “Don’t worry, Jack’s staying here.”

      “Staying here or joining you on Monday?”

      He had to give her credit. She knew how to read in between the lines. Edward made no assumptions. Her demeanor did not portray any anxiety in a change of plans or the possibility of Jackson leaving without telling her. Of course, she could travel anywhere in the world by portal. She had been teaching Jackson. It would cut down on the cost of flights, not that he worried about it. He had a trust fund in addition to his bi-weekly paycheck. “He’s not coming.”

      “Is that why you’re hurt?”

      Ah, yes, empathic powers. He had momentarily forgotten. She could feel out her boyfriend because he wasn’t talking. “I don’t want to get into it.”

      She nodded and sat in his doorway with her legs folded pretzel style. “Sounds like you had a rough day too.”

      That’s what he got. He should have engaged her in an open area when he had multiple exits. He wanted her to leave him alone. Instead, she took him hostage. Edward was Jackson’s match, except she was subtle where his friend was direct. Both of them were meddlers. He wouldn’t fall for it. Two could play this game.

      He sat on the foot of his bed. “Weren’t you supposed to be gardening in Lancaster with—Keith, was it?”

      Edward smiled briefly, then nodded. “Yes, I was, but then my sister, Jaime, needed help with something, and we ended up fighting.”

      “It’s been my experience that arguments rarely just happen. They typically brew.” If he had a dollar for every time he took a statement from a witness and they expressed that they just ended up in an altercation, he’d be rich—er. “So what happened?”

      She sighed.

      Gotcha.

      “Jaime is in a bad relationship,” she began.

      And there it is.

      “Her boyfriend is a player. His intentions are not pure,” she finished.

      “Did you catch him in the act?” The
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