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DISBELIEF THAT JAX had been replaced by a virtual stranger hovered around me like a gloomy cloud. I waited in the living room with the rest of the team as Liam gave our newest recruit a tour of our base. It wasn’t easy for us to act normal when we were already plotting to get rid of the unwanted addition to our squad. Nick, Syd, Brynn and Crowmon were good at keeping their expressions neutral. Yas and I were the only ones who kept snickering quietly.

“Knock it off, you two,” Nick warned us. “You might as well be wearing signs saying you’re up to no good.”

“We have to get the giggles out of our systems now,” Yas said in our defense. “We’ll be under control by the time they get back.”

A couple of minutes later, the door to the main hallway opened and Liam escorted Heath Franko into the living room. The alpha werewolf was a little taller than the twins. He had reddish-brown hair and vibrant blue eyes. His gaze went straight to me and he smiled confidently. I turned my head away and picked up my mug of tea, hoping that conveyed my complete lack of interest in him.

“You’ve already met the team,” Liam said as they joined us. “Do you have any questions?”

I was annoyed when Heath took the seat next to me. “Just one,” the alpha said and turned to face me. “You’re the long-lost daughter of the supreme alphas, aren’t you?”

My tattoos immediately flared to life. Red light blazed and I doubled over in pain. Yas caught my mug before I could drop it and placed it back on the coffee table.

“Who told you that?” Liam asked as he sat next to his twin. My brothers glared at the new recruit as Yas soothingly patted me on the back.

“No one told me,” Heath replied smugly, showing no concern or curiosity about why I seemed to be in pain. “I can tell by her scent that she’s your sister.”

I let out a groan as fresh agony sizzled through me. It sucked that the arrogant alpha possessed the talent to be able to tell when people were related to each other.

“Can someone shut that idiot up already?” Yas demanded. Emma had scrambled off my lap when I’d doubled over. Now sitting next to me, she stared at the alpha in intense dislike.

Heath glared at Yas. “Don’t speak to me like that, leech,” he said coldly.

“We can’t talk about our relationship with Alex,” Nick said before the pair could begin fighting.

“Why not? She looks just like you two. Why are you trying to hide the fact that she’s your sister?”

The tattoos blazed even brighter and I hissed a curse word beneath my breath.

“Any person with even a few functioning brain cells should be able to see that talking about this particular topic causes the lass harm,” Crowmon pointed out, gesturing at me. “I suggest you keep your gob shut before someone shuts it for you.”

“I’m an alpha, little man,” Heath said arrogantly. “No one here has the authority to tell me to stop talking.”

At that highhanded statement, the squad collectively decided Agent Franko had to go. The twins exchanged a glance. I was pretty sure Liam picked up on our plan to oust the alpha through his bond to Nick. From his set expression, he wasn’t going to try to stop us from pranking the newbie into submission.

“Don’t you even care that Alex is in pain?” Syd asked with a scowl.

“I figured she’s going through some kind of female thing,” Heath said vaguely.

“Yeah, because our bodies usually glow red when it’s that time of the month,” Brynn said with an eye roll. “It’s totally normal.”

Flushing at being scolded by people who were lower than him in the shifter hierarchy, Franko crossed his arms. “Maybe someone should explain what’s going on,” he said belligerently.

I gingerly straightened up and replied before anyone else could tell my story for me. “A witch kidnapped me from the hospital shortly after I was born. She placed spells on me that punish me whenever someone mentions my origins in my presence. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t talk about who I’m related to when you’re around me, because it really freaking hurts.” He sneered slightly at the furious look I gave him. My hands were shaking when I took my mug of tea that Yas handed me.

“I apologize,” he said stiffly, back going ramrod straight, painfully reminding me of Jax. “It won’t happen again.”

“Good,” Yas muttered. “Maybe I won’t have to tear one of your feet off and stuff it in your mouth to shut you up now.”

“No fighting,” Liam said in a firm tone when Franko opened his mouth to retaliate. “Alex is still in danger from the witch, so her real identity is being kept a secret,” he said to our newest member. “She goes by Alex D’Ath rather than her true surname.”

“Is there some significance to that surname that I should be aware of?” Heath asked.

“It’s classified,” Nick said blandly. “You’ll need to earn our trust before we can inform you about some topics.”

“So, you’re going to be keeping secrets from me?” the alpha asked in annoyance.

“Yep,” Sydney said flatly. “You’ve been here for ten minutes. We’re not going to spill our guts about everything to someone we don’t even know.”

It was obvious Franko was feeling ganged up on, but he was too arrogant to back down. “I’ll earn your trust,” he said with supreme confidence. “I’ve already proven myself during my training and on the mission we worked together in Jade Falls.”

Crowmon snorted out a laugh. “It’ll take more than high test scores and one mission for the Shifter Squad to trust you, boyo,” he said insolently. I hid a smile that the jester was already embarking on his plan to get rid of the alpha. “Not everyone can fit into this motley pack,” he added with a wide grin.

Heath’s upper lip lifted as he scanned us. Our mix of species was unusual and wouldn’t normally work together at all. “You consider yourselves to be a pack?” he asked incredulously.

“We’re family,” Yas said with a challenging look at him. “Just because we don’t come from the same species doesn’t mean we don’t belong together.”

“You’re a walking dead woman,” he said in clear distaste. “The only difference between vampires and zombies is that one of them drinks blood and the other eats flesh.”

Emma’s eyes narrowed and her nose twitched.

“Uh, oh, you’ve done it now, lad,” the trickster god said with a mischievous twinkle in his pale green eyes.

“What are you talking about?” Franko asked, brow furrowing.

“You’ve insulted Emma. I’ve heard it’s a very bad idea to have a zombie for an enemy,” Crowmon said solemnly.

Heath looked at the squirrel, who was glaring at him unblinkingly. “Why do you even have that thing in here?” he asked in disgust. “It should be outside with the other animals.”

We broke into snickers, which bewildered him even more. He had no idea about the guardians who stood guard all around our property.

“What’s so funny?” the alpha asked with a hint of anger in his tone. He clearly didn’t like being the brunt of our jokes.

“Step outside for a second, Agent Franko,” Liam said. “There’s something you haven’t seen yet.”

Unwilling to miss the spectacle, we all followed Liam to the door. Liam cut a look at me and I was pretty sure I knew what he wanted me to do. We were keeping my status as a necromancer quiet, which meant I had to make it look like he was in charge of the zombies.

“What am I supposed to be seeing?” Heath asked when we were all standing outside. Yas held the door open and stayed inside, so the sun didn’t fry her to death.

“Behold, our secret guardians!” Liam said and lifted his hands.

At my mental order, hundreds of skeletal animals rose out of the ground directly in front of us. Franko’s hand went to the gun he wasn’t currently wearing and he stumbled back a few steps. We broke into laughter at his horrified reaction to the herd.

“Don’t worry, Franko,” Nick said and clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll get used to them eventually.”

We filed back inside with the alpha scurrying ahead. He gave Yasmine a wide berth and flashed an ugly look at her on his way past.

“He’s going to be trouble,” Nick murmured to his brother.

“I know,” Liam replied just as quietly. Our newest recruit wasn’t happy about living and working with the undead, but that was too damn bad. There was no room for a snobby elitist in our squad.
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“WHY IS THAT SQUIRREL always sitting on you?” Heath asked as I drank my tea. My zombie had climbed up onto my shoulder before we’d stepped outside.

“She likes me, don’t you, Emma?” I asked. My minion hugged my neck in response without taking her eyes off the alpha.

“I don’t understand why Mrs. Levine-Garrett raised so many animals,” Franko said with a slight shudder he couldn’t quite hide. “Especially those fleshless freaks outside.”

“Our mom thinks out of the box,” Nick said, keeping up the pretense that Lexi had raised the herd and the squirrel. “Emma is smarter than most zombies. She can pass for a living animal.”

“So?” the uninvited alpha asked in consternation. “What possible use can that thing have?”

I was getting sick of his attitude towards my friend. “Emma can transport our entire team around using the zombie highway. She can also infiltrate places we can’t get to. No one is going to suspect a squirrel of being a spy.”

“What use is an animal going to be as a spy?” he pointed out. “It isn’t like it can tell you what it’s seeing and hearing.”

“Emma can communicate with people who come from the supreme alphas’ bloodline,” Liam lied. “She has a stronger connection with Agent D’Ath, which is why she chooses to stay with her most of the time.”

It was obvious Heath wasn’t fully buying our explanations, but he was wise enough to finally let it drop. “What do you guys do in between missions?” he asked.

“We train,” Syd said. “I’m in charge of gun training.”

“I handle hand-to-hand training,” Nick added. “Jax was Alex’s self-defense trainer, but I’ve taken his place now.”

Franko smiled at me invitingly. “I’ll be happy to take over from Agent Remington.”

“Nick has it covered,” I replied in a bored tone. The sooner he got the hint that I wasn’t interested in him, the better off I’d be.

“We need to test your abilities before you’ll be assigned to any tasks, Agent Franko,” Liam pointed out.

“I’m ready whenever you are, boss,” the alpha said in a tone that he probably didn’t realize was condescending.

Brynn gave him a flat stare for his disrespect, but he didn’t see it. He was too busy staring at me.

“I need a refill,” I said and stood up. “Does anyone want coffee?” I asked the room at large. Orders came my way and I was happy to escape from the living room for a few minutes.

“Do you guys ever go to the city to party?” Heath asked.

“Nope,” Nick replied. “Our focus is on hunting down monsters before they kill people. We don’t have much time for frivolous activities.”

“This is going to be like working with a bunch of old folks,” the alpha joked. “Doesn’t anyone ever have any fun?”

“Sure, we do,” Brynn said with a sly glance at Sydney. “Some of us have more fun than others.”

Syd grinned at the hint that she snuck out to find men to sleep with from time to time. “There’s always time for that sort of fun,” she said.

“It’s a pity you’re a werecougar,” Franko said with a smirk. “If you were a werewolf, I’d hit you up for some of that action.”

“We don’t date our coworkers,” Liam said with a frown when the alpha looked over at me to see my reaction. “It’s against the rules,” he added.

“Who made that rule?” Heath asked, still staring at me. I watched through Emma’s eyes, since her gaze was still glued to him.

“Agent Steel,” Nick told him.

“Some rules were meant to be broken,” our newest recruit said with a smirk.

“Some legs were meant to be broken if certain rules are ignored,” Crowmon warned him, pointedly glancing at the twins to indicate they were unhappy with him hitting on me.

The newbie was smart enough not to scoff at the threat out loud, but we could all see his amusement. He was used to lesser wolves bowing to his authority and obeying his every word. “I’ll be sure to behave myself,” he said mockingly.

“You’d better,” Yas said. “Because I’m the one who gets to punish anyone who breaks the rules.” She’d just made that up, but I glanced over at Liam to see him nodding in agreement.

“What the hell are you?” Franko asked. “No normal vampire can stay awake during the day, or harm living creatures.”

“I’m special,” the bloodsucker said with a toothy grin. “I live outside the normal rules. I’m stronger and faster than the rest of my kind and no shifter is a match for me in battle.”

He’d seen her in action during our mission to Jade Falls, but a lot had been going on at the time. He didn’t know just how dangerous she could be, especially when she was angry. If I felt threatened by him, he wouldn’t know what hit him until after she handed him his ass.

“You’ve already made yourself an enemy with the squirrel, lad,” Crowmon warned him when he opened his mouth to retaliate. “You don’t want to get on the vampire’s bad side, too.”

The rookie glanced over at me to see Emma was still glaring at him. He swallowed down his retort, but I could tell it wasn’t easy for him. “I guess I’d better make amends,” he said and stood up.

My back stiffened as he loped over to the kitchen. I ignored him as I poured myself a fresh mug of tea and added it to the tray of coffees I’d made.

“I’d really like to apologize,” Heath said. I thought he was talking to Emma, but he put his hand on mine before I could pick the tray up.

I yanked my hand away and took a step back from him. “Don’t!” I warned him as Emma moved into a crouch on my shoulder. She was ready to attack him at a moment’s notice.

“I barely touched you,” the alpha said in consternation. “Most female werewolves enjoy my attention.” His tone had turned seductive and I felt him reach out with his alpha power. It wasn’t as strong as the lure Colton had used on Sydney, but it was an obvious ploy to try to win me over.

“You probably didn’t hurt any of them by repeatedly setting off spells that caused them pain, then showed absolutely no remorse for it,” I snapped. I heard the others snicker, but just barely. They were too quiet for Franko to hear them.

“I just apologized,” he pointed out sarcastically. “That’s showing remorse, just in case you weren’t aware of it.”

His snotty attitude was almost as repulsive as his touch had been. “Yeah, I can see how sorry you are,” I said with an eye roll and picked the tray up. “By the way, Emma hates your guts. You’d better watch your back around her.”

The squirrel swiveled her head so she could watch him as I sauntered back into the living room. He didn’t know I watched through her eyes as he stared at my butt. The look on his face was anything but remorseful. It was obvious he was going to keep flirting with me despite my lack of interest in him. He didn’t stand a chance with me, but I couldn’t tell him why. I would never be attracted to the alpha because I already belonged to someone else.
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AFTER AN HOUR OR SO of stilted conversation where Heath did his best to pry into our secrets, it was time to get back to training. “Syd, test Agent Franko’s accuracy at the indoor range,” Liam requested as we left the living room. Crowmon was the only one who remained seated. He turned the TV on and began to channel surf.

“Sure thing, boss,” the werecougar said with a lazy salute. “Come on, Franko,” she added. “Let’s see if you’re as good as you’ve boasted.” From the way the alpha swaggered after her, he was confident he was going to impress her.

Liam waited for the pair to be gone before he rounded on his twin. “What are you lot up to?” he demanded.

“It’s best if you don’t know the details, bro,” Nick said. “That way, you can’t be held accountable.”

“I need to know what you’re planning to do to Franko,” Liam insisted. We didn’t usually refer to each other by our surnames, but I noticed were all doing it to the alpha.

“No, you don’t, lad,” Crowmon said without bothering to turn away from the TV. “All you need to know is that we’ve got it covered. The annoying alpha won’t be here for long, we’ll see to that.” His tone was smug and confident of our success.

“How are we going to explain my utter inability to fight, shoot and do anything else that remotely resembles fighting?” I asked.

“He knows about the spells now,” Liam said with a shrug. “There’s no point in hiding that they’re responsible for your lack of progress.”

“I hate the new guy,” Yas said with a scowl. “But not as much as he hates vampires and zombies.”

Emma’s nose twitched in agreement. She was still staring at the door he’d vanished through and I could sense her plotting her revenge.

“I’d like to borrow Emma for a while,” Crowmon said in a nonchalant tone as he stood up.

Liam knew the trickster was up to mischief, but he didn’t protest. “I’ll be in the coms room,” he said and trotted over to the stairs.

I crossed to Crowmon and Emma leaped onto his shoulder. The pair exited through the door in the kitchen as I followed Nick over to the boxing ring. Brynn started her workout routine, while I concentrated on avoiding my brother’s kicks and punches.

Sensing Emma moving around outside, I wondered what she was up to. I couldn’t take a peek through her eyes while I was training.

Feeling an intense gaze on me a while later, I flicked a look over my shoulder to see the alpha staring at me. Syd must have finished testing his abilities already. When I turned my head away, Nick’s fist was coming directly at my face. Thankfully, he pulled his punch before he could hit me, but it was a close thing. I was just glad I hadn’t dropped to the floor and curled into a protective ball again.

“You must be really new to training,” Heath said with a hint of derision as Nick called a halt to our session. “You didn’t land a single punch.”

“It’s the spells,” I said as I climbed between the ropes. “They prevent me from attacking others and from defending myself.”

He seemed skeptical about my explanation. “I guess they don’t stop you from driving like a maniac.”

“Nope,” I said and caught the water bottle Yas tossed to me. “That’s one skill the witch couldn’t take from me.”

“Who is this witch?” the alpha asked, moving closer to encroach on my personal space.

“That’s classified,” Nick said, stepping between us. “It’s your turn in the ring, Franko,” he added with a challenge in his tone.

Instantly distracted, Heath grinned. “You’re on, Nicky.”

“Don’t call me Nicky,” my brother said with a grimace. “That’s a girl’s name.”

“Sure thing, Nicky,” the new recruit taunted him. “I’ll try to remember that.”

Yas cut a look at me and I subtly rolled my eyes. Franko wasn’t even trying to fit in. He was being a royal pain in the ass to everyone.

“How did Franko do at the range?” Liam asked as he ambled downstairs to join us. I was pretty sure he wanted to be closer to the ring, just in case things got out of hand.

“He scored well,” Syd reported grudgingly. “He’s as good as he boasted.”

The Shifter Corps troops had proven to be effective during our battle with the werewolf-like creatures in Jade Falls. Shooting stationary targets was different from firing at moving creatures, but it was still a good way to assess his abilities.

“Figures,” I heard Brynn mutter dourly as she continued her exercise routine.

Franko stripped his t-shirt off, even though Nick left his on. The alpha had a beautiful body, but I felt nothing for him at all. There was no spark of lust like I felt when I was with Jax. He flicked a look at me, then scowled when he saw I wasn’t drooling over him like he’d expected me to.

“What a douche nozzle,” Yas muttered. I had to clamp down hard on my laughter. I wasn’t sure what that was, but it had definitely been an insult.

Straight away, Heath made it clear that he was going to try to dominate Nick in the ring. I felt him subtly using his alpha power to subdue my brother as the pair sparred. My brother was good, but he was a lesser wolf compared to the new recruit. He shook his head as he tried to ignore the insidious command for him to bend his knee.

Franko didn’t hold back and he didn’t pull his punches or kicks. Ruthless and brutal, he grinned when he landed a punch that snapped Nick’s head back. I saw Liam flinch, but our boss didn’t order the pair to stop. He stood there stoically as the newbie pounded on his twin.

Anger began pulsing in my head as the alpha increased his power, making Nick falter and become slower. Landing another punch on his opponent’s jaw that made him reel backwards, Heath went in for another jab, but Yas was suddenly standing directly in front of him. Once again, I’d used her as my puppet without thinking. “What the hell?” Franko asked at the bloodsucker’s unexpected arrival.

“It’s my turn to spar with you,” I said through Yasmine’s lips. “You can’t use your alpha power on me to make me weak and slow, asshat.”

Heath gaped at her, seeming to be astonished that she’d known what he was up to. She grabbed hold of his arm before he could defend himself. Spinning in a half circle, she let him go and he sailed across the room. Hitting the wall in the living room, he fell to the floor with a thud.

Instead of being annoyed that I’d used her as my plaything again, Yas nodded at me, glad to have been a part of the alpha’s humiliation. “Are you okay?” she asked Nick.

My brother had already recovered from his injuries and nodded. “I’m fine,” he said, but his tone was annoyed.

Crowmon entered through the kitchen door just as Franko was climbing to his feet. “Oh, dear, did you have a wee accident, lad?” he asked. Emma was perched on his shoulder. Her nose twitched and she cut a look at me. If she’d been alive, she would have been quivering in excitement about what she and the jester had been up to.

“Did you use your alpha power against Nick?” Liam demanded.

Franko wiped blood from his temple where he’d split it when he’d hit the wall. “Of course not,” he said hotly. “I don’t need to use my status as an alpha when I’m fighting lesser wolves.” The cut had already healed.

I knew that was a flat out lie, but the twins hadn’t felt him using his power. “Yeah, you did,” I said flatly. “I can feel it when alphas use their power. You were using it the whole time you were beating on Nick.”

“That must be one of your talents,” Syd figured. Knowing he’d been caught cheating, Heath’s lips thinned.

“You just proved we can’t trust you, Agent Franko,” Liam said in heavy disapproval. “Not only did you abuse your alpha power, you lied to us about it.”

“That’s not wise, boyo,” Crowmon said, shaking his finger chidingly. “That’s no way to treat your team members.”

“You’re not even a shifter,” the alpha said with a glare. “Stay out of this!”

“Or what?” Yas asked. “You’ll beat him up, too?” Her hands were planted on her hips and her chin was thrust forward. She was ready for a fight and she didn’t need me to control her. The vampire would be all too happy to rip the alpha apart.

“Training is over for today,” Liam declared. His expression told Franko that he’d failed his hand-to-hand training. It wasn’t going to be easy to gain our trust now that the alpha had screwed up so badly.
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INSTEAD OF SCAMPERING over to me like she usually did, Emma remained perched on Crowmon’s shoulder. Franko headed upstairs to his room, in a huff that he’d been caught out. I delayed taking a shower and crossed to the living room. “Why do you two smell like pine trees?” I asked, wrinkling my nose. Sap was stuck in the squirrel’s fur.

Crowmon looked alarmed, then clicked his fingers. Both the sap and the smell vanished. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, girly,” he said with a sly look.

I delved into Emma’s mind to see what the pair had been up to, then put a hand over my mouth to muffle my snickers. “Franko is going to freak out when he sees what you two have done!” I predicted.

“What did they do?” Yas asked in anticipation.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Crowmon said with a pleased grin.

Emma was no longer sticky when I picked her up. I cradled her in the crook of my arm and waited for the alpha to discover the prank the pair had pulled on him.

Heath returned about ten minutes later, wearing a fresh change of clothes. Crowmon slumped a little when he realized the werewolf hadn’t discovered their prank yet.

I headed upstairs to shower and get changed. Nick was more subdued than usual as he followed me upstairs. He was waiting for me when I opened my door to head back downstairs. “Can I talk to you for a second?” he asked.

“Sure,” I replied and stepped backwards to let him enter my bedroom.

Nick shut the door so our conversation would remain private. “Thanks for using Yas to put Franko in his place earlier,” he said. His bruises had faded, but if he’d been human, he would have been a mess.

“I wish I could have done it myself,” I said with a hint of bitterness.

“Can you really feel it when alphas use their power?”

“Yeah. I felt what Colton was doing to Syd at the Shifter Corps base. I thought everyone could feel it.”

He shook his head at that notion. “Sometimes we can, but Franko was so subtle that I had no idea what he was doing. If he used his talents against the other werewolves, it’s no wonder his test scores were higher than usual.”

“Is it against the rules?” I asked.

“It’s considered cheating. Especially when he’s up against us lesser wolves.” Now it was his turn to sound bitter.

“You guys warned me that alphas aren’t much fun to deal with,” I said. “Now I know what you mean. He’s being a real pain in the butt so far.”

Nick chuckled and slung his arm over my shoulder. “He’s only going to get worse,” he predicted as he opened the door. He almost let out a yelp when he saw Yas standing on the other side. I’d sensed her presence and wasn’t surprised.

“Let me guess who you’re talking about,” the vampire drawled. “He has red hair and a huge stick up his butt.”

I snorted out a giggle as the pair escorted me downstairs. My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I’d missed out on a snack earlier. Our schedule had been disrupted by Heath’s arrival.

We all worked together to cook dinner, but Franko just sat on the couch with Crowmon. The god studiously ignored our newest arrival, who kept glancing at me constantly. Liam had warned him it was against the rules for us to date, but it hadn’t sunk into his thick skull yet.

As usual, we scoffed down our meal like a bunch of ravenous animals. I did my best not to glare at the alpha as he sat in Jax’s seat across from me. The rookie was taking Agent Remington’s place in every way possible. It grated on my nerves to have him in my face constantly. Yas and Emma sat on the couch rather than at the end of the table to watch us eat this time. They were both wary of Franko and wanted to keep their distance from him.

Feeling emotionally wrung out, I went to bed earlier than usual. I was deeply asleep when Emma shook me awake a couple of hours later. “What’s wrong?” I asked fuzzily, then realized I could dimly hear someone pounding on the door. Someone was yelling, but I couldn’t make out his words. My phone buzzed to let me know I’d received a message. Liam had just texted me to tell me to open my door. “It’s time to face the music, roadkill,” I said to my minion.

Emma’s beady eyes were bright with anticipation when I pulled a robe on and ambled over to the door. I opened it to see the entire team standing in the hallway.

“I want that thing out of here!” Franko snarled, stabbing his finger at Emma.

“What’s going on?” I asked sleepily, pretending I didn’t already know what she’d done.

“That filthy rodent filled my bed with pinecones!” the alpha growled.

I arched my eyebrows in surprise, then looked at Emma. “How?” I asked in consternation. “She’s just a squirrel.”

“I don’t know how she did it!” he said in rage. He was so angry the veins on his neck and forehead were standing out. He took a step closer to me and Liam put his hand up to stop him. The alpha’s power rose and the twins instinctively shrank back from him.

“What’s all this fuss about?” Crowmon asked as climbed the stairs to the coms room. He only used his bedroom as a changing room, since he didn’t need to sleep. “Whew! Why does it smell like pine trees in here?” he exclaimed. He strolled over to the newbie’s bedroom and stuck his head inside. “Did you know your bed is full of pinecones, lad?” he asked with an audible smirk. The blanket and sheets must have smothered their scents until the rookie had pulled them back to go to bed.

“It was you!” Heath realized. “You both did this!”

Brynn brushed past him to stick her head into his room and inhaled through her mouth. “The only recent scent in there is yours, Franko,” she said flatly.

Emma didn’t have a scent, since she was undead. Crowmon did, but it was very faint and almost undetectable. Franko grabbed the god by the arm and dragged him closer to lean down to sniff him. He thrust the deity away with a snarl. “I want to know who put the pinecones in my bed!” he said in a near roar.

“Chill out, dude,” Yas said with an insulting eye roll. “It’s not like someone put a poisonous snake between your sheets. It was probably Jax. I saw him carrying a bundled-up sheet into his room the day he left. He probably set it up to prank whoever took over his position.”

“Yeah, that sounds like Jax,” Sydney said to back her up.

“Get some fresh sheets from the linen closet downstairs, Franko,” Liam ordered. “Your old ones will need to be burned.” No one mentioned that the pinecones were too fresh to have been left there by our former teammate. The alpha was too enraged to realize it.

“I’ll show him where the furnace is,” Nick volunteered.

“I’ll go with you,” Yas said. The vampire trusted Heath about as much as I did, which was not at all. She wasn’t about to leave the two werewolves alone. Not after witnessing the alpha using his power against the twins.

Muttering beneath his breath, Franko whirled around and stomped into his room. Syd, Brynn and Liam followed me into my bedroom. Crowmon darted in behind us, shutting the door behind him. We burst into laughter, but tried to keep it down, so the new recruit wouldn’t hear us through the soundproofing.

“Whose idea was it to put pinecones in Franko’s bed?” Liam asked, wiping away tears of laughter on his sleeve.

“It was mine,” Crowmon admitted. “I asked Emma to climb into the trees and drop fresh pinecones that had sap on their stems down to me. It took a lot of energy to send them to his bed with telekinesis, but it was worth it.”

It would take the god a week to recover from using so much magic. I hoped nothing would come up that we would need to use his talents for.

“Franko really freaked out,” Syd said with a smirk. “He clearly can’t handle being the brunt of our jokes.”

“It shouldn’t take long for us to crack him,” Brynn added. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t kill anyone when he snaps.”

“Yas will keep her eye on him,” I said. “She’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“Was it you, or her who tossed the alpha out of the ring?” Liam asked.

“It was me,” I admitted. “I didn’t like him using Nick as his punching bag.”

“He’s part of your pack,” Syd said in approval. “You’d do the same for Liam and the supreme alphas.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I didn’t argue with her. The spells wouldn’t even let me see Lexi and Reece in person now without punishing me. Neither of them felt like family to me. They were still strangers who had abandoned me to suffer the relentless brutality of an evil witch.
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Chapter Five
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ONCE AGAIN, FRANKO sat back and did nothing while the rest of us prepared breakfast the next morning. Liam sent the alpha a few frowns, but it was obvious our new recruit expected to be waited on hand and foot.

“Does he think we’re his servants, or something?” Sydney whispered too quietly for Heath to overhear her.

“This is his last free pass,” Liam replied just as quietly. “He’ll have to pull his weight along with everyone else.”

Crowmon was slouched in his usual spot on the couch. He couldn’t have heard our boss, but he took matters into his own hands. “If you want to be a part of this squad, you need to get off your ass, lad,” he said. Ass came out sounding like ‘arse’ in his Irish accent.

Franko narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

The god hiked his thumb at those of us who were slaving away in the kitchen, setting the table and generally making ourselves useful. “You’re the only one sitting there like a big, hairy, freeloader.” I snorted out a quiet laugh at the insult.

“You’re not helping them either,” Heath pointed out with a scowl.

“I don’t need to eat, boyo.”

That was enough to make the werewolf do a doubletake. “What are you?” he asked, not for the first time.

“That’s classified,” Liam told him. “But Crowmon is right. We all pull our weight on this team. Even Yas helps us make breakfast, although she drinks our blood rather than eating solid food.”

“Speaking of blood, who’s turn is it to open their veins this time?” the bloodsucker asked.

My stomach gurgled, making me grimace. It seemed I needed to quench my unholy thirst as well.

“It’s my turn,” Brynn said in resignation. I couldn’t afford to lose blood now that I needed to drink it to replenish my strength, so I’d stopped donating it to Yas. “Come on, leeches,” she said after filling two glasses with her blood. “Drink up while it’s still warm.”

Franko’s mouth dropped open when he watched me follow Yas over to the wereconstrictor. His expression filled with disgust when he saw me gulp down the glass Brynn handed me. “How much of a parasite are you?” he asked in near horror.

Licking my lips clean, I turned to regard him. “More than the twins. Less than the supreme alphas. Any other questions?”

My cold tone and the hostile glares from everyone else made him flush. “I knew you were a hybrid, but I wasn’t aware that you drank blood,” he said stiffly.

“Aunt Lexi and Uncle Reece have to drink blood,” Brynn told him. “Some hybrids have different needs to others.”

“You two don’t need to drink blood?” Heath asked, pointing at the twins.

“Nope,” Nick replied, then flipped the bacon over before it could start to burn. “We don’t have as much vampire in our
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