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			Chapter 1

			It was loud. Shouts, banging, the unmistakable sound of something being dropped and broken filled the still unfamiliar dwelling where Vee sat. Too much sound, too many people, and far too much commotion for Vee who, instead of directing all these people to where things should be going in the new house she was moving into, was fixated on the ornate front door lock she had just pulled out. It was a good distraction. A needed one too. This move had been far from easy, and they weren’t even finished with it yet. She was struggling through this day for many reasons, the first of which was the sheer number of people and all their emotions. Mostly frustration and fatigue. 

			Being an empath in a crowd was hard enough. Being an empath in a crowd of Werewolves was harder. Their emotions seemed heightened with their intense buzzing presence, and the chaos of moving day was not helping with that intensity. Since she had been folded into this pack by way of the bond with their leader, Shane, and by, quite literally, being made pack with blood magic, she had grown much more accustomed to their presence. However, this day was overwhelming enough as it was, and their spiking emotions certainly didn’t make her own easier to handle.

			So Vee was doing what she did best, distracting herself with locks. Being a locksmith, she was very good at using her work as a way of blocking out her abilities. 

			“What are you doing on the floor, Vee?” came a familiar voice from above her. Apparently, she was blocking a bit too much. Normally she would have been able to anticipate this intrusion, but she had been lost in the metal pieces that made up the old deadbolt in her hands. 

			Vee glanced up, looking into the face of Toby Curtis, her friendly acquaintance who kept her shop supplied with antique locks that needed restoring. His renovation company was working on a few modifications that Shane had requested on the new house. But they hadn’t quite finished one of them before the move-in date, hence why he was there on moving day, thrown into such chaos and standing in the open doorway, looking down at her. 

			“Looking at the lock?” she said back, a question in her voice, since it seemed obvious to her. She was, after all, holding the lock’s innards before her.

			“Why?” His boyish sideways smile crept onto his face. There it was, that thoughtless flirtation she hadn’t noticed until recently. Her almost-son-in-law, Patrick, and her semi-frequent bodyguard and friend, Tommy, had enlightened her to Toby’s very obvious feelings for her a month previous, something she had clearly, and willfully, ignored for some years. She fought back a bodily cringe.

			“Because I’m trying to figure out if I can adjust the tines and make a new key. Don’t need old neighbors or a maid just waltzing into the house,” Vee told him, eyes darting back down to the lock itself.

			“Why not just replace it?” 

			Toby was under the false impression Vee was only here to change the locks and other fixtures in the house. She had been, off and on, taking various knobs that she had found particularly wobbly and fixing them to put back in place. A few fixtures that had been replaced over the years, with unfortunate modern pieces, she had swapped for refurbished antique ones that matched, or matched closely enough, from her inventory at her locksmith shop. No one had mentioned to Toby that her presence there was anything other than working purposes, and he had simply assumed she was hired on, just as he was.

			Toby knew she did work for Shane and others in his employ. He also knew that Patrick, Shane’s son, worked for Vee at her shop. What he didn’t know was that Vee and Shane were a couple, engaged to be married, and had bought this house together. 

			Why did that matter? 

			Toby was in love with her, and Vee couldn’t help but notice it now that it was pointed out to her. She had no idea how to break the news of her relationship to him without losing a friend and a business associate who helped her bring in a decent amount of money. For years, Toby had been bringing her antique locks to refurbish and sell from houses he was remodeling. She had never noticed his feelings before, either because of utter stupidity or because she simply didn’t want to know, but Patrick and Tommy had pointed it out to her, and now she couldn’t unsee it.

			“Shane likes it,” she said, her words true but not completely. Yes, Shane did like old things and was happy to let her keep it or swap out any locks that she chose in their house. He wasn’t so much concerned about keeping the front door locked, though, and had told her if it was too difficult to adjust, he would rather her replace it. She had seen that as a challenge, but not one she had been originally planning to do in the middle of move-in day.

			“Did you convince him to keep it? I feel like his security-obsessed self wouldn’t want to waste the labor it will take you,” Toby said with a grin. 

			That laid-back grin and the amusement flickering within him told Vee all of her suspicions of how much he knew were correct. Toby had no idea. No idea at all that Vee and Shane were not just together but engaged. She wasn’t going to be the one to break it to him, at least not today. Her anxiety about everything increased significantly.

			“He likes old things,” she murmured, trying very hard not to let on what she was thinking. This sweet man deserved so much, and his feelings for her, which she had willfully ignored, were only growing. Toby had been quite bold, for him, the week before when he was dropping off broken antique locks and brushed her hair off her shoulder. She sucked in a breath at the recollection. She felt nothing but friendship for Toby, but because of that, Vee worried about hurting him. Waiting to tell him about her and Shane was probably not the way to go about it, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t get the words out when his eyes sparkled as he smiled down at her.

			“You seem a little overwhelmed,” he noted. She firmly kept her eyes on the lock. The house was chaotic, but his presence there was far more anxiety-inducing than the rest of it had been.

			“Noise,” she murmured, hoping it was dismissive but not cold. She didn’t want him to wrongfully assume she was angry or displeased with him. It wasn’t his fault, but she doubted Shane would see it that way if he was in the presence of both for more than a minute. Shane would most certainly notice Toby’s feelings for Vee, and Werewolves tended to be… well, overprotective would be putting it mildly.

			“Hm…” he mumbled, his look showing his doubt at her words as clear as the emotions she felt from him. He wasn’t buying that noise was the only thing wrong; it made her feel oddly transparent. But he didn’t have time to speculate or question her further, as one of Toby’s men hollered his name from somewhere in the house, and he rushed to wherever the voice came from, leaving Vee to her very helpful distraction. Thank goodness.

			This day was stressful enough without having male postering to add to the mix. Durran, though usually in female form, and Shane did enough of that already. Durran, her best friend and Watcher, had decided to make herself scarce for the move, but it had been for the best. High tension and preternatural creatures didn’t mix well on the best days, but Shane and Durran had a very tentative balancing act when it came to Vee. They both wanted to protect her, Durran being charged with doing so by the Elder Watchers and Shane having bonded with her initially as a vow of protection. But they were also both in love with her. 

			Vee got lost in the old lock for a moment, seeing exactly how she would adjust it and envisioning what the new keys she would make would look like to accompany it. The beautiful face plate would be gleaming by the time she brought it back to the house; now if she could figure out how to slip away from all the chaos to retreat to her shop. 

			Her sanctuary. 

			She glanced around. No one seemed particularly interested or concerned at her whereabouts at the moment, shuffling boxes to and fro or tramping up with stairs with furniture held in ways no human would be capable of managing alone. Her van was parked on the street just before the cul-de-sac her new home sat in the center of. Vee had parked it there to avoid it getting in the way of the moving vans and work vehicles. She could very easily just wander there and drive to her shop, hopefully not returning until most of the helpers were gone.

			She swiftly wrapped the lock in the towel she had set pieces on while she was removing it and tucked it in her messenger bag, before getting to her feet and heading straight out of the house toward her van. Shane was at the other house, directing the next load to be hauled, so she was certain she would get away without being noticed, until Lori stepped out of the house next door, eyes like a hawk and trained on Vee.

			“Vee!” she shouted, now moving rapidly to intercept Vee’s path. Her curls bouncing with each step, the locks fading from the once vibrant purple of the month previous to a still rather pretty, pale lavender.

			“Hey Lori,” Vee said back, waving as she tried for nonchalance. 

			“Shane said you’d be directing everything being unloaded,” Lori said, once she caught up with her. Her curls bounced lightly as her rapid footfalls slowed to match Vee’s pace.

			“I just need to grab something from my car. Aren’t you supposed to be helping your mom?” Vee asked, watching Lori’s face blanch at the mention of her mother. 

			Thomas, Shane’s second and Lori’s father, had purchased the house next door. While Shane had ordered some renovations done to the house they were currently moving into, Cora, Thomas’s human wife, had much more drastic changes in mind. This took much more planning, something Lori, normally, would have loved to take part in, but she was clearly cowed at the way her mother had transformed into a monstrous version of herself once set on her new mission. 

			“I needed a break,” Lori admitted, glancing behind her at the house, as if her mother would burst out the door any minute. Vee smiled sympathetically.

			“Me too,” Vee whispered, grabbing Lori’s hand and tugging her toward the car.

			“Grabbing something from your car isn’t going to be much of a break,” Lori grumbled as she allowed Vee to drag her along.

			“We’re making a break for it,” Vee hissed, quickly rounding the end of the street and seeing her van waiting. Their sweet escape chariot.

			“Oh!” Lori said with a grin, happily climbing into the passenger seat while Vee started the van up on her side.

			Steadily, to not attract attention, Vee made her way through the neighborhood, turning north shortly into Ward Parkway to head back toward Westport and to her shop. They were a good distance from the house now, both having been holding their breath, expecting to be caught, when they finally let out a giggle.

			“So why did you need to escape? This is your moving day, after all,” Lori said, once the giggle subsided. Vee shot her a glance with her eyebrow raised.

			“Too much going on there,” she murmured.

			“Weres and humans running around. Grumbling and complaining.” Lori’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, that sounds like a Vee nightmare.”

			“You have no idea,” Vee said, a bite in her voice as she turned to park the van in front of her shop. It was a Sunday, so the shop was closed. She had planned this, hoping Toby’s crew would be taking a day off for the weekend, but Shane had insisted and paid them extra to get the unfinished project done.

			“What project is Toby finishing?” Lori asked, after they exited the van and she watched Vee unlock the front door.

			“I honestly don’t know. I’m sure Shane told me at some point, but this week my brain has been all over the place.”

			“Oh, I know. I had three papers to write this week, but I stayed up late to work on them instead of not helping you here just because it’s been…” Lori trailed off, looking at the papers scattered over the front counter. Normally Vee was very precise in how she kept her paperwork, quite precise in how she kept everything in her shop, really. This chaos across the normally pristine counter showed exactly how frazzled Vee had become. 

			“You’ve put off school?” Vee asked, whipping around to give Lori an accusing glare.

			“It got done! Nothing a little coffee couldn’t fix the next morning,” Lori insisted, eyes turning away from Vee’s piercing emerald orbs to see what papers were left out and where she should put them. 

			Vee’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she took a deep breath and moved to the inventory room door to grab the supplies she’d need to adjust the tines on the lock tucked carefully in her bag. She had relied heavily upon Lori this last week, as Patrick had also been quite busy with the packing to be of any extra assistance to her. She cringed thinking of Lori staying up late to finish her schoolwork. The school year had only been in session for a month. As usual, when chaos came to call, it came in droves.

			Vee and Shane had purchased the house, which was currently filled with irritable Werewolves carrying large things, because their previous home had been compromised. Vee had been followed—scented home by the master Vampire of the local nest almost a month before. They also had, sort of, solved the mystery of what Vee was preternaturally. Though it had been an intriguing mystery to Vee, one she absolutely had planned to eventually get to the bottom of, they had not been given the choice of her finding out at the slow pace she had in mind. 

			The Elder Watchers and the Sha had both demanded to know who and what she was, and that had been put at ease, for the time being, by their trip to the Sha realm at the same time. Vee had met her real father, been brought into the pack, and also been attacked and nearly killed by the Vampire who had endangered their home and pack headquarters. All these things culminated in the very harried life Vee had led since. There had been a whirlwind of activity to where she scarcely felt like she could catch her breath, let alone feel any sort of normalcy and cadence to her new life. 

			Originally, when she had moved in with Shane, she had reasoned that she would find a new sort of normal that she would become accustomed to if she had allowed herself to feel comfortable, but now, especially with the revelations they had most recently had about who and what she was, she wasn’t sure a calm and uncomplicated life was in the cards.

			It was unlikely someone who was destined to hold their own fate in their hands and who was told her choices would change the course of the world would be capable of hiding away and living simply as she once had.

			But Vee still had her distractions. The lock before her was a task she could easily lose herself in and let the troubles of her life fade away, if only for a time.

			“You thought anymore about your birthday?” Lori asked, as she separated the once scattered papers into more cohesive piles on the counter so she could file them away appropriately. Vee’s eyes snapped up to glance at Lori from over her magnifiers. 

			Her birthday was only next week; this would be the first birthday she even considered celebrating since her adoptive parents died. No one had been pressuring her, but they all wanted to do something, anything, other than pretend it was just another day like she typically did.

			“Too much going on,” Vee murmured back, looking back at the lock before Lori’s sympathetic eyes met hers. Lori didn’t push, which was somewhat unlike her, turning to take the papers into the inventory room and letting Vee zone into the lock.

			“Patrick texted a minute ago. Said he and Shane are headed back to the new house,” Lori said when she reemerged, causing to Vee to straighten up. She had, only moments before, finished adjusting the tines and only needing to put the plates back over the lock.

			“They’ll wonder if I’m not there,” Vee grumbled, realizing there was still the matter of making the keys. No way for them to get back before Shane got there; that could either be good or bad. Maybe Shane would be able to send Toby away before she returned, or perhaps Toby would be finished. She could only hope.

			“And Shane and Toby will both be in the house soon,” Lori said, seeming to have read Vee’s thoughts. Vee glanced at her guiltily. Ever since it had been brought to her attention the truth of Toby’s affections for her, Vee had been uneasy. Shane had a hard enough time grappling with the fact that Durran was in love with her. She wasn’t sure how well he would handle the same being said for her work acquaintance. Vee didn’t want to hurt Toby’s feelings nor did she want to push away the delight and additional income of restoring the old locks he brought her, but she knew Shane.

			“I don’t want to hurt his feelings,” Vee said, looking up at Lori’s sympathetic face.

			“He has to know eventually,” Lori said, with far more wisdom to her words than a girl of nearly seventeen should be able to muster. Vee nodded, giving Lori a weak smile before she snatched the uncut keys she had decided for the lock from their spots along her key wall and went to the back to cut them. Vee had just finished the first key and came back to try it in the lock when her phone rang.

			“Hello, Shane,” Vee answered, wedging her phone between her ear and her shoulder as she resumed the fitting. It was a little stiff, so just a slight adjustment needed to be made.

			“Why, if I may ask, are you not here?” Shane asked, not bothering to greet her, simply straight to business, as usual. She let a small smile grace her lips at the sound of his deep voice, velvet, even through the phone. If there was one thing she didn’t feel any trepidation about, it was her feelings for him.

			“Adjusting the lock,” she told him. Truth. Not an ounce of a lie in that, since that was, in fact, what she was doing. She just didn’t mention she was doing it to avoid everything else. 

			“There’s about twenty boxes that are stacked in the entryway because someone wasn’t here to tell them where to put them.”

			“I’ll move them when I get back,” Vee promised, trying for nonchalance but clearly failing. Shane knew her too well.

			“Got a little overwhelmed?”

			“Needed a more … quiet project,” Vee told him with a bit of hesitation, as she moved back to the inventory room to shave down a few rough spots on the new key. The bond between Shane and Vee opened up a bit, as she felt Shane’s reassurance, comfort, and love warming her. She didn’t realize she had needed it until then, both having shut their end of the bond down over the course of the last week with all the chaos. Each of them had been tense on their own and hadn’t wanted to increase the anxiety of the other by combining it. 

			The couple had become like two separate islands joined by a watery land bridge. They could feel each other, could tell the other one was still connected and within them, but they were cut off beyond that. Vee didn’t realize how much she had missed the full bond with Shane until she felt it open on his end, blossoming within her. She could almost smell him surrounding her while they talked.

			“How much more time do you need?” Shane’s voice had grown much softer now, and she suddenly didn’t care what awaited her at the house; she wished she could fold herself into him. The comfort of his voice and the open bond felt so good that she didn’t want to think about anything else, but she knew realistically they needed keys and a functioning lock.

			“I need to make at least two more keys, and then Lori and I will head back,” she told him, taking the now much smoother key back to the lock for another test.

			“I’ll get these things unloaded and try to send everyone home before you get here.”

			“I think that’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Vee murmured with a smirk.

			“Romantic, was it?” he asked with a chuckle. His laugh was rare, and the deep vibration over the phone made her face feel hot.

			“Mhm. Almost seductive,” she said, trying not-so-subtly to do to him what he had unintentionally done to her. She was rewarded with a deep growl from the other end.

			“I will make them all go home before you get here,” he amended, his voice still nice and gravelly against her ear.

			Lori made giggling faces from the other end of the shop, but Vee only grinned. There hadn’t been much opportunity for alone time between her and Shane the past week, and she was now eagerly awaiting going home.

			Home.

			Shane’s house hadn’t felt like hers, but this new house, though it was much grander than her old, tiny apartment by a mile, something about being able to choose it, knowing she, Shane, and Patrick would be putting it together, made it hers, made it home.

			“Good,” she said, but just as the word left her mouth, she felt something at a slight distance from her shop. A Were.

			All the pack wolves were busy helping the move, helping Cora with demolition, or at their human jobs. Not one pack member was free on this chaotic day to roam about Westport. Vee shot Lori a glance and moved her eyes to the front windows, indicating which direction she felt the presence coming from. Lori sensed the unease from Vee. The way the little locksmith’s muscles tensed, a specific look of anxiousness that Lori only associated with when Vee felt threatened crossing over Vee’s features. Lori immediately straightened, her body going on alert as she moved silently toward the windows, peering out briefly before stepping through the door.

			“What is it?” Shane asked quietly, having been clued into her sudden change in emotion.

			“There’s a Were here. Lori’s taking a look,” Vee said, quiet enough that only Shane would be able to hear, as her eyes focused unblinkingly toward the teenager who had just stepped out, without hesitation, to protect her. Shane’s breathing changed on the other end of the phone; there was nothing he could do from where he was. 

			Lori and Vee were, unfortunately, alone. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Vee pushed Shane’s emotions she had just been basking in aside in favor of focusing on Lori and the unknown Were presence, though it was now feeling more familiar. The tone of the vibrations was one of low-lying but chronic frustration, much like a sound that is constant and steadily in the background, which you find to be annoying at first but as time goes on, you start to be able to ignore its presence. Vee knew only one person who made her feel that way. An odd relieved, and then confused, expression on Lori’s face confirmed the suspicion immediately.

			“It’s John Meyers,” Vee said into the phone to Shane.

			Shane let out a breath, then a very low, almost inaudible noise came from his throat, indicating his displeasure.

			“Set the phone on the counter. He was supposed to be going home after he helped load the last truck. There is no reason for him to be there,” Shane said after a moment. It seemed he too had been relieved, and then suspicious.

			Vee set the phone face down on the counter before watching Lori gesture for John to join her inside the shop. Vee busied herself with pulling blank keys from the wall to make duplicates of her new house key instead of staring at them as they entered. 

			“Apparently Shane told John to swing through and check on you here at the shop before heading home,” Lori said, doing a fantastic job of keeping her face neutral despite the waves of distrust Vee could feel coming from her. John smiled broadly, overly friendly, but nonetheless handsomely. He was conventionally attractive, attractive enough to have been a model or an actor if his longevity didn’t have to be kept a secret. His dark blond hair, blue eyes, and face that matched the Golden Ratio were not enough, however, to sway Vee into thinking he had anything other than something sinister on his mind.

			While Vee and Shane had been tracking down her parentage and past, John had been quietly seething that she had been capable of bonding with Shane. John, having married a human wife without even a touch of magic within her, was incapable of bonding. It was a miracle that given her lack of magic, the couple had produced children who were born with the Werewolf trait, two of the three. Vee had not been aware of his animosity toward her until their pack protection on the homes surrounding Shane’s had been broken. He was immediately enraged, blaming her for all the misfortune that had befallen the pack.

			She couldn’t deny that John was somewhat right. If she hadn’t been part of their lives, they wouldn’t have had to go to battle with Gwen Tallon’s coven. Nor would they now be threatened by the Vampire master of the local nest. But without her, they would have had a very large problem on their hands when Lori had unexpectedly changed a little over a year before. Lori’s change could have exposed the preternatural community to humans. Vee helping Werewolves was the reason she was even in their lives at all, not the other way around.

			John’s hatred of her, or his frustration at Shane, did seem to ebb a bit once they returned from the Sha and told the pack that Vee’s father was a Sha. Shane also happened to give an ultimatum, plainly stating that anyone who didn’t accept Vee could leave the pack. It wasn’t perfect; John still resented her for being able to bond with Shane, but it had seemed better, more subdued, this past month. Now with his unexpected arrival at the shop, she wasn’t so sure.

			“We’re fine. I’m almost done, and we’re going back to the house. I’m sure Shane would be fine with you returning to Susan. Not that I think I need it, but I have Lori here if someone tries to threaten me in the middle of the day,” Vee told him. Shane’s guard wolves were a source of contention between Vee and Shane, and everyone in the pack knew it. She despised having babysitters, and they were often unnecessary. Only a very few times in the total number of days Shane had someone stay with her had there actually been any sort of a threat.

			“Is that why Lori’s here?” John asked, a hint of condescension in his tone. He, like many men of a certain era, seemed to think female Weres were somehow weaker than their male counterparts, when, in reality, they were equally as strong and fast. The only thing they lacked was size in comparison to the males. Lori was quite formidable, according to Patrick and Shane. She was even faster than most of the pack, save for Frida, their best scout.

			“Vee offered me an opportunity to take a break from my mother, but I don’t mind keeping her safe if it’s needed. Pack and friendship mean having each other’s back no matter what. Right, John?’ Lori asked, crossing her arms to hide her tightening fists but managing to keep her face pleasant and happy. Her face may not have been letting off her distrust, but Vee could feel every ounce of it as it flowed off her. She imagined there might have been a smell associated with it too, since John seemed to prickle a little.

			John’s mouth twitched at the little dig Lori’s words made at him. He had been behaving selfishly, that much had been clear to everyone.

			“I suppose I’m not needed then.” John shot Lori an odd look, with a mixture of annoyance and mild humor. Lori’s presence had certainly thwarted whatever plans John had, but apparently it wasn’t enough to cause him to become overtly frustrated.

			“I’m sure Susan will be happy to have you come home so early. Cora told me this morning she was planning on spending the whole day packing by herself,” Vee said, trying to not-so-subtly let on that she knew what was going on within the pack. She may not have been privy to every piece of information, but she knew most things, including what was going on in his house. John didn’t seem to gather what she was saying though, since his smile broadened, and he opened the door to take his leave.

			“I’m sure she will.” And with that, he was out the door and walking the opposite way from where he came.

			This interaction told Vee two things. One, that John was very unfamiliar with subtleties, either in his actions or others. His not seeming to understand that Vee and Lori knew something wasn’t quite right with this entire interaction was seemingly lost on him, as well as not being able to pick up on Vee’s hint that she knew he had been lying. Two, that John was indeed up to something nefarious, whether it was just toward her or the pack in general, Vee wasn’t certain, but she was still considered the weakest member since she didn’t have full control over her abilities.

			Vee finally picked up the phone from the counter once she could barely feel John’s presence to see Shane was still on the line.

			“He’s gone,” Vee told him.

			“That was, by far, the oddest conversation I’ve ever had with John,” Lori said, eyes still on the window where they had both watched him walk away.

			“Don’t leave until Tommy gets there. I’m not risking it. I thought when he decided to stay in the pack after the altercation last month that he had accepted the situation … apparently, I was wrong,” Shane murmured into the phone, the sound of skin rubbing on skin quite clear.

			“You’ll rub a hole in your forehead if you keep that up. We can speculate on his reasons later. Right now, I need to finish making the other keys before Tommy gets here so we can all get into the house when we need to,” Vee told him, smiling a little at the quiet chuckle he gave her for her initial admonishing tone.

			“We certainly won’t be leaving the door unlocked.”

			[image: ]

			Tommy and Durran seemed to show up at nearly the same time. Vee had just finished making a few additional keys, one each for Shane and Patrick, and a handful of spares for pack members, like Thomas and Margaret, who were second and third in the pack hierarchy respectively.

			“Did Shane call in all the reinforcements?” Lori asked, eyeing Durran as she came through the shop behind Tommy. Durran narrowed her eyes at the teenager for a moment before leaning against the opposite counter.

			“Why is Shane calling in reinforcements?” Durran asked, her glance now darting to Tommy, who plunked himself down on his favorite stool by the door while they all waited for Vee to come out of the inventory room, with four precise keys in hand.

			“John Meyers came by when he should have been home helping his wife pack. Shane happened to be on the phone with me when it happened and decided that he’s up to something. I have to agree. But unfortunately, that means that I have to have bodyguards until I get home,” Vee told her, as she stuffed the keys in her pockets before carefully covering the lock and its bits with the towel she had brought them in.

			“Ah. So a normal day for Vee, then,” Durran said, turning back to Lori, who rolled her eyes. Durran let a rare smirk grace her lips briefly.

			“Pretty much, yeah,” Vee confirmed, slipping her messenger bag over her shoulder and heading to the alarm panel. “Everyone ready?”

			With no answers in the negative, she set the alarm, and they all filed out.

			“I’ll ride back with Vee, if you two want to follow us,” Durran said, gesturing to Tommy’s truck. At one time, someone would have questioned how Durran would be returning if she didn’t take her own car, but she would either not answer or simply tell them she would fly back. Now they didn’t bother. Even if it was still clearly daylight, she had her ways that even Vee wasn’t privy to.

			Vee started up the van and began driving to the new house. At first, she thought to question Durran for coming to the shop, as if everyone could predict her behavior before she had formulated her thoughts, but she recalled she had promised Durran to meet her at the shop at some point in the day. Now that Vee was officially pack, once the pack protection had been placed around their home, even as her Watcher, Durran could not go there without Vee. That could prove to be extremely dangerous if they let it go on too long. Having Vee escort Durran and “inviting” her within the protection meant she would no longer be barred by the magic, or that’s what Shane had told them.

			The certainty of the old rules of Were magic was a bit hazy. Vee had changed something within the pack. With her being brought into it, some of her had seeped out through those new bonds, and the magic of the pack was different. No one was sure what that meant, and thus far everything had seemed to remain as it had been, but Vee, Shane, and Durran were waiting for those changes to reveal themselves. To Vee, it seemed that she was now always waiting for the next shoe to drop, sending her life into more violence and chaos.

			“We never set a time to meet today,” Vee started to say to Durran, half apologetically since she realized she had been so preoccupied with the move she had barely looked at her phone. 

			“Well, I knew eventually you’d need to get away,” Durran started, grinning at the grimace that flashed across Vee’s face. “But more truthfully, I felt it when you left the barrier. I could find you again.” 

			Durran had been much more forthcoming about her abilities and connection to Vee since they’d returned from Colorado. Durran had told her that Vee had changed her as well as the pack. It was unsettling to know Vee had the power to change the magic within another being, but because of that, Durran’s tendency to be secretive about the Watchers was waning. If Vee, Durran, and the pack were to be a team, everyone needed to be on the same page.

			“You’ll always be able to find me soon enough,” Vee said somewhat begrudgingly, as they paused at a red light. 

			The remainder of the short trip was driven in silence, both listening to the local radio station that Durran had switched on as soon as they got in. For the last month, Vampire attacks had been on the rise. They had started as assaults, humans waking up bruised and bloody with very little idea of how that had come to pass. The news speculated it was a small gang of youthful miscreants, until the word “injured” in the headlines changed to “dead.” Kansas City’s murder victim totals had nearly doubled in the last month alone.

			Vee, Shane, and Durran all knew what was happening. It was exactly what Anton, Vee’s unlikely Vampire ally, had warned them would happen. Lazare Duflanc, the master of the local Vampire nest, had disappeared following his attack on Vee. Her blood, like the blood of her mother before her, seemed to have driven him to a sort of insanity, one that Anton had helped him through years before. Anton had chosen to remain rather tight-lipped about the status of the nest, only having warned them what might happen if Duflanc was away too long. 

			Vee suspected Anton had gone off searching for him, leaving the nest of relatively young Vampires to fend for themselves, which accounted for the steady increase in brutality they were seeing from these attacks. Werewolves were not permitted to step in unless there was a threat of exposure, something which was becoming a very real possibility as more bodies turned up.

			“Shane is going to need to appeal to the Sha, to ensure he has their protection and support before he takes out those younglings,” Durran murmured, after the radio host described in horrifying detail how the most recent victim had been found. Her feet and hands had been removed, no blood on the scene, and what seemed like odd puncture marks at various places littered her body: neck, inner elbow, inner thighs.

			“I mean, what does that sound like to you, Doug? If not vampires!” the radio host said, followed by a roar of laughter from his cohost and some others in the background.

			“Vampires! Can you imagine? What’s next, Werewolves roaming the streets? Witches cursing our city?”

			The laughter continued until Vee shut the radio off and turned to Durran. They exchanged dark looks.

			“Yes, Shane does need to appeal to the Sha. We haven’t really talked to any of them since we returned home,” Vee said, deciding to pull into the cul-de-sac, now that the moving vans and trucks wouldn’t need to be coming and going for the rest of the evening.

			“Not even your father … or Min?” Durran asked, a bit of tenseness in her tone as she ground out Min’s name. They hadn’t gotten off on the best foot, Durran and Min, so it was understandable for Durran to have that reaction at his mention. If Min had gotten his way, Durran would have been taken out for knowing the location of the gate to the Sha realm. It had only been Vee and Shane’s assurances that Durran would not take advantage of that knowledge, and them subsequently fighting off Duflanc as a team, that held Min back. 

			“I suppose Aho has text me a few times, mostly just promises to come visit us at some point, but otherwise, no … no contact.” Vee hadn’t expected any sort of normal father-daughter relationship with Aho, but she had been thinking there would be a bit more than a random text here and there. She still had plenty of questions for him, but somehow, she felt it made more sense to ask them in person. 

			Vee turned to Durran once she shut the van off, having parked in front of her new home. 

			“We have arrived,” Vee said with a little smile. Durran glanced at her, then followed her gaze, turning to take in the building. 

			It was quite a far cry from the place Vee had called home for the majority of their friendship. The dark stone rose up the first floor and bordered the second on the front, with stucco at the top. It was tall, imposing, looking old for the homes in the city and regal, though not overtly ornate and much larger, even than Shane’s previous home in Brookside.

			“I’m surprised you agreed to this,” Durran said, eyes impartial as they looked over the façade.

			“Many reasons,” Vee mumbled, opening the door and climbing out of the van. Durran met her on the sidewalk, and the two of them stood side by side as she continued to look it over.

			“More space for the pack, I imagine,” Durran said, watching as a group of five pack members wandered out the front door to the last remaining moving truck, presumably to get the next load. Tommy was among them, seeming to have parked and jumped right back into unloading the last truckload as soon as he and Lori arrived. He spotted them and waved cheerfully, as usual.

			“That’s most of the reasons,” Vee admitted with a sigh, walking through the still open front door. Though what Vee didn’t say was the moment she saw the pictures of this house, she had known it was supposed to be theirs. She had been completely taken by the mental image of living there with Shane that there was no denying this was where they needed to move.

			Just as they passed through the threshold, Shane seemed to materialize from nowhere, but she imagined he sensed her presence as she got closer.

			“John is definitely up to something,” Shane said, nodding to Durran as greeting as she stepped in behind Vee. 

			Oddly, Vee could feel the pack magic accepting Durran as soon as they pulled up. It was like an extension of herself and the oneness that she felt with the pack now that the bond had settled there. It vibrated within Vee, as if it was trying to rattle her bones, but it was intimately part of her too. Occasionally, she would feel the individual pack members, even at a distance. Vee felt their presence within her, much like she did when she was in the same room with them. Shane told her they felt differently to him, but they had both assumed the difference was due to her own abilities. How she perceived magic was different in general. 

			The pack magic had seemed to swell in intensity once Durran passed through the border. It resisted, not angrily since Vee’s presence with Durran was indicating this was a welcomed presence, but it seemed to snap back once they were in front of the house. 

			Resistance gone. 

			Durran was accepted. 

			She wondered if Durran had felt repelled at all as they drove up. If she had, Vee had not been felt that impression. Many aspects of magic still confused her, and now that she was much more aware that she had her own magic within her, she found it far more confounding than her vague notions of it had been.

			“Other than trying to get rid of you, Shane, what could he be up to?” Durran asked, as she looked around the house with mild interest. The house was still in quite a state of chaos, what with the boxes stacked and furniture haphazardly placed in rooms where they belonged. It would take quite a while before it was fully livable. Vee did not anticipate enjoying the time-consuming process that would be.

			“It’s still in that line of thinking. Using Vee as a way to get to me,” Shane growled, pulling Vee against him and taking in a long inhale of breath to catch her scent. They both felt the added torture of each other’s touch and scent. Not long now … and they’d be alone. They still had a million things to do, but now that their things were moved, all that could wait. 

			“Whatever his plan was, it was foiled. I’m still just wondering how he knew I’d be at my shop,” Vee said, taking only a moment to relish in the feel of Shane’s arms around her before stepping away reluctantly and pulling off her messenger bag.

			“There was a bet,” Tommy said, as an answer, having barged back through the front door holding two large boxes stacked on top of one another. Shane cringed and Durran’s lips twisted, clearly trying to subdue a smile.

			“Excuse me?” Vee asked, freezing halfway through unwrapping the lock from the towel to glare at him.

			“Oh yeah, everyone bet on how long it would take you to ditch and go hide in your shop today,” Tommy said with a wide grin, setting the boxes next to the ever-growing stack in the entryway. “I think I was the closest. Pretty sure I won,” he said proudly.

			“I gave you six hours, but you surprised us all with eight,” George said, having come behind Tommy with a box of his own. His usually perfectly neat hair was tussled from exertion, but he somehow still looked far more put together than Vee did in her torn jeans and rust smudged T-shirt.

			Vee’s emerald eyes darted sharply to Shane’s guilty face, a thin rim of amber flashing momentarily.

			“Did you bet, Shane?” Vee hissed, the question coming from between her teeth.

			Without an answer, Shane turned to Tommy, instructing him that once the truck was unloaded, everyone needed to pack up to leave. Vee narrowed her eyes but set herself on the task of reinstalling the lock and, once
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