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      Rascal shook in Kat’s arms. She had found her Jack Russel terrier, throwing up in the bathroom of her apartment in the Davidson Building. She had placed a blanket around the tiny white dog and put him on her lap while she continued to do damage control to the senator’s smear campaign. Her search parameters alerted her to any new articles regarding the senators, and she removed them immediately, but it was becoming a full-time job and she wasn’t sure the men deserved to be protected.

      She was a firm believer in the PIA and her brothers. Ethan wasn’t technically a blood brother, but her mother had raised him when Zane brought him home and she learned of the conditions Ethan was living with. She was young then and had a crush on Ethan, but it had turned to brotherly love when they lost Marlan. Her hand went to the small silver fairy necklace with a pink stone. With her spiked blond hair with the occasional red streak and black clothing, it looked woefully out of place. But it was the last thing Marlan had given her on the Christmas before he died.

      That fairy had protected her ever since. Even her brother and mother weren’t aware of some of her antics after Marlan’s death. She got caught sneaking out on the daily and it was Ethan that would bring her back and convince her to stay home. How many chick flicks had that man watched to keep an eye on her? More than any soldier deserves. She had even picked the cheesiest movies possible to see if he would give up. He never did, and when he was working, Zane had stepped in.

      Her brothers were everything, and she grabbed her phone when Rascal continued to shake. She hit the call button. Zane picked up on the first ring. “What’s up, Kat?”

      “I know you are on shift, but Rascal threw up and won’t stop shaking. You have some medical training; can you take a look and see if I should take him to the vet?”

      “I’m just in the armory. I will have Ethan take over practice and come right up.” He hung up before she could thank him. He had told her repeatedly that you don’t thank family, but she knew she had been a nightmare after Marlan’s death and she still felt she owed her family for making a difficult time, so much worse.

      She removed another defamatory article before Zane entered the apartment. Her brothers were both good-looking, but Zane was too focused on the welfare of his squad to date anyone. Kiki had been his only interest and when she chose Jordane, he stepped aside and put his team first. She couldn’t imagine how awkward those first few weeks had been with Jordane being the warrior’s leader and Zane learning he would have to become one or die. Awkward much?

      Zane moved like a jungle cat as he approached the kitchen table where Kat sat with her laptop. Rascal moaned as Zane took him from Kat’s lap. “Hey, buddy. What did you eat to give yourself a tummy ache?” He used the tone he had when she was young and the memories it sparked made her smile.

      “You know he isn’t that particular about his food, but I can’t find anything in the apartment that is spoiled.”

      Zane folded Rascal’s lips back to inspect his mouth. “You don’t cook Kat. The MSG alone in some of your take-out orders could petrify this little guy.”

      “Ha ha. Any ideas why he is sick?”

      Zane frowned. “His gums have a blue tint. That isn’t good.”

      “What could it be?”

      “Some sick fucks like to poison animals with antifreeze, but it could be some other poison.”

      She stood up. “We have to take him to the vet. I can’t lose him.” Rascal was thirteen years old, and she loved him fiercely. She couldn’t imagine her life without him.

      Zane passed Rascal to her and took out his phone. He hit a contact. “Hey, Chad. I need a favor. Some bastard poisoned Kat’s dog. Can we bring him to the shelter? I don’t think a regular vet can help him at this point.” He waited a few seconds. “Thanks, Chad. We will meet you there.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You called the demon healer?”

      Zane nodded. “You know I am still struggling with this whole warrior thing, but Dr. Morales has been treating humans and animals for hundreds of years. Honestly, Rascal is too old to survive if Chad doesn’t use his... healing abilities to purge whatever is in Rascal’s system. An antidote only works if you know what they poisoned him with.”

      She pet Rascal absently. She avoided all interactions with the warriors even though her brothers would be relegated to the pack eventually. That or die. She was overcoming her prejudice, but she had grown up knowing about demons and that they killed her oldest brother. She just didn’t know about the Ladon and their plans to annihilate the other demon species. The demons had lost so much because of the duplicity of one of their own, and she was trying to come to terms with the truth. “Okay.”

      Zane struggled with the same issues she did, but he would do anything to save his team and without Jordane, they were all dead. The leader of the warriors scared the crap out of her. He hadn’t done anything but be supportive of her brothers and Kiki. She truly admired that little spitfire and appreciated that the wily agent hadn’t let her new status as a warrior, her pregnancy, or her past stop her. Kiki drove Jordane nuts with her inability to take a back seat and gave Kat hope she could get over her own preconceptions.

      Zane put his phone away, then grabbed the weapon strapped to his back when it made a whining sound. The DK10 was fully powered and emitted a strange glow. “What the fuck?”

      Kat backed away. “What are you doing? Put that thing away.”

      Zane hit the thumb pad on the weapon, but nothing happened. “I’m not doing this. It’s heating in my hand.”

      The entire weapon went dead without a single light on the display panel. Kat pursed her lips. “What just happened?”

      Zane grabbed his phone when it chimed. “Jordane says he will meet us at the shelter. There is an issue with the crystals that power the weapon.”

      “Did he say what it is?”

      Zane shook his head. “If he deactivated all of us, it isn’t good. I may not love the guy, but I respect him. He wouldn’t deactivate us unless the crystals were a threat. He warned us that using the crystals this way was dangerous. I think we have run out of time.”

      She grabbed her purse and followed Zane out of the apartment. “Are all the weapons deactivated or just yours?”

      Zane glanced at his phone as they walked toward the elevator. “All of them. The DK10s are all inert. Even the ones that are not assigned.”

      The elevator chimed before they entered. “I guess the PIA just lost one of their favorite weapons.”

      Zane nodded. “We will have to turn over the unassigned DK10s to Jordane if the weapons are unstable. We can’t risk another incident.”

      Everyone knew about the men who had exploded testing the DK10. They hadn’t known the crystal that powered the weapon had a conscious. It wouldn’t allow itself to be used in unsavory means. They had lost one armory when a death squad member attempted to assassinate Kiki. The crystal had protected Kiki and destroyed most of the room. It was a wake-up call to every team member. Still, Jordane had given them time to accept the reality of their situation and hadn’t pushed them to merge with their crystals.

      Colin got on the elevator on the floor below theirs. “Hey boss. I was just headed down to the armory. What is up with the DK10? I thought it was going to go nuclear.”

      “I am headed over to speak with Jordane. You left your phone in the armory. Next time, take it with you even if it’s to grab headache meds. Everyone’s weapon surged. Jordane has deactivated them for now. I don’t know what is going on.”

      Colin sneered. “He shouldn’t have control over our weapons. The senator is having a fit over it.”

      Zane huffed. “The senators tapped a power source that didn’t belong to them and we will pay the price if Jordane can’t fix it. I suggest you get on the pack leader’s good side.”

      Colin huffed. “Jordane doesn’t have a good side. He’s a demon.”

      While Kat wasn’t comfortable with demons yet, she respected Jordane was trying to save the squad relegated to kill his kind. She wasn’t sure she would be as forgiving of the death squad’s situation. He could detonate every member of the team with a flick of his wrist, but he had attempted to give them time to accept the realities of their satiation. “Jordane didn’t create this mess, but I think he has a soft side. At least with Kiki.”

      Colin huffed. “Kiki isn’t a squad member anymore; she is pack.”

      Zane stepped up to Colin. “Do you want to repeat that? Kiki is and will always be a member of this squad. You turn on your own, then you are no better than the Ladon.”

      Colin cleared his throat. “Sorry, boss. I’m just a little bent out of shape. I thought my weapon was going to detonate.”

      Zane stepped away. “It was concerning. Having every DK10 explode in our building would level this entire block. Hopefully, Jordane has some way of controlling them until we find a permanent solution.”

      They reached the parking garage, but Colin remained on the elevator, returning to the armory. Kat smiled at the attendant, who passed Zane the keys to his SUV. “Thanks, Patrick.”

      Patrick frowned at Rascal. “He okay Kat? He doesn’t look so good.”

      She shook her head. “We are going to the vet. It looks like someone poisoned him.”

      Pat glanced at Zane. “How? Rascal rarely leaves the building. Even then, he is with one of the Duvals.” Patrick included Ethan as her newest brother had changed his name when their mother adopted him officially.

      “You’re right. I don’t know who could get near him. I can’t explain it,” she said.

      Zane touched her shoulder. “We will figure it out. Let’s go.”

      She got into the passenger’s side of Zane’s SUV. He pulled out of the parking garage while his tires squealed on the pavement. He wasn’t taking any chances and his PIA license plates would keep him from getting a speeding ticket on the way over to the shelter. They threaded their way through traffic, but it was a couple of hours before the lunch rush and they reached the small building on the shelter-owned property in record time. She jumped out of the vehicle and approached the front office as Zane held the door open. The shelter was owned by Kiki and Laura, and the property housed the new Moretti home. She had heard the mansion on site was a replica of the original, but hadn’t been to the new construction area.

      The interior of the shelter was newly renovated, with white tile floors and soft beige counters. They had updated everything since the original owner passed away. She had brought Rascal here once before. Years ago, and met Ed, the owner. He was a kind man, and she had been genuinely upset when she heard he had been murdered. She didn’t know the story, but was hesitant to ask, considering Kiki and Laura had loved him so much.

      Chad exited the backroom where the throng of barking echoed. They weren’t open to the public yet, but they accepted any animals designated to be put down by the city pound. Those that were healthy anyway. Kat adored Laura, but had avoided her since she became queen. It was a bit much, and she didn’t know how to act around the kind woman who used to work with her. “Hey, Zane. Sorry to hear about Rascal. Let’s have a look and see if we can get him fixed up.”

      She placed Rascal on the counter. His stubby white legs were shaky, and he kept his head down. “I don’t know what he got into.”

      Chad ran his hand over Rascal’s back. The white light moved over Rascal’s fur and the dog breathed a sigh of relief. “He didn’t get into anything. The only food in his stomach is dog food.”

      Zane’s eyes widened. “Someone poisoned his pet food? Kat gets it from the local store. We need to contact them. Who knows how many animals were poisoned?”

      The lights flickered in the room as Chad’s power flared. “This is not a mass poisoning. Rascal was targeted.”

      Zane rubbed his forehead. “How can you be sure?”

      “Because it’s the Ladon poison. A newer version than the last. I have boosted his system and will give him the antidote. He will need to spend a few days here so I can monitor him, but this has to be some kind of warning.”

      Zane put his hand on his hips. “Fuck. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about. Why poison Rascal? What does that accomplish?”

      Chad nodded to Kat. “I would guess this is an attempt to scare you. To warn you that the Ladon can get to your loved ones.”

      Zane glanced at Kat. “The Ladon know about Kat and what she does for us. We are sure they have another mole in our organization, but it isn’t a demon. You can buy anyone with enough money, and Louis has no shortage of funds these days.”

      Zane nodded. “That’s true. Jordane is en route to us. The DK10s surged and Jordane took them offline.”

      Chad’s eyes widened. “You have run out of time. So has the rest of your team. Jordane was too lenient with you and Kiki. He cannot keep muting the crystals for you. It is too taxing on his system. You don’t know the extent the other warriors will go in order to protect him. This situation is quite volatile.”

      Kat glanced at Zane when he flinched. “Jordane has been muting the crystal’s power? For how long?”

      Chad met her gaze. “Since he learned of the DK10s and the unscrupulous way in which they were used. At first it was to give Kiki time, but once she merged with her crystal, she begged Jordane to give her team time, to come to terms with the warriors and who they must become. Your brother and his team will die if Jordane relinquishes control now.”

      Zane rubbed his lips. “That surge. Do you know what caused it?”

      “Jordane has meticulous control, but he has his limits. He has a pregnant mate, a crew of warriors and the Morettis to protect. His power is mighty, but it has its limits. Maintaining control of the crystals within those weapons is taxing. What you saw is nothing. Jordane is close to exhaustion. Kiki planned to speak with the team in the next day or so. It looks like we no longer have that much time.”

      The door from the back room opened, and a tall, dark warrior entered the front office. His eyes were flat until he saw her. The steel-blue eyes flared as his warrior emerged. His entire body bulked out as roped muscle expanded to accommodate his larger size.

      She had seen it before with Jordane once, and she had avoided him after that. She understood this warrior was upset about Jordane, but he wouldn’t attack Zane. Would he?

      Zane moved in front of Kat. “I understand you are pissed, Rogan. We didn’t realize the strain we were putting on Jordane, but I need you to back off while I sort this out. Not everyone is ready to join the pack.”

      Chad shook his head. “They have to be.”

      Rogan’s towering form moved to the side so he could keep his eyes on Kat. “Mine.”
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      Rogan’s hands fisted at his sides. His warrior’s claws bit into his palms and he allowed the sting of pain to bring his raging emotions under control. Jordane had warned of this. The moment your emotions bubbled to the surface and your demon awakened after centuries of slumber. He assumed his leader had exaggerated, but he had not. It was far more turbulent than he had envisioned.

      Everything was ultra bright after so many years of looking through the world with muted glasses. All colors, a dull hue of their former glory. Now they stabbed his eyes in painful brightness.

      He focused on the petite woman cowering behind Zane. She touched his back and his first instinct was to rip the PIA agent to shreds, regardless if he was a future pack prospect. Then he scented the similarity between them. He knew Zane had a sister, but he had never met her.

      Zane held up his hand. “Rogan, what is going on?”

      Rogan pointed at Kat. “She is mine.”

      Zane stepped up to him. He had to respect the prospect. While Zane was a large man for a human, Rogan’s warrior dwarfed him and Zane knew he would die in seconds if Rogan acted on his instincts. “That is my sister. If you touch her, I will kill you.”

      “You have no right to interfere with a warrior’s mate. Your declaration is a death sentence.” He glanced at the woman that had become his world. A singular being in the empty loneliness. Her fear permeated the air, and a tear welled at her eye, though she didn’t allow it to fall.

      “Please stop,” she whispered. Her voice was as beautiful as she was. He had never seen a woman with blond hair and red streaks. It was strange and inviting. Her leather pants clung to her thin body, though her black tank top was plain, her leather jacket had multiple zippers and ended at her waist.

      Chad picked Rascal up from the counter. “Stop this, both of you. Jordane is on his way. Rogan, Zane is unfamiliar with our... courting rituals. As is your mate. Back down. Speak with Valen before you do irrevocable damage.”

      Rogan’s eyes flickered with power, and Zane flinched. “I will wait for Jordane. Do not leave this room prospect.”

      Zane huffed. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      Jordane slammed the door open, and his glowing green eyes took in everything at once. “What the hell is going on? I thought this was because of the DK10 surge.”

      Chad held the small dog to his chest. “Rogan has declared Zane’s sister Kat as his. While that is unfortunate timing, it doesn’t negate the real issue. The crystals must merge, and those without hosts returned to the caves.”

      Rogan stared at his leader. He saw a strain on Jordane’s face that rarely accompanied the powerful warrior. The leader of the pack was tired and with the first in a new generation on the way, this was not good for them or the demon species. They had allowed their leader to take on too much. Why hadn’t he seen it? “Jordane, why are you afflicted so?”

      Jordane shook his head. “Shit, you are awakened.”

      Zane glanced between Rogan and Jordane. “What does that mean, and why are you so... tired? Chad says it’s because the DK10 crystals are draining you. Is that true?”

      “Yes. I thought I could give you more time, but there are too many for me to manage. Even those without a host seek to be returned to the caves.”

      Zane rubbed his chin. “Okay. Let me meet with the team. I didn’t realize we were looking at a nuclear explosion without your... help.”

      Jordane sighed. “With so many crystals in one location. If they detonate, you will lose the entire downtown core. The loss of life would be catastrophic.”

      Zane’s eyes widened. “What? The crystal that exploded only destroyed the armory. We assumed it would be the Davidson building only.”

      “The crystals boost each other. That is why the pack is stronger together. His brethren boost a single warrior’s power.”

      Zane blinked several times. “I feel sick. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Jordane lowered his gaze. “Kiki has tried to speak with you about this on several occasions. You said you were not ready to listen. I allowed this to go too far out of respect for my mate and her loyalty to the Death Squad, but it must end. Your squad is no more. You must become full pack members or die in the process of the merge. It’s that or risk a death toll in the hundreds of thousands.”

      Kat touched her brother’s arm. “You need to do it. Mom, our friends. Everyone would die. Marcus will help, but don’t tell the senators. I will arrange for the release of the unassigned DK10s in the L.A. PIA, but I am not sure if there are any in Seattle. That team is training with Jenner now.”

      Jordane turned his head to the side. “All but one crystal is in your building. The other is far away. Too far for me to determine its location. It’s not in immediate danger and not part of the PIA weaponry.”

      The humming sound vibrated through the room and Rogan touched his chest as the crystal within him reacted. Danger. “Shut it down!”

      Zane’s weapon flared to life, and he grabbed it from its holster. He touched the thumb pad with no response. “It won’t power down. Same as before.”

      Jordane walked over and set his hand on the weapon. “Be still, my friend. You will return to me soon. Allow us time to travel to the caves.” The DK10 powered down and Zane re-holstered it.

      “Did that happen to every Death Squad member?”

      “That happened to every DK10 weapon. Your team must bring the unassigned weapons with them. I have instructed the crystals to allow transport by Death Squad team members. We call you prospects.”

      Zane glanced at Rogan. “What about he-man? Can I trust him not to abduct my sister while I deal with this?”

      Jordane sighed, and he looked more drained than when he walked in. “Rogan will speak with Valen about modern courtship. Please allow him time to adjust to his emotions. You have no concept of what he is experiencing. He is alone in this. It is the one aspect of our life where his pack cannot help him.”

      Zane looked uncomfortable for the first time. “Kiki tried to explain... all of it. I wasn’t ready to listen.”

      “She loves you and respects you, Zane. She admired you the first time she saw you with your sister and chosen brother. Kiki has put her own life and that of our unborn child at risk, so you and your team could have time to adjust.”

      Zane looked like Jordane had slapped him. “I will fix this. Let me collect the team. It won’t be a request. It will be an order. Kiki won’t pay for my stupidity.”

      “Good. It will not be easy. There is a testing process. A time when the crystal touches your skin for the first time. It will judge you and those that are not worthy will die.”

      Zane nodded. “Better us than half the city.”

      “Make the arrangements. Rogan will use this time to calm himself,” Jordane said.

      Rogan turned away and willed his warrior to back down. The beast was insistent on the woman related to Zane. His wolf sent him images for the first time. He had almost forgotten he had an animal. It had been so long since he had the will to shift. Unlike the warriors. The wolf was calm and pragmatic.
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      Kat stood in shocked silence. She had always respected Kiki, but the reality of what she had done to give her brothers time to adjust was unfathomable. Jordane looked like he needed a week’s worth of sleep. This was the demon race they had designated as volatile and detrimental to human society. Her ego had taken a massive hit and her preconceptions were crumbling. Still, the warrior named Rogan looked as hostile as ever, despite Jordane’s assurances.

      She wasn’t sure what bothered her more. That she found both him and his warrior form sexy or that he proclaimed her as his. Despite that annoyance, it didn’t come close to the issue with her brothers. “We need to ensure you and Ethan survive. I can’t lose another brother. Neither can Mom. Let’s focus on that right now.” She addressed her brother.

      Rogan resumed his human form, and she tried not to let the tanned skin beneath his ripped T-shirt affect her. Why were warriors so sexy? “I am sorry for the loss of your oldest sibling. I wish to ensure your family remains intact. They must merge with the crystals, but I will oversee their training myself. We will put your family’s needs first.”

      Jordane nodded to Rogan. “It is honorable for you to take on the burden of your mate’s brothers. Please speak with Valen as to the best way to navigate the coming weeks.”

      Kat frowned. “Why would my brothers be a burden?”

      Jordane turned to her. “Once merged, it exposes the crystal to our emotions and intent. If not properly trained on its use, a new warrior can make an unfortunate choice that results in his death. Rogan has offered to ensure your brothers survive. That includes monitoring their crystals at all times until they are proficient on their own.”

      “Like you are doing with all of them?”

      “I am not training. I can’t do that until the merge has occurred. I am dampening the crystal’s power. Constricting their access to their host. But they have lost patience with their current predicament. Think of them as a single bee cut off from the hive. They know they cannot survive in such a circumstance for long. They will seek eternal rest if not returned to their home.”

      “Eternal rest as in mass explosion?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      She turned to Rogan. “I know nothing about this mate business, but we will discuss it after my brothers are safe. Deal?”

      Rogan nodded. “I agree to your terms, but you may ask me anything you wish in the meantime. Your brother and his team have limited time. We have eternity.”

      She backed away. “Eternity? I’m human.”

      Rogan glanced at Zane. “Your bloodline would prove otherwise.”

      “No.”
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      Rogan forced himself not to react when Zane moved in front of his sister. He couldn’t blame the prospect for protecting his sister. It was obvious she was in distress and Rogan was responsible. He tried to reason with his demon, but the bastard was adamant. It didn’t want to return to the black void it had been condemned to in the last couple of hundred years. He couldn’t blame him. With the onset of emotion came other urges. Ones that were specific to the tiny woman hiding behind Zane.

      Chad pet the dog in his arms. “I should administer the antidote to Rascal or the healing I have performed will be in vain.”

      Kat walked over to Chad and brushed his shoulder. She didn’t notice as her attention was on her sickly pet, but the heat from her body in the fleeting caress infused his soul and calmed his demon. She was real, and she was here. The need to protect her was a primal instinct, but that included protecting her family. Mental trauma was just as debilitating as physical. Rogan learned that lesson well.

      Kat kissed Rascal on the forehead. “Be good buddy. Chad will take care of you. I will be back to visit soon.”

      Chad smiled. “I promise Rascal will be as good as new. Maybe even a little spryer when I return him to you.”

      “Thank you. Truly,” Kat said, before she returned to Zane’s side.

      The Death Squad leader
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