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Аннотация
Sera Sinclaire is a New Orleans rarity: a submissive coyote trapped in a town overrun by dominant shapeshifters. Worse, she lacks the willpower to deny the alphas-in-shining-armor who need her soothing presence, even when their protectiveness threatens to crush her hard-won self-reliance.
The only shifter she doesn�t want to push away is Julio Mendoza, a wolf so dominant he�s earned a place on the Southeast council.
Julio doesn�t have the luxury of indulging in the vacation his psychic shrink insists he needs. He can't turn his back on responsibilities he�s beginning to wish he�d never shouldered. When an obsessive ex endangers Sera, though, instinct drives him to get her out of town. Watching her come to life outside the city makes him feel like he's finally done something right, and her touch ignites desire he doesn�t want to ignore.
But soon, lighthearted flirting becomes a dangerous game of seduction, where every day spent falling into each other is another day avoiding the truth. Sera's ex isn't the only one who�d disapprove of their relationship. There are wolves who would kill to get Sera out of Julio's life�starting with his own blood kin.
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Prologue

Thirteen months earlier
�Try to relax, sweetheart.�
Sera curled her fingers around the edge of the stool and studied the spell caster in front of her. She�d never met Jackson Holt before, but she�d heard enough stories. He was trustworthy and solid, and he carried the scent of a shapeshifter on his skin. A cat, maybe a lion or cougar, though both breeds were so rare she couldn�t be sure.
Whichever it was, Jackson was clearly a man who understood shapeshifters. He smiled easily and waited like he had no place else to be, and it made it possible for her to take deep breaths and bring instinct under control. �I�m okay. Just had a long night.�
�You bet.� His lazy tone betrayed nothing, but his mouth firmed into a tense line.
No mysteries there. The throbbing in her face had settled into a dull ache, but one of her eyes had begun to swell. Jackson could play casual all he wanted, but he couldn�t look at her without seeing a victim.
None of them would, not until the bruises were gone. �I�m ready.�
�You sure? It�s not going to be a walk in the park for you.� His voice held the steely ring of harsh, necessary truth.
Not merely a victim. Weak. �I�m ready,� she said again, trying to put force behind the words.
�I can handle it, I promise.�
The door closed, startling her. �He�s worried you�ll freak out,� said a new voice. Sera leaned to one side and saw Julio, the doctor�s brother. The one who possessed all the edgy power of a dominant, dangerous shifter but none of the disdain she�d come to expect from wolves.
He stepped deeper into the room and shoved his hands into his pockets. �If your dad hears you, he�ll try to come running, and he�ll hurt himself.�
Her dad was in an operating room somewhere, being prepared for hours of painful surgery.
He needed her�but he needed her whole. One glimpse at her face and he�d crawl on his broken legs back to Arkansas, back to Josh, and finish the job she�d started.
So she�d get her face fixed. She�d stay quiet. She�d be there for her father in a way she hadn�t been in years.
She couldn�t quite bring herself to meet Julio�s eyes, but resting her gaze on his chin felt safe enough. Respectful, nothing that could be interpreted as a challenge. �I�m not going to freak out. I�m stronger than I look.� And she�d had to say those words so many times tonight she was starting to doubt them. For them to have a hope of being true, someone had to believe her.
He watched her silently until her gaze skipped up to his, just for a moment. Then he smiled a little. �Yeah, you are. You�re going to be fine.�
It wasn�t a question. Wasn�t even a statement. The words were a command, backed by magic and power, and all the parts of her that weren�t strong twisted in on her, eager to obey.
It didn�t matter that he was a wolf and she was a coyote, or that he was a stranger and she was so emotionally drained she was practically numb.
Julio Mendoza was dominant, and she was�
�Fine,� Sera whispered, closing her eyes. �I�m going to be fine.�
�And I�ll be here to help you,� he murmured.
He had a voice you could fall into. A soft hint of a Southern accent�the pretty Hollywood kind, not the backwoods drawl she lapsed into at her worst moments. When the magic started, it could be good to have something to concentrate on. �Can you tell me what happened to my father? While Jackson fixes my face, I mean.�
�Okay.� The wizard touched her cheek and a low buzz of magic gathered, but Julio�s steady voice drowned it out. �There was an explosion at the clinic. He was hurt, but Carmen and I-Carmen, that�s my sister. Remember her?�
Her skin felt too tight. She fidgeted uncomfortably but forced herself to focus on Julio�s question. �Yes. She seemed nice.�
�Great, she�s got you snowed too.� His amusement faded. �We were there. Your father was hurt, but Carmen was able to stabilize him until we could get him and Lily out of there.�
�You helped save�� Pain splintered through her, and the rest of her words disappeared in a hissed breath. Her coyote stirred, nervous and fretful, but her instinct wasn�t to fight.
�It�s what I do.� Closer now, and she realized he�d walked over to stand beside her. �Pulling people out of wrecked and burning buildings isn�t anything special. My typical Thursday night.�
�A firefighter?� Her face ached. Jackson�s magic wound tighter, and she let it. A stronger shapeshifter wouldn�t have been able to quell panic and the urge to flee, but if there was one thing she was good at, it was bending to someone else�s will.
�That�s right.� Julio�s hand closed around hers.
She didn�t need his comfort, but she liked it. It soothed the battering press of instinct and eased the sting of fear.
Julio was safe, and that made him dangerous. The bruises on her face were a harsh lesson about the perils of blind submission to instinct. Strong men with strong magic could soothe and woo and build pretty cages, and she�d always end up trapped, no matter how much she liked it.
Even now, with her own blood on her clothing and a controlling husband turned abusive asshole out to get her�even now, with her life in shambles�
Oh, she could drown in Julio�s magic. If she threw herself on his mercy, he�d catch her. He wouldn�t be able to help himself. He�d wrap her up like a princess, and it wouldn�t even be about men and women and sex. It would be another chance to hide from the world, just like she�d done at seventeen when she�d let Josh coax her away from school and family with whispered promises of being safe and cherished forever.
She wasn�t a princess, and it was time to grow up. Even if the first step was staying the hell away from men like Julio Mendoza.

Chapter One

Something was wrong.
The skin on the back of Julio�s neck prickled, and he stood in the middle of the first-floor kitchen of the council warehouse, trying to put his finger on it. The place was quiet�almost silent, in fact, save for the low mechanical hum of the refrigerator. Andrew was out of town, everything was shut down for the night, nothing.
No one.
His unease grew, and he slid open a kitchen drawer and withdrew the Glock 23 he kept on hand. A quick check confirmed it was loaded, and he chambered a round as he crept out into the cavernous main area of the first floor. Still only silence, then the prickle exploded into nausea, and his single deep breath preceded a loud noise.
Two door-rattling knocks, a pause and two more. A familiar voice, laced with tight pain. �Let me in, Mendoza, or I�ll bleed to death on the sidewalk.�
Shit. Julio tucked the pistol in the back waistband of his jeans and hurried to open the door.
�Jesus, Patrick. What�� He fell inside, and Julio�s tension ratcheted up a notch. �What�d you get into this time?�
�Shifters.� Patrick righted himself, but his leather jacket gaped open far enough to show a rough bandage wrapped around his upper arm. �Never expected the bastard to pull a gun. The rogue fuckers usually like teeth and claws.�
�Can you blame us?� Julio asked shortly, lifting Patrick�s good arm around his neck. �It�s damn hard to drop either of those, and they don�t jam. It makes a bullet one hell of a surprise, though.�
�Lucky for me, my gun�s bigger.�
�Yeah? Next time, work on using it first.� Worry laced the words, but Julio couldn�t help it.
The sick scent of blood filled the air, strong enough to make him wonder if this would be the time he couldn�t patch his friend up.
Patrick laughed, a borderline-crazy sound that ripped through the stillness. �Nice to know you care.�
It would have been easier to laugh if it wasn�t the fourth time in five months he�d shown up, ripped to pieces and almost manic. �You�re going to get your ass killed, Patrick.�
�I�m doing my job. Just like I always did my job.�
Except that he wasn�t operating at a hundred percent, and he knew it. �So you�re saying nothing�s different.�
The fake grin slipped away, leaving Patrick looking more exhausted than anything. �If you had a weak side, would you be showing it to the wolves who�ve been sniffing around your council seat?�
�No.� Julio helped him into a chair at the kitchen table, flipped on the overhead light and grabbed the first aid kit from the cabinet. �But I would get some reliable backup, for fuck�s sake.�
�Yeah.� Underneath his jacket, Patrick wore a black T-shirt that had seen better days and jeans as scuffed and dirty as the shirt. He winced as Julio peeled away the makeshift bandage.
�I�ll slow down. These were the last ones.�
The last of the mercenaries involved with the cult that had killed his kid brother. �Don�t think I don�t sympathize, man, but would Ben have wanted you to take these chances?�
�If Ben were alive, he�d be taking them too.� The deep furrow cutting through the tattoos had to hurt, but Patrick showed no sign beyond that tiny flinch. �They didn�t just kill him. They killed the love of his life.�
�I won�t argue with that.� Julio saturated a gauze pad with saline and patted the wound.
�What happens to your tattoos after these things heal? Do they�work again?� It was the closest word he could think of for the undeniable thread of magic that buzzed through the ink, the buzz that was noticeably absent from Patrick�s damaged skin.
The silence went on too long. Finally, Patrick looked away. �Not so far.�
No wonder he was getting his ass kicked. �Can the Shrink fix it?�
A heartbeat. Two. This time, the words sounded tired. �Not so far.�
At least, with the last of the mercenaries gone, he might not be rushing right out into danger again. �You going to stick around for a while? I bet Anna would let you have the apartment over the bar.�
Anna�s name did what a bullet wound couldn�t�made Patrick shift uncomfortably in the chair.
�I need to go to Atlanta to sign some paperwork about Ben�s estate.�
�For how long?�
�I don�t know. A few days, maybe a week. You want me to check in on your aunt while I�m there?�
Aunt Teresa loved having Patrick visit, and she never missed an opportunity to tell Julio to encourage him to do it more. �She likes cooking for you. She says you eat more than any non-shifter she�s ever seen.�
Patrick pursed his lips, as if he was fighting a smile. �Who wouldn�t, when the food�s that good? Especially when you�re like me and used to living on gas-station chili dogs.�
If they both enjoyed that, all the better. �Is she doing okay? From what you can tell, I mean.
Is she happy?�
�I think so. Her new boyfriend�s so damn charming I wanted to run a background check on him.� Patrick shot him a guilty, almost challenging look. �So I did. He�s quite the Romeo, but squeaky clean. He�s making your aunt happy too.�
She�d had so little of that, and Julio couldn�t help his relief. �Good. That�s what matters.�
�Maybe your cousin will be there when I drop by,� Patrick said, obviously trying for a breezy smile�an effect ruined by his pallor. �I could try to flirt my way into the Mendoza extended family.�
�She knows better than to fall for your crap.� And so did Julio. If Patrick had the slightest bit of interest in Veronica, he wouldn�t have flinched at the mere mention of Anna.
Judging by the tight set of Patrick�s eyes, he knew as much. He waited for a moment, but when Julio didn�t press the issue, some of the tension eased from his body. �Yeah, I�m full of it.
I�ll check in on them when I make it to Atlanta.�
And while he was gone, Julio would handle sweet-talking Anna. �I�ll ask about the apartment before you get back.�
�Only if she�s not staying there,� Patrick amended. �She�s living with the little redheaded coyote, now, isn�t she? Franklin Sinclaire�s daughter?�
It was Julio�s turn to tense�at the mention of Sera. �I wouldn�t have suggested it if it was going to be you and Anna crammed into one bedroom. You�d kill each other�or worse.�
�Most likely.� Patrick dropped his good arm to the table, scratching at one of the scuff marks. �I did it for all of you, not only the ones who died. The ones who had to live with what happened too.�
Panic rose in a tumultuous wave, threatening to drown Julio before he crushed it down with a slow, deep breath. �You don�t owe anybody anything, McNamara, and thinking you do is going to drive you nuts. Worry about yourself. Hell, worry about Ben too. But let the rest of us worry about ourselves.�
�Aren�t you a cheerful hypocrite?�
�Uh-huh. I�m also the hypocrite patching you up at the moment, so spare me the lecture.�
�I lasted six weeks in-between injuries this time. That was some damn epic self-restraint.�
�Maybe.� And maybe they were all just spinning. God knew therapy sessions with Callum had barely put a dent in his nightmares, the ones where he woke with his heart in his throat, the sheets soaked with sweat.
�It�s over, Julio.� Patrick twisted far enough to meet his eyes. �They�re dead. The ones who kidnapped you, the ones who helped, even the ones who took their fucking money and ran. It�s over.�
Julio kept his mouth shut as he cleaned the wound and bandaged it again. �This�ll hold, but you should go to the clinic. I�ll drive.�
The truth was difficult, far more complex than Patrick�s simple vengeance would allow.
It was never really over.

Her father had been gone for twenty-four hours and mild panic had set in.
So much for independence.
Sera rubbed her thumb over the caller ID display on the phone, as if cleaning the tiny plastic window would change Blocked to something else. A name, a phone number. Some information about whoever had felt the need to call�twice�only to hang up when she answered the phone.
Panic was silly. She lived with a bounty hunter and had a half-dozen of the scariest supernaturals in New Orleans on speed-dial. Her apartment had sufficient wards to keep out anyone short of God himself, and He might not get past them fast enough to avoid the cavalry.
One phone call, and Sera would have rescuers piling onto her doorstep, ready to eviscerate anyone who made so much as a threatening noise at her.
Even that knowledge couldn�t keep sick dread from twisting in her gut until the scent of freshly baked brownies drifting out of the kitchen made her queasy.
Twenty-four hours. Long enough for an ex-husband to decide it was safe to come courting.
The front door rattled under a quick, efficient knock, and Sera started, her fingers clenching around the phone until the casing creaked. A second later sense kicked in, and she rose from the table and took two steps toward the door, close enough to get a feel for the person standing on the other side.
Wolf, partially obscured by the scent from the kitchen but unmistakable. Power pulsed on the other side of the door, not the angry, aggressive magic of an alpha trying to set someone in their place, but a steely dominance that flowed from only two wolves currently living in New Orleans.
Andrew was clear across the country, which left� �Julio?� The door was heavy, but he�d hear her.
A pause. �Yeah. Can I come in, Sera?�
Wards aside, there were still lots of locks. Two deadbolts and a chain, remnants of the days when Kat had lived here on her own, and she�d come home to more than one break-in. Kat was gone now�living with Andrew, even if her name was still on the lease�but the locks remained, a reminder that the people who had broken in had upped their game to kidnapping.
And Julio had been one of their victims.
Sera eased open the door and tried to smile as her stomach flip-flopped again, this time for an entirely different reason. Julio Mendoza was a beautiful man. Broad and solid, built like a wrestler but graced with the dark good looks of a playboy. And that was only the physical, the shell for all that delicious alpha power. Even a coyote knew what to do in the face of such unchecked magic�roll to her back and pray the wolf felt merciful.
Looking at him was such a mistake. Words tumbled out, the human equivalent of baring her belly. �Come on in. Can I get you a drink or something? I just took some brownies out of the oven.�
�No, thanks. I�ve eaten.� He cast a glance around the room and frowned. �Is Anna here?�
Sera closed the door and was proud when she managed to only refasten one lock. �She had some errands to run. She�ll be back in an hour, maybe less.�
�You know where she went?�
As if Anna ever told anyone her plans. �No. But she usually has her phone, if it�s important�?�
His brows drew together as he stared at the phone clenched in her hand. �Is everything okay?�
�I�m�� She forcibly relaxed her hand, concentrating on each finger until she could set the cordless phone on the counter. �I�m probably just jumpy,� she admitted, silently begging him to agree. �I had a couple hang-ups from a blocked number. It could be some contact of Anna�s who doesn�t want to talk to me, though.�
�Could be,� he agreed easily before nodding to the sofa. �I�ll wait for Anna, if that�s all right.�
Silent question. Unspoken answer. She didn�t need to tell Julio how much she needed soothing, because he�d always know. Sera smiled. �You sure you don�t want brownies?�
He stretched his legs out before her and shook his head. �I�ll take a beer, though.�
When Kat had lived there, she�d stocked the fridge with imported beers and a collection of questionable wine coolers. Anna was more likely to bring home expensive liquors. Sera had nothing more exotic than Bud Lite. She retrieved two bottles and offered him one before retreating to the loveseat. �Nothing bad�s happened, right? I mean, that�s not why you need to find Anna?�
�Patrick McNamara�s in town,� he explained. �He needs a place to rest up for a while, so I was going to ask about the apartment over the bar.�
Anna was liable to do everything short of toss Sera into the street to give Patrick a safe place to stay�and admitting as much would betray a weakness Anna fought bitterly to hide.
�She probably won�t mind. No one really stays there most of the time.�
�Nick wanted it free for emergencies, and Andrew said she couldn�t rent it out short-term.
Some kind of zoning thing.�
�Then it should be fine.� Sera studied Julio, looking for signs that Patrick�s arrival had unsettled him. Instead he seemed as steady as ever. Tired, a little stressed�but if Patrick had shown up in the usual condition, that was understandable.
It wasn�t her place to ask. Wasn�t her business, since Julio�s care of her was probably a favor to her father or his sister, or simply a member of the Southeast council taking care of another shifter in his town. Reading too much into it would be asking for a bruised heart.
He sipped his beer. �How have you been, Sera?�
�Okay.� Which was the truth, as far as it went. Life was okay. Not good, not bad. Status quo. �Keeping busy at work. And taking cooking lessons.�
�Yeah? From John?�
�He says I�m not too bad.� What polite, banal small talk. She balanced her unopened beer on her knee. �You don�t think it�s one of Anna�s contacts calling, do you?�
He watched her, unblinking. �Does it matter what I think?�
�Yes.� Because he was strong. And because he�d seen her at her worst, the day she�d walked� run�away from her husband.
Julio finally shrugged. �None of Anna�s contacts have a reason to call her on the landline. It doesn�t mean the calls were ominous, but there you have it.�
She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. �I feel like I�m overreacting and not worrying enough.�
�Can�t hurt to let Anna know, all the same.�
It was a relief, knowing Anna would protect her, and a twisting pain in her chest that Julio was so willing to let her. �I will, I promise.�
He drained half his beer, then leaned forward and set the bottle on the coffee table with a thump. �If it keeps happening, you need to call your dad.�
�He�s busy.� She wanted to lean in too, close enough to let his aura brush hers, to steal safety from him. �And my dad�s�� Even thinking it was a betrayal. She couldn�t bring herself to say it. Not even to Julio.
�Recovering,� he murmured. �I know.�
He knew. Everyone knew, and still she flinched. �He�s recovered enough for daily life, not to be fighting challenges.�
�So you think it�s him.�
Him. Sera shuddered. �If it�s anyone, it�s him. No one else gives a shit about me.�
�I don�t think that�s true.� There was something intense about the words, oddly certain, but before she could press him, he retrieved his beer and finished it.
Hers was unopened, so she held it out. �No one else is stupid enough to start trouble in New Orleans over me.�
He accepted the proffered second beer and twisted off the cap in one skilled motion, but didn�t comment on her words. Instead, he asked, �Have you talked to Kat lately?�
A safe topic. �Yeah, she calls or texts every few days. Either I scared her into regular check-ins, or her cousin did.�
Julio swirled the brew in the amber-colored bottle. �Either one�s possible.�
With Kat�s overprotective cousin married to a very pregnant, very snarly alpha wolf, Sera didn�t have any doubts. �By the time Nicole has that baby, no one�s going to want to get near the state of Wyoming. I guess that�s the downside of dominant shifters having babies together.
Hormones and instincts.�
�Always fighting to see who comes out on top?�
�Always fighting just because.� Sera brought one heel up to rest on the edge of the loveseat and dropped her chin to her knee. �Because y�all don�t know how to stop.�
That earned her a rusty chuckle. �No. No, I guess we sure the hell don�t.�
His laugh raised goose bumps on her arms, the kind that preceded arousal instead of fear.
She clung to the conversation out of self-defense. �Alphas having babies together makes sense if you�re wolves living in the wild. Doesn�t work so well all pent up in human society. Not enough danger.� Usually.
�Isn�t that the point, Seraphina?� He leaned forward, letting the beer bottle dangle between his fingers. �We�re human too. It�s easy to please a wolf�or a coyote. It�s everything else that muddies the water.�
Oh yes, her coyote was easy to please. Wasn�t that why she�d avoided him to begin with?
Such casual, arrogant self-assurance, the kind that tugged at those instinctive places inside her.
She was probably blushing, splotchy pink cheeks that would clash with her red hair and make her head look like a freckled tomato.
Too bad she couldn�t think of a coherent response. �Don�t call me Seraphina.�
One dark eyebrow crept up in a slow arch. �Sorry. I didn�t mean to offend you.�
He wasn�t an idiot. She wasn�t an innocent. Men were a game she�d played plenty, and this one was teasing her.
Damn, she liked it. �If you do it again, I�ll bite you.�
He grinned and shook his head. �I don�t think I�m man enough for a woman like you.�
If he believed it for a second, he never would have admitted it. He was a cocky bastard, all right. Too damn cocky. �Yeah, but you�re still young. Maybe you�ll grow into it.�
�You�re calling me young? What�re you? Twenty?�
He sounded amused. Curious, like he didn�t actually know, which made her feel stupid for knowing he�d turned thirty-one on his last birthday�and when his birthday had been. �Twenty-two. But I�m old for my age. Facing the extinction of your species can do that.�
That sobered him. �I guess it could.�
From teasing banter to uncomfortable silence in twenty words or less. So much for being good with men. �I didn�t mean it like that. I know some coyotes care, but I don�t. I�d just as soon any kids I had weren�t coyotes.�
�It doesn�t bother you that soon there won�t be any more of your kind left?�
There was no way to answer the question without revealing too much. Julio made her instincts sing. He made her body melt. But in over a year, this was one of the few real conversations they�d had. She didn�t know him.
So she lied. �It does, I guess. But there�s nothing to do about it, right?�
He shrugged. �I suppose not.�
Awkward silence fell, and this time she wasn�t sure how to break it, or if she should.
He drained the second beer, gathered both bottles and rose. �I�ll toss these, if you�ll show me where.�
The door rattled and opened, and Anna stepped in with a jangle of keys. �Hey, Sera. Julio.�
She blinked at him. �Something up?�
She could confess her worries to Anna later. For now, she hopped to her feet and snagged the bottles from Julio. �He was waiting to talk to you about the apartment. I�m going to go clean up and start dinner. Mac and cheese sound good?�
Anna frowned as she dropped her bag beside the couch. �Did my dog die?� She said it jokingly, but the tension underlying the flippant question was unmistakable.
Maybe Sera had overplayed her hand, picking Anna�s favorite comfort food. �No one�s dead.
This week.�
�That�s something, anyway.�
Julio slipped his hands in his pockets. �I need the apartment for a while. I�d call Nick, but she�d just tell me to ask you.�
Anna�s jaw clenched. �For?�
Sera freed a hand to touch her arm before the bristling power could overflow into a challenge that would leave them both snarling. �Patrick�s back in town, and he needs a safe place to crash. I told Julio it might be all right.�
�It�s fine,� Anna snapped. �It�s what the place is there for, right?�
Julio nodded. After an uncomfortable silence, he cleared his throat. �I guess I�ll go. Thanks for the beer, Sera.�
�Of course.� Sera let Julio get to the door before she spoke again. �If Patrick needs anything, let me know? I could bring him some food, or check in on him.� For Kat�s sake, because Patrick�s younger brother had been her friend, and for Anna�s peace of mind, because she needed to know the man was healthy and safe, whether she could admit it or not.
�I�ll tell him.� Julio lingered with his hand on the doorknob, and Sera knew his words were meant as much for Anna as for her. �This should be the last of it. He�s taken care of the mercenaries involved in his brother�s death, and I�m hoping I can talk him into slowing down.�
�Good.� She wanted to keep talking, to find words that would make him linger a bit longer.
Choking back the urge, she smiled. �Thanks. For staying, I mean.�
�You�re welcome.� He pulled open the door. �And Sera? Remember what I said.�
When he was gone, Sera tossed the beer bottles into the trash before returning to Anna�s side. �You okay?�
�I�m peachy.� She sank to the couch and dragged her hands through her hair. �I should have told him Miguel owes me fifty bucks. He probably would have paid up.�
�Maybe.� Miguel was the Mendoza brother Sera should have been flirting with. He was her age. He wasn�t an overwhelming alpha bastard who�d bring back memories of a too-controlling ex-husband. But Miguel was nice. Edgy and a little feral, but lacking the core of steely dominance that stirred her blood.
�What did he say?�
�Who, Miguel?�
�Julio. He told you to remember what he said.�
�Oh.� Sera perched on the edge of the couch and nodded toward the phone. �Someone called and hung up a couple times. I was worried.�
Anna straightened on the sofa. �Caller ID?�
�Blocked.�
�When, exactly?�
Sera retrieved the phone and handed it to Anna. �In the last couple hours. One right before Julio showed up. That�s why he stayed, I think. I was rattled.�
She shook her head as she scanned through the stored call history on the handset. �I could have come back sooner.�
�I know.� Sera nudged Anna with her elbow. �Maybe I just wanted to flirt with the hottie.�
Anna snorted. �I thought you were on the wagon.�
�You�re my alpha-jackass patch.� With Anna�s friendship grounding her, it was easier to resist the lure of the dominant wolves. Most of the time.
�Uh-huh.� She frowned at the phone and tossed it aside. �I have a friend who can get me the number that made those calls. All it takes is a few days and a nice bottle of bourbon.�
�I was hoping you would. I don�t want to freak Kat out about weird calls to her apartment unless we have to.�
�I�ll handle it, but only if you make me that mac and cheese.�
�Deal.� Sera rose and started for the kitchen, then hesitated. �After dinner? I think I�m ready for my own gun.�
�Okay.� Anna gave her an appraising look. �Jackson�s an approved instructor for the state.
Spend a Saturday with him, fire some rounds, and you�ll be ready to file for your carry permit.
It�ll take a while to come through, though, and the paperwork�s a bitch.�
The paperwork could be hell on earth, but it was still time. She�d gotten a divorce and a GED. She�d gotten a job to fill her savings account, a few measly dollars at a time, and with Anna and Kat�s help, she�d gotten her independence.
None of it would matter if her ex was back in town. Josh could corner her and drown her in shapeshifter magic, and everything she wanted would fade away under the purest driving need of all.
The coyotes had a few generations left, at most, and desperation pulsed in her blood. She didn�t need to love Josh. She didn�t even need to like him. The instinctive parts of her would always submit to him, because nothing was more important to the coyote than the survival of their species.
He�d take her. She�d let him. Together, they�d recreate the worst nightmares of her family�s past.
Shooting him would be a lot less painful. For both of them.

Chapter Two

Julio had been dealt a truly shitty hand.
Sighing, he tossed in two cards. �Pony up some good ones this time, Dade.�
Wesley Dade eyed his stack of chips, the stack in front of Julio, and let his gaze drift around the rest of the table. �This is an embarrassment to psychics everywhere. A couple of precogs, and we�re letting them beat us at poker.� A deft flick of his wrist slid two fresh cards across the polished wood. �And Alec can�t even count.�
Alec snarled an unintelligible curse and glared at his cards. �You dealing from the bottom of the deck?�
�No.�
His frown deepening, Alec slid three cards across the table.
�There�s only one explanation,� the brunette at the end of the table drawled in a light, lazy voice. �McNeely�s packing four aces and is about to take us all for our money.�
Wesley sent three cards skimming toward Alec. �Yes, Giselle. We know you�re intimately acquainted with what McNeely�s packing.�
Julio choked on his beer as the woman flashed Wesley a familiar, confused look. �I think you�re getting your reality wires crossed again,� he suggested quietly. After all, judging from the woman�s blush, nothing of the sort had happened�yet.
Wesley frowned. �But I thought��
To his left, New Orleans� only shapeshifting police lieutenant glared at Julio. McNeely was a huge man who intimidated cops and criminals alike, but he looked ready to crawl under the table. �What did I say about letting him drink?�
Only one defense against that. �I�m not his mama.�
Alec cast the final member of their game a questioning look. �Are these meetings always this cranky?�
Jackson kept his gaze on his cards. �It�d be even crankier, but Zola was busy tonight. You should see the fits that woman pitches when she loses.�
�Hard to believe you misfits are keeping New Orleans running while I�m shouting at the Conclave in New York.�
As far as Julio was concerned, it was a small miracle. �Too bad you and Carmen don�t make it down here more often. You could help us out.�
�Trust me, buddy, we�d both rather be here.� Alec shuffled his cards around. �At least your sister�s doing some good right now.�
�Sure.� She�d spent the last year working her ass off to improve the lot of wolves everywhere, and Julio had to wonder if she was staying so busy to keep her mind off how miserable things were in New York.
Alec�s gaze flicked to the corner, where his massive bodyguard had turned down the offer of joining the game in favor of reading a book. �Was there anything else? If we get through business, I can fly out early and meet them in Little Rock.�
Giselle tossed in her cards. �Word on the street is that things are pretty quiet. We�ve had an influx of new shifters, and by new I mean made. Still wet behind the ears. I took on a few of them and sent the rest Julio�s way.�
�Andrew and Kat�s doing?� Alec asked, glancing at Julio.
�Some,� he admitted. �They�re finding wolves scattered all over the place, with no pack and no idea what the hell�s going on. But I�ve heard others say word�s getting around they�ll be protected here, so we�re also drawing small groups.�
�As long as they don�t stir up trouble.� McNeely�s deep rumble was self-conscious, and he carefully avoided looking at Giselle. �Quiet is a nice change. There�s only so many times I can cover up massive shapeshifter hell-raising in a given month.�
Jackson laughed. �Liar. You love it, man.�
�Bullshit.� But the man smiled, just a little.
Alec tossed his cards into the middle of the table. �My hand�s crap. Julio, have you got a few minutes? I want to catch up and get gone. I don�t like Carmen traveling without me.�
She probably wasn�t crazy about it either, and Julio shoved down a flash of irritation. �I had nothing anyway.� He threw in his cards and rose, bringing his beer with him.
Wesley Dade shrugged and dealt another hand as Julio led Alec into the lobby area outside the offices. Alec shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. �I know she�s okay. I know she�s got her bodyguard and Franklin�s with her, and your sister can damn well take care of herself� but I still hate this.�
It almost made Julio feel bad for being irritated. �She has to miss you. Don�t forget that part.�
Alec�unshakable Alec, who faced down the Conclave on a daily basis�flinched. �Just makes me feel worse. She�s been working herself hard to get these clinics going.�
�What did you expect? She�s not going to have tea and throw dinner parties. It�s not who she is.�
That earned him a frown. �She could take a weekend off and read a book.�
�Carmen?� Julio snorted. �You married her. You should know better.�
�So why are you acting like you want to break my face?�
Busted. �Carmen runs herself like this when she�s upset. Did you know that?�
The older man leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. �Of course she�s upset. We both are. We�re gritting our teeth and putting up with hell because it�s not going to get better if we cut and run. God knows I would have, by now, if she�d let me.�
He was just like everyone else�doing the best he could. �Sorry. It�s hard to see, that�s all. I know you�d make it better for her if you could.�
�If she�d let me,� Alec corrected with a grumble. �Your sister�s a stubborn, bossy woman.�
�Yeah, she is.� Julio glanced at the open doorway where the others were still engrossed in their card game and lowered his voice. �Have you heard anything about a handful of wolf mercs turning up dead? Patrick McNamara showed up the other night, busted to hell and back.�
�Aw, shit. No, haven�t heard anything�but I bet he knows how to make a body or two disappear.�
�He says his vendetta�s over, but I don�t know.� Julio met Alec�s gaze. �I think some things get to be a habit.�
�Yes, they do.� Alec rubbed a hand over his beard, his eyes unfocused. �Did Patrick shove off again, or is he sticking around this time?�
�He made a quick trip to Atlanta, but he�s back now. Staying at the apartment over Mahalia�s.
Want me to talk to him?�
�Maybe your brother. I wouldn�t usually ask him to snoop, but a telepath could give us a heads-up if Patrick�s about to go over the edge.�
Alec deserved the warning. �If Anna finds out�� Julio made a face.
He got a blank look. �If Anna finds out what?�
Shit, he really was out of touch. �That we�re wondering what to do if loverboy goes all Apocalypse Now on us.�
Alec�s mouth fell open, and he gaped at Julio as if he�d lost his mind. �Are you telling me Anna Lenoir has gone soft over a human?�
�Not totally mushy, but soft enough to rip our heads off if she thinks he�s in danger.�
�Well that�s some goddamned end-of-days shit.� Alec shook his head with a muffled laugh.
�Anna�s still living with Sera, isn�t she? Maybe she can provide a soothing influence, keep Anna from blowing her top.�
�Maybe.� Julio hesitated. �He�s a friend, Alec. It�ll be okay.�
�I trust you.� And they weren�t just words. The way Alec slumped back against the wall, his very weariness a weakness, proved it. �Listen, I know it�s hard now, with us in New York and you knowing your sister�s having a shit time�but this won�t be forever. We�re digging our heels in because we�re making some progress, and it�s worth some shit in the short term. So hold this town together, huh? And hold yourself together too.�
He wasn�t the one in danger of falling apart. �Take care of her, Alec.�
�Never a question, man. Not even a little.�
�Then leave the rest of it to us.� They hadn�t been doing a bad job, even if they were a bunch of misfits. Maybe because they were.
�Fair enough.� Alec straightened. �How�s Sera doing without her dad around? He�ll want an update when I meet them tonight.�
�Fine.� Beyond that, Julio held his tongue. He�d promised not to raise an alarm about the strange phone calls and hang-ups, and there was no quicker way to do that than to have Alec tell Franklin.
Alec watched him for a moment, an oddly speculative look in his eyes. �Keep an eye on her for him, would you? She�ll ask for help if her problems are supernatural, but she�s incapacitated by pride on the subject of money. He�s worried she�ll go without something she needs instead of getting some damn help.�
�Anna lives with her,� he reminded him. �She�d help out if she could, and say something if she couldn�t.�
�Fair enough.� But Alec didn�t look away. �You still seeing Callum?�
�Got another appointment in a couple of days.�
�And you�re doing okay?�
�Making it.� Talking to Callum barely helped, and talking to Alec would be useless. �Carmen�s waiting for you, right?�
Alec sighed. �She is. Take care of yourself, or she�ll come back here and make you.�
�I know. She always has.�
The door behind them shoved open, and Wesley appeared. �You taking off, Alec?�
�Yeah.� Alec held out his hand to Julio. �Maybe you should too, Wesley, before McNeely flattens you.�
He grinned. �Maybe it was supposed to happen this way. Maybe this is how it happens.�
�Or the poor guy was about to make his move and you just set him back a couple months,� Julio groused.
�We can hear you!� Giselle yelled from inside the office.
�Fucking shapeshifters.� Alec clasped Julio�s hand, then slapped Wesley on the back. �See you guys in a few weeks. Carmen wants a visit.�
�Travel safe,� Julio advised, �and give her a hug for me.�
�Will do.�
When he was gone, Wesley tilted his head. �He�s right. You should keep an eye on Sera.
She�s�� For the first time in Julio�s experience, Wesley seemed uncertain. �I don�t know. I haven�t seen anything, but I�ve got a feeling. That girl�s in for a rough road�maybe. Damned if I know.�
Too many questions�and too many loose ends from her past. �It�s on my to-do list already.�
�Hell, man. If spending time with a smoking-hot coyote is going to make you that miserable, deputize me. I�ll take good care of her. She looks like she�d make an excellent lucky charm.�
Julio gave in to the urge to punch the man on the arm. �You stay away from her, or her daddy�ll finish what those angry pit bosses started. Break all your bones.�
McNeely�s voice rose from the other room. �Are y�all gonna gossip like teenagers or get in here and play some damn poker?�
Julio punched Wesley again for good measure. �We�re going to play cards.�

Sera spread her course catalog on the table at Dixie John�s and nudged Lily�s sweet tea out of the way of the crisp pages. �I�m trying to decide what I should take alongside Food Safety and Sanitation. I still need a humanities class and a science. And I have to take English Comp.�
Lily leaned closer and peered at the pages. �Is this for summer or fall?�
�Fall. I think I need my summers off.� Which was mostly true. The break from full-time work and part-time classes would give her time to recharge, but it would also give her time to refill her bank account. College, it turned out, had a way of nickel-and-diming you to near bankruptcy, even part-time community college.
�I know what you mean.� Lily absently stirred her tea. �Humanities are always good because you can go for a logic class or a movie survey or something.�
�Movies would be fun.� Sera tugged the cap off her marker and circled one of the courses, amused at how willing she was to take Lily�s advice. A year ago, the idea of having lunch with her father�s girlfriend would have been unthinkable. In the aftermath of the explosion that had nearly killed Franklin, Sera had come home damaged and angry, ready to hate the too-young woman who had taken her mother�s place.
A tidy bit of hypocrisy, as Kat had pointed out. After all, Sera had run off to marry a man old enough to be her father.
But Lily was�Lily. Human, but comfortable in the supernatural world. Smart and funny, and willing to give Sera space. She�d never presumed to act like a mother or a replacement for one.
She�d just loved Sera�s father with a dedication and intensity that made it impossible to dislike her. For the first time in her life, Sera saw her dad happy.
It was like having a family again, and it made her feel guilty for ever having such uncharitable thoughts about Lily. Sera sipped her own tea and turned the page. �This would go so much faster if I went full-time.�
Lily shrugged. �You do what you have to do. Your father would pay your tuition and expenses in a heartbeat, but it�s not necessarily the best thing for you right now. He knows that.�
�Does he?� Sera asked, uncertain. �Honestly, Lily, sometimes I think he�s going to strain something, trying so hard not to push money at me. I know he cares, and he�s there if I need him��
�He�s trying,� Lily amended. �Trust me, honey. If he wasn�t, no amount of argument would keep him from shoving his way into your business with his checkbook at the ready.�
�I know.� Lily had no doubt been at least partly responsible for her father�s restraint. �I needed to take care of myself, but maybe I took it too far.�
�If you�re ready to let him help out, just say the word.�
�I�ll think about it.� Sera drew a sweeping circle around an introductory science class and tried to keep her voice casual. �Do you talk to Julio much?�
�Carmen�s brother?� She shook her head. �Not often. Why?�
Doodling on the edge of the catalog became very important. �I saw him the other day, and he seemed�tense. I worry about him. He got tortured, and everyone acts like he should be able to shrug it off.�
�Not exactly. I mean, he�s seeing a therapist. He�s getting help.�
Sera pressed her lips together and concentrated on the swirls of black ink spreading over the class description for microbiology. �I still worry.�
�Hmm.� Lily closed the schedule booklet. �Are you worried because he�s not doing so well, or worried because you�d be thinking about him even if he was fine?�
She�d never deluded herself into believing her stupid little crush had been subtle, but she wasn�t about to admit to it, either. �I�m worried because I saw him right after it happened. I know how hurt he was. I felt it, Lily.�
�That was months ago, Sera.�
Had it been? She could still remember parts of it with stark clarity. Not the rescue�everyone else had been busy rescuing Kat. But Julio had charged away from them, half-mad from the adrenaline high Kat had forced him into with the brutal application of empathy.
Sera had been the one to soothe him. Her touch, her presence. She�d fumbled at first, tried too hard to do the right thing or say the right thing, and in the end all she�d needed to do was close her eyes and just�be.
She�d never forget Julio�s fingers rasping over her hair, or the way he�d pulled her close and inhaled her scent. Not sexual, not even sensual. Primal and raw, shapeshifter magic at its most basic. An alpha�s desperate rage and a submissive�s quiet trust.
�Sera?� Lily waved a hand in front of her face. �Have you tried asking Julio how he�s doing?�
Sera started, hating the heat that rushed to her cheeks. �No. I mean, I can ask how he�s doing, but he�s not going to answer me. He�s alpha, and I�m�� Young. Damaged. They all thought it, even if most of them didn�t say it. �Julio Mendoza isn�t going to confide in me.�
�But you want him to.�
Lily�s stare had grown too interested. Sera resisted the urge to bare her teeth�not polite in public, or in the presence of the woman who would probably be her stepmother before long.
�I�m worried about him, okay? And he�s your best friend�s brother, so I figured you might know.
I�m worried about Patrick and Kat too.�
Lily folded her napkin in her lap. �I don�t know if you realize it, but Julio might be more likely to be honest with you than with Carmen when it comes to how he�s feeling.�
�Me? Or just anyone but Carmen?� The former made her heart skip, but the latter seemed more likely.
The blonde shrugged, though the movement looked anything but nonchalant. �That�s another thing you�ll have to ask him.�
She could ask if Lily knew something, but the very act would prove she cared far too much.
She liked Lily, trusted her, but there were some things Sera didn�t want getting back to her father.
So she mirrored the other woman�s shrug and lifted her sweet tea. �I�ll do that the next time I see him.�
�Excellent.� Lily gestured to the menu. �How�s the cheesesteak?�
�It�s good. Hell, everything�s good.� Sera lifted a hand and waved over the waitress on duty.
�Teri, can you tell my friend the specials?�
She leaned over to flip a page on the menu. �As long as a little spice is okay, it�s a travesty if you come to Dixie John�s and don�t do something Cajun.�
Lily�s eyes lit up. �Give me the fried shrimp and a bowl of red beans and rice, then.�
Teri scribbled the order on her pad. �Sera?�
Sera didn�t even look at the menu before pushing it toward Teri. �The usual. How busy has it been? Do you think John�s going to need me tonight?�
�He could,� she admitted. �New ad�s running in the visitors� guide. Lots of tourists finding their way in.�
Thursdays weren�t usually busy, but Teri was new, one of the lion pride who�d taken time settling in New Orleans before finding a job. �If it gets bad, shout for me. I�m done with classes for the summer.�
�Yeah?� She grinned as she tucked her pen behind her ear. �I might take you up on that.�
Teri left with both menus, and Sera glanced at Lily. �You�re not going to lecture me about working too much, are you?�
�Honey, that�d make me the biggest hypocrite in town. I put in insane hours and still take work home with me.�
�I know.� Someday, she might even think about her father the surgeon and his girlfriend the assistant district attorney without feeling like a complete loser. �Maybe I�ll talk to Dad when he gets back about letting him pick up some of the slack in the fall. The sooner I finish school, the better off I�ll be, right?�
Lily smiled gently. �The sooner you finish, the sooner you can do what you really want to do.�
Somehow, Lily understood. That finishing school and starting a catering business wasn�t the dream, it was the goal. The dream was independence.
For a submissive shapeshifter, sometimes it never got to be more than a dream.

Chapter Three

Julio stared at Callum, the empath who had become his therapist.
Callum stared back.
Callum always did that, even when Julio dedicated himself to avoiding eye contact. It was impossible not to feel the appraising weight of the man�s gaze, the prickling sensation that said you were being catalogued. Studied.
Julio shifted in the plush chair and looked away. �Have you figured me out yet, Dr. Tyler?�
�Do you think that�s what I�m here to do?� came the infuriatingly calm response. �Figure you out?�
�Isn�t it?�
Callum�s mouth twitched. �No. If I had any particular need to figure you out, Mr. Mendoza, I�d unshield and find out what makes you tick. It wouldn�t take long, but it also wouldn�t do you much good. You need to figure yourself out.�
�What if I don�t want to?� It was the first honest thing he�d said in a long time, and as soon as it slipped out he wanted to call it back.
�That�s worth figuring out too.�
Julio focused his attention on a Rubik�s Cube perched on the edge of Callum�s desk. �Maybe I need a vacation.�
Callum sat back and folded his hands together, his body language precise and casual.
�When�s the last time you took a holiday?�
�I don�t know. When I lived in Charleston, I guess.� He stared at a green square. �I came down to New Orleans and helped Miguel move from the dorms to his apartment.�
�Mmm.� Even without words, Callum always managed to sound like he�d had a minor revelation. �Well, if you could go on one now, what would you do?�
That, at least, was easy to answer. �I�d go someplace where no one knows who I am.�
�Among humans, then.� Callum�s smile held more than a little self-deprecation. �I understand how exhausting it can be to have one�s reputation precede oneself.�
�It�s�work,� Julio corrected. �There�s always work.�
�Yes.� Callum leaned forward and braced his elbows on his desk. �Work you didn�t ask for.�
Work he didn�t really want. �Doesn�t matter, does it? It still has to get done.�
�Yes,� the empath agreed readily. �But this is the problem with a city full of dominant shapeshifters. You take care of everyone else, but not each other. And no one takes care of you.�
Julio stifled a laugh. �And here I thought the problem was more complicated than that.�
�Oh, it always is.� Callum lifted one eyebrow. �But am I wrong, Julio? This city is out of balance, and nature abhors such things.�
�I thought nature abhorred a vacuum.�
�Making you all miserable isn�t an appropriate expression of nature�s hatred?�
�I don�t think nature needs to intervene. We do a damn good job on our own.�
�Maybe you do.� After a moment of silence, Callum�s smile faded. �You talk to me because it makes everyone else feel better.�
Julio pasted on a cocky grin. �I talk to you because I know otherwise you�d miss our times together.�
Callum stared at him.
�We might have to break up anyway, though, because you obviously can�t take a joke.�
�Not particularly.� The empath continued to watch him with that unwavering stare. �We can keep doing this. We can have these meetings because it makes everyone in your life feel better, and you need that. But you don�t want to be here, and you don�t want to talk. The only honest thing you�ve said to me in three months is that you need a vacation.�
�And you�re just now catching on to that?� Julio sighed.
�No, I�m only pointing out that maybe you should sincerely consider taking that vacation.�
If it were remotely a possibility, Julio would be on the first ship to Mexico or the Bahamas.
�Too much work, Callum. I can�t leave people hanging.�
�Then start small. A night off?�
Even that was easier said than done. Unless he avoided Mahalia�s and Dixie John�s, chances were good someone would come to him with a problem, like Don Corleone on his kid�s wedding day. �I�ll try, okay?�
Apparently satisfied, Callum nodded once. �Good. I�ll be in New Orleans for another few weeks before I have to return to London for a month. I�d like to see you once more before I leave, but if you�d rather not��
�Who knows?� Julio rose. �I might be on vacation.�
�I sincerely hope you are.� His tone made it clear he doubted it would happen.
It sparked a surprising irritation. �I may not be an empath, Dr. Tyler, but I can tell when you think I�m full of shit.�
Callum smiled. �So prove me wrong.�
Julio picked up the Rubik�s Cube and twisted it. �Is that what they call reverse psychology?�
�I�m not your therapist. I�m an empath, and you�re a shapeshifter. There aren�t rules and guidelines for this.� For the first time in months, Callum unbent enough to sigh and run a hand through his hair. �I know what you went through in January because I�ve seen Kat, and she felt it. Therefore, I�ve felt it. But feeling isn�t experiencing. So think about it, Julio. Think about if you want to talk about that experience. With me, with anyone. Just think.�
Think. It was the last thing he wanted to do, something that would undoubtedly bring up memories and all the unresolved shit people loved to hear about. Better to push it down, forget it ever happened. It wasn�t as if people didn�t survive worse every day.
But he couldn�t say any of that to Callum. �I will. I promise.�
�Good. I�ll get in touch with you before I fly back to England.� Rising, the empath offered his hand.
Julio shook it. �If you didn�t, my sister would call you and demand to know why not.�
Callum�s sudden laugh was warm, almost fond. �What your sister lacks in empathic power she more than makes up for in training and sheer will. She�s a formidable woman, and I�m just as happy without her chasing after me. So don�t get me in trouble.�
�Yeah.� Julio put the toy back on the corner of Callum�s desk. He�d screwed it up, but he wasn�t surprised.
That was what he did these days.

Friday night at Mahalia�s was the closest Sera came to cutting loose. It was the place she felt safe, surrounded by shapeshifters and spell casters, watched over by staff trained by Nicole Peyton, princess of rebel wolves.
With a beer in her hand and the promise of another waiting for her inside, it felt good to lean against the wall in front of the bar and indulge in a moment of feeling alone without being alone.
Josh would have to be crazy to pick a fight with her here, where one shout would bring the half of the bar with shapeshifter hearing pouring into the street, ready to do violence.
Josh would have to be crazy, and she didn�t want to believe he was. Not in her mind, and not in her heart, where she�d loved him like a stupid, desperate girl.
Her gut knew, though. Her instincts knew, which was why she�d already tensed by the time she caught his scent. No one else smelled like him�cheap cologne and synthetic leather and engine grease and coyote, and that was the part that had tugged at her again and again, even when things were bad, even when they were careening toward terrible.
He was like her. They belonged together.
She sidled closer to the door, though she couldn�t see him yet. Just a shadow five feet to her left, a figure that hadn�t yet stepped into the circle of light spilling out of the entrance. �You can turn around and walk away now, and I won�t have to scream and get a dozen wolves out here to kick you bloody.�
He stared back at her�she could feel the weight of it�but he didn�t move. �You could have already done that.�
�I could have.� Julio was inside, and if he came charging out, Josh would be a speck on the sidewalk. �I don�t want you dead, Josh. I only want you away from me, okay? So go away.�
He took a single step forward. �I came to talk, Sera. Just talk.�
Even now, after everything, he sang to her blood. The human part of her knew the coyotes were dying. The coyote understood only enough to claw for a solution. A healthy male of her species�the only one she�d ever met who wasn�t related to her.
Together they�d make babies who would suffer as much as their parents and grandparents had. �I said everything I had to say when I divorced you.�
�You didn�t say jack shit,� he retorted. �You had your daddy�s girlfriend the fancy lawyer do your talking for you.�
�Yeah. That was me saying I didn�t want to talk to you again.�
�Except you did.� Josh ran a hand through his hair. �You still do, don�t try and deny it.�
She didn�t. But the longer she let him talk to her, the stupider she felt, like the horny blonde in a horror movie who ended up stuffed in a closet because she was hard up for a good lay.
Except Sera wasn�t hard up�she was drunk on instinct.
It would get her kidnapped or killed. Instinct rooted her feet in place, but she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. �Julio Mendoza is inside that bar. If I raise my voice, he�s going to come out here and erase you from history. And he won�t care if I want to talk to you.�
His jaw tightened�and so did his fists. �Is that how you deal with life these days? Something bugs you, you throw a goddamn wolf at it?�
Bravado and bluster were all she had. �My KitchenAid mixer�s at home.�
�Which is where you should be.� He took another step. �With me.�
�Fuck you, Josh.� With him closing in, she had no trouble baring her teeth. A snarl followed, a low warning, and she clenched her hand around the neck of her beer bottle. �You lost me when you decided to hit me.�
�You�� He halted in his tracks. �It wasn�t like that, Sera.�
As if the damn day wasn�t branded in her memory. �I remember how it was. You found the birth control, you got pissed off and you hit me.�
�Because it�s selfish and stupid,� he hissed. �Is that what you want? We die and that�s it? No more coyotes? It�s not a fucking joke, it�s reality.�
�Your reality.� All she had to do was conjure her mother�s confused face and wild, crazy eyes to know that. �I�m not going to have daughters who�ll be chased by every male coyote out there as soon as they hit puberty. I�d rather fuck a wolf and have human babies.�
His face blanched and then reddened. �Then you�re not just selfish. You�re a fucking freak, like everyone said.�
�I�m a freak?� Her voice was rising, turning angry, and she didn�t care. �I�m not the one who had to go seduce some kid half my age and hide in the middle of the woods.�
�No, you�re the one who liked it,� he spat. �If it hadn�t been me, it would�ve been some other asshole.�
There it was. He�d reached into her heart and dragged out her darkest fear. �Bullshit.�
�Yeah, your dad�s friend. What was his name? Jacobson.� A glimmer of satisfaction broke through Josh�s glower. �You had your eye on him, right? Does Julio Mendoza know about that?�
No one did. No one but Josh and Alec himself, who�d handled her teenage rebellion with a curt lack of amusement. The one time she�d come on to him, he�d smacked her into place with the disgusted pronouncement that he didn�t fuck kids�and a deadly serious promise to tell her father if she didn�t shape the hell up.
How many humiliating secrets did Josh know? Enough to guarantee she�d never want to look Julio in the face again.
It wasn�t worth going back to Josh. �Yeah, Julio knows,� she lied. Then she piled on the lies, wrapped them in steel-willed determination. �Julio knows and he doesn�t give a shit, because he�s man enough to not be threatened by things that don�t matter.�
Josh stepped even closer, close enough to loom over her. His voice lowered to a growl, and the hair on the back of her neck rose on end as his breath soughed over her face. �Liar.�
Then he spun and stalked away, around the corner and out of sight.
She was so high on the adrenaline of standing up to him that she didn�t realize she was shaking until her beer bottle rattled against the wall behind her.
That woke her up�and sparked fear inside her. She darted into Mahalia�s and leaned against the bar before her knees gave out. �Julio,� she managed, her voice weirdly calm in her ears. �I need to talk to Julio.�
Anna took one look at her and raised both eyebrows. �What happened to you?�
Sera fought back the urge to laugh hysterically. �Josh is out there. I don�t know if he�s there anymore, but he was.�
�What? � Anna tossed her hand towel behind the bar. �Where is he? I�ll rip his balls off.�
Pointing seemed stupid, but she did it. �That way. I told him to fuck off, and you must be rubbing off on me, because he did.�
The blonde paled. �Go to the office and stay there,� she ordered, already rounding the bar.
Obeying Anna was instinct. Her roommate didn�t issue blunt orders often, but this time the power of the command washed over Sera and steadied her legs before setting them in motion.
She moved in a daze, behind the bar and through the swinging doors to where Nicole�s old office sat, mostly taken over by Anna now.
Sera had stood up to Josh alone, but she didn�t have to be alone. That kept panic at bay as she sank into a chair.
When the door opened, it was Julio who came through it. �What�s wrong? Anna said you needed me.�
�I have to tell you.� She still felt giddy, but doubt was starting to scrape at her too. She should have ducked into Mahalia�s the moment she sensed Josh. She should have screamed for help like a good little submissive.
If Julio snarled at her over it, she might snap.
He knelt by her chair. �You have to tell me what?�
�Josh was outside. He tried to talk to me, and I told him I wasn�t interested.�
His hand closed around the arm of the chair with enough force to make the wood creak.
�Jesus, that bastard�s here?�
Sera swallowed around the lump in her throat. Fear, exhilaration�she felt manic, jumpy.
Insane. �I stood up to him. If I hadn�t been able to, I would have yelled for help, I promise.�
The door slammed open again. �Gone, but it can�t be far,� Anna fumed. �I�m going to hunt that asshole down and show him what happens around here to big men who like to pick on girls.�
Sera�s self-confidence withered. There was her entire life, put into sad perspective with one offhand comment from Anna. She was a silly girl whose greatest triumph was not wandering off with the ex-husband who�d smacked the hell out of her.
Julio rose. �Let him go�for now. With any luck, he�ll run on home and forget all about it.�
�And if he doesn�t?�
Julio heaved a breath and glanced at Sera. �Then we�ll figure something out, Anna. Can the bar spare you for a few days?�
�I can arrange it,� she confirmed.
�All right, make it happen.�
Anna reached for the doorknob behind her but didn�t leave. �Sera? You okay?�
Smiling was her job. Gratitude and acceptance, because alphas like Anna needed it. �I�ll be fine. Thanks, Anna.�
She nodded and left, and Julio smacked his forehead against the door. �What a mess.�
Sera hated herself for withering. For apologizing, when she knew it wasn�t her fault. �I�m sorry.�
�For what? You didn�t go out of your way to make trouble.�
Like it mattered. �I was born trouble. I�ll always be trouble.�
He turned and hesitated before settling his hand on her shoulder. �You shouldn�t go back to your place alone, just in case. With the calls and now this��
�I know.� She closed her eyes and inhaled, dragging the scent of him into her lungs, as if he could erase all trace of Josh. �He�s not a bastard, you know. I mean, not some random asshole. He�s like most of the coyotes. The survival of the species kicks in, and they get rabid.
Dangerous.�
His fingers stroked over her collarbone through her shirt, raising goose bumps on her arms.
�That�s why this is nothing to mess around with. It�s not ego, Sera, it�s instinct.�
�I know. But it makes it harder on him. He can�t get what he wants if he hurts me too much.�
Julio leaned over again, far enough to put himself on eye level with her. �All that means is that he�ll try to find other ways to get what he wants.�
She couldn�t hold his gaze. Literally couldn�t, not with instinct unsettled and her emotions scattered. She focused on his chin instead. �I�m not stupid. I�ll go somewhere safe. I just wanted�� To be strong. To believe, for one stupid second, that she wouldn�t spend the rest of her life afraid of Josh, or of another coyote like him.
Julio nodded. �We�ll pick up some of your things and you can come home with me.�
That startled her into meeting his eyes. He stared back steadily.
Home. With Julio. The Southeast council�s headquarters encompassed a warehouse with plenty of spare rooms along with the apartments claimed by Julio and Andrew. It wasn�t nearly as intimate as it sounded.
Sera still shivered. �I�m a mess tonight. Do you really want to bring home a jumpy coyote who�s as likely to hide under the bed as sleep on it?�
�Sweetheart, you can sleep curled up in the bathtub, if that�s what makes you feel safe.�
If it hadn�t been a distinct possibility, she might have laughed.
Julio arched an eyebrow. �You�re going to sleep in the tub, aren�t you?�
�Maybe.� It came out a little sullen, and she had to laugh at herself after all. �No, probably not. I�m not traumatized. I�m just�really confused.�
He straightened, his hand still on her shoulder. �Come on. Let�s get you out of here.�
When she stood, her knees didn�t shake. She was steady. Grounded by the quiet, unobtrusive magic of an alpha�s touch. He could silence her fears as easily as she could soothe his rage, and sometimes it took nothing more than the slightest physical contact.
If she focused on that, on the fear and the comfort, maybe her traitorous body wouldn�t have its usual response to Julio�s proximity�mindless, heart-pounding lust. Sleeping curled up in the bathtub was a lot safer�for everyone�than sleeping curled around him.

Chapter Four

At one point, Julio had doubted that Sera would gladly suffer in silence rather than ask for help. Now, he knew it for the truth.
He watched as she hesitated in the doorway and peered into the guest bedroom. �Will this be okay?� he asked, just to be sure. Maybe she�d have preferred one of the apartments they kept empty but ready to accommodate visitors.
�It�s nice.� She clutched her half-full duffel bag, and she�d seemed pathetically grateful that he let her carry it up the stairs instead of plucking it out of her hands. �Perfect, really.�
He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. �The, uh, bathroom�s across the hall, and I�m at the end of it. My room, I mean.�
�All right.� She ventured across the threshold, then turned to look at him. Wry amusement filled her hazel eyes as she took a blind step back. �This isn�t how I usually go home with men.�
Of course it wasn�t. Men had been sniffing around her since her return to New Orleans, and she�d had no reason to deny herself. �Guess not.� He dragged his gaze from the pale curve of her neck. �We should figure out what to do about your ex.�
Both of her eyebrows shot up. �I thought I was staying with you because Anna�s going to go scare a few decades off his life.�
�Not quite.� He�d dispatched Anna to follow Josh and make sure he went home instead of hanging around New Orleans. If she scared him, all the better, but it wasn�t the goal. �As long as he�s out of town, he�s none of our concern. That�s the preferable solution all the way around.�
�He�s a coward.� Sera dropped to the edge of the bed with her bag next to her feet. �But he showed up this soon after my dad left�which means he�s been waiting. Watching.�
�Which is why you�re here. It�s not enough to have Anna trail Josh. Just in case.�
�And if he shows up?�
Her expression as she awaited his answer was oddly blank. �Shows up here, you mean?�
She nodded mutely.
�It might get ugly,� he admitted. If she�d wanted her ex dead, Franklin would have already found a way to make it happen, so Julio had to assume she wanted his life spared. �I�ll do what I have to do, Sera.�
�All right.� She rubbed at her arms as if she was cold, and her gaze fell from his to focus somewhere beneath his chin. �I�m supposed to meet Jackson tomorrow. He�s helping me get a permit so I can carry the gun Anna found for me.�
�Got to clock range hours?�
�I guess?� Her lips twitched. �Honestly, I�m more comfortable with a shotgun, but I�m not sure carrying one of those everywhere I go is entirely practical.�
He gave her a smile. �No, probably not. Jackson�ll get you fixed up, though you don�t have to carry if you don�t want. I have a permit.�
�You gonna follow me everywhere I go?� It sounded like a tease, a joke, one meant to cover up the desperate thread of yearning.
He didn�t know if his words would engender relief or wariness. �For now? Yeah.�
�At least you�re cuddlier than a shotgun.�
Despite her words, she looked deflated, like she had back in the office when Anna had stormed in, cussing and fussing about how she�d make Josh pay. �Hey, it�s temporary. Then you can get back to all your normal stuff.�
�This is my normal stuff.� She smoothed her fingers over the blanket beside her. �I�m genetically programmed to be a damsel in distress.�
�That�s bullshit. You can be whatever you want to be.�
�Maybe.� It came out too fast, and her laugh was forced. �I�m sorry. It�s hard to be upbeat.
This night is�too much.�
Too much, and pulling her in too many different directions. �Sleep, then. We can talk more in the morning.�
�Can I�?� She swallowed. Peeked up at him. �Are you going to laugh if I ask for a hug?�
The question damn near broke his heart.
He sat on the edge of the bed and wrapped one arm around her. �I�m here. Not to run your life or tell you what to do, but to protect you. To keep you safe.�
She trembled, the shiver working through her in a wave as she squirmed closer. �I stood up to him,� she whispered. �I know it�s probably not impressive to the rest of you, but I was so proud.�
�You should be.� He stroked her hair and pressed his lips to her temple. �I�m proud of you.�
Her breath escaped on a rusty, tired laugh. �Living with Anna can make a girl feel�small.�
�Here�s a secret, sweetheart. Anna makes everyone feel small sometimes.�
�Yeah?� She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder with a soft sigh. �It�s better than Kat. Kat made me feel stupid.�
He had to laugh at that. �You�re in good company there too.�
�I had to take introductory math last year so I could qualify for the culinary program at my college. I stopped asking her help after the third assignment. I know she was trying to help, but��
�I understand.� Kat tended to get wrapped up in her head and forget that whoever she was talking to probably had no clue what she was saying.
Sera�s body was soft, tucked against his side. Warm and pliant, and relaxing more every moment as she responded to his careful touches. �I did okay, though, for a high school dropout.�
So prickly, defensive about all those little things that weren�t so little to someone like her.
�What�re you going to do this summer?�
�Work, I guess.� Her eyelids had begun to droop, though she didn�t sound tired. More like lazily content. �See if I can find my own place. Maybe with Anna. I don�t want Kat to renew her lease just so I can keep living there.�
She�d probably buy the damn building if she thought it would keep Sera secure. �You could ask Nick about the apartment over the bar.�
�It�s only got one bedroom.� Sera smiled. �I like Anna, but not quite that much, contrary to rumor.�
�I meant if you wanted to live alone.�
Her smile faded. �I don�t think they�d let me live alone.�
Julio frowned. �Who, Kat and Anna?�
�Them. My dad. Alec. Every other dominant I stumble across regularly. Maybe even your brother.�
Maybe even him. �It isn�t that they don�t want you to live alone, and it sure the hell isn�t that they won�t let you. They don�t get to decide what you do.�
She traced an idle finger over his chest, drawing some impossible-to-discern pattern against the black cotton of his T-shirt. �Not in theory. In practice, it�s messy.�
�I know,� he murmured, then laughed as Callum�s words drifted back to him. �Maybe you could use a vacation from it.�
�A vacation?� The idea seemed to amuse her. �I don�t know if I�ve ever been on one. When we all went to Jackson and Mackenzie�s wedding? Does that count?�
�Just overnight? Uh-uh.�
�We didn�t travel much when I was growing up.� Sera�s eyes drifted shut. �I don�t think my dad wanted to take the chance that we�d find other coyotes.�
According to Carmen, Franklin had spent most of his time working. �Where would you go? If you could go anywhere, I mean.�
She seemed to consider it. �I don�t know. A beach? I haven�t been in forever. I could buy a cute bathing suit and get sunburned.�
She�d probably look adorable when her nose started to peel. �So why don�t you?�
Her sudden laugh sounded as tired as it was amused. She poked him in the chest once before letting her hand fall to her lap. �Spoken like someone who�s not often broke.�
No, he hadn�t been. He�d dropped out of college and taken a relatively low-paying job with the fire department, but he�d never been broke. �I�m out of suggestions, then.�
Sera eased away and smoothed her hair down. �You cared enough to make suggestions.
That�s what matters.�
Julio steeled himself against the vague sense of loss that flickered through him. �Even when they�re useless?�
�They�re not,� she protested at once, as if she couldn�t stand for him to think he�d failed. �A vacation is a good idea, I just need to make it work. After Josh is bored.�
Dangerous thinking. �You think he�s going to get bored?�
Silence. A sigh. �No.�
Good. He might get scared or exasperated or a dozen other emotions that would result in him going away and leaving her alone, but bored didn�t make the list. �Do you need anything?
More blankets or another pillow?�
�A good night�s sleep.� She touched his cheek, her fingers soft and warm. �Thank you. I feel steadier now.�
It was his job to protect her, and calming her down was part of it. What wasn�t part of it was the interest his body took in her touch, the way his skin heated and his brain started to run through the decidedly naked possibilities.
So he rose and walked to the door before answering. �You�re welcome. Tomorrow, you can decide what to do.� By then, he should have heard something from Anna about Josh�s activities.
Enough to keep Sera safe.
Safe. The one thing Franklin had begged of him as Julio had dragged him out of his burning, destroyed clinic a year earlier. He�d been terrified of dying and leaving Sera in her suffocating marriage�or worse. Of Josh picking up and running, making them both disappear forever.
Julio had promised, somewhere in the middle of all those ranting mutters, that he would take care of it, and he would. Because for all his other faults and weaknesses, he always kept his promises.

Sera drifted to sleep wrapped in blankets that smelled of Julio, her mind full of plans to wake early enough to repay his kindness with a hearty, home-cooked breakfast.
She woke to a rumbling stomach and bright midmorning sunlight spilling across her face.
Sleep had never been easy for her. Her childhood had been plagued by vicious nightmares, her dreams stalked by monsters who sent her screaming into her father�s room, where he�d hold her and soothe her and promise the monsters couldn�t find her.
Those were the good nights�the nights she jerked awake as a human girl able to express her fears instead of a terrified young coyote tangled in a nightgown, unsure when she�d shifted or where she was.
Mahalia had been the one to cure her childhood terrors. After a particularly bad week after her eighth birthday, Franklin had packed her into his truck and driven into New Orleans, to Mahalia�s bar in the French Quarter, where the spell caster had taken Sera upstairs and let her watch as she carefully constructed a charm against dream monsters.
Probably nothing more magical than a light soothing spell, but Sera had slept with the damn thing clutched in her hand for five years, and she�d believed so hard, so totally, that the dreams slowly disappeared. By then she�d had other dreams�dreams about boys, dreams about owning a restaurant, dreams of traveling, dreams of life.
The nightmares hadn�t returned until after her twentieth birthday, when Josh had begun to make pointed comments about how long it was taking her to get pregnant. She drifted to sleep every night, fretting over where she�d hidden her birth control, and what she�d do if he found it.
She was too old for magic charms, and her monsters were flesh and blood now. But twelve hours of interrupted, glorious sleep made her wonder if Julio was better than any magic Mahalia could twist. She almost didn�t want to slip into the bathroom and take a shower, loath to lose the lingering scent on her skin.
Vanity won out, and she ventured into the living room with freshly washed hair and the cutest of her thrift-store T-shirts, one that almost made her eyes look more green than hazel.
She found Julio pulling a covered bowl from the refrigerator. �I thought I heard you moving around in there. Hungry?�
So much for making breakfast. �Starving. I didn�t mean to sleep all morning.�
�I guess you needed to.� He�d laid out everything for sandwiches, and he gestured to the cupboard as he opened a bag of sliced Italian bread. �Want to set the table?�
�Sure.� It felt intensely intimate, edging around him to perform such mundane domestic tasks.
She�d had sex that felt less personal than setting the table with his dishes. Plain white with a brown rim, serious and adult and a refreshing change from Kat�s collection of mismatched dollar-store dining sets.
By the time she�d laid out silverware and glasses of water, Julio had prepared two sandwiches bigger than her head and brought them along with the bowl, which turned out to be pasta salad. He set both in the center of the table and sat. �How�d you sleep?�
�Good. Great, really.� She was hungry enough to eat half of the sandwich, and she decided to credit its amazing taste to the good night�s sleep, and not the fact that being around Julio brought every one of her five senses to life. �Did anything happen with Josh while I was asleep?�
�Heard from Anna, and she says he hasn�t come home yet.� Julio shrugged. �He could have gone to a friend�s, or tied one on and passed out somewhere.�
She knew what Julio couldn�t. �Josh doesn�t really have friends. He has coworkers at the mill, but no friends.�
�Well, he�s not in New Orleans anymore.�
Not so comforting when he could come back at any time. She studied Julio�s face, trying to find some indication of his thoughts, but he only spooned more pasta salad onto his plate and kept eating.
She followed his example, feeding one hunger while denying another. It wasn�t okay to sit at his table and imagine that she belonged here. Illicit fantasies of being chained to his bed and ridden to exhaustion would be safer than the sweet daydream of sliding smoothly into his life.
A dangerous fantasy when she was drunk on his dominance and tenderness, not on him as a man. Not just dangerous, but unfair�to both of them.
So she choked it back. �I don�t think I can go back to life as usual. Not if we don�t know where he is.�
He popped the top on a can of soda. �You can stay here for a while. Anna said she plans to hang out up in Arkansas for a few days, anyway. Ask some questions.�
�I�ve still got to work.� John might be able to replace her in the kitchen and on the floor, but she needed the money as much as he needed a worker. �But I�m safe there.�
Julio nodded. �I can drop you off and pick you up, if you�re okay with that.�
There was something off about the offer. Not that he was giving her the choice, though Anna sure the hell wouldn�t have, but that it came with an undertone of self-deprecation. As if she might not believe he was suitable protection.
It killed any urge she might have felt to insist on driving herself. He needed to do this, and she could give it to him. �Sure. If you come in a bit before close, I can even feed you.�
He grinned. �The sandwiches aren�t doing it for you, huh?�
Sera pushed away her empty plate with an answering smile. �I ate it, didn�t I? But you shouldn�t have to cook for me every day.�
�It�s hard to make most of my best meals for only two people.�
�So what are your best meals?�
He toyed with the edge of his plate. �Anything you can dump in a big pot. Chili, stew, soup.
That stuff.�
�From when you worked as a firefighter?� She tried to make it sound casual, as if that hadn�t been inspiring its own brand of fantasy since the first time she�d met him.
�Yeah, those bastards made me cook all the time, and our captain let them. He said I was the only one who didn�t make everyone sick.�
�So let me cook for you.� Rising, she picked up her dishes and held out a hand for his. �I can practice my recipes, and you probably won�t die, being a manly virile shapeshifter and all.�
�Probably won�t die?� he teased.
She plucked up his dish as well and took them both to the kitchen. �I have some very experimental recipes.�
His eyebrows shot up. �John�s not getting you tangled up in that hoodoo shit, is he?�
Laughter bubbled up. �No, no hoodoo. He won�t even teach me some of his Cajun recipes.
Family secret or something. I�d have to marry him first.�
�John Gravois doesn�t much believe in marriage, from what I�ve heard.�
Though she spent hours and hours with John, she knew almost nothing about his personal life. �He doesn�t?�
�Nah. If you ask him about it, he�ll tell you. Marriage isn�t important but family is, and they�re not the same thing.�
Sera returned to the dining room, slid into her chair and tried to smile. �I guess I should know that well enough, huh?�
�Yeah, I guess so.� Julio eyed her over his soda can. �Do you want to go back to work, or is it that you need the money?�
�I�� Caught. Mortification uncurled in her gut as she fought back the instinctive rush of pride.
She could try to lie to Julio, but lies took skill with shapeshifters who could hear a too-quick heartbeat or a breathless reply, could catch the tiny twitches in body language that were all but impossible to hide.
Julio might let her get away with a lie�if her coyote hadn�t trembled at the sheer defiance of even thinking it. Focusing on his chest�that gorgeous, solid rock wall of a chest�she offered the truth. �I don�t mind it and I need the money. But I always have Sundays off, anyway, so it�s just tonight, and maybe by Monday this�ll be resolved.�
�Fair enough.� He leaned back in his chair. �I�m not trying to pry, Sera, or get up in your business. But from what I know of you, either was a possibility. I didn�t want you to feel trapped into working when you really want to get away.�
�I don�t mind working. But tomorrow�� It was like revealing an awkward secret, one few who knew her would have guessed. �I, uh, usually go to church on Sunday morning.�
�Where?�
�St. Louis Cathedral? Usually.� She eased one shoulder up, even though her shrug probably looked more defensive than casual. �Sometimes I go different places. Making friends would be awkward, since I�m fairly sure the Catholic church isn�t a fan of spell casters and shapeshifters.�
�Probably not.� He smiled ruefully. �The psychic stuff fits their dogma surprisingly well, though.�
The fact that he hadn�t laughed at her eased some internal tension. Sera relaxed and propped both elbows on the table. �I don�t know why I still go. I guess because it�s peaceful, and it makes my mother happy.�
His gaze sharpened inquisitively, but he only said, �It made mine real happy too.�
She�d have to tell him eventually, because the one thing she wasn�t willing to do was skip a visit to her mother. �After church, I visit her�my mother. She�s at a place outside of town. It�s a sort of�� The words felt like glass in her throat, painful to push out. �A mental institution for supernaturals, I guess.�
His jaw tightened, and he released a long, slow breath. �I�m sorry.�
�She�s been there most of my life,� Sera said quietly. �It�s how things have always been.
She�s happy, I think. The priestesses take care of her.�
�Franklin never mentioned it.�
No, he wouldn�t have, she supposed. Not only because he thought he�d failed, but because he�d spent too much time apologizing for moving on. �He can�t visit her. It upsets her too much.
But I go every Sunday. I could skip tomorrow, if I had to�� Julio spoke over her words. �Or I could go with you. If that�s all right.�
She finally lifted her gaze to his face. She hardly ever looked straight at him. She couldn�t, almost as if the unchecked dominance in his eyes sent her sliding away like pushing the wrong ends of two magnets together.
Now he looked careful. Cautious, but his dark brown eyes held a hint of protectiveness that warmed her.
She could drown in him. It would be so easy. So very, very good.
�Thank you,� she whispered, and her lips tingled. Her whole body felt wild with the urge to climb over the table. Or under it. Curl up against him, stroke and touch and kiss. Rub against him until their scents were unmistakably entwined.
She just wanted him.
�You�re welcome.� He stretched his hand across the tabletop, open and waiting.
So dangerous. She held her breath as she settled her hand on top of his, her fingers looking pale and small against his callused palm.
�What time do you attend mass? Eight? Eleven?�
�Nine.� Oh, she was breathless. �Though I have to work late, so maybe eleven�s smarter.�
�Eleven,� he agreed. �Then we�ll get lunch and go see your mom.�
�Okay.� Temptation beckoned, and she gave in, rubbing the pad of her thumb along the side of his index finger. Her skin was too tight, leaving every nerve exposed.
His fingers clenched for a split second before sliding free of hers. �Okay.�
The loss hit her in the gut, too hard and too intense for something so trivial, and the truth settled around her like a judgment.
She was entirely, completely screwed. And she hadn�t even taken her pants off yet.

Chapter Five

Anna had called the concealed-carry paperwork a bitch. Sera was starting to think she�d been too generous. �So I still need to go get fingerprinted, get a passport photo and dig up the paperwork from my divorce?�
Jackson finished signing her training form with a flourish. �You can go to McNeely�s station house for the printing. He�ll take care of you.�
Sera reached across the receptionist�s desk for a Post-it note and scribbled down that instruction. The desk was neater than she�d ever seen it, with most of the knickknacks stacked to one side. Holt and Jacobson Investigations was down one partner and one assistant with Kat and Alec out of town, which made the office seem lonely.
It made Jackson look a little worn around the edges too, though Sera supposed fatherhood could be partly to blame for that. �Any luck finding someone to replace Kat?�
The corner of his mouth ticked up. �I hired a part-timer, but I think we both know there�s no replacing Kat.�
�No, I suppose not.� Sera added passport photo and call about divorce paperwork to her list of tasks. �She texted me this morning. They�re on their way back up to Wyoming soon. I think Kat�s planning to stay there until Nicole has her baby, even if it could still be a few months.�
�Not surprised. Kat�s crazy about that kid already.�
�She really is.� Whatever reservations Kat had about having kids of her own clearly didn�t extend to playing enthusiastic aunt to her cousin�s offspring. Derek and Nicole�s baby was going to have a baker�s dozen of doting aunts and uncles, assuming any of them could get past Derek in overprotective daddy mode.
A baby. Sometimes Sera wanted one so much it hurt, and she couldn�t even pretend it was all the coyote, though the coyote was the reason she couldn�t think about it. Each generation seemed destined to suffer more than the last, and she would not do that to a child.
Though if the father wasn�t a coyote�
She trampled the thought before it could finish forming and swiftly changed the subject.
�Speaking of adorable kids and the people who are crazy about them, how�s Cody doing?�
A sudden smile chased the exhaustion from his features. �Eight going on eighteen. I don�t know how Mackenzie�s going to handle the next ten years without going nuts.�
Mackenzie knew all about being valued only for her ability to save her species from extinction. Faced with the choice between the cougar she didn�t love and the human she did, she�d chosen love. And then she�d chosen to adopt a young wolf who needed a family.
Josh would probably call her a freak, too. Sera could think of worse company to be in. �She brought him around to Dixie John�s a couple weeks ago. He knows how to melt every adult woman in a ten-mile radius already. The servers were fighting over who got to give him milkshakes and cookies.�
Jackson groaned. �Lord help us.�
�He�s your kid all right,� Sera pointed out, trying not to laugh. �Do you think I�ll get to see him before Julio picks me up?�
He checked his watch. �They should be here in a few minutes.�
Sera picked up a pen and hesitated with the tip hovering over the top form. �Can I ask you something kind of personal? It�s okay if you don�t want to answer.�
�Shoot.�
She tried to think of a way to ask the question that wouldn�t make her own inner turmoil painfully transparent, but Jackson wasn�t just a detective with a keen understanding of human nature. He was the man who�d had to heal her face after Josh had smashed it in. He was the man married to a woman who�d fought her own battle against the coming death of her species.
He�d know. But she didn�t think he�d tell anyone else. �Is it hard? Raising a wolf when you�re�not one?�
�Yes,� he answered seriously. �But I don�t know that it would be easier if I were a wolf. Being a parent is supposed to be hard, isn�t it?�
�Yeah.� She filled out her name in carefully formed letters. Seraphina Agatha Irene Sinclaire.
Her mother had named her for three different saints, and had raged when none of them proved worthy protection. �I guess for some of us, it�s worrying about the line between hard and tragic.�
�I think that line is unique to individuals, darlin�, and not always something you can see coming.�
�You�re probably right.� Sera made herself smile. �Hey, maybe the line�s not as thin as it used to be. Things are looking up around here, right?�
�They are,� he agreed. �Lots of changes, and plenty more on the way.�
Sera caught a whisper of Mackenzie�s voice at the edge of her hearing, still muffled by the wall but familiar enough to be recognizable. She capped the pen and swept all of her papers into a neat stack topped by a bright pink Post-it. �I think I hear Mac.�
Jackson didn�t quite jump out of his chair, but he did push it back and rise as the door opened with a jingle. Cody walked in first, his features schooled in a mask of concentration. �Ask me another one.�
�All right, smart guy.� Mackenzie grinned at Sera over Cody�s head. �Six times eight.�
�Forty-eight.� He didn�t wait for confirmation that he was correct, just whooped and stomped over to Jackson�s desk. �I�m practicing my times tables.�
�So I hear.� He ruffled Cody�s hair. �Good job.�
�Thanks.� The boy leaned on the desk for a moment before easing past Jackson to crawl into his desk chair. �Hey, Sera.�
�Hey, Cody.� He had dark hair and serious eyes, along with a tough little alpha shell that made her wonder what Julio had been like as a boy. �I think you�re better at math than I am already.�
His nose wrinkled. �But you�re a grown-up.�
Maybe this was too early for a stay-in-school lecture. Sera wrinkled her nose back at him.
�Some grown-ups aren�t good at math. My favorite subjects were science and history.�
�I like P.E. I�m the fastest runner in the class�� He bit off the words with an apprehensive look at Mackenzie. �But I don�t run too fast, I promise.�
�I know you don�t, honey.� Mackenzie perched on the edge of the desk and smoothed a strand of Cody�s hair back before smiling at Sera. �How�re you doing, Sera? I heard you had some trouble the other night.�
Mackenzie�s concern pressed in on her, different than the dominant power that flowed from the wolves but every bit as real. �I�m fine,� she said, trying to put a little push behind the words.
�Everyone�s got it under control.�
For a few seconds the older woman studied her, and the concern tipped over the edge. Not only pressing, but smothering. So well-meaning, but Sera couldn�t help the way it made her feel smaller.
In that heartbeat, Sera wanted to run away.
The moment broke. Mackenzie rose to her feet and kissed Cody�s head. �I gotta run. I�ll see you at home in a couple hours, okay?�
He nodded. �Can we have pizza tonight?�
�How about homemade pizza?�
�Pepperoni?� he asked hopefully.
�The kind we slice ourselves,� Jackson promised. �C�mon, kiddo. Mom�s got to go.�
Cody slid his arms around Mackenzie�s waist in a quick squeeze. �Bye.�
It was a sweet moment. Two parents and their child, negotiating over pizza. No sign that one cast spells and the other two should have been enemies in the supernatural world.
And now Sera had to go back to Julio�s apartment with his grown-up dishes and his warm, quiet safety and pretend she wasn�t imagining a life there with him and an adorable baby wolf with Julio�s dark eyes.

The institution looked more like a wilderness retreat than a hospital or temple. Julio sat on a stone bench outside a side door at one end of the sprawling building and toyed with a yellow poplar leaf while he waited for Sera.
But she wasn�t the first person to push through the exit. Callum appeared, his usual suit jacket discarded in favor of a crisp button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He veered toward Julio, an almost foreign smile on his lips. �Sera told me you were here. It was nice of you to bring her.�
He talked about it the same way Sera did, as if he�d done her a favor. �She shouldn�t be alone right now.�
�These visits can be hard on her.� The empath leaned one shoulder against the wall and tilted his head toward the building. �But Kelly�s been having a good week, so it shouldn�t be a problem. Is there something else going on?�
Callum didn�t run with anyone in Alec�s inner circle, so there was no reason he should have heard. �Josh showed up the other night. I guess he doesn�t like the ex part of ex-husband.�
�I see.� A crack appeared in Callum�s civilized demeanor, a vicious, predatory gleam in his eyes. �I assume someone is taking care of the situation?�
Another reminder that the empath before him was different from Julio�s sister or Kat. A realist. �I�d have ripped the bastard�s head off already�if I could have. I sent Anna after him to make sure he goes home. If not�� Julio shrugged.
Callum�s lips tightened. �The situation is more complicated than you might realize. But there�s not much I can say about�� An enraged female shriek cut through the air and ended on a howl. Callum whirled and lunged for the door, but Julio caught it first, yanking it open with an alarming creak.
Sera stood at the other end of the hall, both hands extended toward a snarling coyote. �I�m fine. I�m fine, there�s no one�� Another howl rose over her words, and the coyote turned and bared her teeth at Julio, her paws scratching over the hardwood floor as she prepared herself to pounce.
Fighting with Sera�s mother wasn�t an option, so he froze and backed against the wall.
�What�s wrong with her?�
Sera looked too stricken to reply, her expression caught between guilt and misery. It was Callum who strode forward, one hand outstretched. �Kelly, be calm.�
The coyote shuddered and slumped to the floor all at once, like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Sera scrambled to her knees, smoothing her mother�s ruffled fur as frantic words fell from her lips in an incoherent jumble. Julio only caught a few. Mostly I�m sorry and I�m safe.
Callum lowered his hand. �Sera, you have to let us tend to her. She won�t calm down while you�re here, you know that.�
Sera flinched under the blunt words, but eased away and rose carefully. She didn�t meet Julio�s eyes as she walked toward him, moving like every step hurt. �Take care of her,� Sera whispered, then darted past Julio, shoving through the door and out into the sunlight.
Julio had to chase her. �Sera, wait. Sera! � He caught her arm, careful not to jerk her to a halt.
She was gasping for breath, dragging in deep lungfuls of air, as if she couldn�t get enough.
�I�m so stupid. I know better, I know better.�
�Better than what?� He drew her closer. �What set her off?�
Sera shook her head so hard her hair whipped against his face, tousled red strands wrapping their floral scent around him. �Can we run?� she asked, her voice plaintive and shaking. �I need to run. I can�t be in my skin anymore.�
They couldn�t have built a place like this without safe space for such things. Julio nodded and peeled off his jacket. �Do you know where?�
She kicked off her sandals with such force that one tumbled into a nearby flowerbed.
�There�s a path behind the fountain.� Her cheeks were flushed, her movements jerky and uncoordinated as she stripped off her T-shirt to reveal a pastel-green bra edged with ruffles and lace. �Lots of land to run.�
Maybe the priests and priestesses who ran the place saw this kind of thing every day and could ignore the pale curves of Sera�s body as she disrobed. Julio had to turn away before the image seared itself into his brain, fueled a thousand dirty fantasies he shouldn�t have been having in the first place. �Will things here be all right?�
�They can take care of her.� A zipper rasped behind him�Sera�s jeans, no doubt. The denim whispered over her skin. �If I�m here, she�ll stay upset.�
Julio dropped his shirt and toed off his shoes. �You didn�t answer me before.�
Her jeans landed on the grass at the edge of his vision. A flash of pastel green followed-panties that matched the bra. �What question?�
He jerked his gaze away. �What upset her?�
She hesitated for so long, he might have suspected she�d already shifted, if not for the absence of magic. Then she sighed, a quiet sound barely louder than the wind through the beckoning trees. �She could smell a male shifter on me.�
Before he could question her further, a surge of magic signaled her shift. He followed suit, hurriedly calling on the flare of instinct inside him, afraid she�d run without him if he wasn�t quick about it.
Instead she stood waiting for him, her body small and compact, even for a coyote. She was more brown than gray, her fur glinting reddish in the sun, and she hunkered lower as he looked at her, her tail low and her nose almost brushing the grass.
Submission rolled off her in waves, couldn�t have been any clearer if she�d rolled to her back to bare the vulnerable underside of her throat. Julio nudged her once, again, then took off around the edge of the building.
She shot past him, swift and nimble, paws barely touching the ground as she charged toward the woods. When he sped up, so did she, her joy at the chase almost palpable.
She�d tire herself out running so fast, so hard, but maybe it was exactly what she needed. So Julio paced himself to keep up but never quite catch her, and he let her run.
Her stamina gave out after a few miles. Her sides heaved as her graceful lope became more of a stumbling charge, clumsy paws slipping on clumps of leaves or bits of grass. She tripped over a branch and tumbled to the ground, only to scramble up on trembling legs and shift directions, moving more slowly.
Julio steered her toward a bed of moss and sprawled out, positioning himself lower than her.
Anything to put her at ease, at least for a while. After a brief hesitation she trotted to his side and let exhausted legs give out, curling against his body slowly enough to give him time to jerk away.
Impossible to tell what she needed more�the comfort of another form or carefully chosen words. After several long moments, Julio shifted, riding a wave of magic until he reclined beside her, human once more. �I�m not very good at this sort of thing, any of it, but I know Callum is.
He�ll help your mom.�
A fine trembling worked through her. Her power was quieter, a shimmer of energy as the coyote vanished, replaced by her human body. She pulled her legs up until she was curled on her side, back against him and her knees drawn tight to her body. This close he could see the pale freckles that dotted her shoulders and back, before the breeze caught her hair and spilled it across her body.
Sera�s breathing hitched. �She had a psychotic break when I was five. I barely remember her before. Just now that the world has broken her.�
Her tone chilled him even more than the words, hopeless and lost�and yet still resigned. �Is she sick, or did something happen?�
Sera went unnaturally still. �Something happened.�
She didn�t want to tell him, and he didn�t have it in him to push her. �It doesn�t matter. What matters is now. Are you all right?�
�No.� She squirmed back against him, the press of her naked body overwhelmed by the fear throbbing in the air between them. �I want to run, Julio. I want to run away, disappear. If he finds me�� He won�t. I�ll protect you. I�ll take you away. He bit back the platitudes, the reassurances, and slid his arm around her. �Where do you want to go? Anywhere, you name it.�
�The beach.� It tumbled out, as if she couldn�t believe she was saying it. Her fingers curled around his in a desperate grip. �I don�t want to be a submissive shifter or Franklin Sinclaire�s daughter. I want to be a girl on the beach.�
�Florida?� Her hair smelled like roses. �Panama City Beach. They call it the Redneck Riviera, you know. We can wear flip-flops and cutoffs. Stay in one of those gigantic condos right on the water.�
�Are you offering to run away with me, Julio Mendoza?�
�Callum said I needed a vacation.�
She started to twist toward him, but froze when the movement brushed his arm against the underside of her breast. Color crept up her face as she turned her back to him again. �I can�t believe I forgot we�re naked.�
Maybe she thought he was the kind of creeper who would take advantage of a scared, sad, crying woman. �I�m sort of used to it.�
Her hand covered his again, fingers soft and tentative. �I don�t spend that much time with shifters who were born that way. The wolves who were turned, they don�t always get that sometimes it�s sex, and sometimes it�s�comfort.�
�I wish I could tell you it was better with born wolves, but they�re sadly just as liable to read things into a�a naked situation.�
She made a choked sniffling noise, caught between laughter and tears. �I know you�re only comforting me, but I�m liable to start reading things into this if we don�t head back. So agree to go on vacation with me before I do something stupid.�
�Wherever the road takes us.� He rose, helped her to her feet and smoothed back her hair. �I promise, Sera.�
She smiled and rocked up on her toes, bringing her lips even with his cheek. Her kiss was soft, her lips skating over his skin, barely touching. Then she laughed into his ear. �See? Only moderately stupid.�
Before he could respond she spun away, shimmering as she turned. Magic sang through the trees as she hit the ground on four paws and launched into the woods with a yip that dared him to chase her.
With Sera on steadier ground this time, the change that swept through him brought with it searing heat he knew would translate into arousal if it didn�t subside by the time he shifted back. She was sweet and a little wild, and distracting enough without his body having memorized the sensation of her bare flesh pressed to his.
Maybe he was a creeper, after all.
Julio growled and ran after her.

Miguel opened another beer�his third�and stifled a yawn as he watched Julio drop his second suitcase in the entryway of his apartment. �Jesus, how long are you going to be gone?�
�A week, I guess. Maybe more. I don�t know exactly.�
�You pack like a girl.� Miguel leaned forward and squinted at Patrick, who�d sprawled out in the chair across from his. �He�s not thinking about clock towers and high-powered rifles, at least. Mostly he thinks you packed so much shit because you�re covering up the fact that you�re going to be naked all the time, or you finally figured out you may as well not come back to face Sera�s dad. Who is massively scary, by the way. Have I mentioned that?�
�A time or two.� Or a hundred, Julio added silently.
Miguel smirked. �I heard that.�
Patrick rested his ankle on his knee and spread his arms along the back of the chair, his posture deceptively relaxed. �I�d never take a high-powered rifle to a clock tower. Too clich�.�
It sounded like diversion to Julio. �What would you take to a clock tower?�
�A hot chick and a six-pack?�
�Mm-hmm.� Miguel grinned. �Too bad Anna�s not a big fan of heights.�
�Fucking tragic,� Patrick drawled before pinning Julio with a look. �Get your brother out of my head. He�s not harmless enough for it to be cute.�
�You scared the hell out of Alec with your countrywide killing spree,� Julio reminded him. �It�s my pig of a kid brother or something even more invasive. Your choice.�
Patrick bit off a rude noise. �Don�t see why. That man knows all about countrywide killing sprees. When I was a punk kid getting started, he and his mercs were fucking legend.� He raised one eyebrow. �Which brings us back to how scary Franklin Sinclaire is.�
A favorite topic, and Julio saw no end in sight. �Guess I�ll have to keep my hands to myself, huh?�
�Or practice running for your life?� Patrick grinned, but it faded after a moment. �I�m kidding, man. You need a break. If this is the only way you�ll let yourself take one��
�I don�t have time,� Julio muttered. �But I�ll make time for this. That bastard has put Sera through enough.�
Patrick stared at him for a heartbeat, then looked questioningly at Miguel.
Miguel snorted and finished his beer. �Fuck you, McNamara. I don�t like you enough for low-level recon, much less snooping on my own relatives.�
�I didn�t want you to snoop, jackass. I wanted you to tell him the truth so I don�t have to.�
Miguel bristled. Julio saw the punch�an ill-advised moment of anger that would end with a broken nose, no matter how much his kid brother thought he could handle the fight�so he stepped between them. �Out. I need to talk to Patrick.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me.�
�I�ll meet you at Mahalia�s.� Julio tilted his head toward the door. �Go.�
Miguel rose with a grumble. �You should�ve let me hit him.� He slammed the door behind him.
Patrick flinched. �Sorry. I shouldn�t give him shit.�
Julio waved away the words. �He�s still testing people, finding his place. You�re a badass bounty hunter, Patrick. That�s a pretty high measuring mark for a pissed-off kid discovering he has a few authority issues.�
�I don�t want to smash his face in,� Patrick grumbled, shoving a hand through his hair. �He�s still a kid, but that�s not going to save him for long.�
�I know.� It didn�t help that Miguel had been spending time with Anna�completely platonic time, much to his dismay. And he might have been immature in a lot of ways, but Miguel had never been slow. He knew as well as anyone where Anna�s attentions had already been fixed.
�You may as well go ahead and give him a fight, though. It�s what he wants.�
�I�m tired of fighting.� He shrugged and looked away. �Which doesn�t change what I was going to say to you.�
The truth, right. �Lay it on me.�
�All right.� Patrick leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. �The people in this town need you. But they don�t need you, need you, not most of the time. And if you give them the chance, they�ll use you right the hell up.�
�I thought you were going to tell me something new.� The words held no mystery for him�in wolf politics, giving a damn wore you out faster than anything else, simply because it was so rare. �Look, Alec has to be in New York for now, and Andrew�s got his hands full hunting down the new wolves who�d fall through the cracks otherwise. That leaves me.�
�If there was a real problem, something they needed you here to fix, you�d be back as soon as you could hop a flight.� Patrick shook his head. �It�s nice that you�re getting Sera out of town �God knows she needs it�but maybe she�s just the excuse. The reason you�re finally giving yourself permission to not be working every waking moment.�
�Spit it out, dude, because I�m not entirely sure what you�re getting at.�
Patrick snorted. �It�s not that you don�t have time. You won�t take it.�
Julio tensed. �Is that meant as a reassurance that the place won�t fall apart without me, or a roundabout way of telling me I don�t do as much as I think I do?�
�Shit, Mendoza.� Patrick swept up a pillow and threw it at him. �You do everything that actually needs doing. And then you do everything that people think needs doing. And then you do the things they want done. If you were any more accessible, you�d be mowing their damn yards.�
Maybe he had been overdoing it, but what else was he supposed to do? He�d spent the majority of his life ignoring what most wolves considered his responsibilities by right of birth.
�I�m making up for lost time.�
�Uh-huh. Or maybe your brother�s not the only one trying to prove something.�
Julio held both hands aloft. �I never said I wasn�t complicated.�
Patrick sprawled back, relaxed, as if he�d made his point. �Merely a piece of advice, from one workaholic to another.�
�So what about your vacation?�
�This is my vacation, man. Maybe I�ll help Anna chase that bastard around for a while. I might even put off everything else for a week or two and�stay in one place.�
Julio grinned. �You suck at the concept of downtime as much as I do.�
The man returned his smile. �Or we both just found reasons to chase pretty ladies.�
�We�re full of shit, aren�t we?�
�Yep.� Patrick inclined his head toward the suitcases. �We�ll hold down the fort. Get out of here and show that girl a good time.�
�Yeah, I think I will.�

Chapter Six

Julio had borrowed a convertible from someone.
Sera tossed her duffel bag into the back seat before sliding on her brand-new seven-dollar sunglasses. She was an absolute vision of gas-station fashion, with her braided pigtails covered by a black bandanna and her denim shorts barely visible beneath the hem of her too-long Saints jersey.
Not exactly the low-cut tops and too-short skirts she�d briefly considered, but it felt wrong to approach Julio in the seductive clothing she used to pick up men she only wanted to fuck.
Whatever she wanted from him was a damn sight more complicated than sex.
Too bad sex had become a driving urge in the days it had taken to organize the road trip.
Sera circled the car as Julio rearranged things in the trunk and muttered under his breath. �I need a gas can.�
�A gas can?� She leaned against the side of the car.
�Mmm, just in case.�
�Sounds fair.� She grinned at him. �Always good to have a spare gas can, a shotgun and a roll of duct tape, right?�
He affected a long-suffering sigh. �Don�t forget the road flares and chainsaw. Who taught you to road trip, anyway?�
�Obviously a novice.� Pushing up her sunglasses, she glanced in the trunk. �Anything else we need? I packed up some food for the road.�
He slammed the trunk. �What kind of stuff?�
�I made brownies and cookies yesterday, and some empanadas at work last night.� She might not have gone for the sexy clothing, but digging up the family recipe Julio�s sister had given her the previous fall might have been equally shameless. �John lets me play in the kitchen when it�s slow.�
�Empanadas, huh?� Julio flashed her a knowing look as he climbed behind the wheel. �I can�t drive if I�m in a food coma. You�re angling to get your feet on these hot little pedals, aren�t you?�
Sera settled into the passenger seat. �Maybe. I�d look good driving a convertible.� But not as good as him. His plain white T-shirt hugged his body, flexing with the muscles of his arms and shoulders until she wondered if he was trying to show off.
�Jackson, unfortunately, would murder me if I let you drive it.�
That stung. �Hey, I�m a good driver. And he�s married to the New Orleans record holder for most speeding tickets in a year.�
�Yeah, and he won�t let Mackenzie drive it, either.� Julio patted the dash. �I had to find a suitable replacement and promise I�d buy it if anything happened to his baby.�
�Fine, fine.� Sera angled her body so she could admire him�subtly. Maybe. �So where are we going?�
�Don�t know. Do you want to head east or west?�
She might as well flip a coin. Either sounded perfect, as long as it got her away. �Whichever, so long as we can get lost on tiny back roads. I want the real road-trip experience here.�
�Stay clear of I-10. Got it.� He turned the key and revved the engine with a grin. �East, I think. We can drive all the way around Florida if you want.�
�Sounds perfect.� It would take a week or two, if they went slow. A week away from work, from overprotective alpha shifters and well-meaning friends, few of whom had taken this trip in stride.
Lily she might forgive. Lily�s tense sigh had undoubtedly been at the idea of trying to break the news to Sera�s father. Her boss, on the other hand, had granted her request for time off with a shake of his head and a muttered, Lord help you, girl. 
That had pricked her pride. It would be nice if someone thought Julio was the one in need of help. Someone other than Kat, anyway, who had replied to Sera�s voicemail with a texted apology for being out of cellular contact and a stern command to be gentle with Julio.
Anna�s advice had been more direct. Fuckin� A. Ride it like you stole it. 
Everyone in New Orleans seemed convinced she was embarking on the world�s most epic booty-call road trip with a man she hadn�t even managed to kiss yet, and Sera couldn�t tell if it was a reflection of their respective reputations, or if her frustrated tension was just that damn obvious.
Julio seemed oblivious to it. �Want to pick the music?�
�Sure.� Leaning forward, she switched on the radio and twisted the old-fashioned FM dial, skimming past static on her way to 95.7. It took a little fiddling before Eric Clapton spilled out of the speakers, long enough for her to come to a decision.
Sitting back, she glanced at Julio. �You know everyone thinks we�re headed to the nearest motel to fuck ourselves stupid for the next week, right?�
He threw back his head with a laugh. �My fault, sweetheart. People think I can�t keep my pants on.�
�Who says I can?� Sera twisted on the seat and grinned at him. �That�s the awesome part about the twenty-first century. Girls get to love sex too.�
�I�m pretty sure they always have.�
�Well, obviously. When they got to have said sex, which wasn�t exactly freely, historically speaking.�
�A damn crying shame, if you ask me.�
She studied him for a moment, indulging herself for all the time she�d spent fighting not to look at him. The white shirt set off his coloring, all beautiful shades of bronze with chocolate eyes and jet-black hair.
It made her self-conscious, imagining her too-pale freckled body pressed against him. She had curvy hips and breasts big enough to turn any jackass wearing beer goggles into a drooling moron, but Julio was out of her league. Julio had his own league, one where rich shapeshifters who were damn near royalty married the barely legal daughters of important wolves. Pretty virgins with perfect manners and medieval dowries and closets full of fashionable clothing for hosting important dinner parties.
Julio Mendoza�s league wasn�t a fan of the twenty-first century, which made her want to shrink back into her seat and bite her tongue.
He made it to the interstate on-ramp before casting another glance her way. �Want to make any stops or head straight for Florida?�
�Can we hit a Walmart or something? I need a bathing suit before we get to the beach.�
�Plenty of time for that.�
The wind roared around them as the car picked up speed, drowning out the music. It tugged at her braids and the sleeves of her jersey, set her bandanna fluttering against her neck as she tilted her head back. �So now we just�be free?�
A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. �Do you remember how?�
�I never knew how,� she admitted, mostly because the wind stole the words and she could pretend he wouldn�t hear them, even if she knew better. �But I�ll learn.�
�Sounds like a plan to me.�
�Do you remember how?�
�To be free?� Julio signaled and changed lanes. �Who says I ever knew, either?�
They were quite a pair. A rich wolf born of legacy and a poor coyote born of tragedy. She�d grown up without a mother, and the whole supernatural world knew he�d grown up without a father. At least her mother had been driven mad. Diego Mendoza had walked away from his psychic lover in a cloud of scandal, too cowardly to stay by the woman he supposedly loved and the children she�d given him.
Maybe Julio hadn�t had any more freedom than Sera had, for all his wealth and status. It made it easier, somehow. More like an adventure.
She and Julio could learn to be free together.

Julio opened a refrigerated case and relished the cloud of cold air that rushed out. Late afternoon, and it was still hot as hell outside.
He grabbed two drinks and walked up the aisle toward the register, pausing to add a few bags of snacks to the pile in his arms. When he reached the sleepy-looking clerk, he dropped everything on the counter and studied a carousel of cheap sunglasses. �Where�s the nearest town? Far?�
�Not too far. Go down Highway 4 a few more miles and you�ll hit Baker.�
Julio tossed a couple pairs of the sunglasses on the counter too. �Thanks.�
�No problem.� The clerk lifted a map off the counter. �Need one?�
�It�d probably be smarter than relying on my cell phone, huh?�
The girl stirred enough to smile. �Hey, phones do everything. My dad says maps don�t run out of batteries, though.�
�Your dad�s right.� He finished paying, took the bag and pushed out into the afternoon sunlight.
Sera had her head back against the seat, eyes closed and a small smile playing around her lips. She looked peaceful, at ease, as if everything was right with the world.
Julio slid behind the wheel. �I got you a Coke.�
�Thanks.� She twisted her head and cracked her eyes open, and that sweet little smile turned warm, like it was all for him. �Not for the Coke. Thanks for this. Even just getting out of New Orleans�I feel like I can breathe again.�
If he didn�t do anything else right, at least he could do this. �We�re going to keep you safe.
Whatever it takes.�
�Any of them would have kept me safe.� She unbuckled her seatbelt with a soft click and slid across the bench seat until she was tucked against his side with one arm wrapped around him in a half-hug. �You�re keeping me sane.�
Sane. Exactly what he wasn�t as he cupped the back of her head and tilted her face to his.
Insane, that was more like it�for a thousand different reasons.
He kissed her anyway.
She had soft lips. Soft and warm, and they tasted like the cherry ChapStick she�d tossed into her bag a few miles back. Her hand slapped against his chest, fingers splayed wide, then fisted around his shirt as she moaned, low and hungry.
He wanted to delve deeper, bite her lip and slide his tongue into her mouth. Instead, he lifted his head and fought to slow his breathing. Sera�s fingernails dug into his chest as she voiced her protest in a snarl of loss and caught his lips again.
He reacted without thought, tightened his fingers in her hair and pulled her head back. �Sera.�
She went still. Not just quiet, but utterly still. Even her breathing stopped for one tense moment, and in that moment her power washed over him in a shuddering wave. An alpha�s magic challenged. Hers was sweet and accepting, clinging to him even as her breath escaped on her rushed apology. �I�m sorry��
�No, I am.� He stroked his thumb over the shell of her ear. �Not about kissing you. I�m not going to apologize for that. But I shouldn�t have done it here. Now.�
�I don�t have very good control.� A confession. A tortured whisper. �I�m so freaking tired of fucking humans. I eat them alive.�
He knew there were human men who could handle fucking shifters�people did it all the time, Mackenzie for one�but Sera seemed caught up on what she wanted versus what she thought she should want. �What you want isn�t so complicated, sweetheart. You�ve just got to let go.�
She shivered. �Letting go is how you drown.�
He still had the taste of her on his tongue. �Not letting go isn�t worth it.�
�No one�s ever caught me.� Her whole damn body trembled with nervous energy. �Last time I let go, I fell forever.�
Her eyes were deep and still despite all that energy. �Does that mean you�re going to hold back now?� he asked.
She fought the grip on her hair, tugged against it until she could nuzzle his chin. Not a very human gesture, and he could feel the feral edge of her coyote beneath the surface. �I don�t know how to let go a little. Don�t ask for it if you don�t really want it. It�ll change this trip. It�ll change everything.�
It sounded like an ultimatum and a promise. It sounded like a warning. �We�ll find out,� he whispered. �Tonight.�
Warm breath feathered across his ear. She licked the lobe, then closed her teeth on it with a quiet growl. �The clerk inside is staring at us.�
�Do you blame her?� After another heartbeat, Julio released Sera and started the car.
�Probably wondering whether she needs to call the cops on us.�
After retreating to her side of the car, Sera gave the attendant a cheerful wave. �Maybe she was enjoying the show. You�re hotter than any of the softcore stuff on cable.�
�If you say so.�
�You don�t fool me, mister. You look like a man with a healthy stash of porn.� Her seatbelt clicked into place before she turned to eye him. �I�m thinking�busty cheerleaders in short skirts? Or is that too vanilla?�
�I�m all about variety,� he told her solemnly. �Busty cheerleaders are well-represented in my collection, but I would never limit myself so severely.�
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught her grin. �I stick to the Playgirl stuff. Oiled-up men aren�t really my thing, but at least they go for the hunky ones.�
He flashed her a knowing grin of his own. �And you like the men in uniform, right? All the ladies do.�
�You mean like McNeely?� She whistled as he steered the car out of the parking lot. �That is one fine hunk of wolf. Too bad he�s got a big dumb crush on Giselle.�
After Wesley Dade�s conveniently telling remark, they�d probably spent the weekend in bed together. �That�s your type, huh? Tall, dark and handsome?�
�You have to ask, when I just tried to climb into your lap in a parking lot?�
�You�re the one who brought it up.�
She laughed. �You�re tall, dark and handsome, Mendoza.�
�You�re mostly right, Sinclaire.� He adjusted the rearview mirror so the slanting sunlight wouldn�t blind him and pressed his foot harder on the accelerator. �I�m not particularly tall.�
�You�re taller than me.� She reached across the seat, and her fingers brushed the back of his neck in a caress almost as teasing as her words. �But not too much taller. Which would come in handy, if you�d ever considered bending me over furniture for dirty sex.�
The car swerved as his grip tightened on the wheel. It wasn�t hard to call forth images to match her words�her naked, rounded hips, pale skin under his hands, and the smooth, endless expanse of her back stretched out before him.
Her fingertip snuck under the collar of his shirt. �If you were taller, I�d have to stand on phone books or something.�
That bare touch on the back of his neck hardened his cock. �Arrive alive, honey. Hands to yourself.�
Another laugh, but she eased away. �And this is why everyone in New Orleans thinks we�re going to spend the next week having sex. They all know I can�t keep my hands off you.�
A horrible, truly inspired idea hit him. �What if you have to?�
�Keep my hands off you?� He could almost feel the weight of her gaze on him. �Maybe if you handcuff me to something.�
Yes. �Or if I told you not to touch me until I said you could.�
Her breath hissed out. She squirmed in the seat, her cheeks flushing with arousal. �Who says I�d obey?�
Instinct. �I say.�
�So tell me.�
He laid his hand on her leg. �Don�t touch me, Sera, not once. Not until I say you can.�
Her power licked over him in a gentle wave of prickling warmth. A quiet test, a challenge he answered with his own rush of magic. Sera arched her head back, her mouth falling open on a moan of pure, throaty pleasure.
It did nothing to alleviate his arousal, and Julio stifled a groan. �Is that a yes?�
�Yes.� A whisper. A promise. �I won�t touch you. Not until you say I can.�
His hunch had been right�it turned her on even more. Good. Maybe it would also afford him the opportunity to regain some self-control. �All right, then.�
Her leg tensed under his hand. �So not fair that you get to touch me.�
�And why is that?�
�Because I�m the only one getting hot and bothered over here?�
He chanced a glance her way and slid his hand from her knee. �Oh really?�
She laughed, a sound full of lazy pleasure in spite of her impatient words. �If I look, I�ll be too tempted to touch.�
�Then stop fishing around for me to tell you you�re gorgeous. You know you are.�
�That�s not�� He almost heard the click of her teeth snapping together. She shifted positions again, crossing her legs. �Thank you.�
It sounded sincere, though edged with something he couldn�t quite put his finger on. He let it go. �We can stop in Pensacola or keep on until we hit Panama City Beach. It�s not far to either, so I�ll leave it up to you.�
She only hesitated for a moment. �Panama City Beach, maybe? Do we know where we�re staying?�
He spent all day, every day, making plans. Preparations, asking and answering questions.
Considering the future. �I didn�t do a damn thing before we left, sweetheart. We�re winging it.�
It made her smile. �I think this phone Kat and Anna shoved on me has internet. Should I try to find a place?�
�You can try. Most of the cell carriers around here stick to cities and interstate corridors, though.�
Sera glanced out the window at the trees rolling by, then relaxed back against the seat.
�Worth it. Let�s wing it.�
No plans. No rules. �Right on.�

Julio had money. Not Anna�s I�m a badass bounty hunter who could pick up two grand on a quick job money or Kat�s I have a trust fund and a PhD in computer science money, either.
Julio had five-star beachfront bungalow with a private pool and hot tub money, and probably enough left over to convince the property�s perfectly coiffed owner to ignore Sera�s five-dollar flip-flops and secondhand sports jersey.
It almost made her wish she�d taken some of the money her father had constantly tried to shove at her, if only to buy herself a nicer wardrobe. Stubborn independence, it seemed, had some serious drawbacks.
Not that Julio seemed to mind. Sera headed to the kitchen to unpack their groceries, and Julio thrust open the drapes and stared out the French doors at the churning surf. �It�s a fucking beautiful night.�
The beach was as close to private as possible in the area, though some of that illusion of privacy no doubt came from the empty properties on either side of them. The rest came with the price tag. �It�s gorgeous. I�m glad we�re staying for a couple days.�
�Or a week, or whatever.� He dropped to the plush sofa. �No plans, remember?�
�No plans. Except all the incredible food I�m going to cook.� And staying in the kitchen with the groceries seemed safer than joining him on the couch. That wild moment in the car might as well have not happened. Julio had been careful not to touch her in the hours since, and she was wound too tight, her skin itching and her body aching.
Julio turned to grin at her. �We should probably go outside and do stuff sometimes, even if all we do is lie on the beach like broiling vegetables.�
Sera dug through the bag and surfaced with the sunblock. �SPF eight million. I might need an umbrella and a floppy hat too, though.�
He stretched out one bronzed arm. �Not much of an exaggeration for you, huh? The broiling part.�
�I don�t tan gracefully.� Lord knew she�d tried, but freckles that could look cute on pale skin weren�t quite as charming once she turned red as a lobster. �But if I dye my hair black, I�m a badass goth.�
Julio laughed. �Too bad we�re not in New Orleans anymore. You could tell all the tourists you�re a fearsome vampire named Lady Nocturne.�
She tucked the last of the fresh fruit into the fridge. �Maybe Henry would feature me on one of his fake ghost tours. Vampires are a lot more exciting than coyotes.�
When he spoke, it was from right behind her. �Depends on who you ask.�
Sera froze, all of her except for her fingers, which clenched around the counter until the edge bit into her palm. She hadn�t heard him moving, which was scary all on its own when she could hear the quiet buzz of the streetlight out on the road.
She could feel him, though, a wall of unrelenting heat at her back, and she braced herself on the counter mostly to keep from slumping back against him. �You are scary stealthy when you want to be.�
He touched her shoulder. �For such a lumbering hulk, you mean?�
�For anyone.� The slippery fabric of her top wasn�t skimpy, but she could feel the shape of his fingers�Jesus, the shape of his fingerprints. The urge to reach for him swallowed her whole, but there was a giddy thrill in self-denial, in keeping her hands in place on the counter.
A sick thrill. An oh-so-wrong thrill. How many pained looks had she endured from the submissive wolves? How many gentle lectures had she sat through, condescending words urging her not to buy into stereotypes, not to undermine the rest of them? Submission was about pack and safety, not life and sex.
She�d always been a little bent.
�Sera?�
�I�m not touching you.� It came out husky. Desperate. �I don�t know if you were seducing me with that or trying to keep me out of your pants.�
�Who says it couldn�t have been both?� His fingers brushed the back of her neck. �When�s the last time someone took it slow for you?�
Pleasure zipped down her spine, tightening her nipples and melting everything below her waist. �Define slow. A couple hours?�
�Not the sex,� he whispered. �Getting there.�
Before Josh, she�d never made the boys go slow. After Josh, she hadn�t let the men go slow.
Her independence had been too hard-won to let any guy have more than a few hours.
Until now. Until him. �I don�t know. Slow isn�t really my thing.�
He leaned closer. �It�s mine.�
All she had to do was lean back an inch, and his body would be stretched out along hers, warm and hot and perfect. His command held her rooted in place. Not fear or obedience, just pleasure at the freedom of knowing she didn�t have to do anything. �All right.�
Julio hummed, as if her answer really had been one. �You want dinner or a swim?�
Cold water. Lots and lots of cold water. �We had a late lunch. I could swim.�
�Got your suit handy, or are you feeling adventurous?�
It sounded like a dare, so she pulled away from the counter and tugged the sports jersey over her head.
He guided her hip, applying enough pressure to turn her to face him, and let his gaze rove over her. �You like this,� he murmured, running a finger over the lacy edge of one bra cup. �The girly ribbons and shit.�
�Sometimes.� She needed something to do with her hands, something that didn�t involve ripping his shirt in half. So she caught the end of one of her braids and set about freeing her hair. �Have you been studying my underwear?�
He smiled, slow and easy. �Only when you take off your clothes.�
�I�m a shapeshifter. I take my clothes off a lot.� A day spent tightly plaited left her hair tumbling around her shoulders in gentle waves, which had been the entire point. �Are we going to find someplace to run this week? I get antsy if I don�t get to every few days.�
�Tomorrow.� He slipped one finger under her bra strap. �There�s an unofficial alpha in town.
Carmen and Alec met him when they passed through last summer. We�re going to go introduce ourselves.�
The world narrowed to his skin touching hers. One square inch at most, and she was already hot enough to hump his leg. Her gaze dropped without her permission, sliding past his belt and its shiny silver buckle to where his jeans stretched over the early stages of what would almost certainly be an impressive erection.
Totally unfair, that he wasn�t raging hard and five seconds from fucking her over the counter, and she opened her mouth to tell him so before his words fully registered.
Unofficial alpha. Other wolves.
Shit. �Are you sure you want me to come with you when you meet them?�
He didn�t pretend not to understand. �You think they�ll give you a hard time?�
Most unfamiliar wolves did. Those who had been born shapeshifters looked down on the other breeds, and the turned ones had to fight harder against animal instinct and the certainty that she was an interloper in their territory.
Even the ones who didn�t loathe her rarely respected her, and that might be worse. Julio could probably handle repressed hostility, but she doubted he�d react well if any of them sized her up as an exotic sexual thrill, the kind they�d brag about to their friends later.
The last thing the Southeast council needed was Julio getting into fights over a coyote. �I can handle it if they do. I�m used to it. I don�t want to go and leave you stuck thinking you have to defend my honor, though.�
Julio cupped her jaw, his fingers tickling the delicate skin behind her ear. �Let me worry about that, okay?�
His touch stole her breath, turned her reply into a whisper. �I have to worry. I know you�ll protect me from anything, but I don�t want to make your life harder.�
�Nothing about this is hard, sweetheart. It�s a vacation. Easiest thing in the world.�
He pulsed with confidence, with dominance. Sera let it go as she gave him her best big-eyed look of mischief. �Nothing�s hard? I�m hurt.�
Julio growled, picked her up in a surge of flexing muscle and dropped her on the counter.
�Remember what you agreed to? No touching me until I say? Now tell me if you�re ready to take it further.�
She bit back the instinctive yes that tried to tumble free. Her coyote was on her back already, throat and belly bared in eager submission. The terrifying part was knowing that it was sheer dominance alone. With Josh there�d been instinct, the heady recognition of being with her own kind, a seductive sort of belonging that hid his weaknesses, his flaws.
Julio was beautiful, wild power, mysterious and unfamiliar. Dangerous. The coyote�s submission had nothing to do with mating, but it was still trust. Need. Twisted with her human desire, it was strong enough to intoxicate her.
She should be smart, ease back. Ask what he wanted to do. This was why the damn wolves in New Orleans had turned her away from their fucking BDSM club to begin with. She trusted or she didn�t, no in-betweens, no negotiations, no safewords.
But that was a human game, and this was something else. A game humans would never understand, never should, and she needed it. �Yes,� she said, giving him permission for anything. Everything.
He held her gaze for several heartbeats, intensity burning in his dark eyes. Then he began to undress her.
It was slow. Deliberate. Practiced, but she�d expected that. Julio Mendoza of the many legendary conquests wouldn�t fumble with the clasp on a woman�s bra. Sera�s breath caught as he slipped the fabric from her body, but it was the hungry look in his eyes more than anything else that did it.
His fingers fell to her shorts, and she almost moaned her relief. �No more going slow?�
He unfastened her shorts and pulled them lower on her hips. �Slower than ever, honey. Up, so I can get these off.�
The words didn�t make sense, but she cared more about bracing one hand against the fridge and the other on the counter. So easy to lift her hips, and he stripped away her shorts.
His lips touched her skin, some indefinable place just under her rib cage, but not quite on her stomach or her hip or her waist. Then he traced his tongue up, between her breasts, all the way to the hollow of her throat.
�Julio�� When she dropped her head back, it thudded hollowly against the nearly empty cupboards. �Can I touch you yet?�
�No.� He skated his thumb over one hard nipple, and this time her moan was frustration and pleasure.
He was going to tease her. Torture her. She was going to love it. �Kiss me? Please?�
He smiled, slow and hot. �Yeah.� His open mouth covered hers, hotter than the kiss in the car. Deeper too, once he�d licked her lips until she opened for him willingly. Julio kissed like he loved how she tasted, like he could spend all night making her squirm on the counter with the suggestive play of his tongue against hers.
He was breathing heavily when he lifted his head and slipped his fingers beneath the lace of her panties.
Oh God, he was going to break her brain. Right here on the counter, while he was still clothed. As turned on as she was, she�d come in under a minute.
Maybe she should warn him. First she had to breathe, which was harder with him staring at her like that, dark eyes as glazed as her own must be. Her words came out as more of a whisper. �I�m not going to last very long at this rate.�
He leaned closer and laughed against her lips. �Sweetheart, that sounds like a promise to me.� His free hand wrapped around the back of her neck and dragged her mouth back to his.
She was so busy moaning that she almost forgot to feel guilty at the thrill she got from the possessive bite of his fingers on her neck.
Julio growled as he slicked one finger over her clit. �Pull my hair, Sera. Let me know you feel it too.�
Her fingers were already clutching the back of his head, and she didn�t remember moving them. But she didn�t care because he�d given her permission. She needed something to cling to as her body pulsed with his next slippery touch, and she was almost embarrassed to be so wet when he�d barely touched her.
Then he eased inside. Deeper, his tongue in her mouth and two fingers working into her like he had a fucking roadmap with a giant X over her G-spot, and now she really was going to follow him around like a lovesick puppy for the rest of her life, because men didn�t-Her eyes shot open and she cried out, the sound lost to his mouth. She twisted her head just enough to draw in a breath. �Right there, right there�oh my God, Julio, please�� He groaned and bit her earlobe, then leaned his head against hers. �Fuck, yes. You�re gorgeous when you come.�
�I haven�t�� His fingers twisted just right, and pleasure fractured so fast she cried out. Not a pretty noise, and she didn�t give a damn. Her whole body throbbed with this orgasm, the release of days of slow-burning tension, and she didn�t realize she was smacking her head against the cabinet with each cresting wave until Julio cupped the back of her head and drew her face into the crook of his shoulder.
Sera shuddered and closed her eyes, shivering every time a lazy aftershock tightened her body around the broad fingers still deep inside her. Gasping for air only dragged the scent of him into her, the human smells of aftershave and cologne and the wild something that meant wolf.
She was in so far over her head. �You�re a dirty bastard.�
�Are you complaining?�
�No.� She took advantage of the proximity of his throat and licked his skin. �Are you using your psychic powers to scramble my brain?�
He tilted back his head. �They don�t scramble other people�s brains. Just mine, and only when I have a particularly intense vision.�
Even with his hand between her legs, the thought of being in his head was a thousand times more intoxicating. She licked her way to his pulse and bit softly. �Did you have a vision of this?�
�Only the highlights.� He brushed her hair back and smiled. �I told you�you�re beautiful when you come.�
Sera let her head fall back and shifted her hips enough to set off wild sparks where his fingers stroked inside her. �If you stay like that, you�re going to get a lot more highlights.�
�Oops.� Julio bit her chin and eased his hand away. �I forgot.�
Teasing play, and it melted her. Sera wrapped herself around him, knees hooked over his hips and arms locked around his back. Nuzzling her face into his neck felt natural, like she belonged there. �I�m touching you,� she whispered. �Please don�t make me stop.�
His voice dropped to a low rumble. �What about that swim you wanted?�
Her coyote yearned for it. Not as satisfying as shedding her human skin and running, but it was still a game.
Then again, there was a very human game to be played inside. Sera edged her fingers under his shirt with a questioning noise. �No sex?�
He freed her grip on his shirt. �Maybe not right now. At some point, though�hell yeah, sex.�
Sera huffed out a laugh and eased away to study his face. �For a legendary seducer, your pants are seriously hard to get into.�
Julio tugged her off the counter, holding her upright when she would have fallen. �I know the value of timing. Is that so bad?�
�No.� Not when her knees were this wobbly. She�d let him throw her onto whatever surface he wanted for as many limb-melting orgasms as made him happy. �Let�s go swimming.�
His fingers skimmed her nipple. �Like this? Naked?�
A tiny shift of her hip rubbed her up against his erection, and fuck. Impressive might not do his dick justice. �Holy hell, Julio. If you pull that thing out, you�re gonna need to handcuff me to something to keep my hands off it.�
He slapped her hand playfully. �Fine. I�ll wear trunks.�
Pity. Leaning in, she nuzzled his throat with a laugh. �If you want to distract me, slap my ass.�
He slid his hand down over her hip to her ass, but he offered her a squeeze instead of a slap.
�Plenty of time, sweetheart.�
Plenty of time, and if he gave her enough of it, she�d scare him off with just how bent she could be. She was, after all, a freak, so much of one that even the mating frenzy couldn�t keep Josh from eyeing her with barely masked disdain.
She wasn�t ready to look into Julio�s eyes and find disdain instead of warm affection. She wasn�t ready for this magical vacation from her life to be over before it had really started. So she smiled and kissed his chin, then spun away and bolted for the open back door. �Meet you in the water.�

Chapter Seven

The big guy in town wasn�t hard to spot. He wasn�t actually particularly big, but he surveyed everything in the small roadside bar as if he owned it, a dead giveaway.
�Time to play nice,� Julio murmured to Sera and began to lead her across the dim, smoky room.
The Lost Highway was a damn far cry from most of the other bars in Panama City Beach, laser-lit dance clubs where college students went to get drunk and laid. This place seemed to cater to a slightly older crowd, the kind with black tattoos faded to blue and Harleys instead of Honda Civics.
And Sydney Rowe was at the middle of it all.
During Alec�s tour of the Southeast region the previous summer, Sydney had been reserved and cool. Things were fine, he�d said. Never better. Carmen had been sure he was hiding something, but it turned out to be more of a pattern than an isolated occurrence. No one trusted them, so no one opened up.
Part of the reason for Julio�s visit. He stopped at the table and stretched out his hand. �I�m Mendoza. Thanks for meeting me.�
The wolf�s gaze flicked over him before shifting to Sera. His eyes narrowed in confusion as his nostrils flared, and Sera stiffened.
But Sydney didn�t say anything, just thrust out his own hand and clasped Julio�s with enough strength to be a warning, but not a challenge. �Last time a council member rolled through here, he was looking for increased tithes.�
Alec had done nothing of the sort, and Julio knew it. He shook his head. �Not me. I�m on vacation.�
�In Panama City Beach?� Both of Sydney�s eyebrows swept up, as if he were waiting for the punch line. �Thought your kind went to Greece. Aren�t we kinda tacky for you?�
Sera bristled. �I think you�re confusing tacky and rude.�
Julio kept his gaze on Sydney. �He�s wondering what the hell we�re doing here, that�s all.�
The corner of the man�s mouth twitched up. �Your coyote looks like she�ll bite my balls off if I don�t invite you to sit.� A jerk of his head, and the two men on the opposite side of the table cleared out. �Snarly subs are fucking adorable, huh? Who can say no to them?�
Julio didn�t answer. Instead, he held Sera�s chair and then took his own. �We didn�t want to blow through your town without letting you know we were just here for a visit. Nothing permanent, and nothing ominous.�
Sydney�s gaze flicked to Sera again. �Nothing permanent for either of you?�
It took Julio a moment to pick up the unspoken threads and weave them together. �She�s not my dirty coyote secret, Rowe. Sera�s a friend.�
She bared her teeth at Sydney. �Yeah, everyone knows his kind keep their barely legal mistresses in Switzerland.�
�By the dozen,� Sydney replied easily. �Damn, Mendoza. They weren�t lying when they said Alec Jacobson and his crew roll sideways. You�re not much like your uncle, are you?�
�Not a damn bit. Relieved?�
�More than a little. No offense, brother, but your uncle�s a nasty motherfucker.� Sydney lifted one hand and flagged down an exasperated waitress who tucked her blonde hair behind her ear as she stopped next to the table. �Get �em whatever they want,� Sydney said.
�Beer,� Sera said without hesitation. �Thanks.�
�Make that two.� Julio gestured at the bar. �This your place?�
�Yeah, it is.� Sydney sent the blonde on her way with a shooing gesture that earned him an irritated growl in return. �Lynn there keeps it running for us. I�ll tell her to open a tab for the two of you while you�re here, if you want a safe place to drink. Most of the pack hangs out here.�
The air was heavy with the scent of wolf, but it was impossible to estimate how many. �What kind of numbers do you have around here?�
�Fifty, give or take. That�s counting most of the panhandle as mine, though. Which I do.� He grinned. �A lot of �em live on a few acres of land I�ve got northwest of here. Easier, since we don�t have all those fancy clinics and bought cops that you lucky bastards in New Orleans enjoy.�
�Sera�s dad and my sister are traveling around, setting up more clinics,� Julio told him. �I can�t help you with the cops personally, but a friend of mine got his criminal justice degree from FSU. I�ll ask Jackson if he knows anyone.�
Sydney tapped his fingers against the table. �Just like that, huh?�
Here we go. �In case you haven�t heard, it�s my job. Some people don�t care so much about that, but I plan to do it.�
�Uh-huh.� Sydney sat back as Lynn returned with three beers. She set them on the table without a word, and Sydney drained half of his before meeting Julio�s gaze. �My wife and I have held this pack longer than your girlfriend here�s been alive, kid, and the only thing the Southeast council�s ever offered us is an open hand, waiting for our money. Having it go the other way could take some getting used to.�
Julio expected nothing less. �Take your time, so long as you�re civil about it.�
Sydney rose, retrieved his wallet and pulled out a business card. �It�s for the bar, but if you call Lynn, she can put you through to me, day or night. I�ve got to head out on business for a couple hours, but you two are welcome to stick around. They fry up some mean hot wings.�
�I think Sera had her eye on one of the pool tables.� Julio stood and took the card. �I appreciate your time.�
Sydney nodded, then tilted his head. �Walk me to the door, huh? Lynn�ll keep an eye on your girl.�
Some things couldn�t be said in front of someone who wasn�t alpha. Julio squeezed Sera�s hand and followed Sydney toward the door. �What�s wrong?�
�Your uncle�� Sydney rubbed at his beard. �I can�t say if he started the rumor, or if he�s letting it linger. But Bobby down in Miami told me he�d heard this whole coup you and Alec Jacobson pulled was just a front. That Cesar Mendoza is still calling all the shots.�
�Goddamn it.� It sounded like the sort of thing Cesar would do, to save face if nothing else.
�John Peyton witnessed the challenge himself. Do you really think he�d stand for that?�
�No.� Sydney shrugged. �Just saying, it looks awful cozy from the outside. Alec marries your sister, the two of you take over, he ends up on the Conclave. All in the family.�
�Uh-huh, and where does Andrew Callaghan fit into that?�
�He owns a business with the Alpha�s son-in-law. And his girlfriend was Jacobson�s little pet psychic for years, everyone knows it.� Sydney shrugged again, looking uncomfortable. �Listen, man. I�m not saying it�s true, but it�s out there.�
The wolves had started to circle Sera, though she was steadfastly ignoring them. �Thanks for the warning,� Julio murmured.
�Thanks for telling me it�s not true. I�d take you over him any day.�
�I hope most people would.� He shook Sydney�s hand. �If you need anything, let us know.�
Sydney smiled and headed for the door. �Will do. And call Lynn if the two of you want to go for a run. I�ve got plenty of land that�s safe enough. No trigger-happy rednecks with rifles.�
�We�ll do that.�
Back at the pool table, the wolves eased away when Julio approached and slid his arm around Sera. �How�re you holding up?�
She rubbed her thumb up and down the side of the pool cue as she leaned into him. �Peachy.
You ready to get your ass handed to you at pool?�
He settled her hips closer to his. �I�ve seen you play, doll. You�re not that good.�
Sera just smiled. �What�ll you bet?�
Anything for another one of those smiles. �Money�s no good. How about kisses?�
�Mmm, as long as the winner gets to decide where.� She handed him the cue and circled the table. �Eight ball? Nine ball? What�s your poison?�
�Straight pool. And don�t forget to call your shots, sweet thing.�
Sera bent over to rack the balls. �How many points are we playing to? Because we�re saving the kisses for later. You�re hot, babe, but I�m not making out with you while frat-boy wolf back there is ogling my ass.�
�Fifty, then. We�ll make it a short night.�
She settled the balls into place and grinned at him. �You can break. Run ten and I�ll throw in a bonus.�
When she pulled away the triangle, Julio lined up and broke. The six ball immediately tumbled into one of the corner pockets, and he groaned. �I think I�m getting my pool games mixed up again. That�s a foul, right?�
�Only because you didn�t call it.� Sera moved past him, dragging her fingers over his back in a teasing caress. �You�re down two, and I�m sinking the fifteen in the side pocket.�
She made the shot and seemed to use the opportunity to flash her mouthwatering cleavage at him. �You play dirty, Sinclaire.�
�I play to win.� She ignored the wolves watching her from the corner table and circled to study her next shot. �Things don�t seem too bad here. They�re staring at me, but no one�s come over to ask how much I charge yet.�
And if anyone did, he�d find himself on the losing end of a quick, painful fight. �No, it�s not so bad.�
�It seems like there�s a lot of them. I always forget how many wolves there are, even outside of New Orleans.� She gestured with the cue stick. �Ten ball, corner pocket.�
She was going to run the board, and Julio didn�t care. Win or lose, he�d still be touching Sera.
�Not like the others, huh? The coyotes and the cats?�
She called and sank two more shots before she answered, her voice too casual to be natural. �I�ve only met three other coyotes in my life. My parents and my ex. My dad worked pretty hard to avoid them.�
�Wouldn�t be hard to miss them without trying, but�I get it.� How bad had things been for Carmen, or for his cousin Veronica? A female coyote was even rarer�and at a greater disadvantage.
Sera�s fingers tightened around the cue as she called her next shot, but the cue ball spun wide and knocked the three ball across the table. �Shit. Your turn.�
Instead of lining up another shot, Julio took the cue from her hand. �Why don�t we go take a walk on the beach and talk?�
She glanced at the wolves busily pretending they weren�t staring and jerked her head in an unsteady nod. �Okay.�
�You sure?�
Sera slipped her hand into his, and even that quiet contact seemed to steady her. �If you�re done being Mr. Council, I wouldn�t mind having you to myself.�
He tugged her closer and settled his free hand at the small of her back. �We can take a walk and come back for dinner.�
It made her smile, and the smile lasted out the door and into the parking lot. As they skirted a pair of Harleys, she sighed. �I�m sorry I snapped at him. I might be feeling a little protective.�
�Don�t sweat it.� Any alpha worth the title would have expected as much from someone who felt threatened. �You didn�t hurt his feelings.�
�So I saw.� She slipped her arm under his and around his waist, nestling close to his side.
�It�s good. The shifters who have to slap the submissives down? Those aren�t the ones who should be in charge.�
�No, they�re not.� The night was clear, with stars dotting the dark blue of the sky, and a soft salty breeze ruffled his hair. �I can�t imagine trying to do his job without any resources.�
�But you can give him that, can�t you?�
�Yeah.� Noah Coleman should have been doing it before his death, and the other council members should have picked it up afterward. �I wonder how many alphas like Rowe won�t come to the council now because they think everything�s the same?�
�Probably most of them.� Sera tucked her head against his shoulder. �I don�t know what it�s like for the wolves, but you have the chance to make things better. Only not just for the wolves, because you and Alec and Andrew are including the rest of us.�
�Yeah.� Julio cut across the cracked parking lot and headed for the deserted stretch of beach behind the bar. �It might be worse other places. It probably will be.�
Her fingers stroked over his waist, soft and soothing. �Then you�ll deal with them. There�s nothing they can say to me that I can�t shake off. I�ve been hearing it since I turned fifteen and grew into a C cup.�
No matter what she said, the sexual innuendo had to hurt. �I don�t like it, and I won�t be able to hang on to my temper forever.�
�I know.� She shivered, even cuddled close to the heat of his body. �It�s the ones who want to drive me out of their territory that scare me. It�s usually the turned wolves. They can�t control their instincts.�
He tightened his hand on her hip. �That�s why I�m here.�
She kicked off her sandals as soon as they hit the beach, and seemed entertained by tracing her toes through the sand. �You�re easy to talk to,� she said finally. �You�re not like everyone else. You don�t push.�
Her hair draped over her bare shoulder, caressing pale skin silvered by the moonlight. �I�m the last person who�d make you talk it all out when you�d rather not, sweetheart. I know what that�s like.�
�You do.� She turned to face him, pressing both hands to his chest. �I don�t push, either. But, you know, I was there. I mean, I don�t know if you remember that, but I was. And I�m a good listener.�
She�d been there, seen him at his weakest, which should have made him more reluctant to speak. Instead, he sighed. �I fucked up, and Kat and Patrick paid the price. Ben paid it.�
Sera watched him in silence for several moments, her fingers caressing absent circles on his T-shirt. Then she slipped one hand up to curl around the back of his neck, her skin soft and warm against his. �You paid it too. In pain and blood, and every day since. You�re still paying it.
I can feel it.�
�Maybe.� He had nightmares, sure, and a couple of scars. All the things Callum wanted to talk about. �I started working on my precognition. Trying something new.�
�Like practicing it?�
�Kind of.� She was still petting him, and he caught her hand. �See, what I figure is that if I�d had more lead time�if I�d seen��
Her eyes were gentle. �Maybe,� she whispered. �Don�t torture yourself with maybes forever.
That almost put my dad in the mental hospital with my mom.�
�I know that. All the bullshit about hindsight, it�s true. But what good is it, Sera?� He gripped her upper arms, careful not to hold her too tightly. �What good is seeing the future if you can�t change it in time? Not trying will drive you nuts too�I learned that from my mom.�
She tilted her head. �What happened when you started practicing?�
�It got better.� A bit at a time, a few extra seconds of sight here and there. �It�s all about the moment. I don�t have grand, sweeping visions of the future like Wesley Dade, but what I do see� It�s clear. And if I can make that happen when I want it to, when it�ll do some good?
Fuck, Sera. Think of it.�
Her sudden smile was sure, confident�and sweet. �You should have seen Kat as a teenager. If she can practice and make that crazy empathy of hers useful, you can do it with your precognition.�
When she smiled at him like that, he needed to be better. Strong enough to deserve it.
�Anyway, that�s how I�ve been dealing on my terms. May as well do something constructive, right?�
�Can you see anything now?� Her smile had shifted, turned a little shy. �I mean, how do you try?�
�I concentrate.� He shrugged. �I don�t know. Sometimes it�s there and sometimes it isn�t.�
�Is there anything there now?�
Julio closed his eyes and focused on shutting out everything, from the sound of Sera�s breathing to the roar of the surf, the cool sea breeze and the give of the sand beneath his shoes.
When everything was still, silent, he opened his mind and waited for something�anything�to fill the blankness.
Nothing came, and he opened his eyes with a sigh. �Nope.�
Sera rocked up on her toes, until her nose brushed his chin. �Good,� she murmured against his jaw. �I was making very illicit plans about what I�d like to do to you, and it�d suck if I could never surprise you.�
That tiny touch made him hard, and he turned his mouth to her cheek and smiled. �No, you can definitely still do that.�
�I�m glad.� Her teeth closed on his jaw in a teasing nip before she spun away. �Catch me.�
He gave her a few seconds� head start, just to make it fair, then took off after her. Sand flew under their feet, and he chased her almost to the water before she dodged sharply to the left, trying to duck past him as the night filled with her breathless, giddy laughter.
He caught her with an arm around her waist and swung her up over his shoulder with a laugh.
�Got you.�
�Julio. � Sand flew everywhere as she kicked her feet with another laugh. �I don�t know how you move so damn fast when you have to haul all these pretty muscles around with you.�
He slapped her ass. �I�m used to the pretty muscles. What about you?�
She squirmed with a choked noise. �What about what?�
He caught the scent of her arousal and promptly forgot what he was saying. �Huh?�
Sera laughed hoarsely. �I have no idea.�
Putting her down meant letting her slide against his body on the way, and Julio bit back a groan. �Me neither.�
As soon as her feet hit the sand, she hopped back a couple steps and leveled a finger at him. �Now you know better than to slap my ass.�
�Uh-huh.� She�d mentioned it before. If a casual smack made her that hot, he couldn�t imagine what would happen if he got her naked across his lap.
She was still watching him, shoulders tense, eyes wary�and more than a little hopeful.
�Well, you�re not running away. That�s a good sign.�
Maybe he�d misheard her, as caught up as he was in wondering if laying his hand across her ass would make her come. �Running away from what?�
�The kinky submissive.� Her smile was tired. �I�m such a stereotype, you know. Or maybe I�m reinforcing stereotypes? I can never remember.�
He groaned. �Surely you haven�t forgotten my key philosophy already.�
Sera made a face at him. �I suck at pop quizzes.�
�Then let me refresh your memory.� He took her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm. �Stop worrying about who you are and just be.�
Her fingers twitched toward her palm. �We all have things we�re dumb about. But I�ll try.�
�Do it for me?�
�Okay.� A gust of wind caught the ends of her disheveled hair and teased them across her face. She ignored them as she closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. �I can just be.�
Nothing could have stopped him from leaning in to kiss the corner of her mouth. �I like who you are.�
She smiled against his cheek. �If I didn�t know better, I�d think you were flirting with me.�
�Because I am.� Light, easy. The kind of flirtation that came before first dates and flowers.
Her breathing hitched. Silence fell around them, then was filled by the distant noise of cars and people, and the more immediate sound of the water breaking gently on the sand. Sera tilted her head, rubbed her cheek against his as she nuzzled her way to the crook of his neck, where she inhaled deeply.
She kissed the side of his throat. �I�ve never tried the kind of flirting that ends with us going to our separate bedrooms at night.�
�Do you want to?�
�I wasn�t all that happy when we went to our own rooms last night.� It wasn�t much of a revelation, not when he�d been able to see her vague frustration and confusion. �But I don�t want this to end. I like hanging out with you. Talking to you.�
He could tell her it wouldn�t, that sex didn�t mean they couldn�t still be friends, but those were just words. �We don�t have to fall into bed together at all. And even if we do�we don�t have to get hung up on labels. We are this and we aren�t that. What good is it?�
�None, I guess, especially when we�re not even human.� She eased back enough to meet his eyes, and hers were deadly serious. �Thank you for this. I know you probably had to meet with all these alphas eventually, and that it�s partly about clearing me out of town until we know for sure that Josh isn�t going to show up, but I don�t think I�ve felt this free since I was about sixteen.�
�See?� He tugged on a lock of her hair and put his hands in his pockets to avoid the temptation to touch her again. �We�ll turn you into a woman of leisure, just watch.�
�No, thank you.� She turned and started back toward the spot where she�d left her shoes. �I had a couple years of leisure when I was married. I want to be a fun divorc�e now.�
�It fits if you�re going to be hanging out with me,� he pointed out. �Everyone thinks I�m a womanizing playboy.�
Sera turned and walked backwards. �You�re a womanizer and I�m a slut. Sometimes I think people spend too much time worrying about how much sex everyone else is having.�
�Only sometimes?� Wolves, especially, spent way too much time dwelling on it.
She grinned. �The rest of the time they�re watching reality TV.�
Julio groaned. �Fuck �em all.�
�I�d rather fuck you.� When she reached her sandals, she turned to slip them on, bending over just enough to make her shorts hug her ass. �Or watch CSI. You know I love a man in uniform.�
She wanted him to watch her, so he stared at her ass and stared hard. �Too bad I�m not with the fire department anymore.�
Sera half-straightened. �Give me a second. I�m picturing it.� A pause, and he could almost hear the teasing laughter. �Oh yeah, that�s doing it for me.�
�The dress uniform or the turnout gear?�
�Uniform, totally.� She glanced back at him. �Though the pants and suspenders have potential.�
�Uh-huh.� He bumped her hip with his. �Get a move on, Sinclaire. I still have to win that pool game.�
�In your dreams,� came her easy retort, but when she slipped her fingers into his hand, she held on tightly, like she didn�t want to let him go either.

Sera clawed out of sleep when she hit the floor with a yelp. It was a hard landing, smashing her shoulder into the hardwood, and she couldn�t break her own fall because her limbs were trapped, tangled by the force that had chased her through her dreams, that had her heart pounding-She twisted and heard her own terrified whine, and disorientation made her queasy. Paws, not hands, and twisted up in the tank top and underwear she�d worn to bed. Claustrophobia closed in, panic that had her twisting hard enough to crash into the nightstand.
Unfamiliar nightstand. None of the scents were right, nothing in this room was hers, and her body heaved with panting breaths as she squirmed and kicked her back legs free of the torn fabric. But the thin straps on the shirt twisted tighter, pulling across her throat as she became frantic, too afraid to find the spark of magic she needed to shift.
She was trapped. Lost. Kidnapped and alone, and every twist of her body bound her tighter and tighter-�Shh.� A wolf in his human skin knelt beside her, his hands gentle but firm. �Calm down, sweetheart. Just a little, okay?�
Wolf. Not a monster, and Sera dragged his scent into her lungs and shuddered as something beyond instinct rose up to meet the gentle power that wrapped around her when he touched her.
She knew this wolf. In her heart, in that quiet place inside her. Julio. With the name came human memories, came sense, and Sera shuddered as the last of the nightmare slipped away.
He stripped away the confining fabric. �That�s it. Easy, Sera.�
Getting her paws under her became the next challenge, but her front right leg ached, a pain that seemed worse when she put weight on it. She hated the sad, pained whimper that slipped free, but she wasn�t too proud to huddle closer to Julio as she tried to find the power to shift.
He picked her up and rose. �We�ll get you back to bed, and you can settle down.�
It was disorienting, being carried as a coyote. Sera trembled with the effort not to move, not to let a moment of panic end with her claws raking across his bare chest. He set her on the bed, and some of her tension eased when he sat next to her. Closing her eyes, she curled around him and let the steely strength of an alpha shifter work its quiet magic on her nerves.
She barely noticed when the change finally washed over her, a wave of magic that usually brought heat in its wake. Now her skin prickled. Melted. Reformed with her cheek pressed against the pillow and her aching right arm held protectively to her chest.
Julio hummed and whispered her name. �Sera? Sweetheart?�
Tears burned her eyes. Shame, humiliation. Frustration with herself for still being weak.
Pathetic and needy, like a good little submissive who was scared of fake monsters in the dark.
�I�m okay.�
�Don�t,� he murmured. �With anyone else, okay, but not with me. Please.�
Breathing around the lump in her throat hurt. The pressure kept building, a sharp pain in her chest that would only be relieved by tears or words. Her choice, and it was terrifying to swallow the tears and try words. They came slowly, halting at first, because she didn�t know how to start. �My mom used to make me hide. In the closet or under the bed. Under the bathroom sink, I think��
�Fuck.� He draped a sheet over her and gathered her in his arms. �Come here.�
He was warm and strong, and he smelled like safety. �I don�t remember much of it because I was young. Something had happened�� The words got stuck in her throat, and she had to take a steadying breath. �Do you know why the cougars and coyotes hide?�
His eyes were dark with sympathy. �I imagine because things get pretty fucking ugly when your species is dying out.�
�I don�t even know if it�s their fault,� she whispered. �I mean, the human part of me says it�s terrible. You don�t stalk a mate and take them against their will. But we�re not like the wolves.
None of us were born human and turned. We�re all trapped by instinct, and fighting it makes us crazier.�
�I don�t think that�s true,� he argued. �I was born this way and I�m not trapped or crazy.�
�The wolves aren�t dying out,� she countered. �It�s not just one bastard, Julio. A coyote raped my aunt when my mom was a kid, and my grandfather died challenging him over it. And my aunt had a daughter, and when she was seventeen, a coyote found her.� Her heart pounded.
She was breathing too fast, and she couldn�t stop the words, like lancing the darkest festering place in her heart. �They all died. My cousin, and my aunt, trying to protect her. And my mother �my mother��
�Shh.� He tucked her face against his chest and rocked her gently. �I�m sorry, Sera. Sorry like hell.�
It helped, if only because she�d never said the words out loud before. As hard as it was to give them voice, the oppressive silence had been worse. She�d lived for years in complicit understanding with her father, never bringing up the events that had torn their family apart.
Never telling anyone else, because seeing horror in their eyes would make it real.
Julio didn�t react with horror. He didn�t drown her in pity. He held her and rocked her until the tightness in her chest eased enough to let her continue. �My mother never forgave my father.
He was off being a mercenary, and she thought he should have been at home, protecting his family. But it wouldn�t have helped. They lived in Missouri, not New Orleans. Even if he�d been with us, he wouldn�t have been able to save them.�
�What about you?� he asked gently. �What do you think?�
She laughed, part pain, part helplessness. �I don�t know. I think my parents tried really hard, even when life was shitty. My mom was losing her mind, and she knew it. She was scared of hurting me, so she brought me to Mahalia, and Mahalia found that place for her to be safe.�
His fingers trailed through her hair. �Then it sounds like she did the best she could for you.
That�s all anyone can ask, right?�
It had taken Sera a lot more time to come to that same conclusion. �I�m not a kid who�s pissed at her parents. I grew up fast. I guess I was in a hurry to repeat their mistakes.�
�Trapped by instinct,� he whispered. �That�s what you meant. Josh.�
Wrapped in his arms, tucked against his chest, the last thing she wanted to talk about was Josh. But the words hung between them, and she had to find something to say. �Do you know why he hit me?�
His hands tightened with a protectiveness that thrilled her, though he relaxed them immediately. �Why?�
�I let everyone think it was because I tried to leave. Because I wanted to see my dad.� She caught his hand and tangled her fingers with his. �But it would have happened anyway, because he found my birth control. And that�s the only unforgivable thing a female coyote can do.�
He sighed, heavy and harsh. �That bastard had no right to do that to you.�
It almost made her smile. �I know. I may be a submissive, but I�m still my father�s daughter.
And that�s why he hated me the most. He never had the power, because he had to keep me happy. One call to my ex-mercenary dad and his scary fucking friends, and I would have been a widow.�
Julio touched her cheekbone, the one that had been bruised along with her eye when she�d run to New Orleans in the first place, and her heart stuttered, knowing he remembered so clearly. �Does your dad know yet? That Josh hurt you?�
Sera winced. �It came up while Lily was helping me get divorced, but your sister convinced him that crippling himself to get revenge for a black eye was going to hurt me a lot more than letting it go. I�m pretty sure the only reason he didn�t pitch a fit when I moved in with Kat was that your brother was around all the time.�
�Are you kidding? You�re one of Miguel�s favorite people.�
�Yeah?� It made her smile as she turned to rub her cheek against Julio�s shoulder. �You�re dangerous, with your cuddling and your alpha power and your petting. I just unloaded on you.�
Julio waved it away. �If you�re keeping score, I guess that makes us even.�
The bare skin under her cheek should have felt sexual. But his grip was warmth and tenderness, as if he knew how to leash the burning awareness between them when she needed shapeshifter comfort more than a man�s touch.
Only fair, she supposed, when she�d done the same to him. �Julio?�
�Hmm?�
She wanted to hold her breath. �Can I sleep with you tonight?�
He only smiled. �Here, or in my room?�
�Your room.� He�d only spent two nights there, but his scent would be everywhere. �But I need some clothes first.�
He nodded as he rose. �I�ll wait. Take your time.�
It didn�t take long to find underwear and an untangled top. She pulled on shorts too, plaid boxers that had been washed until the pattern faded, and they were soft and comfortable. Her next stop was the bathroom to splash water on her cheeks and try to twist her hair back into a braid.
When she crept to Julio�s room, she found him sitting on the edge of the bed, turning a CD over in his hands. �Music?�
�Sure.� It was naive to pretend that comfort wouldn�t give way to tension again. By morning she�d be curled around him, half-crazed with the need to kiss him until she drowned in him. But right now�
She didn�t want to sleep alone.
He gestured to the bed. �Do you have a side? I usually sleep in the middle until someone shoves me over.�
Sera slipped onto the opposite side of the mattress. �I can sleep anywhere. My right arm�s a little sore, though. I hit my shoulder pretty hard when I rolled off the bed.�
�It looks really red. You�ll probably have a bruise.�
�Bruises fade.� She stretched out on her left side, facing away from him. �If you think this is a bad idea��
�What, us sleeping together?�
�Mmm. I�m feeling cuddly right now, but no blaming me if I wake up something else.�
He chuckled. �Aren�t we past dancing around it, Sera? If you wake up horny.�
She reached a hand to where he perched on the opposite side of the bed, her fingers barely reaching his hip. �I�m going to do what you asked. I�m going to just be. Come be with me?�
He clicked off the lamp and stretched out beside her. �I can do that.�
Sera curled to her side again and squirmed close enough to feel the warmth of his body. In the dark, it was easier to say the most important thing. �Thanks for listening. For letting me talk.�
His arm draped across her waist. �If you need to talk some more, you let me know. If you don�t, I�m good with that too.�
More words wouldn�t help, not now when she was still half-drunk on the defiant thrill of throwing the door open on all the skeletons in the Sinclaire family closet. She�d spoken about the past, and the world hadn�t ended. It was a start.
Enough for now. �I just need this,� she murmured, lacing her fingers with his. I just need you. 
Julio�s thumb stroked over the back of her hand. �We�re supposed to leave tomorrow. Where do you want to go next?�
That slow, soothing touch would lull her to sleep soon enough. �Where�s Universal Studios?�
He laughed. �Orlando, I think.�
�That always sounded fun.� She nestled deeper into his embrace. �But I�ll go anywhere. It�s all an adventure for me.�
�We could head to Disney too. Get some mouse ears on you.�
It sounded sweet. It sounded fun, and she would have told him so, too, if she hadn�t been well on her way to blissful sleep.

Chapter Eight

He woke with Sera in his arms.
Julio buried his nose in her hair and inhaled with a groan. �You smell good.�
�I smell like you� was her husky reply. She tilted her head back, arching her throat toward him. �I like it.�
�I�m not that much of a narcissist.� She smelled like shampoo, sunblock and salt. �It�s got to be you.�
�If you say so.� Her eyes drifted open, sleep glazed but amused. �I slept like a baby in your guest room, you know. It smelled like you too. Just enough to know I was safe.�
�So you want to keep sleeping with me?�
She traced a fingertip along his collarbone. �You shouldn�t ask me that. I�d spend days in this bed with you, if you�d let me.�
His dick hardened. �Can�t. We�re checking out today. Still have a few hours, though.�
�Yeah?� A little wiggle, and she had her hip pressed up against him, rubbing teasingly. �Are you going to make me beg, or are you going to play with me?�
Julio slid his hand over her hip, his fingers brushing her stomach. �I don�t know. I�m trying to figure out what you need, the stuff you might not even realize.�
She caught his hand and held it in place. �Uh-uh. I don�t want to be screwed for my mental health. I don�t believe in sexual healing, and even if I did, it doesn�t sound very fun. Just be, right?�
�Just be.� He rolled her to her back and leaned over her. �I don�t want us to have sex because we woke up in the same bed. I don�t want to need a convenient excuse.�
Sera stared up at him, her face surrounded by wild strands of hair that had escaped her braid during the night. She took one slow breath, then another, as if she was working up the courage to say something. When she finally did, nervous vulnerability showed clearly in her eyes. �Promise me that you�re doing all this slow seduction and dominance stuff because you like it, not because it�s what I want.�
He could give her that. �I promise, sweetheart.�
Lifting her head, she brushed a soft kiss to his lips. �I said yes that first night. To everything.
I�ll tease and I�ll flirt, but I�ll do anything you want until you decide you don�t want that responsibility anymore.�
�I know.� What he didn�t know was whether responsibility was something he could ever walk away from again.
She was still watching him, wide-eyed and uncertain. �Did I�� Her teeth dug into her lower lip, followed by a quick swipe of her tongue. �Did I do something wrong?�
�No.� He indulged himself by caressing her cheek and jaw. �You did everything right.�
Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she lifted her chin into his touch with a quiet sigh of pleasure.
�Sometimes you touch me like I�m� I don�t know. Something good.�
�Only sometimes?� He�d have to do better.
Her nose scrunched up, as if she thought he was teasing her. �I�m serious.�
�So am I.�
She laughed and blew out a frustrated breath. �I don�t know what I�m trying to say. I always like the way you touch me, but sometimes it�s soft, but still strong.� Her voice fell to a shy whisper. �It makes me feel safe.�
It made him feel like he wasn�t running away after all. Like he was doing something right. �I think I get it.�
With her eyes still closed, she turned her face toward his hand. �Are you sure? Because if you�re not doing it on purpose, be gentle with me. My heart�s not as tough as the rest of me.�
Nothing seemed like a remotely adequate response. He could reassure her, but what did any of it mean? Either they were ready for it, or they weren�t.
He eased back. �I�m not doing it on purpose, but I can stop anyway. If that�s what you want.�
She swallowed and caught both of his arms, holding him in place. �No. Not unless I�m the only one feeling�something.�
Because he didn�t know what else to say, he kissed her nose. �Breakfast. Want to go out?�
�Waffles.� She wiggled out from under him and bounced to her feet. �With whipped cream and strawberries. And bacon. And coffee.�
�You don�t have to cook every meal, Sera. You should take it easy.�
She capitulated without argument. �Then you pick a place while I pack and take a shower.�
He�d fucked up, but he couldn�t help it. He�d been honest, and that was all he could do. �Take your time.�
�It won�t be long.� She paused in the doorway and smiled at him. �I still want waffles, though.�
When she�d gone, Julio sat up and curled his shaking hands into fists. He�d tried to go slow, to be careful, and it didn�t matter. She was open, vulnerable to him. That meant he could hurt her, and it was the last thing he wanted to do.

Panama City Beach hadn�t been a basket of puppies and rainbows, but the reception they got in Orlando was downright chilly.
A group of men were waiting for them at the hotel. Either someone was talking about Julio�s impromptu tour of the Southeast, or someone at the hotel recognized his name.
He sized them up as he unbuckled his seatbelt. �Stay in the car, Sera.�
Her gaze tripped over the wolves. �What do you want me to do if one gets past you?�
Surely they wouldn�t. �They�re looking to assert dominance. Coming after you would be weak, beneath them.� He flicked the keys hanging from the ignition. �If that happens, leave me behind and get the hell out of here, �cause it means all bets are off.�
Sera slipped her seatbelt off and reached across the seat to squeeze his hand. �Be careful.�
�Nothing to it.� He climbed out of the car and engaged the locks before closing the door.
�Gentlemen.�
The wolves fanned out as he approached, blocking off the parking lot exit. There were four, total�two fit blonds in bland business casual, a thin, dangerous-looking redhead dressed like a redneck, and the obvious leader, a thug over six feet tall whose bulging muscles strained the seams on his cheap suit.
The leader stepped forward, his gaze a hairsbreadth short of an outright challenge. �Julio Mendoza. You didn�t call to say you were coming to town.�
�No, I didn�t.� Nor was he expected to, but he let it lie. �Is that a problem?�
�It is when you bring trash with you,� the redhead muttered.
The leader lifted a hand to silence him. �It�s polite,� he said, giving the words an edge of a growl. �Or are you only interested in talking to outcasts and mutts?�
Julio forced a smile. �It�s polite to look people up when you roll into town�which was my full intention. Are you suggesting I needed to call first for permission?�
�No.� It was a blatant lie, and the wolf didn�t bother to hide it from his expression. His face twisted into something ugly. �You�re supposed to be the one who gives a shit about us.
Jacobson�s so perverse he�d let us all burn, and that new bastard doesn�t know how to be a wolf. But you�re one of us. So why don�t you act like it?�
If he didn�t shut this down now, things would get real ugly, real fast. So Julio stepped closer, right up in the man�s space, and stared at him. Hard. �Say what you want about me�I�m here and ready to kick your ass for it�but don�t talk shit about my friends.�
The suit�s hands fisted. �If you were half the man your uncle is, you�d be doing your job.
You�d be fighting for the wolves instead of dicking around the country with a coyote slut.�
�For dickheads like you?� He wouldn�t throw the first punch. He would not. �I prefer people with manners.�
It was the redneck who snarled, some control on his temper snapping. �You�re a fucking disgrace,� he spat, anger turning his face as red as his hair. �At least Alec Jacobson and Andrew Callaghan are only bent enough to screw human bitches. The only good coyote is a dead�� It didn�t matter that the leader was a few inches taller than him and probably a few pounds heavier. Julio grabbed the lapels of his cheap, ill-fitting jacket and threw him at the redneck with a growl. They hit the ground but sprang up, ready to fight.
Good. So was he.

Sera had no intention of driving away to leave Julio to his fate, even if she was utterly confident in his ability to prevail in a four-on-one fight. The wolves facing him had violence in their postures and hate in their eyes, and she�d known from the moment he first spoke that they wouldn�t be satisfied with words.
Instead of preparing to flee, she�d called Anna. �Now they�re talking a lot of shit. Mostly about me.� The running commentary diffused her nerves. Made it easier to breathe as she watched Julio. �They�re not saying anything really creative, though. I�m a coyote slut who�d be better off� shit.�
�What?� Anna demanded. �What�s happening?�
�Julio just picked up the biggest one and threw him at the others like a bowling ball.� Her heart pounded its way toward her throat as Julio punched the flannel-wearing redneck in the nose. �Oh my God, Anna, promise me he can handle all four of them.�
�He can handle them,� she answered instantly. �Look, he told you to stay in the car.
Whatever else you do, you stay there, okay?�
Sera gripped the door handle and winced as one of the blond wolves landed a rough hit to Julio�s side, but Julio barely seemed to notice. �I�m not stupid,� she whispered, hating herself for what she was instead. Weak. Useless. �I�m a liability. I�m getting in the way of what he�s trying to do.�
Julio spun and butted heads with the tall blond�literally. The man staggered back, and the one in flannel grabbed at Julio�s shirt. One blow knocked him loose, and he stumbled toward the car in an effort to catch his balance.
Julio charged him with a wild-eyed roar. They landed on the pavement in a full-on skid, sliding several feet before crashing into the front fender of the car.
Sera could hear her own rasping breaths filling the car. Power thundered over her, a dominance that sang in her blood and vibrated in her bones. Or maybe that vibration was the car shaking as the red-headed wolf tried to crawl away from the brutal punishment of Julio�s fists.
She could vaguely hear Anna�s voice from her phone, and she struggled to focus, to tear her gaze from the perfect storm of protective violence in front of her. �One of them got too close to the car,� she told Anna. �I don�t think he liked that.�
Anna swore viciously, and keys jingled in the background. �They�d better hope he doesn�t kill any of them.�
The huge wolf in the suit tried to pull Julio off the one in the flannel, earning an elbow in the face for his trouble. Then Julio climbed to his feet, nudged the man on the ground with his foot and faced the others.
They backed away.
Sera made a choked noise. �Oh, he�s amazing. He�s�� Her opposite. Her match. Violence and strength and all the hard, dangerous things in life. She groaned and closed her eyes. �I wish you were close enough to shake me. I�m about to go on a submissive bender.�
Anna sighed. �If he�s winning, I�m hanging up. I�d rather not share this moment with you, no offense.�
�Anna?�
�Yeah, honey?�
Outside, one of the blond wolves bolted. The other fell to his knees, the silent gesture an acknowledgment of power and a willingness to submit that defied human words.
She understood the feeling. �I think I�m a little bit in love with him.�
�A little bit,� Anna repeated slowly, her voice devoid of surprise. �Call me later.�
�I will,� Sera promised, and barely noticed the soft click on the other end of the phone. Julio was watching with disgust as the remaining men gathered their flannel-clad�and now bleeding �friend and began helping him across the lot.
He bent by her window and waited for her to lower it. �Are you all right?� he rasped.
�Yes,� she whispered, unable to look away from him. The human bits of her were slipping away, lost to the rising satisfaction of her coyote. Her phone slipped from her fingers, and she fumbled blindly for the door lock.
Instead of opening her door, he circled around to his and climbed in. �They won�t be bothering us anymore, but I think we gathered some attention. We�ll have to find another hotel.�
His shirt was torn, and blood splattered his lip. She waited for him to settle into the seat before sliding over to brush her thumb across his chin. �Are you hurt?�
He shook his head and watched as the attacking wolves packed into an SUV and peeled out of the lot. Then he released a breath and leaned his forehead against the wheel. �I mean it, are you all right?�
In a heartbeat she went from weak to strong. From useless to needed. Shifting closer to him, she slipped a careful arm around his body and dropped her cheek to the back of his shoulder.
�I�m all right,� she promised, letting the words float from her. She found the skin of his upper arm and stroked it softly. �I don�t care what they say about me. That was bullshit. I�ve heard worse.�
�Fuck.� His fingers tightened around the steering wheel until it creaked. �Fuck. �
For all she knew, the last time he�d been jumped by shapeshifters was when he and Kat had been kidnapped by the mercenaries the psychic cult had hired. She kept touching him, kept holding him�but didn�t push. If she tried to make him talk, he�d shut down.
So she slid her hand down his arm to cover his fingers with her own. �Will you let me drive?�
His breaths were coming in pants now, and he nodded. �Anywhere, I don�t care. Just get us out of here.�
He slid over, easing her across his lap as he did, and she helped him when his hands started to shake, twisting herself around the steering wheel until she could settle into the driver�s seat.
Driving stick was harder than she remembered. Then again, she�d never practiced with a dominant wolf on the verge of a panic attack shaking in the passenger seat. She whispered a silent apology to Jackson for riding the clutch on his beautiful car and tried not to spare Julio too many worried glances as she picked a street at random and drove away from the hotel.

Fifteen miles away, she helped Julio into a tiny room at an establishment nowhere near as nice as the last one.
He�d been avoiding her gaze, and he ran his hands through his hair as he sank to the bed.
�I�m a jerk.�
Sera went to the door to hang the Do Not Disturb sign and engaged the chain lock for good measure. When she returned to the bed, she knelt between his legs. �Look at me, Julio.
Please?�
�I�m fine now.� He groaned. �It�s all just so stupid.�
She curled her hand around his and squeezed. �You�ve got two choices. Do you want kisses and pets, or do you want the bullshit-free tough love?�
His shoulders began to shake with laughter. �The latter. I bet it�s cute.�
�Oh, it�s damn cute.� She squeezed his hands. �Listen to me, mister alpha wolf. You went through some seriously crazy shit. You don�t want to talk about it? I get it. You don�t want to let other people see it get to you? Fine. But don�t you dare call it stupid. Because if you think you�re stupid because you can�t shrug off being tortured after a couple months, think about how pathetic you make the rest of us feel.�
Julio met her gaze with a shaky sigh, all traces of humor gone. �He wasn�t even coming for you,� he told her quietly. �I would have killed him if he had been.�
�I know,� she replied just as softly. �We are the way we are. It�s how we�re built, the way we�re supposed to be. You need to protect me. I understand.� She pressed one hand to his chest, fingers spread wide over his heart. �I need to protect you too. That�s what you have to understand about me.�
He covered her hand with his, then pulled her into his lap. �Sera.�
She pressed a finger to his lips. �One more thing. I don�t break, okay? I bend. The rest of you stand strong until you shatter, but I ride the rough spots so I can get back up when they�re over. But sometimes that means I don�t learn, because I never get hurt badly enough to teach me a lesson.�
His brows drew together in a frown. �I don�t know what that means.�
Of course he didn�t. She sighed and closed her eyes. �I get it all tangled up. Dominance and submission. Life and sex. I threw myself into you all the way, and it wasn�t fair. I forget that the people worth submitting to� It�s not play, not for you. It�s another responsibility, and I shouldn�t have acted like you wouldn�t take it seriously.�
The world tipped, and she landed on the bed with him looming over her. �I take it seriously,� he whispered. �And you�re worth it.�
Sera�s breath caught. �We don�t have to. I don�t need games to want you. You�d make it hot even if it was just missionary under the covers with the lights off.�
�You�re not listening to yourself.� He leaned closer, until his breath heated her lips. �This isn�t play for me.�
The urge to submit trembled through her. She relaxed into the bed, slid her hands up to his shoulders and then over her head. �What is this?�
He followed the lines of her arms to grasp her wrists. �Pleasure, if you want it.�
Oh God, she did. So much she was shaking with it, so much she wanted to beg him not to stop. But it was always about what she wanted. What she needed. �What do you want?�
�To take you,� he rasped. �To watch the look on your face when I do it.�
She wiggled her wrists, teased him with the hint of a challenge. Forced him to tighten his grip until the strength in his fingers melted something low in her belly. �You want to hear my dirty, shameful secret?�
�No.� He scraped his teeth over her jaw. �But I�ll listen to a little bit of your truth.�
�I�m a simple creature.� She had just enough leverage to turn her head and brush her lips over his ear. �I know you hated the fighting. But you were fighting to protect me, and that made me feel��
He licked her earlobe. �Cherished?�
That was as close a word as any. Human words didn�t capture the feeling, but she tried.
�Cherished. Safe. Turned on.� She shivered and arched her head back, all but begging him to shift his mouth to her throat. �Like you can fill up my empty places, and that�s before the sex starts.�
�I�d try.� He kissed the side of her neck, then parted his lips and repeated the caress, hot and wet.
Thought scattered, and she pressed her breasts against his chest with a sigh of pleasure.
�You do. You already do.�
Julio held both her wrists with one hand and slid his other down, under the hem of her shirt.
�Say it again.�
An order, for all its gentleness. She squirmed for a breathless moment in an attempt to urge his hand higher. �You get me so hot.�
The noise he made was half laugh, half groan. �You feel it, don�t you? We could stay like this, and it�d still be pretty damn fun.�
�What? Dry hump like teenagers?� She tried to sound outraged, but it was difficult with giddy laughter threatening to spill over. Fun�the one thing that had been missing from sex for so long, because it was harder to laugh with strangers. She rubbed up against him with a throaty moan before biting his chin. �Is all the squirming cranking your engine?�
Another groan. �Actually? You smell really, really good.�
She smelled like some off-brand bottle of travel-sized shampoo she�d found at the drugstore, and maybe strawberry bubble gum. Nothing fancy, nothing that should have put that glazed look in his eyes. Then again, the scent of his skin under the sweat and blood was just as intoxicating. �Pheromones,� she whispered against his jaw. �Lots and lots of pheromones.�
�Mmm.� His hand drifted higher, sliding up to the lacy edge of her bra, and she closed her eyes and focused on the soft drag of his fingertips across suddenly sensitive skin.
He was wrong about one thing. He might not be playing games, but this was play. The beautiful, perfect kind. Not about rules or roles or trying to fulfill someone else�s expectations, but slow exploration and laughter mixed with pleasure. She wasn�t a game to him, because sex was the game, and they were playing it together.
His fingers were still locked around both of her wrists, his hand large enough to cage her easily. She flexed and tugged against his grip solely for the rush of heat that followed.
Anticipation, tightening her nipples and making her so wet she was almost embarrassed. �You like tormenting me, don�t you?�
His palm covered her nipple through her bra, caressing in a slow, firm circle. �Why wouldn�t I like this?�
�I don�t�� The word caught on a whimper, one of helpless need. �More.� That was an easier word to say, and it encapsulated everything throbbing inside her. �More, more, please, Julio. I need more.�
�That�s it.� He dragged her shirt up with his teeth and watched her as he curled his fingers under the top edge of her bra cup.
She hissed in protest and ground up, rubbing against his erection as encouragement to go faster. �You could be inside me already. I�m so past ready, and wouldn�t this be more fun if you were already inside me?�
He smiled, slow and wicked. �Not fun enough for you like this, I guess.�
Too much fun, and perversely even more so when he denied her. The usual twinge of unease didn�t even accompany the thought�not when he was so smugly pleased with himself and her reactions. Maybe she was still a little bent, but he didn�t seem to care.
She wouldn�t care either. Instead she wiggled underneath him. �Can�t blame a girl for trying.
Maybe you should teach me a lesson.�
�Dirty.� They rolled, and she landed on top of him. �Why don�t you be in charge for a while?�
Sera laughed and shoved her hands under his shirt, pushing it up. �You think I don�t know the difference between being on top and being in charge?�
�Show me you do.� He grasped her hips and drew her into a smooth rock over him. �Take off your top.�
Crossing her arms over her body, she gathered up the hem and stripped the shirt over her head slowly enough to make it a striptease. �What else?�
Julio thrust up, and the hard line of his cock rubbed against her. �Your bra. Off.�
She held his gaze as she twisted her arms behind her back and undid each hook, knowing he�d hear the soft clicks. Slow and teasing, like she wasn�t five seconds from grinding her way to orgasm. The bra ended up on the floor, and she cupped her breasts without waiting for permission, eyes drifting half-shut as she pinched her sorely neglected nipples.
His hands slid over her skin as he slowly sat up and eased his tongue between her fingers. It rasped over her nipple, hot and wet, and he squeezed the fingers of her other hand tighter on her flesh.
�Oh, oh hell�� The duality of sensations made the room wobble. Rasping pleasure from his tongue on the left and a sweet edge of pain on the right as he pinched her own fingers until she moaned. She was panting before she realized it. Begging. �Take me. Take me, I don�t even care how, please, I want to be�� Yours. 
He growled and popped the button off her shorts. �Naked.� Even as he breathed the command, he was arching up, digging his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans.
It was the first time she�d thought about condoms, and that froze her in place for a heartbeat before lust overcame hesitation and she squirmed off his lap to shed her clothing. It didn�t matter if she hadn�t remembered�he had.
She kicked her shorts and panties off the bed, then gathered his shirt in her fists and finished the job the fight had started, tearing the fabric from his body.
Julio had already opened his pants, and his hands shook as he rolled the condom down over his cock. �Come here.�
For the first time she disobeyed. Instead of crawling over his lap she licked his newly bared shoulder, then trailed kisses down the flexing muscles in his upper arm. His erection was enormous�maybe not porn-star ridiculous, but thick enough that she might need to learn new oral-sex techniques.
If he�d let her get her mouth around him. Right now he was stroking his thumbs over her shoulders, and she knew he was ready to grasp tight at any moment and pull her back into his lap.
Shivering, she closed her teeth on his biceps.
He snarled her name and pulled her astride him, one hand splayed across her back. �I want you.�
�So take me.� She nuzzled his throat, shaking with the restraint it took not to lift her hips and drive down onto him. �Anything you want.�
He hissed in a breath as his cock rubbed against her, and he lifted her far enough to position himself. �Anything?� The muscles in his arms flexed, and he began to lower her slowly.
The sensation stole her breath. He was thick, all right, solid and wide and pushing into her as her body yielded in slow motion. �Anything,� she gasped, and tried to rock down faster, to end the torturous friction along neglected nerves with one rough thrust.
But he held her tight, his eyes drifting shut as his throat worked. �Slow.�
Sera whimpered and licked his lower lip. �Not that your ego needs any help, but you�re really damn big.�
�Too big?�
She laughed against his mouth. �No, you cocky bastard.� He surged an inch deeper, and she caught her breath and clutched at his shoulders. �Not for this, anyway.�
He growled and held her closer, pressing her chest to his. �You�re so wet.�
�Getting wetter every time you growl.� His open pants rubbed against her thighs as her hips settled against his, and the fabric made it even hotter. As if he needed her so hard, so crazy, that he couldn�t be bothered to undress.
He�d gotten her naked, though, and she liked that too. �This isn�t what I expected,� she whispered against his cheek. �I thought you�d bend me over and ride me like a Discovery Channel special.�
His answer was a tease and a promise. �Not this time.�
�Evil bastard.� Her knees against the bed gave her leverage, but he wasn�t letting her ride.
There was nothing to do but feel him, hard and huge inside as she squirmed in helpless little rocks.
A low growl rumbled in his chest, and he slid one hand to the small of her back, tilting her hips closer so her clit rubbed the base of his cock. �You want something? Take it.�
The slippery friction set off trembles, and she whimpered and pressed her forehead to his shoulder, not ready for release to claim her. Not when she�d dreamed of this a thousand times, when he�d been her fantasy for almost a year. She had to fix every bit of it in her mind, savor the slide of skin and the way his hands felt when he touched her with confidence and command.
She had to make this last forever.
Julio�s mouth was everywhere, licking and nipping at her throat and shoulders. He bent her back until he could close his lips around her nipple, sucking hard, and thoughts of forever shattered into need and now. She cried out, scrambling to clutch at the back of his head, and her plea came on a sob. �Fuck me. Please, please, Julio, please fuck me�� He lifted her hips and slammed her down�hard. So hard it should have hurt, and maybe it did. Not as much as his shoulders had to hurt when she raked her nails across them with a snarling cry. The roughness snapped the leash on self-control, and she surged up and bit his chin in rough challenge. �Fuck me.�
Instead of another hard thrust, he rolled his hips up against hers. �No patience,� he rumbled.
�I like it.�
No patience and no self-control. She�d never wanted so hard without being caught in the grip of the mating urge, but that desire had always held a sick edge of helplessness. She�d submitted to it because she didn�t know how to stop, because biology hadn�t made her strong enough to deserve a choice.
This was choice. It was her choice when she licked his throat and set her teeth there, marking him as the roll of her hips shoved her higher. It was her choice when she planted both hands against his shoulders and shoved with all of the strength in her, driving him back against the bed so she could take him even deeper.
It was her choice to stare down at him, panting and so close to the edge, and give him everything. �Fuck me. Fuck me like I�m yours.�
His jaw tightened, and his nails bit into her skin. He gripped her hips and dragged her closer as he drove up, not just once this time but over and over. Her hands slipped from his shoulders, and she clung to the bedding and moaned every time he fucked up into her.
Four times, five at the most, and it was all she could take. Every muscle in her body seized at once, drawing tight as she strained toward relief. A desperate keening noise escaped her lips, a plea for something, and then her entire body was in movement, squeezing and clamping, and she bit his chest to keep from screaming at how good it felt to come around his cock.
Julio went rigid, his muscles shaking and tense. Then he rolled her beneath him and ground against her with a tortured groan. One hand wound in her hair, and he pulled her head back and bit her as he shuddered.
It was so fucking perfect she rubbed up against him, slicked her pulsing clit against his shaft until pleasure fractured again. Sharp and fast, too fast for another deep, muscle-clenching orgasm, but it still forced a cry from her throat as Julio eased his grip on her hair.
He was panting as he propped himself up on his elbows. �No patience at all,� he murmured with a smile.
Sera laughed and nudged her hips against his. �Who needs patience? We�re shapeshifters.
Don�t tell me you can�t go again if you want to.�
�Of course I can.� His smile turned to a dirty grin. �That�s not the point.�
Her fingertips were still tingling. She curled her toes in the sheets and tried to decide if the sensation was lingering pleasure or something deeper stirred by his smile. �I was too turned on for epic sex. There�s such a thing as too many orgasms, you know.�
�You don�t say.�
Yeah, Julio had probably driven women over that edge before. God knew she�d let him push her into exhausted madness, whether it took a day to recover or not. She slid her fingers down his back and grinned when they bumped into his jeans riding low on his hips. �I take it back.
You should totally tie me to the bed and see how many it takes.�
�Tomorrow. Or the next day or�whenever.� He kissed her softly.
It was a sweet kiss. Warm lips and lazy tongue, the kind of kiss that said he had nowhere to be and nothing he�d rather be doing. Just like his words.
Whenever. Like they�d be together in a week, or a month. Like there wasn�t going to be a time when he couldn�t say, Hey, honey, I�m going to screw you silly tonight. She was reading too much into a tiny word, more than the word should possibly mean, but he was still kissing her, licking her, loving on her as if the fucking had been nice but this was the prize.
She was stupid to fall into it. Josh was out there somewhere, and he�d chase her until he found another coyote to knock up, or he ended up dead. And he was the least of it, because there was only one of him. There were dozens of wolves who would look at her and see something disgusting. A coyote corrupting one of their leaders, an excuse to challenge him, disobey him.
Worse than being a changed wolf. Worse than being human. She was alien, an exotic kink, a dirty secret, and she�d ruin any chance he had at making a difference in their world.
But he was still kissing her. Still touching her, and she�d lied to Anna because there wasn�t anything little about how she felt. She was falling in love with Prince Charming, and midnight would be here before she knew it.

Chapter Nine

Julio was getting used to waking up with Sera in his arms.
It made him not want to crawl out of bed. So he snuggled closer and nestled his face in the crook of her neck. �More sleep.�
�Mmm.� She�d showered and braided her hair before bed, but little pieces always escaped, and they tickled his nose as she tilted her head. �Morning. Or good night again. Whichever.�
�Morning.� The slanting light drifting through the curtains was too diffuse to be anything but.
�Early.�
�Then we can stay in bed.� Her voice was husky with sleep, and warm. Unguarded. �You don�t get to leave. I�d get cold, since you wouldn�t let me put on clothes.�
Because he hadn�t been willing to give up the soft press of her bare skin against his. �Like your tiny pajama shorts would keep you warm anyway.�
�You just like my ass,� she mumbled. �Don�t deny it. I know you�re an ass man, Mendoza.�
�Guilty.� Hers was round and firm, and his mouth watered as he smoothed his hand down over her curves.
She stretched sleepily under his touch, all but purring as she rolled onto her stomach. �Lucky me. You should spend some time appreciating mine.�
Her back arched, thrusting her backside up on display. �Must not be too cold,� he whispered, sweeping the sheet aside. �You�re encouraging me to do this.� He leaned down and bit her ass.
Her moan of appreciation was just getting interesting when a knock rattled the door.
�Mendoza? Put some clothes on and open the door, would you?�
Wesley Dade. Julio sat up and scrubbed a hand over his face with a groan. The biting retort died on his tongue when he realized there was no good reason the psychic should have been standing outside his motel room.
Unless something had gone very, very wrong.
He slid from the bed, dragged on a pair of jeans and looked at Sera. �Want to grab your clothes and hit the bathroom?�
She rose without bothering with clothing, picking up one of her suitcases instead. �Is that Wesley?�
�Yeah.� Julio hesitated, then told her the truth. �If he�s here, it can�t be anything good.�
�I understand.� Naked and wide-eyed, she should have looked vulnerable. But her hands gripped the suitcase and her expression turned stubborn. �I�ll stay in the bathroom if you want me to, but I�d rather know what�s going on.�
�Hell no. Get dressed and come out. Anything he has to tell me, he can do it in front of you.�
Something in her face softened. She crossed the room and rose to her toes to kiss him.
�Thank you.�
A tiny part of him cracked. It wasn�t right that she�d thank him for such a tiny courtesy, but there was no avoiding it. At best, she was used to being treated as someone who needed to be shielded, even to her detriment.
Damned if he�d do it too. The bathroom door closed behind her, and he dragged open the front door and leaned against the peeling paint. �Dade.�
�Mendoza.� Wesley looked like hell, jaw unshaven and eyes dull with exhaustion. He smiled, though, and raised one eyebrow. �I only rate half-dressed, huh?�
�I don�t figure you�ll swoon at the sight of my bare chest.�
�I see you tucked the cute redhead out of sight, though.�
Julio crossed his arms over his chest and stepped back. �She�s getting dressed, but she�ll be out in a minute.�
�Damn. You really were naked.� Wesley walked past him and gave the rumpled bed one curious look before striding to the window. �Not the poshest place ever. I heard you two ran into some trouble.�
�Anna likes to run her mouth.� It wasn�t true, but he had to say something that didn�t have to do with nakedness or the bed and Sera. �What�re you doing in Florida?�
Wesley didn�t answer the question. �Anna doesn�t run her mouth. I called and nagged until she told me you�d had a scuffle and it wasn�t anything you couldn�t handle.�
The man might have been psychic, but he sure the hell wasn�t a mind reader. �I know, Wesley. What�s going on?�
�I don�t know.� After a moment, the other man turned to perch on the small table. �Something changed. I�ve been having the dreams for a while, but yesterday I had a vision.�
The shower cut on, so Julio settled on the edge of the bed and nodded. �Something certain instead of a possibility?�
�Something likely. Maybe. Other precogs clog the works.� He waved a hand at Julio. �Trying to guess your future is like playing poker when half the deck�s wild. But something big is trying to break through, and Sera�s at the heart of it.�
Julio tensed. �Her ex, or something with the wolves?�
Wesley ran his hands through his hair with a snarl. �I don�t know. Maybe lady luck is mad at me for meddling too much. I see�� He hesitated. �Death. Pain. Apathy. Dominoes falling. Gaps where there should be life. A witch who can shapeshift taking over the Southeast council. Magic exposed. Humans running scared.�
Julio held up a hand. �Wait, back up. A witch who can what?�
�That�s not the important part,� Wesley countered, his frustration clear. �If it�s not that, it�s something else. What matters is that Alec had to go and give everyone hope, and if we lose it before it feels real, everything falls apart.�
�Everything falls apart.� It sounded too much like a proclamation, an abso-fucking-lute state of being. Julio�s mind whirled. �There isn�t much that could knock Alec off course. Just�just Carmen being hurt.�
Wesley leaned forward and jabbed Julio in the shoulder. �Dominoes,� he said again, and pushed.
The realization hit him harder than the sharp poke. �You�re talking about me and Sera.� It was easy to see the progression once he started with Sera�hurt her, and you could hurt him and Franklin. Hurt them, and you hurt Carmen and Alec. It went on and on, a lightning strike that splintered into a hundred forks of pain.
�Another place, another time, it would have been someone else. But in this place at this time�� Wesley dropped his hand. �Something changed yesterday. I don�t know what you two are doing together, but something changed, and you need to promise me, Mendoza. Promise me you�re not going to let her out of your sight, because you�re the wild card. I never see my own future coming, but you can.�
�I promise.� He offered the words because Wesley expected them, and because they were true. �I�ll protect her.�
Wesley glanced toward the bathroom as the shower cut off. �In my dream she had a gun, like the ones Patrick McNamara uses. Silent and untraceable. You should get her one of those.�
Magical weapons. Unseen threats. It made Julio want to bare his teeth and snarl. �Anything else?�
Wesley�s gaze drifted to the bed again. His lips twitched. �It�s already changing. It�s always changing. Everyone thinks I�m the powerful one, but they have no idea how many times a day you use your gift.�
�Yeah,� Julio deadpanned. �My all-powerful, consuming visions.�
�Your goddamn hunches.� Wesley laughed. �Hell, Mendoza, you don�t even know, do you?
Maybe half the time you think it was just whim, or you blame some shapeshifter instinct. Maybe it�s all tangled up together for you. Fate can�t pin you down because the second she does, some part of you knows to go left instead of right, to take the back roads instead of the interstate. Knows to kidnap Franklin Sinclaire�s daughter for a debauched road trip, even though the rest of us would be scared of losing our balls.�
Sera exited the bathroom in a cloud of steam, dressed in jeans and a thin tank top that clung to her damp skin. �For the record, I went willingly. No kidnapping necessary.�
Wesley grinned at her. �Quit flirting with me, Miss Sinclaire. Your boyfriend�ll wrap my spine around my knees.�
Julio�s retort slammed into a dizzy wave of power, silenced by the way the room faded and brightened at the same time. Some hazy bit of the future, slick and evasive, danced before his eyes, but it vanished before he could get anything but the slightest sense of it. Too far away, perhaps, too uncertain. Unformed.
He shook away the vision with a laugh, suddenly certain of at least one thing. �You still need to be worried about the safety of your balls, Wesley. Just�maybe not quite yet.�
Wesley�s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed. �Wow, that�s more annoying than I realized. You guys must want to punch me all the time.�
Sera grinned. �You�re lucky you�re pretty. Though I doubt that carries much weight with my dad and Alec. Maybe Carmen.�
�Carmen loves him, warts and all.� Julio stepped closer to Sera and quirked a brow at Wesley. �You sticking around?�
�Hell no. I make a damn squeaky third wheel.� He winked at Sera as he pushed off the table.
�Besides, I came all the way down here. It�d be a shame if I didn�t take a look at the local casinos. Maybe my luck�s better in the sunshine state.�
�Don�t call me to get you out of trouble,� Julio warned. He�d be busy anyway, looking up where to find one of those nifty guns Patrick liked to tote around.
Wesley winced. �Yeah, about that. McNeely�s going to be giving you an earful when you get back. But whatever he says, it�s an exaggeration. I didn�t start the brawl, and I really didn�t see who stole the fertility statue.�
If it had been anything less ridiculous, Julio might have questioned it. Instead, he ran with it.
�Right. You never throw the first punch, huh?�
�I�m an angel, man.� Wesley extended a hand. �Now, since I got on a plane to deliver your warning in person, you owe me. Get McNeely off my back. Jackson may not bail me out next time.�
�He�ll always bail your ass out.� Julio pulled Wesley into a hug and clapped him on the back.
�I owe you one.�
�Yeah you do.� Wesley released Julio and sized up Sera. �I�m trying to decide if being the last one to steal a kiss from you is worth having Julio dent my head.�
Sera laughed, though her cheeks turned pink. �My dad�s right. You like to push your luck.�
�Yes, he does.� Julio nodded toward the door. �Blackjack table�s waiting.�
When he�d gone, Sera dropped to the bed with a self-conscious laugh. �He was laying that all on a little thick. What is his obsession with getting people to punch him?�
�Control.� It made a twisted sort of sense, he supposed. �Wesley can�t see his own future, but he can make it. Hit on some guy�s girl, get punched. Pretty simple equation that means he does know what�s coming, after all.�
�Some guy�s girl, huh?� Sera braced her hands behind her and stared up at him, her smile so teasing it was trying too hard. �Am I your girl?�
She was waiting for him to turn it into a joke, so he stroked his thumb over her jaw and wrapped his hand around the back of her neck. �You�re my girl.�
Her smile slipped away, replaced by tension and heat. �I always did suck at taking things slow.�
�That�s okay,� he murmured. �So do I.�
She hooked her fingers under the waistband of his jeans, dragged him forward and nuzzled his bare abdomen. �We haven�t shifted in a few days. I�m getting antsy.�
After he�d talked to Patrick and located an arms dealer, he�d find a good spot to run. �I�ll take care of it.�
�You�ve got a lot to take care of.� She sighed and wrapped her arms around his hips. �I heard everything he said, you know. Even over the shower. I don�t want the fate of the world resting on my shoulders. They�re not that strong.�
�Hey. They�re as strong as they need to be, and that�s the part that matters.� He gathered her hair back and watched her lashes fall and rise through several slow blinks. �And you can�t change the fact that people care about you.�
�I guess not.� She closed her eyes and nuzzled against him again, the touch seeming more innocent than sensual. �It still scares the hell out of me. You�ve scared me since the first moment I laid eyes on you.�
He�d never shared that fear, only a strange, heavy sense of destiny. �My mother thought I was doing the psychic thing wrong, you know.�
�Why?�
�She believed in Fate, I guess, only she called it God�s will.� Whenever his mother had had a prophetic dream, she�d filed it away as an inevitable occurrence, something willed into existence by her maker. Good or bad, she�d never acted to change anything.
Sera pulled back to study his face. �God�s will was for us to have free will. If precognition fits into that, it should be to give you choices. Or did she think it was a test?�
�Not a test, exactly. More like�a burden. Her cross to bear.�
�And Joan of Arc thought they were a promise, and that didn�t end well for her.� Sera tugged at him until he knelt in front of her, then cupped his face. �The middle ground may not seem as noble, but it�s a lot less likely to get you martyred. And I would be really sad if you got martyred.�
�That�s the argument, isn�t it?� Julio shook his head. �Wesley came here because he had a vision, and he acted on it. What if that�s the shit that gets you dead?�
�Self-fulfilling prophecy?� She stroked her thumbs over his cheeks. �It�s not just for precogs.
My dad spent his life terrified that I was going to get kidnapped by some coyote looking for a mate. I ran wild as a teenager, and he let me because he was afraid of what I was. Afraid that if he didn�t let me be rebellious, I�d roll over and show my belly to the first coyote who came along. And I did. But if I�d been less rebellious, I wouldn�t have run away with him.�
All Franklin had ever wanted was to protect her, but he�d been so scared of driving her away that he hadn�t given her what she really needed. �The best of intentions, I guess, but it only proves Mom�s point. If anything you do, no matter how well-meaning, can fuck everyone up� why do anything?�
�Because that�s what life is about. Fucking up enough to maybe not be an idiot by the time you have grandkids, so you can shake your head about how your kids are raising them all wrong.� She pressed her forehead to his. �You�re alpha, baby. Your mom and even Wesley Dade could never get that. You can�t do nothing, because it�d break you.�
�Maybe,� he allowed with a grin. �And maybe I�m a self-important dick who thinks he can change the world.�
�It looks good on you.� Sera kissed his nose, then his cheek. �Unless being self-important means you�re going to drag me out of the hotel in search of a magic weapon right this second.
Because you�re half-dressed, and I�m your girl. And that�s hot.�
�No, I�ve got to make a call or two first. And find a shirt.�
�Shirts are overrated.� Her next kiss landed on his ear, soft and warm, before she pulled back with a sigh. �Wesley Dade is a mood killer. And don�t even tell me he couldn�t have picked up the phone and called. He wanted an excuse to hit a casino he hasn�t been banned from.�
He was a mood killer, but not because of his sudden arrival. �Sera, it�s serious. If he thinks you need to be armed like that, it�s nothing to joke about.�
Some of the light in her expression faded. Her shoulders slumped, and her gaze dropped to his chin. �I know.�
He had to lift her chin to meet her eyes again. �It doesn�t mean what you think it does.� That he�d lock down, go into super-alpha mode and choke her with good intentions. �You have to fight. Whatever he saw, whatever�s coming, you have to fight it.�
�That�s what everyone says,� she whispered, her eyes too bright. �They all say they want me to fight, right up until it matters. If you told Alec what Wesley said, he�d lock me in a steel room for the next decade. And who would blame him, if it�s the end of the damn world?�
�Because it�s the answer,� he told her firmly. �If anything any of us do can fuck it all up, then we all need to be prepared. Not just the alphas protecting the subordinates. Everyone, including you.�
�Okay.� She closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. �Okay, I believe you.�
No, she didn�t, but that was okay too. �Who knows better where to get enchanted guns, Anna or Patrick? Want to make it a contest between them?�
That got him the ghost of a smile. �If we were on the west coast, I�d say Anna,� Sera mused.
�But the Southeast is Patrick�s area.�
�We could let �em fight it out. They get off on it, you know.�
�Everyone has their own brand of foreplay.� She twisted away and leaned across the bed to retrieve her phone. �Let�s set them on the trail and go find some place serving breakfast.�
Breakfast. Such a normal start to what couldn�t possibly be a normal day.

The couple selling the guns looked like they needed their own cable television reality show.
Couple�or siblings. Patrick hadn�t been entirely sure and had warned Julio not to ask.
Malcolm and Molly Mitchell had names faker than Molly�s neon pink hair. Malcolm ogled Sera�s chest long enough to make the case for siblings, at least until he glanced at Molly and raised both eyebrows.
�Too big,� was Molly�s cryptic response, �unless you want me to give up bow hunting altogether.� She shook her head and pinned Julio with a fierce look. �You�re not going to buy her a bow, are you?�
He blinked. �I was thinking more along the lines of a pistol. Something semiautomatic, reliable and silent.�
�The McNamara special.� Malcolm grinned and walked from behind the counter. The building Patrick had directed them to looked like a basic enough hunting supply store, but Malcolm gestured for them to follow him through a beaded wooden curtain.
As soon as he crossed the flimsy barrier between the rooms, magic sliced through him like a frigid wind, chilling him from the inside. He reached for Sera�s hand and wrapped his fingers around hers.
The walls were lined with weapons, everything from assault rifles to swords to what looked like gnarled staffs of burned wood. �Impressive stock. Is it all enchanted?�
�To varying degrees.� He glanced over his shoulder and studied Sera again. Not a man looking at a woman this time, but a salesman judging his mark�s net worth. His gaze jumped to Julio, and he didn�t seem embarrassed to have been caught. �How rich are you, wolf? Because even McNamara can�t afford the really good stuff.�
�Pretty damn rich.� Having your evil uncle transfer all his wealth to you had its upsides.
�Something easily hidden too. I want her to be able to carry it without alarming anyone.�
Malcolm rubbed his hands together and turned toward a display of various-sized pistols.
�Molly, I need the athame, an enchanted holster and two kits. Invisibility and binding.�
Molly�s grunted assent drifted through the curtain as Malcolm selected a compact Beretta from the shelf. �This baby has all the standard features. Silent, with untraceable ballistics. It can take our whole range of enchanted ammo, from the bullets that�ll disintegrate an hour after being fired to the ones that�ll fire true, even through walls.�
Sera held out a hand. �May I?�
He handed it over, and she inspected it with a growing familiarity that meant Anna and Jackson had been doing a good job teaching her how to handle firearms. Julio watched as Molly delivered the requested items. �Do you have any rounds specifically designed to take down shapeshifters?�
�Sure, sure.� Malcolm retrieved a cardboard box of ammunition and nodded toward a door on the far side of the room. �Why don�t the two of you take this out back and let her fire off a few rounds while I set up the ritual? Make sure the gun feels right, because there ain�t no quick second chances with this sort of magic. I�ll be tapped out for a few days.�
Julio carried the box, and Molly led them not outside, but to a cavernous warehouse sectioned off into firing lanes. An indoor range, no doubt one fortified to contain and neutralize the magic released inside.
He hoped.
Molly pointed out the various features to Sera, then retreated the way she�d come. Sera stood studying the target for a long time before she sighed. �You�re going to spend more money than I�ve ever seen in my life on this gun. Tell me you�re doing it because of the dominoes, okay? Make me feel better.�
�Wouldn�t you, if Wesley Dade showed up preaching doom and gloom?� There was no ear protection on the surface before them, but he supposed they didn�t need it. �What do you want to try first? Something that goes boom?�
�Sure.� She slid the magazine free and studied the ammo. �Anna hasn�t said anything else to me about Josh, only that I shouldn�t worry. Does that mean she found him, or she�s pretty sure he can�t get to me while I�m with you?�
�She found him.� And she planned to stay on top of him, just in case he got any bright ideas about returning to New Orleans�or worse, tracking Sera down.
The tension in Sera�s shoulders eased. �That�s my big fear, you know. A wolf�s power isn�t the same. It�s close enough most of the time that I don�t feel all that different, but the dominance doesn�t hit me the same way. I still have a choice.�
Every time she mentioned Josh overriding her will, it made Julio sorry he�d fought to keep him alive. �Yeah, you have a choice.�
Sera began to load the magazine with careful, deliberate movements. �If he lays hands on me again, I�ll shoot him. I don�t care if it breaks my coyote. I�m not following the rest of my species down the road to crazy feral town.�
The urge to assure her she wouldn�t have to protect herself rose, turning him into the worst sort of hypocrite. He squashed his instinctive reaction and watched her load the gun. �I hope you don�t have to shoot anyone.�
She smiled. �Me too. I�m a little mixed up, huh?�
�Nope. I�d worry if you were chomping at the bit to spray some lead.� He shook his head.
�Most people want to be left alone. Live in peace.�
�So much for that.� She slid the magazine home and raised both eyebrows. �You want to try first, or should I? Honestly, I�m better with rifles than pistols.�
�A bona fide country girl, huh?� He took a step back. �It�s all yours, sweetheart. I�m kind of shitty with guns, full stop.�
�Anna doesn�t approve of being shitty with guns.� Sera turned and set herself in a careful shooting stance, then squinted at the distant target and fired.
The pistol was silent, but it wasn�t subtle. Magic punched out from her in a jagged circle as the trigger clicked. At the other end of the range, the bullet tore through the outer edge of the target and broke apart before piercing a secondary target in four places.
Julio whistled. The kind of magic wound into the gun and the ammunition wasn�t easy, so he doubted the man had been exaggerating about being down for the count after casting his spells. �No wonder this stuff is so pricey.�
�It�s quiet, even when it pretty much explodes.� Sera adjusted her aim and managed to put a second bullet closer to the center. �The noise always makes me jump, whether I�m wearing ear protection or not. Apparently that�s doubly bad when you�ve got shapeshifter reflexes.�
�It can�t be good for your aim,� he agreed.
�A magical gun.� She fired again, and actually smiled. �I�m only letting you buy this for me because the fate of the world is on the line. And because I�m hoping to get laid.�
He ran his fingers over the delicious line of skin exposed by her shirt riding up. �Badass chicks are hot.�
�Mmm.� Another shot, and the target shredded into pieces when she nailed it through the bulls-eye. �See? Now I�m all inspired.�
�Want to try something else?�
�Sure.�
He retrieved another small box of rounds and peered at the scribbled writing on the side.
�This one either turns people into frogs, or is particularly effective against them. Can�t tell which.�
Sera laughed and bumped her hip against him. �The first time I met Mahalia, I asked her if she could turn people into frogs.�
�Oh yeah? What�d she tell you?�
�That she only did it to people who really pissed her off. Usually she�d just give them warts.�
She plucked the box out of his hand. �One more round, then we need to go in and get this ritual over with. We�re probably both going to leave here bleeding.�
�At least we heal fast.� And it was a damn sight better than bleeding a hell of a lot more later.
Sera loaded the new ammunition and held up the gun. �I bet I can hit closer to the bulls-eye than you can.�
Her victory came to him on a flash, right down to the cute little dance he was sure was last popular in the nineties. �Sucker bet, sunshine. Never wager with a precog.�
�So cheat.� She grinned. �You haven�t even heard the terms yet. If you win, I�ll let you buy me a pretty dress and take me out for a fancy dinner.�
�And if I lose?�
�I get a cheap bar, beer and hot wings, and dirty sex in the bathroom.�
Julio cleared his throat, took the gun from her and winked. �Like I said, sucker bet.�
�Uh-huh.� As she stepped behind him, she trailed her fingers up his arm. �I�m bad news, mister. I hope you can handle me.�
�I�ll try.� He lined up a shot, squeezed the trigger and snorted when the bullet went wide. �I told you I suck at this.�
She laughed and retrieved the gun to line up her shot with adorable concentration that furrowed her brows. Her shot wasn�t perfect, but it winged the target, and her victory dance was just as cute as it had been in his vision.

Chapter Ten

The first time they�d snuck into Panama City Beach, Julio had been traveling as a wolf on a vacation, and she�d been an anonymous friend. Her jean shorts and sports jersey had been enough.
The second time they�d be arriving as representatives of the Southeast council, and Sera put aside her pride somewhere around Tallahassee and asked Julio to take her shopping.
Not that new clothes would make up for the fact that she was a coyote, but it was one less thing they could sneer about. When facing wolves, sometimes all you could do was minimize your disadvantages and smile a lot.
Sydney met them on the edge of town with a smile and an invitation to skip the hotel and stay as guests of the pack. �At least we�ll get to run,� Sera pointed out as Julio guided Jackson�s car up the twisting driveway that led to Sydney�s house. �This is sort of weird, though. I guess I never think of the wolves in New Orleans as a pack because the only thing they all have in common is that they listen to Alec.�
�Regional custom?� Julio shrugged. �I heard of one pack in northern California that actually lives as wolves as much as they can. Guess it takes all kinds.�
�Yeah, I love my coyote, but maybe not that much.�
�No kidding.� He reached across the seat and laid his hand on her knee. �If anyone makes you feel uncomfortable or acts like a jerk�� Sera dropped her hand to cover his. �If we�re going to do this, you can�t protect me from anything but the worst offenses. If you smack down everyone who doesn�t approve, you�ll run out of wolves.�
�I can�t smack them, but I can glare and growl.�
And cause tension and problems when he needed allies. �It�s just words. Trust me to be tougher than that. All I need to know is that you won�t let anyone touch me. And I do know that.�
He sighed. �You don�t have to suffer on my account, okay? I don�t want you to.�
�That�s the point. It�s not suffering.� She squeezed his hand before lifting it so she could kiss his knuckles. �I work in a customer-service industry. I get more creative verbal abuse during a busy shift than most wolves could come up with in a year. As long as I don�t have to be friends with them, I don�t care.�
�All right.� His tension didn�t ease. �Maybe we�ll get lucky and Sydney won�t tolerate that bullshit in his pack anyway.�
No, he probably wouldn�t, which made the evening all the more nerve-wracking. If they couldn�t handle the friendly alpha of a small pack, their relationship would be dead before it had a chance to live. �We�re about to find out.�
Julio rounded the last bend in the driveway, and a modest brick house came into view. �I guess this is it.�
It looked worn and welcoming, a smaller version of Alec�s house in Louisiana. Some of the tension knotting her shoulders eased. She might have to face dubious werewolves, but at least they wouldn�t be the rich, snobby sort.
Not like Julio�s family.
Sydney parked his truck and made a beeline for Sera�s door as Julio pulled to a stop behind him. She squeezed Julio�s hand again and lowered her voice. �Are you going to make it?�
�Don�t worry about me.� He opened his own door and climbed out.
A woman had come outside, and she approached the car as Sydney helped Sera from her seat. �Are these our guests, Syd?�
�Julio Mendoza from the Southeast council,� Sydney supplied, steering Sera around the car.
�Meet Patty, the woman who has the unenviable task of keeping me honest.�
�Most of the time, I do a poor job.� The woman smiled as she shook Julio�s hand, then Sera�s. �We�re having barbecue. Nothing fancy, but there�s plenty to go around.�
�Barbecue sounds perfect.� Sera used her best friendly smile�and her best manners. �I�m Sera. And thank you so much for inviting us to stay with you. It will be nice to have a chance to run tonight.�
�We run almost every night.� Patty turned and beckoned them to follow. �Everyone�s out back. Come on.�
Sydney fell into step next to Patty and led them through the house. �Not everyone�s here, of course. Plenty work night shifts in town. We own the bar, a strip motel and a couple of restaurants. Keeps money coming in.�
�Like a co-op,� Julio observed.
�Pretty much. Money comes in, whether they work for us or someplace else.� They passed through a comfortable-looking living room that showed signs of being hastily tidied, and Sydney pulled open a sliding glass door. �Well, for a long time, money was going out as fast as it came in. Cesar raised tithes twice in three years.�
�Yeah, I bet he did.� Julio walked out into the back yard and accepted the can of beer someone handed him. �Hear anything else from him lately?�
Sera watched as Sydney studied Julio, and recognized the tension of a man taking a careful step toward trust. �His brother called a month ago and said he�d be around to collect this quarter�s tithes.�
Julio froze and turned to him. �Alec said everyone should funnel this quarter�s money directly back into the pack.�
�Which is what I told Diego. He didn�t press the matter.�
Too late, Sera made the connection. Cesar�s brother�Julio�s father. Her heart ached for him, but there was nothing she could say. Not in front of strangers. �If you need to talk to Sydney, maybe Patty could show me around.�
�No, stay.� His hand closed around hers. �The next time either one of them shows up, Sydney, I think Alec and I would take it as a personal favor if you�d let us know.�
�I�ll do that.� Sydney waved a hand toward a scattering of picnic tables that had been shoved together in two long lines. �This is no way to start a party, though. You two take a seat. Sera, honey, pick your poison. Beer, sweet tea, something stronger?�
�Beer�s fine.�
Sydney gestured, and a shy teenager who�d been staring at her snatched a bottle out of a cooler full of ice and trotted over. The boy gave Julio a nervous look before offering Sera her drink. �You�re really a coyote.�
Sometimes the spite was easier. Loathing and hatred were simple. The fawning awe made her feel freakish too, but it felt bitchy to snarl when the kid was trying to be friendly. And he was a kid, so she managed a smile. �So I�ve heard.�
�Where are you from?�
�I grew up in Louisiana. Not far outside New Orleans.� She tried to judge the boy�s age.
Fifteen, maybe, a gawkish age for any shapeshifter, with instincts and hormones doing serious battle. �How about you? Do you live around here?�
He pointed toward a line of trees, through which she caught a glimpse of silver. �In the RV camp. Most of the pack lives there.�
Sydney clapped the young wolf on the shoulder and turned him around. �Go on and make yourself useful, pup.� The kid bolted, and Sydney�s face took on a strained expression as he turned back to Julio. �Your uncle and Coleman before him squeezed out a lot more than most of them could afford, especially in this shit economy. We all make do.�
Julio lowered his voice. �I wish you�d said something when Alec and Carmen came around last summer.�
�It�s easy to say you�re different,� Sydney replied just as quietly. �In my experience, nothing drives good intentions into the mud as fast as money on the table. Maybe I was still having trouble believing.�
�I�ll talk to Alec before we leave, see what can be done short-term.�
Sydney looked from Julio to Sera, and it was hard, keeping an impassive expression in the face of so much desperate pride as it bled into hope. �We�re not looking for handouts. But a little of our own back would be nice.�
�I understand.� Julio lifted his beer, then shook his head as he set it back down. �No, you know what? I�m going to go call him now. He needs to see this.�
Sera squeezed his hand before releasing it. �I�m going to stay here with Sydney and Patty.�
�Yeah, okay.� He flashed her a quick smile and walked away, digging his cell phone out of his pocket.
�He�s sweet as pie,� Patty murmured. �Where�d you find him?�
In a tiny exam room during the worst moments of her life. Not exactly a romantic start to the story, so she picked a different start. �He pulled my father from a burning building.�
�Well, now he�s just making me look bad,� Sydney grumbled. He leaned over to kiss Patty�s cheek. �I�ll check on the grill. Shout if you need me.�
�We won�t.� She winked at Sera. �We�ll be talking about you, that�s all.�
�Girl talk. Totally.� When Sydney was gone, Sera smiled. �He seems great too. Holding together a pack can�t be easy.�
�He�s had a rough time,� Patty conceded. �But like he said, you make do.�
Sera followed Patty to the closest picnic table and ignored the curious and assessing stares from the wolves. Most seemed unwilling to come closer�a wariness that no doubt came from uncertainty and a healthy dose of fear of what Julio might do.
Fear wouldn�t stop the powerful wolves, but maybe she wouldn�t always be a liability. �Julio and Alec will help all of you. Alec�s not perfect by a long shot, but he cares. And Julio�s sister does too.�
�I believe you, actually. And trust me when I say it�s been a long time since I could say that and mean it.�
�I�m not surprised.� Sera sipped her beer and watched as Julio held a low, animated conversation with Alec. �Will you tell me something?�
�Name it, sweetie.�
�Seeing him with me. Does it make it harder to trust him?�
Patty snorted. �After the mess with Coleman and the other Mendozas, it�s already damn hard to trust him. I�m not sure what you�re asking, exactly.�
Something inside her relaxed. �So you don�t care that he�s slumming with a coyote?�
For a moment, the wolf looked almost guilty. Then she sighed. �It�s a bit of a relief, actually.
That he might not be thinking he�s better than a bunch of panhandle rednecks.�
Sera reached across the table to cover Patty�s hand. �No. Not remotely.�
�Not,� the woman continued firmly, �that I think of you that way. But I�m used to other wolves looking at me like� Well, like I might not be fitting company for anyone, much less important people like them.�
�I am a redneck,� Sera said lightly. �The only shapeshifters I had around me growing up were wolves. The boys thought I was fitting company when they got lonely, and a stray who needed to be kicked to the curb when they weren�t. So I get it.�
Patty smiled, the expression edged with hard reality as well as commiseration. �Then you are one of us.�
In a lot of the ways that mattered, maybe she wasn�t so different. If she wanted to be with Julio, she could use that. She could help him regain the trust of the wolves who�d lost trust in anyone with power.
Of course, it wouldn�t change the other challenge. Julio�s family had been willing to risk Carmen�s life to try to turn her into a wolf. Diego Mendoza had looked at his daughter and had decided that she�d be better off dying as a newly made wolf than living as a human psychic.
If they�d destroy their own family to protect their precious bloodlines, she didn�t want to imagine what they�d do to her�or what price Julio might have to pay to stop them.

Running with a wolf pack was a new experience for Sera.
She�d run with wolves. Miguel and Anna took her running as often as she wanted, and there was always a camaraderie between them. It was fun to test herself against Anna�s strength and speed, or to tumble across the grass in a fake battle with Miguel, who had enough nervous power to exhaust even Anna.
Running with a pack was different. They were a pack. They flowed together under the moonlit sky, the communication between them so subtle Sera could only wonder at it. They ran as a group and played as a group, the youngsters testing themselves in teasing challenges that Sydney always broke apart before they could turn too real.
Sera ran with them, her blood pulsing in a primal, familiar beat that matched the fall of her paws against the ground. A little quicker than Julio�s�she had to fight to keep up with his larger stride. She was smaller than all of the adults and most of the adolescent wolves, but pride made her push herself until the pack began to splinter, veering off in private chases or circling back for games of tag.
She nipped at Julio�s tail and took off toward the denser part of the woods, slowing her pace to give her tired legs a chance to recover. He followed her, growling at another wolf who broke apart with them. The stranger tucked his ears and backed off, hunkering close to the ground, his tail between his legs.
Sera kept running without guilt. They�d done their duty. Talked to wolves all through dinner and into the evening, and men approached Julio with growing surety, and women talked to Sera with a heartbreaking mix of caution and envy. It was hard to blame even the ones who looked on Julio with covetous eyes�he represented safety and security in a world that had taken too much from them.
But he was hers. And now, after sharing him all evening, she wanted him to herself.
Julio slowed to a walk, his gaze focused on her. She could feel its weight, its careful assessment.
So serious. So carefully protective. She circled back and nipped at his tail, trying to tease him into playing with her, but he was having none of it.
Too many strangers, then. She huffed and nipped at him again, then took off into the woods, heading away from the pack and into the darker, stiller parts of the forest.
He ran her down after half a mile, his panting breaths moving closer and closer until he�d drawn even with her shoulder�running beside her instead of chasing.
This was peace. This was life as she was meant to live it, as comfortable in her fur as she was in her skin, strength at her side but not overwhelming her. The forest lay quiet around them, but still they ran. Sydney owned endless acres around his house, enough to give the pack a taste of solitude whenever they needed it.
She�d had no idea how very much she needed it.
Julio stopped and wandered in a wide circle around the edge of a shadowed clearing, then threw his head back in a wild howl.
The sound thundered through her. Not a call, but a warning. A proud statement of ownership, if only for a while. No wolf would trespass on his territory. No wolf would dispute that it was his territory.
He was strong and beautiful, and Sera crept to him with her head bent low, savoring the whisper of instinct that urged caution and respect, because for the first time she had no fear of rejection or danger. He met her with a soft rumble, rubbed his nose against hers.
The clearing was thick grass covered in leaves. Comfortable enough to stretch out upon, even when she let magic shimmer through her on a wave of giddy heat that left her human and tingling, naked beneath the endless sky. �I love the woods at night.�
Another pulse of magic behind her. �So do I.�
Shifting brought arousal, a high no drug could match. Awareness left her limbs liquid as she rolled to her stomach. �I love running with the big bad wolf too.�
Julio huffed out a laugh a split second before his mouth descended on the back of her neck.
Teeth dug into her skin, and she gasped, fingers closing helplessly on the grass as the sweetly edged pain brought her body from lazily interested to starving in the space between heartbeats. Her hips lifted without her permission, driven by the urge to submit. To offer herself, to beg to be taken.
He covered her body with his and continued to nibble on her skin. �How much do you love it out here?�
�I could live in a cabin in the woods.� She curled her toes as his teeth scraped across her shoulder, and had to fight the urge to squirm. If he dragged her to her knees and drove into her, she wouldn�t complain. Not when she was this hungry, this ready. Thinking enough to talk was a struggle, and her words came out breathless. �As long as I got cable and a modern kitchen.�
�Here, or anywhere?�
�Anywhere.� She shivered as his breath ghosted across her skin. �But I like it here too. I like Patty. She knows about hard living.�
He brushed her hair away from her shoulder and covered the newly bared skin with kisses.
�They like you more than me, that�s for sure.�
�Because they don�t know you.� His lips found every spot that made her breathing hitch, but he kept kissing her, slow and easy. She was starting to wonder if he knew how to go fast.
�You�re a Mendoza, baby. They�re always going to assume you�re one of the elite. And I�m a coyote. They�ll always know I�m not.�
�You�re better than elite.� His fingers trailed down her spine to her hip. �You�re Sera.�
She twisted to look over her shoulder at him. Darkly handsome and so serious, even now.
�I�m your girl. And you�re my wolf. You�d better keep that in mind. I may be a submissive, but I�m still damn territorial.�
He smiled, slow and dark, and jerked her hips up, pulling her to her knees. �I know better than to forget.�
Oh yeah. The less-human parts of her thrilled as she bowed her back, stretching her arms out above her head and pressing her forehead to the grass. �I don�t know what to beg for. Your fingers, your tongue or a fast, hard fucking.�
He slapped her ass, driving a startled moan from her lips. �Then let me decide.�
Her skin burned where his hand had fallen. A good burn, the kind that fuzzed the edges of the world and let her focus on nothing beyond her body. She dug her fingers into the grass and wiggled, teasing him with a throaty laugh. �Can�t keep your hands off my ass, can you?�
�You don�t mind.� He leaned down, his chest against her back, and nudged his erection between her thighs.
She whimpered and arched, entirely unselfconscious for once in her life. �Again? Please?�
He rubbed his hand over her tingling skin, then rewarded her with another slap.
Heaven. Not tied up in games and guilt, just something that afforded them both pleasure. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to sensation as her lips formed another plea. Mindless, begging words, tangled up with his name.
Julio pushed forward, the head of his cock slicking close to her entrance. �Sera.�
She edged her knees apart. �I want you inside me. So bad. So deep.�
�If we weren�t rolling in the dirt, I�d make you wait.� Then he thrust into her, only a few inches, but hard enough to claim.
She bit her own arm to muffle her cry, a helpless noise that squeaked out regardless. One knee slipped on damp leaves, and it was so much hotter like this. Outdoors, on the ground.
Messy and a little uncomfortable, with a twig digging into one arm and the sharp smell of crushed grass twisting with the forest and Julio and the unmistakable scent of sex.
It was raw and real, and she pushed back against his grip, ready to take every stretching inch of him. Ready to be fucked inside out, to scream her release to the sky and not care that every wolf in the pack heard her.
Julio twisted a hand in her hair and pulled her head back. �You want to be loud, don�t you?�
�Yes.� A rasped confession. A groan, because the fist in her hair was the right kind of dirty.
�I don�t care if they all know. I want them to know that you�re mine.�
�You think they can�t tell?� His skin slid over hers, and he breathed his next words in her ear.
�They saw the way I look at you. How much I want you.�
She twisted against his grip and pressed her lips to his jaw. �How much? Tell me.�
He buried his nose in the hollow of her throat and inhaled deeply. �I didn�t even want them breathing in your perfume. You belong to me.�
Oh, that touched off a shiver�one of fear as much as longing. Those were words she�d heard before. Words that she�d craved, words that had turned claustrophobic and cruel.
She rubbed her back against his chest and closed her eyes. �I�m your girl.�
�No,� he whispered, his muscles tense. �Because it�s not okay. It�s too much, too far.�
�It�s us.� Reaching back, she gripped his hip, dug her nails into his skin and tried to pull him deeper. �It doesn�t have to be okay to be true.�
�Yes, it does.� He didn�t move. �I won�t be that asshole, Sera. I�m enough of one already without adding �stupidly possessive bastard� to the list.�
Frustration raked her, and she snarled and dropped her hand to claw at the grass. He was right, and there should have been relief in it. To know that Julio wouldn�t trap her, wouldn�t crush her.
Human relief, maybe, but this wasn�t a night for human things. She twisted to bite his jaw.
�Mine. Tonight, you�re all mine.�
He pulled her hair again. �I�m what?�
�Mine.� She panted the word as she squirmed, needing him deeper as much as she needed to be claimed. He was hot and hard, but he was still holding back.
He drove forward, pushing into her with a grunt as his teeth closed on her neck. The force pushed her back to her elbows, body bent low to the ground with his chest burning possession against her back as he covered her.
Over her and surrounding her. Inside her. Everything about his touch was proprietary and possessive, and she found she didn�t need the words when his body spoke a language her coyote understood.
Except he wasn�t fucking her. Just pinning her to the earth, every nerve aflame, her entire being focused on how good it would be when he moved�
She whimpered and arched her back. �Julio. For the love of�are you waiting for me to spontaneously combust?�
He flexed his hips against hers. �Shh. Can you feel it?�
�What, your dick?� She rasped out a laugh and clenched around him. Maybe words would get him moving. �Your perfect fucking cock, which feels really good and will feel better when you�re riding the hell out of me?�
�Dirty bitch.� His own laugh tickled her ears as he slipped one hand down and stroked her clit. �Not my cock. Us. When we�re close like this.�
Her hips jerked, a helpless reaction beyond her control, and her knees slipped on the ground as she spread them wider, anything to grind down against his fingers. Release was seconds from claiming her, and nothing would stop it.
But his question hung between them, and she answered with the last bit of air in her lungs, the words escaping as she tipped backwards off the cliff toward glorious free fall. �Always feel it, �cause I�m yours.�
He answered with a pleased growl, then pulled back and began to thrust, starting with one firm snap that brought bliss in a drowning wave. Only the first, because he kept going, hard and fast, power and lust tangled up together, and the combination undid her.
It wasn�t choreographed and elegant. It was dirty and crude, her eyes squeezed shut against pounding pleasure and her ears filled with her hoarse cries and his grunts and the slick, wet sound of him sliding home, and the damn orgasm had bled into a second without respite because he kept rubbing his fingers over her clit like he was going for a world record.
His teeth grazed her earlobe. �One more, baby. Just one�� A lie, because nothing was just about another orgasm, not with her whole body shaking. Not when she was coming so hard you couldn�t count, couldn�t distinguish. She gasped for breath in the valleys and moaned through the peaks, moaned and begged until Julio dropped his forehead to the back of her shoulder and came with a rough groan.
She wasn�t sure how long they stayed like that, Julio�s body covering hers, her face hidden against her folded arms. The wind played with the leaves on the trees, a quiet rustling underscoring the pounding of his heart against her back.
As her own pulse slowed, a giggle bubbled up. �Dirty bitch, huh? Your sister would wash your mouth out with soap.�
He nipped at her skin. �Are you really talking about my sister right now?�
�That�s what you get when you fuck a girl cross-eyed.� Sera stretched her arms above her head and laughed at the streaks of dirt. �I am dirty. Gonna-need-a-bath dirty.�
�That should get us some fun looks when we meet back up at Syd�s place tonight.�
�Like I�ll be the only one. Shifting gets everyone riled up.�
�Mmm.� Julio pulled away, wrapped his arms around her and rolled to the ground with her on top of him.
It took some maneuvering to turn around without kneeing him in an uncomfortable spot, but in a few moments she draped herself across his chest, her cheek resting over his heart.
With her body exhausted and her head still swimming, talking was easy. �I know you don�t want to own me. And I know you need to.�
�I�� He bit off the words and sighed. �I do. I can�t help that part.�
She traced her fingernail over his skin in a looping circle. �The part that scares me is that I need it too. I�ll never be happy if I don�t have it, but I can�t fake it if I don�t feel it. I tried.�
His voice dropped. �The real question is whether it makes you feel trapped.�
A serious question that deserved a serious answer. �Right now? Naked in the woods? No.
The shapeshifter part of me needs to belong to someone strong.�
�What about all the other times? Every day?�
Panic tried to rise. Her breathing sped, and she concentrated on slow, even exhalations. �It�s not as easy as that. Maybe it�s irrational. Some things I�d like. Some would make me feel smothered.�
His hand smoothed circles over the small of her back. �I guess it�d be easy if you could tell someone, make a list of what was okay and what wasn�t.�
�It�s not fair to be scared of you.� She closed her eyes and whispered her words against warm skin. �You�ve never tried to trap me. You�ve never done anything but try to make me feel strong.�
�Fair�s right up there with easy, sweetheart. Last I heard, life wasn�t either.�
No, it hadn�t been. Not for either of them. She kissed his chest and changed the subject. Not to an easier one, but to something equally important. �Your family�s not going to be excited about you wanting to keep a coyote.�
Julio lifted her gaze to his with one finger under her chin. �The only family I have left that matters won�t give a damn. You know that.�
�Carmen and Miguel?�
�And Veronica, and my Aunt Teresa.� His jaw tightened. �My uncle and father sure the hell don�t count.�
She planted a soothing kiss on his palm. �I wasn�t there at the challenge, you know. Alec fought your uncle, didn�t he?�
�He wouldn�t let me do it,� Julio confirmed. �For Carmen�s sake�just in case the worst happened.�
In case their uncle put power over family and tore his nephew apart on the challenge field, even if it meant the end of his brother�s wolf-born bloodline.
Babies. It always came back to-Oh, damn.
Reaching between them was stupid, but she did it anyway. Brushed her fingers across that tired but still perfect dick and groaned, as if discovering soft skin instead of latex was a surprise.
She rolled off his chest and hit the ground next to him, familiar panic so much stronger this time. Give her another second and she�d be hyperventilating, three generations� worth of senseless fear rising up to choke the life out of her. �No condom. Fuck. �
He sat up and held out his hand. �You�re on the pill, right? I saw them in your toiletry bag at the hotel.�
�That�s not foolproof, even if you take them every day at the same time.� Every slip-up was the same. Frantic math. Counting the days while the failure rate throbbed through her head with the rhythm of her pounding heart, and the grand finale�the memory of her mother�s crazed eyes as she shoved her under the bathroom sink. Hide, hide, hide. 
She grasped at Julio�s hand and waited for the irrational fear. Waited for the worry in her gut to break open into terror.
It didn�t.
�I�m sorry,� he murmured. �I realize this is scary for you. I should have been more careful.�
She wet her lips, mostly to give her time to be sure her voice wouldn�t shake. �It�s on me too.
I wasn�t thinking. But hell, it�s stupid. I don�t even know what would happen if we had babies.
They could be human. They could be anything.�
Julio studied her for a moment, then touched her hand. �Hey. I would be there if you got pregnant. I mean, how depends on a lot of things, but if we had a kid� I wouldn�t let anything bad happen.�
Her eyes burned, and she had to squeeze them shut and look away. �I know. If I didn�t, I�d be having a panic attack.� Knowing was a relief. Wanting�oh, Christ. That was an urge she thought she�d stomped out. She had plans and college classes and glorious dreams of independence, and babies seemed mutually exclusive to all three.
He pulled her closer. �Just�remember that, okay?�
�I will.� She relaxed back against him, soaking in the heat of his body. �You know it�s not about you, right? You�re not like your father.�
He tensed. �No, I�m not.�
Stroking her fingers along his arm, she concentrated on finding her own quiet calm. The soft, comfortable place where her power could whisper over him, accepting and loving. �We don�t have to talk about him, if you don�t want. Miguel doesn�t really like to.�
It took a moment for him to speak. �I don�t hate him for the way he kept pulling at me all those years, but I do hate him for what he did to my mother. And to Carmen and Miguel, even before he risked their lives with those stupid fucking spells.�
The spells meant to wake the inner wolf had failed spectacularly with Carmen. But their father had tried to force the magic on her. With Miguel they�d coaxed, and Julio�s younger brother had made the decision.
But not blindly. After the time she�d spent with Miguel and Kat, Sera knew that. �He could never lie to Miguel, because Miguel could always hear his real thoughts. I don�t know if that made it harder or easier. Maybe harder.�
Julio met her gaze. �Sometimes I think Miguel only agreed because he figured he�d need to be stronger to survive everything that was going to go down.�
�Like his big brother?� Sera touched Julio�s cheek, tracing a line down to his lips. �You�re not strong because you�re a wolf. I think he knows that.�
�No.� His gaze turned bleak. �But physically, I can survive things that would kill a human in a heartbeat.�
Torture. She ghosted her thumb over his lower lip again, then pressed her forehead to his.
�Tell me?�
Julio barely moved, except for the fine tremor that shook him. �Knives. Heated wire. Pretty much the only part of the theatrical torture guidebook they didn�t break out was the car battery.�
The ground was cooling beneath them, stealing warmth, but this moment was so fragile.
They were lost together in a world where no one else existed, and she took her time stroking her fingers over his cheek. �Kat told me you stayed strong for her.�
�Well, it�s a lie.� He snorted. �The only reason I didn�t crack and blubber all over everyone is because I didn�t want to give the bastards the satisfaction.�
�Uh-huh.� Another circle, stroking from his cheek to his neck and back. �You still kept her in one piece. They picked the perfect way to crush her, and you fucked it all up. If you�d let her see what you were going through, it would have broken her before Andrew and the others found you.�
He relaxed into her touch. �I grew up with an empath. I know how it goes.�
�You did what you could to protect her. And that�s the unfair part. That�s the balance.� She cupped his cheek and nuzzled his nose. �You alphas get all the power, and all the responsibility.
You have to protect everyone else and you never get to be the one hurting.�
�There�s never any time for it.�
�There�s right now.�
He chuckled. �Naked, in the woods, with spiders biting your ass?�
�You�re the only thing that�s bitten my ass this week.� Not that the thought didn�t make her squirm her way back on top of him�just in case. �I know what the first thing on my not-smothered list is.�
He slipped both arms around her waist and pulled her closer. �What�s that?�
She caught his gaze and held it. �Now might not be the time, but if you don�t think you can share things with me, then I�m not a partner. When you keep all the responsibility, you keep all the power too.�
Julio arched one eyebrow. �You think I�m playing Mr. Tough Guy? That I�m not vulnerable?�
�I don�t know.� She smoothed the furrow from between his brows and tried to pick her words carefully. �I know you like me. But you keep coming into my life at the low points. When I�m beat up or bruised or broken inside, and you pick me back up, and sometimes�� She swallowed hard and made herself ask. �Do I give you anything back?�
He caught her hand and brought it to his lips. �Being with you� It�s loud and quiet all at the same time. Does that make sense?�
�As much sense as being sheltered and free.� A sharp breeze cut across through the trees, and she shivered. �Okay, I want a bath. Or a hot shower. If you�re nice, I�ll share with you.�
He got to his feet with her in his arms. �If? How heartless.�
She laughed and closed her teeth on his jaw. �Poor Julio. Maybe I�m trying to go easy on you. I do have the sex drive of a twenty-two-year-old, you know, and you�re an old man.�
�I�ll show you old.� He swatted her hip, and she laughed again and kicked her legs, trying to squirm out of his grip.
Laughter. She�d laughed more in the past week with Julio than she had in recent memory.
Josh hadn�t laughed unless he�d thought she wanted him to. Like everything else about their relationship, his laughter had been a bribe, a calculated action meant to keep her too content to go running home.
Everything about Julio was honesty. Painful, sometimes. He wouldn�t fib or sand the sharp edges off the truth, even when they bruised her. But he let her laugh. He let her feel. He made her hope.
He was everything she�d known he would be the first time he�d touched her. He was the kind of strong a girl could drown in, but he wouldn�t let her. If she tried, he�d drag her up and tell her to start swimming again.
Hell, maybe if she let him, he�d teach her how to fly.

Chapter Eleven

�I don�t want this last one,� Julio murmured in Sera�s ear. �You still hungry?�
�Maybe.� But her lips found his throat instead, and she kissed her way down to his shoulder with complete disregard for the remains of their late breakfast.
The pancakes were cold anyway, so he pressed a hand to the back of her head and guided her mouth to his with a pleased growl.
With most of the pack gone for their own day-to-day business, Sera seemed to have no problem squirming into his lap. Not that she�d skimped on the possessive touches while they�d been around the other wolves, but now she bumped the picnic table back to give them more room and tangled her arms around his neck.
�Well, I guess Carmen didn�t warn you,� a male voice drawled from the direction of the house, a low voice edged in dangerous blankness.
Oh shit. Her father�s voice. Julio held Sera tight as she tried to spring back out of his lap, then released his hold on her slowly. They had nothing to be guilty about, damn it, and they didn�t need to jump apart like a couple of teenagers. �Franklin. Welcome to Florida.�
Sera�s father stood a few steps past the sliding glass door, his arms crossed over his chest.
Sera flushed pink, but she still untangled herself from Julio and climbed to her feet. �Hey, Dad.�
�Sera.� Franklin�s face softened as he held out his arms, and Sera hurried to hug him. He eyed Julio over his daughter�s shoulder. �Are you going to let me talk to your gentleman?�
�Depends. Are you going to give him hell?�
�Depends. Should I?� He released Sera, but he was smiling, like it was a common joke.
�Carmen would love to see you, if you�ll indulge me with a few moments as an overprotective father.�
Sera turned and looked at Julio, both eyebrows raised in silent question. He shrugged in equally silent answer, then gestured to the opposite bench at the picnic table.
Franklin walked past Sera and slid onto the bench. When she hovered near the door, he shooed her. �Scoot.�
With a sigh and a mouthed, �I�m sorry,� Sera capitulated. She tugged open the sliding glass door and gave her father one last look. �Be nice, or I�ll call your girlfriend.�
The door slid shut behind her, and Franklin smiled a little. �Lily keeps the peace by pointing out when I�ve crossed the line between doting father and well-meaning but unreasonable asshole.�
Something, Julio suspected, only Lily could get away with. �Want some coffee?�
Franklin waved the offer away and met Julio�s gaze squarely. �You saved my life. I�m never going to forget that. But you are half again her age, and she�s my baby girl.�
�I�m nine years older than Sera. That�s hardly the biggest age gap I�ve seen lately, though I�ll concede your last point. She�ll always be your baby girl.�
�Yeah, she will.� Franklin spread one hand on the table and stared down at it, as if he was struggling to choose his words. �She seems happy. The last time Josh contacted her, she was rattled for weeks.�
A father�s concern, and yet a question lurked somewhere in the words. �I didn�t run him off.
Sera did that all by herself.�
�Did she?� His brief smile faded all too quickly. �I want him dead. Not just because he hurt her, but because I�ve seen coyotes who let the mating madness take them, and they don�t get better. They stalk and they take until someone ends them.�
�I get it.� Josh�s continued survival wasn�t particularly important to Julio, either, but he wasn�t ready to step up to being judge, jury and executioner for anyone. Not unless his hand was forced. �He won�t stop.�
�Probably not. I need to know you know that, and that you won�t let anything happen to her.�
It brought Wesley�s words�and his dire but vague prediction�crashing back. �I won�t, and neither will she.�
Franklin studied Julio in silence for a good thirty seconds before he sighed and closed his eyes. �You�re serious about her, aren�t you.�
It barely sounded like a question, and Julio couldn�t tell if Franklin was relieved, or if that odd note in his voice was something else entirely. Something like dread. �I�m not messing around,� he said finally. �The rest is up to Sera.�
A short nod. �Mendoza, don�t take this the wrong way. I trust and depend on your sister, and I respect what you�ve done for New Orleans in general and me in particular. You pulled my dying ass out of a burning building��
It didn�t take a genius to see where he was going. �But my uncle is the one who blew it up in the first place,� Julio finished.
Franklin opened his eyes, and there was sympathy there. �Your uncle is the one who blew it up in the first place,� he agreed mildly. �I don�t blame you any more than I blame Carmen, but I worry about what a man who was willing to kill me would do to my daughter to keep her away from his nephew and his fortune.�
Julio leaned forward, unsure how Sera�s father would take the truth. �My uncle is still alive because he�s family. But the moment he puts her in danger is the moment I forget that.
Completely.�
�Killing your own kin is no small thing.� Franklin held Julio�s gaze as he lowered his voice.
�When Alec challenged your uncle last spring, he was hoping to spare you that. It�s a choice he looks at damn near every day. It�s a choice I�ve made, which my daughter does not know.�
Neither did Julio. �What do you mean?�
�Sera�s mother�� He hesitated. �Callum called me and said you�d seen Kelly.�
But had Callum told him everything? �We did.�
Franklin stared at his hand where it rested on the picnic table. �When I was in my last year of medical school, my brother found Kelly�s family. They were in hiding because a bastard from Oregon kidnapped Kelly�s older sister, and their father died in the challenge that followed. Kelly was all of eleven years old, but Iris was eighteen and had a healthy baby girl. My brother saw that little coyote baby and he lost it. Lost his mind, his humanity, every goddamn thing that made him human.�
Coyote babies were rare, surely rare enough to inspire fascination. �He wanted one of his own. A family.�
�So bad he didn�t care that Iris was an eighteen-year-old girl who�d been brutalized.�
Franklin�s voice had gone numb. �I wanted to think he�d come back from it, but he turned feral when Iris wouldn�t warm up to him. So I put him down before he could destroy what was left of that girl�s life.�
He�d killed his own brother, his blood. Done the thing Julio always promised himself he could do if he had to. �Doesn�t sound like you had a choice.�
�My family didn�t agree.� Franklin met Julio�s gaze again. �Sera doesn�t know. I don�t want her to, because she doesn�t need more reasons to feel like instinct is inevitable. Not before she gets a chance to prove it to herself.�
�To prove what? That it isn�t as inevitable as she thinks, or that it is?�
He smiled. �That it�s not, unless we want it to be. I saw that coyote baby too, you know, and I wanted one more than hell burns. But I walked away, straight to the army to start my surgical residency and service. Not a backward glance, and that might have been that if Kelly hadn�t grown up a little and decided to chase me.�
But she had. And then, somehow, tragedy had struck again. �Sera�s mom�Kelly�she didn�t want me anywhere near her. You deserve the truth about that.�
It didn�t seem to surprise Franklin, though his smile slipped away. �Of course not. You�re male, and you�re a shifter. I haven�t seen Kelly more than a handful of times in fifteen years because it upsets her too much. The only man who can go within five feet of Sera without getting his ass chewed is Callum Tyler.�
�Because he�s not a shifter?�
�More likely because he�s an empath, a powerful one.� Franklin raised an eyebrow. �I heard you got to experience one of his tricks firsthand. Alec was pissed that he taught Kat how to jack a shifter up on adrenaline.�
If she did it to the wrong shifter, she or someone else could wind up dead. But Kat was smarter than that, something Callum knew. �It was a last resort. Kat knows better than to do it if she doesn�t have to.�
�That�s what I told Alec. Your sister probably did too. She�s still the only damn person he actually listens to.�
Alec�s voice drifted to them as the man appeared around the side of the house with Sydney at his side. �That�s because Carmen�s smart. And could kill me in my sleep if I pissed her off.�
Julio rose. �She wouldn�t. Not in your sleep, anyway.�
�No, maybe not.� Alec stopped short of the table, looking like he was trying not to laugh.
�Well. You�ve been busy, haven�t you?�
With Sydney listening, not to mention Franklin, there wasn�t much he could say. �I guess it really is true�I get more work done on vacation than the rest of you bastards do all year round.�
�Better not tell me that, Mendoza, or I�ll have you visiting every pack in the region. Judging by what Syd here tells me�and my own painful experience�most of them won�t trust us enough to ask for help until we show up and hand it to them.�
And who could blame them? �Heard from my uncle lately, Alec?�
�Not a damn peep, which means I�ll be paying him a visit soon enough.� Alec�s expression turned stern. �You leave him to me, Julio. Not because you can�t handle him, but because you shouldn�t have to. For Carmen�s sake, if not your own.�
He�d done that once before, but maybe it was time to learn a lesson from Franklin�take care of your own, good or bad. �We�ll see.�
�We will.� Alec jerked his head toward Sydney. �Our new friend was going to show me the trailer camp he�s got set up for his people. Why don�t we all take a walk and see what we can do to help these folks out?�
�All right.� Eventually, he�d have to rescue Sera from his sister. For now, he had work to do.

Patty, the unbelievable traitor, had abandoned her.
Sera sat in Patty�s well-worn living room and studied the empath sitting across from her. The first time she�d met Julio�s sister had been the night Carmen had called with the news that Franklin had been injured in an explosion. The night Sera had rolled into New Orleans in a stolen truck with her face on fire from the force of Josh�s rage.
Not an empowering start�and now Sera felt every bit of the pressure. Carmen was the family that mattered to Julio, the one who could look at her and judge her unworthy, or even unready. Too young, too battered, too-�Would you like some tea?� Carmen held up a tall glass clinking with ice.
It broke through her brain�s nervous rambling successfully, and Sera laughed and shook her head. �No, I�ve had enough to last me a month. Patty and Syd have been great hosts.�
�Yes, they have.� Carmen set down the glass. �You�re nervous. Don�t be, please.�
It probably hadn�t taken empathy to guess. Sera shrugged and tried to smile. �You probably know how I�m feeling better than most.�
�Perhaps. Or you could tell me.�
�I care about your brother.� That came out almost confrontational. A challenge, as if she was braced for Carmen to try to snarl her into submission, and she tried to moderate her voice. �I want to be with him.�
The woman�s dark gaze softened. �And you expect me, at the least, to think it�s a bad idea.�
There was no sense in lying. �I can come up with a half-dozen reasons why it could be, so I can�t really blame you if you do.�
�That would be hypocritical of me, considering how many wolves think Alec should have known better than to debase his legacy and lineage by marrying me.�
�And you�re at least from an important wolf family. You could have shapeshifter babies. No one knows what sort of children Julio and I could have because it isn�t done. It�s taboo.�
�That�s all true,� Carmen allowed. �But my brother has never been one to stand on tradition.�
Sera swallowed and voiced the fear she hadn�t been able to press with Julio. �And your uncle and father?�
�What about them?�
She stared at her hands and struggled for the right words. Her left hand still had a bit of stubborn dirt wedged under the nails, from when she�d buried her fingers in the grass and sobbed through the pleasure of Julio fucking her. Claiming her.
He�d never let his relatives harm her, but one thing scared her more. �I don�t want him to get hurt, and I don�t want him to have to hurt his family because he�s protecting me.�
Carmen�s sudden expression of sadness lasted only a moment, though it lingered in her eyes. �Sera, if there�s one thing I can tell you with confidence, it�s this. The time may come when Julio has to fight his own blood, but it�s been a long time coming. It wouldn�t be your fault.�
�I�m sorry.� She didn�t even know what she was apologizing for. Maybe just because it felt like the world owed Julio and Carmen and even Miguel an apology for the shit it had dragged them through.
�Don�t be sorry.� Carmen stirred a sprig of mint into her tea. �Be sure.�
How long had it been since she�d been sure of anything? Probably at seventeen, when she�d been sure about everything with the recklessness of any super-healing teenager. Had it only been five years ago?
God, she felt ancient.
Ancient, but not confused. She wasn�t sure�not that she and Julio could make it, or that the attempt would be worth the pain it could bring. She wasn�t certain if she was ready to face a relationship with a possessive shifter, if he was ready to live beyond being tortured, or that their combined scars wouldn�t be more than lust or affection or even love could overcome.
But she was confident of one thing�she couldn�t live the rest of her life knowing she�d been too scared to try. �I�m sure.�
Carmen smiled then, slow but bright. �I�m glad. And Sera?�
�Yeah?�
�I don�t think it�s a bad idea. Not in the slightest.�
In that moment, Sera loved her a little. �Good. Talk my dad off the ledge, would you? Lily might not be able to handle this one on her own.�
Carmen laughed. �You�d be surprised what Lily can handle, I think. But I�ll work on it.�
�Thank you. I mean it.�
�You�re welcome.� Carmen tapped her fingernails against the side of her glass. �It means a lot that you�ve been with Julio through this trip, you know. Taking care of business. It�s about to become a lot more important.�
Sera couldn�t tell if Carmen wanted her to ask or not, so she settled on a middle ground.
�He�s good at it. He�s honest in a way you can�t fake. It�s not about being nice or loved or telling them what they want to hear, and they know it. The wolves here are starting to trust him.�
She exhaled slowly. �I hope so. We need for them to trust someone. No one came close to being this open with me and Alec when we travelled through last year.�
�They�ll trust him. It�s about�� Sera groped for the perfect moment to sum up the past two days. There had been plenty of awkward interactions as wary men tried to keep Julio away from exhausted women with bruised eyes.
Most had been through too much to trust, even when they hoped so hard it hurt to see. Sera had stared at those same eyes reflected in her own mirror, the tight set and the dark circles and brittle weariness that came with not knowing if you�d ever feel safe again.
One man couldn�t erase that look, not even Julio. Not even for her, and certainly not for a group of strangers. But he hadn�t tried. �Football,� she blurted out, then answered Carmen�s confused look by telling her about the way Julio had perplexed the adults by engaging the fifteen-year-old wolf who�d first approached her in a spirited discussion of football that had turned into an impromptu game all the children had rushed to join.
Most of them hadn�t been any good, but the older children had been gentle with the younger ones. By the time Sydney had waded in to captain the opposing team, it had turned into a jumble of shapeshifter kids laughing so hard their parents managed to smile.
Not trust. Not from one night or one game. But everything they did would build on it, and she found herself telling Carmen that too, unable to completely leash her own excitement. �I�m not making it worse here. The people who need us the most, they�re the ones the Conclave and councils have been hurting. Those people don�t trust the ruling wolves, but no one can look at me and say I�m a part of that world.�
Carmen�s eyes glistened, but she covered the tears with a smile and a quick nod. �Then I hope we can help you and Julio help them.�
The tears weren�t precisely the reaction Sera had been hoping for, but Alec stepped through the front door before she could comment. �Good, you�re both still here. Syd and Patty are introducing Franklin to the wolves who needed a doctor. Carmen, you�re right. It�s time to bring Julio and Andrew into the loop and get this done.�
The cryptic words meant nothing to Sera, but Carmen breathed a sigh of relief as Julio walked inside too. �I don�t like that we had to keep it from them in the first place.�
He dropped to sit beside Sera. �Keep what from us?�
�The end of the world,� Alec said gruffly, and Sera tensed before she realized Alec was smiling under that fake scowl, and it couldn�t have been a reference to Wesley�s tense warning.
If Wesley had told Alec at all.
Julio paused with a cookie halfway to his mouth. �You seem awful chipper about it. Care to elaborate?�
Alec and Carmen exchanged a look, and she spoke. �The Conclave is dissolving�on a trial basis for now. The members are heading to their home districts to take care of business.�
Shock made Sera blurt out the first thing that bubbled up. �What did you do to them?�
Alec huffed. �Good to see you�re still a brat.�
But Julio narrowed his eyes and stared at them both. �You told them people were getting ready to revolt, didn�t you?�
�Among other things.� Alec sat down, held up a hand and ticked the points off on his fingers.
�Without having to maintain homes in New York, they have considerably more resources. If they�re back at home, they can keep an eye on the troublemaking wolves and the members of their councils who might be thinking about replacing them. And, most importantly, we have immunity within our own territories. No more getting permission from everyone else before they can make changes in their region.�
Carmen laid her hand on his arm. �It�s the first step. It didn�t come easy, but it�s a big one.�
�A huge one.� Alec leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. �It was a hard choice. Because life�s going to get a lot better in the Southeast��
Sera squeezed Julio�s hand as she finished the sentence. �But it could get worse other places.�
�What happens then?� Julio asked. �If someone goes home and decides that making the peasants dance is fun entertainment?�
�Then the rest of us declare this a failed experiment and go after them.� Alec shrugged. �It�s a calculated risk, but Ochoa in the Southwest is happy to play nice based on my mother�s relation to him, and Enrica can�t cause too much trouble in the Northwest now that her son�s married to the Alpha�s daughter. The only person not allied with us through blood or marriage is Hoffman in the Midwest, but he�s one of the more moderate leaders.�
Every time he mentioned a region his gaze flicked to Sera, and she got the impression he was explaining so blatantly so she could follow the conversation without feeling stupid about her ignorance of wolf politics. Coming from Alec�someone who�d been friends with her father longer than she�d been alive�the tiny gesture might as well have been a ringing endorsement.
�So we�ll be on our own,� Julio mused. �That sounds good.�
Alec smiled. �Damn right it does. And all that money that�s been wasted on Conclave business? I�m funneling it right back into places like this. Which is why you�re going to be busy.
They won�t talk to me, so it�s your job to hit every wolf settlement in the Southeast. I want to know how many there are in each pack, how much has been taken from them, and what they need to live without desperation. Because desperation is dangerous to all of us.�
�Forget dangerous,� Carmen murmured, frowning. �It�s heartbreaking, not to mention unnecessary.�
�I know, honey.� Alec covered Carmen�s hand and squeezed it. �We�ll take care of it because it�s wrong, but we�ll get away with it because it�s smart.�
�Because it won�t look weak,� Sera said softly. The one thing she understood about survival among wolves. �They�ll trust you more easily if there�s something in it for you. If a strange wolf wanted to give me something that wasn�t in their best interest, I�d think they were trying to trick me. Or buy me.�
It seemed to mollify Carmen. �The money is the most urgent need. After we�ve taken care of setting up the packs for financial self-sufficiency, we can do things like open more clinics.�
�Carmen and I have to go back up to New York for one final Conclave meeting,� Alec said, looking to Julio. �I�ll talk to Andrew and Kat on the way. There are a few packs I want to send them to, ones made up entirely of turned wolves. And I have a couple towns I�d like you to visit before you head back to New Orleans, if Sera doesn�t mind.�
Sera glanced at Julio, unsure what to say, especially in the face of Wesley Dade�s vision. But he only nodded. �Wherever you need us to go.�
Us. She twined her fingers with his and turned back to Alec. �Teri has been wanting to take on more shifts at Dixie John�s. I can call and tell him I need more time. And I�d already decided to take summer semester off from school.�
Alec nodded. �Anna told me she got Josh pinned down long enough to have a witch she knows put a magical tag on him. If he strays more than a hundred miles away from his trailer, she�ll know.�
Julio�s jaw tightened. �Does she have standing orders on how to deal with that?�
�Anna doesn�t take orders from me.� Alec�s gaze shifted to Sera, and her stomach flip-flopped at the coldness in those brown eyes. This was the wolf who had taken vengeance for his first wife�s death with such unrelenting brutality that people still spoke of it in whispers.
His words now were brutal too. �No orders, but Anna agrees with me, and I had her deliver a message so there won�t be any misunderstandings. If he makes a move toward New Orleans, or any place you happen to be, his life is forfeit.�
Sera wanted to feel relief, or even nothing. God, she wanted to feel numb. Not this sick, twisted tangle of grief and confusion and fierce satisfaction. �I understand.�
�Then we can hope he�ll know better.� Julio rose. �Let�s take a walk, huh?�
Alec and Carmen didn�t seem surprised by the abrupt offer, leaving Sera to wonder how green she�d turned. Or maybe pale, the sickly white pallor that made her freckles stand out like a cartoon version of the measles.
She let Julio tug her to her feet and out the door and caught only a glimpse of her own reflection.
Pale and spotty. Great.
Julio rubbed her arm. �Anna will do what she has to do, but only what she has to do. You know that.�
�I don�t have feelings for Josh.� She winced as the words came out, wanted to cringe at how defensive they sounded. But she felt defensive, not to mention humiliated. �I know you know that. A lot of me wants him dead, because I don�t want to spend my whole life waiting for him.�
�A lot of me wants Josh dead too,� he confessed. �And not necessarily for the right reasons.
So I get not being able to separate the rational reasons from the rest of it, from the selfish shit.
Trust me, I get it.�
She clung to his hand, because his touch�his power�made her brave. �I�ll tell you my selfish reasons if you tell me yours.�
�Mine are easy. He hurt you.� Julio exhaled sharply. �No, that�s one of the good ones. The selfish one is that wolves don�t like competition.�
�No competition.� But that was a blunted truth, and he�d been honest. �None that matters,� she corrected softly. �You�ll never be a coyote, and I�ll never be a wolf. But the mating urge isn�t all that magical. It�s just another way of not having control.�
�It doesn�t change the facts. I can�t kill the guy unless I have to, and I can�t because it would be too pat and convenient for me.�
Sera ducked under his arm and pressed close to his side. �Another part of me wants him alive, not dead. I don�t want to have to face the possibility that he was always a crazy, dangerous bastard, and I was a stupid, gullible kid. I don�t want to be that dumb.�
�It wasn�t stupidity, honey. It was�� He shrugged. �Instinct. We�re all at the mercy of it, except when we�re not. That�s about as simple as it gets, and it�s still pretty fucking complicated.�
�It was a little bit stupid.� She sighed and rubbed her cheek against his chest. �Maybe the part I need to remember is that all teenagers are stupid. At least I survived to get smarter, right?�
�Arguable, I guess, since you�re with me now.�
�Good point. You�re a dumbass.� She bumped her hip against his as they followed the path toward the woods where the pack had run the first night. In the distance she could pick up the faint sounds of the trailer campground where entire families were packed into spaces that should have been claustrophobic for one or two.
It would be better soon. Because of Julio�because of both of them. �Do you really want me to travel with you? I�d understand if it�s too much, or too fast.�
�Hey, you started this with me.� He wrapped an arm around her waist. �Now you have to help finish it.�
�All right, I�ll be your first lady. On one condition.�
He squinted at her. �Which is?�
She tugged him around and stretched up to whisper the words against his lips. �On our way to each town, we get to spend one night in a hotel doing nothing but screwing each other silly and sleeping late the next day.�
�Deal.� He kissed her, quick and soft. �A day off between stops. It�s the least we deserve.�
I love you. The words came to her lips, but she bit them back. It was too soon.
Even if it already felt true.

Chapter Twelve

The distinctive beep of a truck backing up echoed across the clearing, and Julio sidestepped a mound of freshly dug earth to greet Sydney. �Everything going smoothly?�
�Like magic.� Arms crossed, Sydney surveyed the bubbling activity in the heart of his domain with an expression torn between excitement and dumbfounded shock. �Alec Jacobson�s better than Santa Claus. Shows up, dumps a few grand worth of trailers on us, eats a couple dozen cookies and disappears back north.�
More like a few hundred grand, though Sydney probably knew the exact amount, down to the dollar. Julio eyed the clearing, as well as the new dirt paths meandering out into the forest.
Gone were the tents and old, leaky campers, replaced by a cluster of new single and doublewide trailers. �Will it be enough room until the others get set up?�
�Hell yeah.� Sydney nodded to the nearest trailer, which was already set up and buzzing with activity. �Four bedrooms and a living room with plenty of space to curl up. Jacuzzi tubs too. I think Patty�s jealous.�
Sera�s laughter drifted out of an open window. She�d disappeared into the newly finished trailer with Patty, an antique sewing machine and an army of teenage wolves who popped out the front door from time to time on various errands. Sydney watched with an indulgent smile as the latest girl hopped down the temporary stairs and dashed for the house, a list clutched in one hand. �Patty�s going to miss your girl too. You promise to bring her back for a visit, huh?�
Julio nodded through the sharp stab of longing. Sera had a life, for Christ�s sake, and she�d likely be busy the next time he had to drive over. �Yeah, absolutely. Whenever she wants to come.�
�Good.� His smile faded. �I know you have to hit the road tonight. I�m not friends with many of the rich wolves in the Southeast, but I�m on speaking terms with most of the poorer alphas in southern Alabama and Georgia. Word about what you did here�s likely to spread. What should I tell them when they call?�
The need was there, not only in Sydney�s pack, but in others as well. �I have money,� Julio mused aloud. �Most of it used to be my uncle�s, so it�s only fitting I redistribute some of it. If they call you, pass on the number to council headquarters. We may have to start inviting people out there to tell us what they need.� Especially if Alec was going to be back in New Orleans, like he�d said.
Sydney chuckled. �Oh, I�m sure most of them already have the number. But I can let them know it�s time to start using it.�
�If I don�t manage to convince them myself. My driving tour�s not over yet.�
�You�ll probably do it, at that.� Sydney clapped him on the shoulder. �You�re a good man, Mendoza. A strong wolf, but a good man. If you ever need anything�I�ll fight for you. We all will.�
The words reminded him of his mother. You�re more than a wolf, Julio. You�re a man. She�d always said it so seriously, with a gravity he never appreciated until stepping into the challenge circle in pursuit of his council seat. You�re both, so don�t you ever let them make you choose. 
�Fighting�s the last thing I want,� he told Sydney, �but I appreciate it. And I�ll keep it in mind.�
�You do that. And while you�re always welcome in our home and among our pack, I won�t be offended if you bundle your girl up and go find someplace less crowded to spend the night.
There�s a nice little place over in Destin. Patty said Sera might like the restaurant there.�
�No, your people need to settle in. The longer I�m here, the more uncertain they�re bound to get about what I�ve done and why.�
A bit of tension in the other man�s shoulders eased, maybe at not being forced to say as much himself. �They�re grateful, don�t ever think they�re not. And you having Sera and her being so happy� That�s mostly kept the women from wondering what you�ll ask of them in return. But change comes hard.�
And for good reason, considering the sorts of things his uncle had likely coerced from them in addition to their money. �Then it�s time for us to split. But we�ll see you and Patty soon, Syd. If not here, then in New Orleans, all right?�
�You bet. Now go get your girl.� Sydney nodded toward the trailer with an amused noise.
�And get a hotel room before one of you gets bit by something poisonous because you�re rolling around naked in the woods every night.�
Julio ignored the jibe because it was true, but the place was so damn crowded, who could blame him for wanting to run off into the woods to be alone with Sera? He walked up beside the makeshift steps and leaned his head in the open door. �You finished sewing curtains yet?�
�We�re getting there.� Sera grinned at him over the head of the high-school-aged wolf seated in front of the sewing machine. The whole living room was covered in plastic bags from a local fabric store, and Sera had to hop over a bolt of fabric to reach the door. �You ready to start packing?�
�I thought I�d handle it while you finished up here.�
She reached down to smooth his hair back from his forehead, fingers lingering at his temple.
�All right. You know which way we�re headed yet?�
Any place but Atlanta, considering that Alec had warned him to steer clear of Cesar and his father for the time being. �Tennessee? The mountains are nice, and there�s a pack in Sevierville we could visit.�
�Sounds perfect.� She touched his lips briefly before straightening. �I�ll start saying my goodbyes.�
For a moment, he wanted nothing more than to drag her back against him. But no matter how great things had been for them, for her, amongst Sydney�s pack, it wasn�t where they belonged.
And it was time to go.

The hotel turned out to be a wood-shingled New England-style building with Victorian furnishings. Sydney had apparently called ahead, and the man behind the desk favored Sera with a broad smile as he handed over their keys.
�Looks like you�re the belle of the Florida panhandle,� Julio murmured teasingly as they stepped into the elevator.
�Queen of the redneck shifters,� she replied just as lightly. �It�s different. Not bad, but weird.�
�If it�s not bad, does that make it a good weird?�
�Maybe.� She cuddled close to his side, her fingers tracing absently along his belt. �I always knew wolves could see past the coyote thing if they had a reason to get to know me. I guess a lot of them never had one before. But none of them wanted to piss you off.�
As usual, she was selling herself short�and giving him far too much credit for something he hadn�t done. �It was you, Sera. They might have been polite in deference to me, but that�s it.�
Instead of arguing, she gave in with a laugh. �Okay, maybe. But that�s partly the submissive thing too. All other things being equal, the stronger a shifter is, the more they�re going to want to take care of me. It gives me an unfair advantage.�
And it bothered her. �Want me to ask them to leave you alone? Back home, I mean?�
The elevator door slid open, and she tugged him out into the hallway before answering. �No.
If someone needs me� Anna does, sometimes, and Miguel too. If they need to spend time with me because my magic helps them feel calmer, I don�t want to take that away.�
�But?�
Even though the hall was empty, she didn�t answer until he�d opened the door and led her into the suite. She pushed it closed in silence and locked it for good measure, then turned to face him. �I need to belong to you. It scares me a little and it makes you feel like a jackass. But pretending it�s not there won�t change it.�
Everything she said was true�including the part about the futility of denial. �It�s different,� he said finally. �If I know you need it, I mean. If I don�t have to wonder whether I�m forcing you without realizing it.�
She wet her lips, looking almost nervous. �I promise I won�t let you force me without realizing it. If you�re taking away the choice I want to make, I promise I�ll tell you. I just need you to promise to listen.�
To what she wasn�t saying as well as what she was. �I can do that.�
Her shoulders relaxed a little, but she didn�t push away from the door. �I get off on the dominance in bed, and on you letting everyone know I�m yours. Those are easy. It�s the life parts that always tangle me up.�
Julio held out his hand. �So we take it as it comes.�
A smile played at the edge of her lips. Teasing. Mischievous. �You could take me as I come.�
The wicked smile may as well have been a hand around his dick. Julio stifled a growl and arched an eyebrow. �Sera.�
Without looking away, she slipped her fingers over his, and he twisted his hand and closed it around hers.
She wanted to belong to him, and there was no better way to show her she did.
�When do you want dinner?� he asked casually.
�Whenever.� Her lips twitched. �Later, unless you�re hungry right now.�
�No, I think I want to stay in for a while.�
Sera laughed and spun, turning toward their joined hands so that his arm ended up around her when her back thumped against his chest. �Finally, I get you to myself. No fathers or sisters or needy alphas or precogs with gambling problems.�
�Not all of which was actually my fault,� he murmured against the curve of her neck.
�People need you.� She tilted her head forward, and her braids slipped over her shoulders to bare the back of her neck. �I don�t mind sharing you, as long as I get time like this, too.�
�You mean like�this?� He breathed the last word just before closing his teeth on the delicate line of her spine.
�Exactly this.� Her body melted against him, a trembling mix of soft submission and eager anticipation. �Now you know why I picked two braids instead of one.�
�You think ahead. I like that.� Julio slid one hand around her to splay on her stomach. She was sweet against him, yielding and warm.
And for once, not in a hurry. Her frantic impatience had disappeared, leaving a woman who rocked back against him with a satisfied moan but didn�t try to hurry him. �I think about your mouth on my throat. Or your hand. I think about you touching me so often my brain�s like a nonstop porno.�
�Now you sound like me.�
�Good.� She traced her fingers over the back of his hand before twisting to kiss his jaw. �Can this be the one where the alpha wolf lets his hot-as-fuck possessive and bossy side out to play?�
�Depends.� On whether she was ready. On whether he was.
She pressed her forehead to his jaw. �Only if you want to.� The quiet words were tiny.
Vulnerable. �It�s empty if it�s not about both of us needing it. Don�t ever give me more than you really want.�
It had never been about a lack of desire, not ever. Julio nudged her head up and kissed her slowly. �How far, darling? Tell me now.�
She didn�t answer right away, and she didn�t tell him anything. He watched her consider the question seriously, and after a moment she gave a serious answer. Not one meant to tease or sound sexy, but a quiet drawing of boundaries. �Light bondage, spanking and rough sex are fine. I don�t like degradation as much. I don�t mind experimenting with pain, but maybe not tonight.�
�No pain.� It wasn�t his thing, and he�d never been into name-calling or punishment. �Bring me your makeup bag. Show me what you bought the other day when you thought I wasn�t paying attention.�
She blushed almost as red as her hair and ducked under his arm to get to the luggage.
�Maybe I was thinking ahead.�
�To what?� He caught her around the waist, held her bent over and lowered his voice to a rumbling growl. �Me fucking your ass?�
�Yes.� Her tank top slipped toward her shoulders, revealing pale, freckled skin and the lacy edge of the same pale-green bra he�d seen before. She wiggled, grinding back against him as she tugged the shirt over her head. �Don�t tell me you haven�t been thinking about it.�
He edged his hand under the back waistband of her shorts, smoothing his fingers over the swell of her ass. �I have.�
�Now?� She sounded breathless as she tore open her suitcase and surfaced with her makeup bag. �You want it now?�
�Not yet.� She had to be ready, because he wasn�t about to hold back, not this time. �I want your mouth.�
�Yeah?� Another wiggle. �Can�t put my mouth anywhere interesting from here.�
He slapped her ass. �I could.�
Sera whimpered her arousal and pushed up on her toes. Her movements practically begged for him to slap her again, but she didn�t say anything as she clutched at her makeup bag, her fingers tight around the handle.
He let her straighten. �Show me what�s in there.�
The top unzipped, and she held the bag open to reveal a jumble of makeup containers and hair elastics. Her birth control pills were tucked into the left pocket. The right one was stuffed full of condoms.
Blushing, she tugged open an interior zipper to reveal a third storage space holding a slim vibrator and a full bottle of lube.
The blush was adorable, and the rest of it� Julio pulled the vibrator and the small bottle from the case and dropped them on the bed. �Want to help me undress?�
Sera tossed the bag to the floor and followed it down, ending up on her knees in front of him wearing her tiny shorts, lacy bra and the wickedest smile he�d ever seen curve her lips. She got both hands around his belt and lifted her gaze to his. �You never make me feel dirty for what I want.�
�Why should you?� He leaned down to unhook her bra, then slipped his hands under the lace to palm her delectable breasts. �I want the same stuff.�
Her nipples drew tight against his palms, and her head fell back. She got his belt open, but her fingers fumbled with the button. �Fuck.�
�Slow.� He pulled his hands free, taking her bra too. Once he�d slipped it from her arms, he tilted her chin up. �We�ve got all night.�
She laughed and nuzzled his hand. �Maybe I�m just that excited about blowing you.�
�That�s a flattering possibility.�
�It should be.� This time her nimble fingers conquered the button on his fly with a minimum of fumbling, and she guided the zipper down without looking away from his eyes. �And it�s true.
You wouldn�t believe the daydreams you�ve starred in, baby.�
Julio thrust against her hands, challenging her. �Show me.�
She left his jeans hanging open and pressed her open mouth to his erection, breath hot through the fabric of his boxers. Before he could react her fingers hooked under the waistband, and she freed his cock with an appreciative moan. �You still want slow?�
Her breath blowing over him raised goose bumps on his arms, and he delivered a sharp tug to one of her braided pigtails. �You�ll need the time.�
In response she licked him, her unwavering gaze locked on his as she dragged her tongue up his shaft with every indication of blissful enthusiasm.
The wet heat combined with the look in her eyes dragged a moan from deep in his chest.
�Again. Slower.�
She gripped his hips and obeyed, every lick a tease and an offering rolled in one. Too soon, the leisurely licks left him starving for more. Again, he tugged at her braid. �In your mouth, Sera.�
�God, I thought you�d never ask,� she whispered. Her hand closed around his cock and she sucked him deep with a groan.
Julio slid his hand to the back of her head, and it took every ounce of his self-control not to pull her closer, thrust harder. �Oh, hell yeah.�
Her whimpering moans were their own sort of vibrating torture. She licked and sucked and stroked her fingers up and down his shaft, but her eyes held a hungry invitation. The tighter he gripped her head the louder those noises got, turning pleading and encouraging.
Shuddering, he drove just a little deeper and then pulled her head back. �More?�
She dragged her tongue over her lower lip as she panted for breath. �I don�t know if I can take all of you, but I�d get off on trying.�
�Would you?�
Sera dropped her hands to her lap and parted her lips, silently offering him total control.
Julio dragged in a harsh breath and shook his head. �Behind your back.�
Her breathing sped as she obeyed, tangling her fingers together as he�d instructed. �Like this?�
�Shh.� He took himself in hand and rubbed the head of his cock against her lips. She whimpered and parted them again, straining forward to take him into the heat of her mouth.
He started slow, with tiny movements of his hips. When she shuddered and sucked him hard, Julio gritted his teeth and applied gentle pressure to the back of her head. �More.� This time, it wasn�t a question.
Heat blazed in her eyes. She tilted her head back and let him push deeper, trust spun out between them so tightly it was almost tangible. Her magic was tangible, a seductive whisper that grew louder when he pulled her head back by her hair and thrust forward again.
Her body trembled. Her eyes fluttered shut. His next advance took him all the way into her throat, and Julio jerked back with a shudder. �On your feet, sweetheart. Up.�
Sera staggered upward on unsteady legs and would have toppled over if he hadn�t reached for her. �Sorry,� she whispered, clutching at his shoulders. �I�m on another submissive bender.
Or I�m just high on�� He cut off her words with a kiss as he backed her toward the high bed. When she fell onto the mattress, he yanked at the button on her shorts and dragged them off her hips.
�You�re hot when you�re impatient,� she murmured.
�Then I must be smoking about ninety-five percent of the time.� Julio teased one finger under the edge of her panties. �Too nice to rip, huh?�
She laughed. �Fuck it. You can rip anything you�re willing to replace.�
She probably expected him to tear the delicate fabric, so he coaxed her legs up in the air and peeled off her underwear slowly. �I hate to be predictable.�
�You�re not.� She dropped one foot to his shoulder, her knees still pressed together almost shyly. �You�re perfect. This is perfect. Can you feel it?�
He could, and not just with her skin bare under his hands. He felt it driving down the road, when she slipped her hand into his without a word. And he felt it in the hours before dawn as he lay curled around her, listening to her heart beat, slow and steady. �I feel it, Sera.�
�I�m yours.� Almost a question.
�Mine.� He parted her legs, pushed her knees to the bed and left her open to him. �Should I show you?�
She sucked in a breath and squirmed, tried to wiggle away and groaned when he dragged her back. �Yes. Prove it. I need you to prove it.�
He reached over and dug a condom out of her bag with one hand, the other locked around her ankle like a vise. �I�m going to make you come. Then I�m going to make you scream.�
�In that order, huh?�
�In that order.� He rubbed his shaft over her clit, rocked against her as he tore open the foil.
After a moment�s pause to sheathe himself, he pushed lower, harder, slicking through wetness and parting her with the head of his cock.
Sera groaned, her fingers curling helplessly in the quilt as she tried to lift her hips, tried to position herself so he�d slide inside. When he eased away just far enough to stop her, she snarled. �Julio!�
�Sera.� His own voice was a reverent whisper, one that made him smile when he heard it.
It did something to her too. Softened the edge of her impatience, even though she was still wet and hungry and squirming in his grasp. She tilted her head back, baring her throat with its lingering marks from his teeth. �I forgot. You already know that teasing gets me crazy hot.�
�So does this.� He began to thrust into her, and she was so wet it didn�t take long. She shivered, and he held her still, held her until his hips met hers and he was completely buried in her body.
�Yours.� A satisfied sigh escaped her, riding a wave of that giddy submission that was more shifter than human. �I think I get it now.�
He braced his hands by her hips with a groan. �Get what, love?�
Her voice turned dreamy. �The human kink is hot. But it can�t give me this.� She stretched her hands above her head and arched her back, leaving all of her body vulnerable and exposed to him. �She�s safe. She knows she�s safe. We both belong to you.�
There was no room for halfway, no way to please only half of either of them. �Both,� he agreed, flexing his hips. �Do you know what that means?�
A whimper. �Super-hot sex?�
He shook his head. �It means more. It means not fighting yourself, sweetheart. Getting what you need.�
She clutched at the covers above her head and stared at him, her chest lifting with each unsteady breath. �What does it mean for you?�
No more running, no more distance. �It means I want to be in your life,� he whispered. �And I want you in mine. I love you.�
Sera went utterly still. Even her whispered plea barely stirred the air. �Say it again.�
�I�m in love with you.� The revelation of their days on the road, the vague possibility made fact. �I don�t know when it happened, exactly, but it�s true.�
She surged up in a graceful movement, crashing into his upper body as her arms tangled around his neck. She clung to him, halfway to upright, and her mouth closed on the front of his throat in a vicious, bruising bite. �Mine. �
His throat throbbed, and his teeth scored her lower lip when he caught her mouth in a kiss.
She snarled against his mouth. Her fingernails dug into his back, pricking the skin.
She said something, something muffled by his lips, then said it again. And again. A bite, a kiss, a mumbled word, until he realized she was chanting the same thing over and over as she kissed him with single-minded purpose. �Love you. Love you.�
�I know.� He lowered her to the bed and straightened, pulled her a little higher with a hand under her ass. �Sera.�
Another hungry growl, and she shot back up, her teeth snapping shut on his shoulder this time. There was no keeping her still, so Julio clutched her to his chest and dropped to sit on the edge of the bed with her in his lap.
She nuzzled his throat and bit his chin, then rocked her hips with a whimper. �No one�s ever been mine before.�
�All yours.� He guided her hips with a firm touch. �Ride me, Sera. Harder.�
�Harder,� she agreed, bracing herself on his shoulders. Her knees dug into the bed on either side of his hips as she pushed up and drove back down, moaning every time she took him deep. �You can�t fuck me hard enough. I want to feel you for days.�
�You will.� He chased her nipple with his tongue and thrust up to meet the next rock of her hips. �If you forget, I�ll fuck you again.�
�Yes.� Her body tensed under his hands, and she threw her head back and froze. �Fuck, too soon�I�m gonna come too soon�� No such thing as too soon, not tonight. Julio grazed her nipple with his teeth and pinched the other. �First you come, then you scream. Isn�t that what I said?�
Her hips jerked as she moaned in reaction, and apparently that was enough. Her slick body clenched tight around him, over and over as she gasped out choked noises, unintelligible and desperate.
Julio coaxed her through the spasms, then pulled free of her body and let his cock nestle in the cleft of her ass. �You�re so hot when you come.�
�You�re hot when I come too.� Her forehead thumped against his shoulder, and she shivered.
�I�m not a very good submissive, I guess. I lost it.�
�There isn�t only one way to be, Sera.�
�I get scratchy when the coyote�s too close to the surface. As long as you don�t mind�� She licked the throbbing spot on his throat and laughed. �Though if you�d thrown me face-down on the bed, that would have worked for me too.�
He hummed in her ear. �Through with me already?�
�No�� A tentative rock of her hips, her ass rubbing against his shaft. �Are you going to throw me face-down on the bed?� She sounded breathless�and hopeful.
The bottle of lube still lay on the bed alongside the slim vibrator from her case. �On your knees, sweetheart.�
She eased out of his lap and up onto the bed, damn near shaking as she got her knees under her and lowered her elbows to the mattress. Her pussy glistened, and he rubbed his fingers over her before tasting her clit with a quick flick of his tongue.
�Oh damn.� Her voice was ragged, edged with something wild. �Fuck, be careful. This submissive magical bender you keep sending me on gives me a hair-trigger. I think I�ll come if you blink at me too hard.�
He traced his thumb up to her ass, then followed the same path with his tongue. �Blinking isn�t on my agenda.�
She laughed hoarsely, squirming under his touch. �You�ve been staring at my ass for months.
Did I make it into your spank bank?�
He caught her hips and held her still. �Honey, you licking your lips featured heavily in my fantasies.�
�What else?�
�Your tits.� He reached out without looking, found the small bottle with one hand. �I wanted them in my mouth.�
�Every time you came into Dixie John�s, I�d imagine you fucking me. Right there in the restaurant. In the bathroom, over the sink. Or maybe up against the wall where someone could catch us. Fast and dirty�� She groaned and dropped her forehead to the bed. �That was back when I thought you knew the definition of fast.�
Julio warmed the lube on his fingers and began to massage it into her skin. �Is that a complaint, Sinclaire?�
She growled. �That�s a threat, Mendoza.�
�Shh.� He knelt behind her and rubbed his cock over the swell of her ass as he wound one hand in her hair.
�Please.� Her body trembled, and she strained toward him. �You don�t have to be so damn careful. I�m not fragile.�
�You�re not going to die if I go slow, either.�
Her whimpered moan made it clear she didn�t entirely agree, but she didn�t fight his grip on her hip. Instead she waited, body relaxing in degrees as she gave herself over to him. Whether through conscious effort or instinct he couldn�t be sure, but he could almost feel the shift in her as impatience melted into trust, and then heated to anticipation.
Beautiful, pliant�and all his. Julio pressed forward, the head of his cock slowly broaching the tight ring of her ass. �Say it, Sera.�
It took her three tries to get even one word out. �Yours.�
Her body clasped his as he thrust deeper, bending over her to drag his tongue up her spine.
�Beg.�
�More, please. Please�� Her back bowed, and she rested her cheek against the quilt before reaching back to grasp at his thighs. �It�s never enough. I always want more of you. All of you.�
�You have me.� Pleasure cinched tight, clawing at him, and he slipped one hand down, under her body, to stroke her clit. Her hips jerked, grinding down against his fingers as her pleas increased in volume.
A few demanding touches was all it took to make her voice break on a hoarse cry. And when he slipped his thumb inside her, curved it to find that spot that made her shake, she did scream, almost loudly enough to drown out the sound of the quilt shredding under her grasping hands.
One orgasm wasn�t enough, could never be enough, and he told her so in a hoarse whisper as he drove her higher. Harder. She snarled in response, but she still rocked back into his thrusts, meeting each one with a keening moan.
When she came apart again, the clenching shudders of her body were eclipsed by the swell of submissive magic. The truth that words couldn�t encompass, and the thing that pitched him over the edge as surely as the clasp of her body. Mine. Yes. 
He managed one more thrust before the tense pleasure gathered at the base of his spine exploded and he came with a shout he muffled against her skin.
She was still trembling when his orgasm subsided, a hoarse whimper escaping her every few seconds. Her hips twitched with each noise, and he could feel the lingering spasms, the aftermath of an overpowering climax.
He had to get off of her, so he rolled to one side and fell to the mattress, pulling her with him.
Sera groaned and tried to ease her hips away from his. �I love you, but I think I�m about to die of orgasms. So you need to not be inside me for a while.�
�Careful.� He slowed her movements, then released her. �And I don�t think you�re about to die.�
She shivered when he slipped free of her body, then rolled onto her stomach. �That�s good.
Dying would mean never getting to do it again. Even if it would be a pretty sweet way to go.�
�If either of us died, the other one would have to actually get up. Presumably.�
�Uh-huh.� She sounded giddy. �The world�s a little fuzzy right now.�
Tomorrow, the traveling�the work�would start again. But tonight� �Doesn�t matter if it�s fuzzy, sweetheart. Not a damn thing to do right now but rest.�
�Mmm.� Twisting, she curled around until her cheek rested on his shoulder. �Let�s pretend we don�t ever have to leave this bed. Just you and me and cuddling and room service. No clothes required.�
He kissed the top of her head. �Words to live by.�
The only problem with the fantasy was that their respite would be short. They could pretend they never had to leave the bed, but it wasn�t true. Sooner rather than later, reality would intrude.

Chapter Thirteen

Ten hours of sleep, two hearty meals and a long drive later, Sera was still floating.
Her flip-flops slapped against the concrete floor in Georgia�s tiniest gas station, and that was the only reason she knew she was touching the ground at all. For all the time she�d joked about going on a submissive bender, she�d never really understood what the reality could be. Not in the moment and not in the aftermath.
Last night hadn�t been shameful indulgence in a dirty need, or a guilty binge followed by a morning of regret. Hell, last night had barely been kinky. They�d only skated the boundaries of the sort of dominance games she�d plunged into headfirst dozens of times, but the driving need for more that had always hollowed out her gut and left her listless had been markedly absent.
Julio didn�t have to prove his dominance to be dominant. He simply was. She�d goaded Josh for more, had pushed them both into darker sex and more extreme expressions of dominance, but every act had been hollow because she�d confused needing an alpha shifter with needing a dominant lover.
Not that she didn�t want the dominant lover. She peeked over the rack of chips and bit her lip as she watched Julio studying the drinks, his expression relaxed and easy. She had a feeling that Julio had no intention of rushing that aspect of their relationship, no matter how recklessly she offered. And the need to push him had faded with the warm glow of contentment. She was safe. She was cared for.
She was loved. Maybe. Probably. Even the most cynical, scathing part of her broken human heart was sure he hadn�t dropped those words out of gratitude for a little kinky ass play. No, it felt real enough, which only made her smile goofily as she picked out a bag of chips and a couple packs of bubblegum.
She rounded the corner and slammed straight into the clerk, who�d apparently been hovering at the end of the aisle, watching Julio. He jumped back with a muttered apology and hurried around the counter, and Sera tried to shake off an uncomfortable attack of paranoia as she moved to Julio�s side. When she glanced back, the clerk was still leaning against the edge of the counter, his suspicious gaze fixed on them.
Creepy. She edged closer to Julio. �You almost ready?�
�I think so.� He glanced at the items in her hands. �Got everything?�
�Enough junk food to make it to Tennessee. You?�
A bottled soda dangled from one hand. �I�m not really hungry.�
She took his drink and grabbed one for herself. �Then let�s get out of here.�
His eyes had taken on a glazed, far-off look. It lasted only a moment before he shook it off and held up the keys. �Want to wait in the car?�
A premonition. Her skin prickled, the spot between her shoulder blades beginning to itch as if she could feel the clerk staring a hole through her back. �Is there trouble?�
�Nothing I can�t handle.�
An offer, then, but not an order. If he�d thought for a second she�d be in danger, Sera had no doubt he�d have hustled her out the door without giving her a choice. This was that confusing middle ground between blind obedience and trusting submission.
Her decision. She didn�t want to leave him, not when something in the air felt wrong, so she shook her head. �I�d rather stick with you, if that�s okay.�
�Sure.� He made his way up to the counter, where the clerk had busied himself with straightening a display. They made plenty of noise piling their merchandise beside the register, but the man didn�t acknowledge them.
A snub. A deliberate one, and she had a few seconds to be baffled that it seemed directed at Julio before the truth drove a fist to her gut. They�d spent so much of their trip surrounded by wolves who looked at her and saw other that she�d forgotten that the small-minded bastards in the human world had their own jackassy prejudices.
Her nails scratched across the counter as she struggled to keep her voice even. Julio probably wouldn�t appreciate her tearing out the clerk�s throat. Probably. �Excuse me? Could we pay?�
No answer, but the clerk began to tally their purchases. When he finished, he glanced at Julio with barely veiled contempt. �Anything else?�
Julio pulled in a deep breath, but he couldn�t keep an edge of bite out of his tone. �No, that�s everything.� He had to check the cash register�s digital display for the total, and he handed over a folded bill. �We�re fine without a bag.�
Sera snatched up the purchases and glared at the bastard until he looked away, as if he couldn�t even commit to bigotry when it required some sort of actual confrontation.
Fucking coward.
Julio crossed the lot and unlocked her car door in silence. When he slid into the driver�s seat, he gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.
The urge to stride back into the gas station to perpetuate some redneck-on-redneck violence ratcheted up another notch. �I�m sorry,� she said instead, dumping the food into the back seat.
He shook his head. �I don�t even�it�s not the stupid shit, not really. Being watched like a hawk in the store or people who assume I don�t speak English. Not even people who tell me to go back to Mexico where I belong. The part that bugs the hell out of me is�there�s nothing to do. I might embarrass someone, but I�m not going to change their minds. At best, I could have made that asshole in there feel like an asshole. But at worst, the whole goddamn thing could have turned ugly.�
It would have turned ugly, but not because of Julio. It would have gone bad because she could shrug off the sneers and the slurs and even the threats when they were directed at her, but the instinct to protect would always rocket to the surface when someone hurt the man she loved.
�I�m sorry,� she said again, reaching for his hand. �Sorry that people suck, and sorry I almost made it worse. If this is how you feel when the wolves talk shit about me, I�m sorry I keep telling you to ignore it.�
He finally met her gaze, turned his hand up to close around hers. �That�s a lot of sorry, especially considering none of it is your fault.�
�Well, the last part kind of is. I want to go back in there and beat the hell out of him for hurting you. That makes me a big dumb hypocrite.�
The clerk was staring out the window at him, the telephone receiver in one hand. Julio snorted and started the car. �Let�s be hypocrites together, then. But not here.�
�Lucky bastard,� she muttered as Julio pulled back onto the highway. �You�ve never seen me issue a righteous beat down. I used to seriously get into it with the female wolves my age in high school.�
�I�m sure your dad was thrilled.�
�Honestly, I kind of think he was. I mean, he didn�t want me punching other girls in the face.�
But Franklin had always fought to instill a sense of independence into her. A backbone and a confidence that she deserved decent treatment and respect, even from shapeshifters who outranked her.
Julio brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. �But he wanted you to be able to take care of yourself?�
His phone rang before she could answer, and Sera freed her hand. �Want me to get that?�
He nodded to the center console. �You can put it on speaker.�
�Unknown number,� she told him as she dragged her thumb across the screen, a sudden chill slithering through her. Unknown calls. She hadn�t thought of Josh�not really thought about him, and worried about the fact that he was still out there�in days.
But the voice that spilled out of the speaker wasn�t Josh. It was a female voice, pitched low and thick with tears. Frantic. �J-Julio?�
A frown creased his brow. �Aunt Teresa?�
She exhaled a shaky sigh and mumbled something unintelligible, followed by words that chilled Sera�s blood. �They killed him. They�ve done it, because of me. What I told them.�
Julio�s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. �Who, Dad and Uncle Cesar?�
Her whimper turned into a sob. �I told them Veronica could choose, that her life was her own.
I wouldn�t let them use me as leverage the way her father�� Something thudded in the background. �Where are you?�
�Georgia. Near Columbus, I think. Aunt Teresa, what the hell�s going on?�
Oddly, she calmed. �You could be here in a couple of hours,� she whispered, and Sera knew the woman didn�t expect to survive that long. �Come to my house and get your cousin. Help Veronica, promise me.�
Julio�s chest heaved, and he grabbed the phone from Sera�s hand. �Aunt Tere��
�Promise, Julio. You have to�� The line went dead.
Sera already had her own phone out of her bag. �I�m calling Anna,� she said as she jabbed at the speakerphone. The sound of the ringing line filled the car. �Your aunt lives in Atlanta, right? I think Patrick�s there now.�
�If he is, he can be two steps ahead of us.� Julio swore and smashed his hand against the dashboard. �What have they done now? What the fuck have they done now?�
Something horrible, undoubtedly. Something that would force Julio across a line that could break him. Sera slid her hand over his and cut off Anna as she answered the phone. �It�s Sera.
Is Patrick in Atlanta? It�s an emergency.�
�He is.� Anna�s words were clipped, efficient. �What do you need?�
Sera glanced at Julio, but it seemed to be taking all his concentration to keep his temper and keep driving. �Julio�s aunt is in trouble. Someone needs to tell Alec and Carmen, and someone needs to get Patrick to Teresa Coleman�s house. We were on the phone with her and the line cut off.�
�On it. Any idea what he�s walking into?�
�My family,� Julio answered tersely. �Diego and Cesar. He�ll know.�
�Okay.� Anna hesitated. �Are you going too?�
�Yes,� Sera said, putting force behind the word. �I�ve got a magical gun, and I�ll cower and hide on command. I know what to do.�
�Well, be careful, goddamn it. Both of you.�
Sera gripped the phone. �Circle the wagons, okay?�
�Done.�
Anna didn�t waste time on goodbyes. The line disconnected, and Sera gripped the phone and smoothed her thumb over Julio�s wrist. �What do you need me to do? Tell me.�
He shook his head. �There�s nothing you can do.� The car sped, its engine roaring. �Not until we get there.�
There was one thing she could do. Flipping out her phone�s keyboard, she tapped out a quick message to Miguel. Aside from Patrick, she and Julio were closest to Atlanta. With no time to wait for backup, Julio would shoulder the brunt of whatever unfolded. He would need his brother in the aftermath.
Just over a year ago, she�d been on the other side of that phone call. She�d been the one locked in a bathroom, whispering to Julio�s sister as things crashed and thumped in the background.
She knew how bad it could go, and how fast.
She knew Julio would do whatever it took to protect his family and his people. That was his job as alpha. Her job was doing whatever it took to protect his mind and his heart, and she�d destroy anyone or anything who got in her way.

The tiny house sat at the end of a dead-end street, its windows dark, its front drive deserted.
Julio jerked his seatbelt free as he pulled the car to a stop. �You sure this is the address?�
She checked the address against the message Patrick had sent a half hour earlier before typing out We�re outside and sending it back. �This is the safe house. I just told him we were here.�
Julio was about to cut the engine when Patrick appeared at the side of the house, waving him back. He pulled around the side of the house, the headlights illuminating the man�s face for an instant. He had scratches, bloody furrows that looked as if someone had clawed at his face.
Julio parked and rushed Sera out of the car. The sooner he got her safely inside, the sooner he could run down the list of ways he needed to freak out. �McNamara. What happened?�
�You forgot to tell me that your sweet-faced cousin is a kickboxer.� Patrick�s tone was light, but forced. The kind of forced that covered seriously bad news.
Julio clenched his hands into fists. �Patrick. �
�Inside� was all he said. He opened the door so Julio could usher Sera inside, then nodded toward the hallway. �Sera, Veronica�s in the back room. She says she remembers you from Alec and Carmen�s wedding.�
�Of course.� Sera squeezed Julio�s hand. �Do you want me to go check on her?�
He barely managed to croak out the word. �Go.�
Sera kissed him before slipping away to hurry down the hallway. Patrick watched her go, then scrubbed a hand over his face. �I�m sorry, Mendoza. I got there as fast as I could, but your aunt�� He shook his head. �Cesar was trying to get Veronica under control. I put him down.�
Julio blinked, tried to reconcile the words with reality. �Cesar�s dead?�
Wary tension sharpened Patrick�s gaze. �I didn�t give him a chance to take me out. He was beating the shit out of your cousin, so I made a call. If it�s the wrong one, that�s on me.�
�No, that�s�� Ever since Alec had let Cesar live, Julio had known he would have to face his uncle in challenge. Eventually, at some point, the man would grow tired of biding his time, and he would strike.
Now, that would never happen. Relief coiled through Julio, along with an odd sort of disappointment. On some level, that fight had been his. That responsibility had been his.
Patrick�s hand fell to his shoulder. �You gotta stay with me here, Julio. We are so far from out of the woods. Your father ran, and he�s still out there. I�m starting to think he�s got a lot more animal cunning than anyone�s ever credited him with.�
He�d worry about his father later. �How�s Veronica?�
�Hurting.� Patrick�s voice turned bleak. �Physically, I don�t think it�s too bad. She�s banged up and bruised to hell and back, but she�s healing. After I got her to stop fighting me, though�she shut down.�
Christ, he didn�t want to ask. Julio closed his eyes. �Aunt Teresa?�
�I think it was fast,� came the quiet reply. �Snapped neck. Her boyfriend was there too�the spell caster. He�d had his throat torn out.�
They killed him. His aunt�s voice, shaky and desperate. �You did good, Patrick. Everything anyone could have done.�
�Tell me what you need me to do next.�
�I don�t know.� Too much, and Julio had to scramble to keep up. �Alec. Can you get in touch with him? Carmen�she needs to know.�
�Sure. Of course.� He squeezed Julio�s arm. �I�ve got your back, Mendoza. Just like you�ve had mine.�
Julio couldn�t stop the harsh laugh that ripped free of him. �Do you really think my father knew? That he�s been in this, really in it?�
�I think�he�s been willing to let your uncle take the risks.� Patrick�s eyes held a grim certainty. �You�d know better than anyone if that makes him clever or a coward. Listen to your gut. It knows.�
His gut said there was still a fight to come, even if his uncle was already dead. �I should check on Veronica and Sera.�
�Go. I�ll call Alec.�
The house was small, with only a plain nightlight to illuminate the narrow hallway. Julio crept down it, listening for sounds.
He found the two women in a bedroom, tucked in the corner on the floor. Veronica was curled up on her side with her back against the wall, her cheek resting on Sera�s thigh. Sera glanced up as he entered, her fingers still stroking through Veronica�s hair. �Julio�s here, honey.
You�re going to be okay.�
He made it to the middle of the room, then hit his knees. �I�m sorry, Ronnie.�
A tortured whimper twisted free of her as she rolled to her knees. She wasn�t a small woman �she was taller than Julio and towered over Sera, but in that moment she seemed incredibly fragile, as if a harsh word could shatter her. �She was trying to protect me. They both were.�
�I know.�
�I wanted her to have a life.� Veronica thrust her hands into her disheveled hair, shoving it back from her face. Her fingers twisted, yanked, pulling her hair as her breathing sped. �If I�d been stronger, this wouldn�t have happened. Why am I so damn weak?�
�Stop.� He slid across the floor and pulled her fingers free. �She said�she told them to leave you alone. What were Dad and Uncle Cesar trying to do?�
�The money,� Veronica whispered. �When Derek Gabriel challenged my father, he didn�t take the money like he could have. After Diego and Cesar lost everything, they started eyeing my father�s estate. I inherited all of it.�
Of course. �They wanted to find you a biddable husband?�
�Or convince me to sign over the money to keep my mother safe. Or break me. Whichever they could accomplish.�
Julio scrubbed a hand over his face. �She didn�t want that for you.�
Veronica�s face crumpled. �I don�t care. I didn�t want�I didn�t�� Sera wrapped her arms around Veronica�s shoulders with a soothing noise. �It�s okay. We know. We know, honey.�
Her mother was gone. With her considerable fortune, she�d need protection, and every rich wolf across the country would expect it to come from Alec. But she was his family. �You�ll be safe, Ronnie. I�ll make sure of it.�
She slumped against him, burying her face against his neck as the first sob rattled her body.
Sera stroked Veronica�s hair as her other hand found his. �I�m sorry,� she whispered. �I�m so, so sorry.�
Impossible to tell if she was speaking to Veronica or to him. Maybe both.
God knew they needed it.

Chapter Fourteen

Alec called the meeting of the Southeast council to order with his usual lack of ceremony.
�You all know we�ve had a death in the family, so I�m going to be blunt and get down to business. The Conclave has broken, and John Peyton has stepped aside as Alpha of the United States. From now on he�s the leader of the Northeast territory and nothing more.�
Alan Reed leaned forward in his chair. �I�m sorry, what?�
�You heard me.� Alec crossed both arms over his chest. �The Conclave was a nice idea, but it�s a whole lot of wasted money and time, and it keeps the strongest of us busy bickering over bullshit instead of taking care of business.�
�So each council is on its own? Each territory?�
�Total autonomy,� he confirmed. �We govern ourselves. We make our own rules. We deal with problems the way we see fit, and organize those below us in whatever way we deem efficient. And we keep all the money that�s been flowing toward the top.�
Reed and William Levesque seemed to be taking the news well, so Julio drained his drink. �I don�t know about the rest of you, but I think this could be just what we need.�
William nodded, then showed an unusual level of thoughtfulness. �It does put our attention here at home. It�s exhausting to feel like I�m not doing my duty if I�m not trying to figure out a way to get to the Conclave. Not that I�ve been thinking of challenging you,� he added hastily to Alec, who snorted out a laugh.
�I should hope not. My job�s about as much fun as getting kicked in the balls on a daily basis.�
�Not anymore,� Julio reminded him. �Now�you can go home.�
�Soon enough.� When Andrew and Alan Reed remained silent, Alec nodded. �All of you have probably heard that Cesar Mendoza is dead.�
Levesque lifted an eyebrow. �I heard a more distressing rumor, one I hope someone can put to rest.�
�That he�s the one who killed his sister?� Julio asked, his throat raw. �It�s true.�
Shock. Disgust. Levesque and Reed might not have been Alec�s men, but they were decent enough. Even Reed, who had made hating Julio a dedicated pastime, murmured his condolences in a believable tone.
�This is the shit that has to stop,� Alec said, jabbing his finger against the table in emphasis.
�We have all these goddamn fancy rules, and all they add up to are a dozen ways the powerful can fuck over anyone who gets in the way. You can already do that well enough in the human world. I�ve had about enough of it in our world.�
Andrew spoke for the first time. �What are you going to do, Julio?�
�My uncle�s dead,� he answered. �My father isn�t, not yet, and he was part of it too. It�s justice, right? If I fight him?�
�It�s against the rules,� Levesque said without hesitation. �The Alpha�s rules. Conclave and council members aren�t supposed to challenge the people beneath them. Too many council members were consolidating wealth by challenging the rich members of their territory.�
�This isn�t a financial maneuver,� Andrew shot back. �It�s a score to settle, a personal one.
I�m not going to deny him that.�
Levesque didn�t back down. �How many of us could find reason to justify settling personal scores? No offense, Andrew, but you�ve probably got personal scores to settle with half of the old bloodlines in the Southeast. How can they be sure you won�t show up on their doorstep the next time one of them makes a comment about your heritage? Or your girlfriend?�
�Someone calling my girlfriend bad names isn�t exactly on par with murder.�
�He�s right,� Reed interjected. �But Will has a point too. If you lot are really concerned about trust and transparency, don�t make rules that only benefit you. If you truly want to revolutionize the system, take money out of the challenges across the board.�
Julio sighed. �I don�t give a shit about the money involved. If there�s no conflict of interest, leave it to the remaining family. If there is, like in my case, put it in a fucking fund to serve the territory.�
�Huh.� Alec tapped his fingers on the table. �Honor and justice, not profit. Not a bad idea.�
�Not at all,� Reed drawled before baring his teeth at Julio. �Of course, if this rule hadn�t been in place a couple years ago, I would have beaten you into the pavement for that stunt you pulled with my daughter.�
�You would have tried,� Julio corrected. �And failed. Just like your kid and your nephew did.�
Reed growled, his eyes fading to a glowing gold before Alec smashed a hand on the table.
�Enough, Reed. I�m not going to spend the next twenty years watching you pick at Julio because your daughter didn�t like the man she was supposed to marry. If you hadn�t chosen some personality-challenged bastard twice her age, maybe she wouldn�t have made such a public point of wrecking her betrothal.�
Julio shook his head. �It doesn�t matter, Alec.� The man was bound to get tired of it eventually.
�We�re straying from the point,� Levesque said. �How do we do this? Hold a vote, wave our hands and change fifty years of tradition?�
Andrew shrugged. �I think we say�this is how it�s going to be here.�
�And then we make it happen,� Alec agreed. �Believe me, Levesque, once I get going, I�m going to be challenging traditions that have been around a hell of a lot longer than fifty years.�
Alan Reed rubbed the bridge of his nose with a sigh. �God help us all.�
�Why bother voting?� Levesque grumbled. �You three have the majority, so the new law is official and Mendoza can challenge his father. We�re going to need to hire a secretary to take notes on all the laws we destroy.�
It could have been worse. They could have been corrupt bastards looking out for themselves instead of the people in their territory. �You�ll learn to cope,� Julio murmured. �It�ll all turn out all right.�
�And on that subject�� Alan sat forward. �Who�s going to take over keeping the peace here in Atlanta? Cesar may not have been doing a good job by your standards, but he was a strong presence and he kept order. This city�s too big to be left unattended.�
�The Mendozas have always run Atlanta,� Levesque said, jabbing a finger in Julio�s direction.
�You know the area, don�t you? And New Orleans doesn�t need all three of you.�
�I�� It made sense, damn them, but it wasn�t a decision he could make without consulting Sera. �New Orleans is home. I can�t pull up roots and move without talking to my girlfriend first.�
Silence.
Alec shifted in his seat and glared at Levesque, but it was Alan Reed who stepped across the line. �Surely you�re not referring to the coyote.�
He probably expected a snarl, maybe even a bolder show of temper. Julio gave him neither.
�Her name�s Sera. Her father just helped set up a clinic in your town, didn�t he?�
Reed�s jaw tightened. �Beside the point. He�s being paid to provide a service. But the three of you�� His teeth snapped together.
�Have all chosen dangerously inappropriate women?� Andrew asked with deceptive casualness, his hands curling into fists on the tabletop.
The wolf tensed, but he didn�t back down. �It�s going to be an issue,� he said flatly.
�Levesque and I have gone along with the three of you. We�ve played nice. I�m not even against what you want to do�for the most part�but you can�t keep brushing this aside. You may not like it, but it�s simple fact. People grumbled over a halfbreed and muttered over a psychic, but some could outright revolt if one of their leaders takes another species as a mate. Are you prepared for that?�
Julio leaned forward, close enough to meet the man�s eyes directly. �What is it you really want to know, Reed?�
�I want to know if you�re a man in love with a hard row to hoe, or a man who found a convenient way to tell the old guard to go fuck themselves.�
He was neither, and wouldn�t that just confuse the hell out of them? �I�m a man who�s used to not being told what to do, and that isn�t about to change.�
Levesque snorted. �So you�re a pain in the ass. Good. Maybe you can handle Atlanta after all. If your�lady agrees.�
�There you go,� Alec said blandly. �Try choking out the word lady with less doubt next time, Levesque, and we�ll all be the best of friends.�
Julio rose with a growl. �Baby steps. A little at a time.�
Reed snuffed out his cigarette. �How soon do you expect to issue this challenge, Mendoza?
Should we stay in town?�
The longer he waited, the worse it would be. �Yeah, I think so. Unless you�d rather not be there, which I�d understand.�
Alec shook his head. �I wouldn�t. I want everyone here as witness. The last thing we need is for this to stay all in the family.� A sigh. �Speaking of which, your sister�s going to murder me.�
�For something you did, or because of this?�
�What do you think?�
Julio choked back a laugh. �Honestly, at this point, I don�t even know anymore.�
�That�s why life married to your sister is such an adventure.� Alec smacked his hand on the table. �If we don�t have any other pressing business?� He paused. When Reed and Levesque stayed silent, he nodded. �If you gentlemen and your wives would like to attend the funeral, I�m sure your presence would be appreciated.�
Levesque stood and clutched his hat to his chest instead of dropping it on his head. �We�ll be there, just call us with the details.�
Alec nodded, and Levesque and Reed departed, undoubtedly to have their own private meeting. Alec swung the door shut behind them and turned to face Julio. �Are you sure you want to do this?�
The truth. �No. But I�m tired of watching the people I love get hurt�or worse.�
Sighing, Alec glanced at Andrew. �You�ve been quiet. You handling this okay?�
�I wish Kat was here,� he answered quietly. �I don�t like her being away while things are unsettled. I know she�s safe with Nick and Derek, and she needs to be there for them right now, but it�s still tough.�
�A few more months, and Nick�ll pop that kid out. Let�s make a better world for that baby to grow up in.�
Making a better world. Not exactly the way Julio would have thought he could describe having to kill off his own family. �I want it straight, Alec�is Carmen going to forgive me for this?�
�Is Carmen�� Alec looked at him like he�d lost his mind. �For God�s sake, Julio. You know your sister better than that. If she gets mad at you, it�ll be because she�s worried about what this fight will do to you, win or lose.�
�I�m tired,� he confessed. �That�s all, I�m just tired.�
His brother-in-law studied him in silence for a moment, then dropped a hand to his shoulder.
Strength and power washed over him, acceptance and trust and pride all tangled up in the wordless something that was pack and family rolled in one.
Julio closed his eyes for a few seconds and then straightened his shoulders. �I should see if Carmen and Veronica need any help finalizing things for the funeral.�
�We�ll come with you. We�re family, Mendoza. Don�t forget that. You�re not alone with this.�
�I know. Thanks, Alec.�

With Alec and Carmen standing fierce guard over Veronica, Sera felt no guilt about slipping her hand into Julio�s and following him away from the crowd of people lingering after the graveside service. �Do you need some quiet?�
He gripped her hand. �I have something to do. Come with me?�
�Anywhere.�
He led her away from the open grave, the black-draped chairs and the people milling quietly about. Just past a towering oak tree, he pressed his hand to a weathered mausoleum. �Hector and Araceli. My dad�s parents.� He kept walking and stopped by a bench set before a white marble headstone. �My mother, Elena.�
Aching for the pain and sadness in him, Sera tugged him toward the bench. �Do you want to sit for a bit?�
�You sit. I want to stand. I need to talk to you.� He stared at the grave. �My mother never wanted me to be part of this life. She tried her best to keep me out of it. Carmen and Miguel too, but they weren�t the ones my dad really wanted.�
No, a shapeshifter with ambitions wouldn�t have wanted the children who couldn�t easily carry on his legacy. Even Carmen�s value as a wife had been manufactured hype, all of it resting on Julio�s shoulders. He was the proof that the Mendoza bloodline was strong. �She wanted to protect you.�
�Yes.� He turned to face Sera. �You know, it was the only time she ever tried to change the future she saw.�
Sera fought a shiver. �What did she see?�
�This, I guess. Power, politics. A fight to death. She never really told me.� His eyes unfocused, as if he was looking at something far away, or just long ago. �She spent years trying to teach me that God has a plan and, try as we might, we can�t change it. This�was her one exception.�
Sera reached out and took his hands. Not to pull his attention back to her, but to give him the anchor of touch. �She raised a strong, good son. She made you into someone who could never fit in their world. She couldn�t have known that you�d have the chance to fight that world. To beat it. You�re not betraying her, because you�re still the man she raised.�
�I�m not betraying her,� he agreed. �I�m learning my lesson. When I challenged my way onto the council, I saw this, Sera. I saw myself fighting again, maybe even dying. It was over so fast I can�t even be sure. But I always argued with my mother, told her anything could be changed.
And I haven�t changed this.�
�You don�t have to do it.� Maybe he needed to hear the words. �No one who loves you wants you to.�
�I know. But if I don�t, it�ll come around again, honey. And who�ll have to die next time? My brother? You?� He shook his head with a muffled growl. �Not in this lifetime.�
The weight of it settled on her shoulders, and she bit back her first instinct, the cowardly plea that he take it back, make it about anything but her. If he had to struggle under the burden of it, she could carry her part. Give him someone to protect, someone to fight for instead of things to fight against. �You�ll always do whatever you can to keep me safe, I know that.�
Julio exhaled. �You said she raised a strong son. I hope it�s true. But she also taught me to fight myself, what I am. She meant the best, and that habit dies hard, but I can�t do it anymore.
I can�t run.�
Sera tugged at his hands. �Come down here for a second.�
He dropped to his knees on the grass at her feet. �I�m not whining, I promise. I just need to tell you.�
�I know.� She cupped his cheeks and pressed her forehead to his. �I need to listen. But I need to be touching you too. It�s not about sex. It�s what I am. And I don�t want to fight it anymore, either.�
Julio took a deep breath. �We need someone in Atlanta. It�s too big a city not to have a council presence.�
Her heart froze. �They want it to be you?�
He looked up at her, his eyes dark, shadowed. �They want it to be me.�
�I love you.� She said it first, because his tension and fear hurt her heart. Rubbing her thumbs along his cheeks, she tried to push her love into him, to let it rise to the surface like the alphas could with their anger. �Most of the wolves at that funeral pretended they couldn�t see me. That didn�t scare me off. Atlanta couldn�t scare me off, if you wanted me with you.�
�I don�t want you with me, Sera. I need you.� He caught her hand and kissed her palm. �Not just because I love you, but because I really need you. Your help, your advice, all of it.�
The coyote melted. She started to, as well, and it was hard to hold back and draw the line. �I need to be your partner. Not just your lover or your support. As shapeshifters, you protect and I nurture. That�s what we are. But as people�I want to work with you to help people like Syd and Patty. It needs to be my job too.�
He didn�t answer right away. He tugged her hand to his chest so that it rested over his heart, and finally spoke. �If they won�t have you, they won�t have me, either.�
�Julio?�
�I know it�s a lot��
�If you don�t tell me to shut up, I�m going to propose to you. In a graveyard.�
He barked out a laugh. �I�m doing this wrong. So wrong.�
�No.� She caught his face again and kissed him, a soft brush of lips that she ended before it could become more. �I had the deathless romance and the grand, empty gestures, and I don�t want it again. This is what I need now. A life that doesn�t feel choreographed.�
�If it seems crazy to us, what will it look like to everyone else? To your dad?� Julio shook his head. �I�ll come between you two, and you�ll have to defend this relationship to him. I want to say yes now, I want to yell it as loud as I can. But I need to ask you in a few days, when it still sounds like the best idea ever, and you still want me just as much.�
She hadn�t realized how tight her chest felt until the pressure eased. Not a rejection. But not a hasty acceptance, swept up in emotion and chaos. Sera pressed her forehead to his again and nodded. �You�re right. My dad�he�s going to freak.�
�In a minor way, I hope, but yeah.�
�I need to talk to him. It�s the one thing I never did before, because I knew I was being crazy.
And I knew, in my gut, that I was doing something stupid.� She smiled and nuzzled Julio�s cheek. �You�re not something stupid. We might both be a little crazy�but I like our kind of crazy.�
He stroked a hand over her hair. �So do I.�

Chapter Fifteen

Julio had a mansion.
Sitting next to her father under an open patio umbrella, Sera eyed the custom-tiled swimming pool and tried to reconcile it with the two-bedroom apartment Julio called home in New Orleans. Not that the apartment wasn�t nice. It was a hell of a lot classier than the trailer she�d shared with Josh in Arkansas. But this�
This was a mansion. A six-bathroom, eleven-thousand-square-foot, bowling lane in the basement mansion. �I remember you saying that Julio�s uncle had transferred most of his assets to Julio and Carmen before he blew up your clinic, but I guess I never thought about what that meant. They�re rich, aren�t they? Stupid rich.�
Franklin sipped his drink. �They are not hurting for money, though Carmen�s been funneling a ton of hers into the clinics.�
Sera hadn�t asked Julio what he�d been doing with his, because she hadn�t quite understood how much there was. How many generations� worth of wealth had amassed that fortune? How many packs had ended up like Sydney�s, crammed into tents and living on top of each other with barely enough to eat, all so Cesar and Diego Mendoza could have city penthouses and country mansions and vacation homes across the globe?
Actually, remembering the look in Julio�s eyes when he found out how Sydney�s pack lived gave her the only answer she needed. �I think Julio�s going to start using his to rebuild the packs like the one in Panama City Beach. He helped them a lot in the few days we spent there.�
He made a noncommittal noise and eyed her. �And you want to be part of that.�
�I can do what you do, Dad�make people feel better. Just�not their bodies. Their hearts.�
�Playing hero isn�t all it�s cracked up to be, Sera.�
�I know.� She traced her finger around the rim of her glass and stared at the ice cubes melting into her sweet tea. �I�m not saying I want to be Anna or even Kat. I�m not a fighter, and I�m not ashamed of that. But I�ve got my own kind of power.�
She could feel him watching her closely. �We all have a place, great things we can do.�
�They want Julio to do his great things here in Atlanta.� Bracing herself, she glanced up. �I don�t think he�s going to agree, unless I come with him. And I think I should.�
Franklin swallowed hard and sat forward in his chair. �Sweetheart, he�s a member of the Southeast council. He�s not just a wolf, he�s an important one. And you�re a coyote.�
�I know.� William Levesque and Alan Reed had fought obvious distaste to acknowledge her at the funeral. Their wives had stared through her as if she didn�t exist. But as much as it had stung, she couldn�t forget Patty�s bruised eyes and tentative smile. �I�m still going to try. And Julio won�t let it be too much. He�d cut and run to protect me a whole lot sooner than I�d give up.�
He steepled his fingers and rested his forehead on them. �I�m not sure what you want me to say, Sera.�
She hadn�t really expected him to approve, but her throat still tightened. She swallowed around the lump and tried not to sound too pathetic. �I want you to say what you�re thinking.�
�I�m thinking it won�t be easy. That this world, all the politics, could break both your hearts.�
He reached for her hand. �But it�s not about Julio. He�s a good kid, and he�ll take care of you. I like him.�
Sera met her father�s eyes. �Are you thinking I�m being stupid again?�
�No.� After a moment, he sighed and shook his head. �But it wouldn�t matter if I did. It�s your life, and you have to live it. Maybe if I�d understood that a decade ago, you wouldn�t have had to run away.�
�It�s my life now. Back then I was a kid.� She squeezed her father�s hand. �You never crushed my spirit. You never made me feel like being a submissive shifter meant I had a place and I needed to stay in it. I don�t know if you could have stopped me from running away, but if you�d raised me any differently, I might not have been strong enough to know when to come back.�
�Promise me you will this time,� he insisted. �That you�ll come back if you need to.�
She smiled, and her eyes burned as she fought to hold back tears. �As long as you�ll still want me to.�
His brows drew together in a puzzled frown. �Sera, I leave the porch light on at night, and I keep a key taped to the bottom of the mat. Every day since you left with Josh, and not a single one has passed when I didn�t want you to come home more than anything.�
�I�ll come home all the time,� she whispered. So much for not crying. She couldn�t blink fast enough, and she didn�t care. �No matter where I end up, I�ll always come home.�
Her father pulled her into a tight hug. �And you�ll always be welcome there. You�re my little girl.�
For the first time, she didn�t want to argue. So many of her friends had bad parents, or dead parents. Julio was wrestling with the fact that he would have to kill his own father, once they found the man. Her father had done everything in his power to protect her. Even her mother�s madness had come from a desperation to keep Sera safe.
�I�ll always be your little girl,� she murmured. And she was finally grown up enough to mean it.

Julio sank another shot and retrieved his beer from the pavers by his feet. �That�s three in a row. Did you know this place has six fireplaces?�
�Six, huh?� Patrick swept up the basketball and dribbled it lazily. �I can see how that would be practical. All those snowy nights in Georgia.�
�European French Provincial, whatever that means.� What it meant was more than ten thousand square feet of pointy gray brick and rooms Julio had never even heard of. �The pool�s nice.�
�Only one ping pong table, though.� Patrick adopted an expression of deadpan disapproval.
�Everyone knows you need at least three to be received in polite society.�
�I guess we�ll stick to entertaining the common rabble, then.� Julio looked around, taking in the sweeping columns and the manicured back yard and even the partially hidden side entrance meant for deliveries and domestic help. �It�s so stupid. My uncle didn�t work for any of this. He took it from all the wolves in this territory.�
�The rich get richer. The rest of us get fucked.� Patrick executed a perfect layup and grinned.
�I know it�s an asshole thing to say while you�re over there getting your guilt on, but I could get used to my own basketball court.�
�Jerk.� Julio finished his beer and waved the empty bottle at his friend before setting it down.
�Grab a contract. Go exorcise a haunted house or two. Do your Scooby Doo thing and get yourself a place. A permanent one.�
�It�s not quite that simple, man. The people with the big money almost never have easy problems. They�re the ones that want you to bump off their wives or their rivals. Or their rivals� wives.�
�Okay, so a place like this is out of the question.� Julio grabbed the ball and tossed it from one hand to the other. �That still leaves plenty of perfectly affordable options.�
�A home, you mean.� Deprived of the basketball, Patrick retrieved his own beer and drained half of it. �Are you going to give me the same lecture I keep getting from Kat? She�s freaking out that I�ve been crashing in those by-the-week motels.�
�I�d like to think I�m smarter than that.� People like Patrick didn�t respond to lectures. They stared at you until you stopped talking and then walked away, exactly the same as before. �No lectures. Just wondering, that�s all.�
After a moment of silence, Patrick shrugged. �My brother was always home. We never had much stability growing up, so when he got money the first thing he did was put down roots.
When I wanted some, I�d borrow his.�
At least something good could come out of the move, and of the house way too big to be called a single-family dwelling. �Then come here. There�s a whole separate apartment on the main level�an au pair suite or something. Take it.�
Patrick grinned. �Isn�t there a lady of the house you might want to talk that over with first?
Because you might as well have stamped property of Julio Mendoza across her forehead with the way you acted every time a wolf got within five feet of her at the memorial service.�
She�d be happy to have Patrick there. �Sera�s down with it, trust me. And yes�those bastards had better stay away from her.�
�I don�t think all of them wanted to sneer at her, man. Some were probably just curious. Or wanted to flirt. She�s pretty adorable.�
Redirection at its finest. �Uh-huh. You can tell me no, you know. I�d understand if you wanted to be closer to New Orleans.�
A glare, and Patrick finished his beer. �Stupid thing to want. Anna Lenoir is going to eat me alive and spit out the pieces.�
Julio shrugged. �We want what we want, right? But who knows�she might surprise you.�
�A lack of surprise is not our problem,� Patrick said dryly. �She constantly surprises me.
Every fucking day is a mystery with her. When there�s work to be done, we�re a well-oiled fighting team. Off the clock, we�re a goddamn Greek tragedy.�
�Maybe. But she always knows where you are, if you�re getting into trouble. If you might need her help.� Julio tossed the ball at Patrick�s head. �Could be work. Could be she cares.�
Patrick ducked. �Either way. You have some empty rooms in that big-ass warehouse of yours, don�t you? Do you think Alec would let me rent one?�
Julio snorted. �He�s not going to let you give him money. You�re useful in an emergency. He�ll take it out in trade.�
�Well that sounds fucking uncomfortable, not to mention kinky.�
�If you�ve got a secret thing for my brother-in-law, I don�t want to know about it.�
�Not even close.� Patrick raised one eyebrow. �But on the topic of work�maybe we should pull Anna out here. Between the two of us, we can find whatever bolthole your father�s disappeared down. All the wolves are looking for him, but he�d be ready for that. It might be time for some magic.�
�He knows what�s coming.� Sooner or later, he�d have to face Julio�s challenge�or lose by default. �He can�t stay underground forever. And I�d rather have Anna watching Sera�s ex, thanks. He�s a crazy bastard.�
�She can�t keep sitting on him.� A hesitation. �He needs killing, Julio. He�s why they invented the term. I get that it�s complicated, but I could simple it up.�
�Come on, man. I can�t make that call.� It was precisely what Levesque and Reed had been worried about, that slippery slope between someone who needed killing and someone who�d maybe only pissed you off. And yet, they couldn�t do nothing. �Talk to Alec. He�s as close to impartial as we�re going to get on this subject, and he has final say anyway.�
�If you say so.� Patrick retrieved the basketball and launched it toward the hoop. It swished through the net and bounced toward Julio. �But fair warning. Anna doesn�t give a shit what Alec says, and she�s probably already figured out the most expedient way for Josh to have an accident.�
�See?� Julio caught the ball before it flew past him and grinned. �She really is perfect for you.�
Patrick flipped up his middle finger. �Yeah, wetwork�s real romantic. It�s one of the top search criteria on all the best internet dating sites.�
�You�re cute when you�re flustered, McNamara.�
�Compliment me all you want, Mendoza, but you�re not getting me into bed. Not even with Sera.�
�I�ll try to find the will to keep going.� The sky had started to darken, and the floodlights surrounding the property clicked on in the dimness. �I guess I should stop hiding now. Got shit to do, huh?�
Patrick held up his hands for the ball. �Probably. That�s what happens when you�re the boss.�
�Yeah.� He and Andrew and Alec had meetings for the next two days solid. �Maybe by the time we�re done with council business, my father will show his face.�
�Maybe.� Patrick watched him for a few moments, and Julio felt a prickle of magic as he rubbed at a dark line of ink on the back of his neck. �I hesitated,� he said finally, voice quiet.
�Your dad was running, and I had a clean shot. But your cousin was down, and I hesitated, because I didn�t want you to hate me for killing all your damn family. I should have done it, so you wouldn�t have to.�
It wasn�t a burden anyone else could take. �You did the right thing. This is something I have to do. It�s time.�
�As long as you let us help where we can. And tomorrow, I�m going to help by finding the bastard.�
�You know what? That�s probably best.� Find his dad, get the whole fucking thing over with.
And get on with his life.

Chapter Sixteen

Sera wasn�t sure she was going to be able to adjust to having a driver, even one that doubled as a bodyguard. �Does anyone ever sit up front with you?�
He met her gaze in the rearview mirror, but only for a moment before shifting his attention back to the road. �Not in recent memory.�
Of course not. Well, if he was going to be driving her around, he�d have to get used to being puzzled. �Thanks for taking me to the airport. It was nice to get to see my dad off.�
�Not a problem. Traffic is fairly light, so we should be back at the house within half an hour.�
�All right.� The man didn�t seem unfriendly, and no one would have picked him to escort her if he had a particular problem with coyotes. He was just stoic. But riding in the back seat while he navigated the roads felt snotty. �Am I annoying you? Asking all the questions, I mean.�
�No.� He glanced up at the mirror again. �It�s different, though. I�m not used to it.�
�Who did you drive around before?� She winced at the awkward phrasing. �Who did you drive for before. Or whom?� Stop talking, Sera. Stop talking. �Probably someone who could actually speak English, huh?�
�Mrs. Coleman, mostly.� He cleared his throat. �My name is Glenn.�
Her cheeks burned, but she still smiled. �Thanks for taking pity on me, Glenn. And�and I�m sorry about Mrs. Coleman. From everything I�ve heard, she was a very kind and generous woman.�
�She didn�t deserve the things that happened to her,� he said simply.
The mere thought of Teresa�s life made her shiver. She�d heard more than one person mutter darkly about Noah Coleman�s modern day Henry VIII drama. After giving birth to an unwanted daughter, Teresa had endured an endless string of miscarriages, each one breaking down her body and draining her spirit.
How horrible, to escape from the husband who�d abused you only to be betrayed by the family who should have been protecting you all along. Sera wanted Glenn to drive her back to the airport so she could chase down her father and hug him again.
Glenn pulled the car to a stop at a red light, and Sera glanced out the window. A Trader Joe�s stared back at her, looking like a hippie utopia tucked away in suburbia. Kat had fallen in love with the place while traveling with Andrew, and Sera�s phone was full of ecstatic text messages and lovingly snapped photos of organic frozen foods.
A culinary adventure might perk up the afternoon. �Do you think we could stop to pick up a few things? We don�t have a Trader Joe�s in New Orleans.�
Glenn looked around the nearly empty intersection and the crowded mini-mall. �I don�t think we should. Last I heard, they hadn�t found Diego Mendoza, and he knows this car.�
Just like that, her driver turned into a bodyguard. She bit back a sarcastic reply about the likelihood that Diego Mendoza was staking out grocery stores and accepted the quiet reminder gracefully. �You�re right.�
Glenn sighed and began to pull forward through the intersection as the light turned green. �If you�ll make a list, I can see that�� A blaring horn drowned out the words, and the world exploded.

Resource allocation. What an innocuous-sounding way to fight over money.
Julio rubbed his temples and squinted at his watch. �Can we�for the time being, I mean-agree not to undertake any huge projects until we see how things are going to shake out without the contributions to the Conclave?�
Levesque growled and leaned forward. �What do you call the mobile homes you purchased for Panama City Beach? If you can decide to spend a hundred grand on a whim, why are the rest of us on a leash?�
Snotty, nosy fucker. �For one thing, I�m reimbursing the council out of my own pocket. Is that your plan?�
�Enough,� Alec growled, slamming his fist down on the table. �Jesus Christ, did you take the bitchiness out just for me, or has this been going on the whole time?�
Reed lit a cigarette and offered the silver case holding the rest of them to Alec. �We save it for you.�
�Gee, thanks. And go fuck yourself.�
Andrew tapped a pen on the table. �At least now we know why the Conclave members were willing to go along with the dissolution. Alec�s a cranky bastard, and they all needed vacations.�
�Lucky us.� Levesque settled back in his seat. �Fine. How long do you think we need to wait before we start planning new projects?�
Julio refilled his water glass. �Might not hurt to lower collections a bit and wait a quarter.
Three months isn�t long, but we�ll have an idea by then.�
�We can�t possibly lower�� Levesque hesitated. Frowned. �Well, no. I suppose we don�t owe our share to the Conclave anymore. That�s the point, isn�t it?�
�Bingo.� Alec�s cell phone vibrated on the table, and he reached for it. �You�re getting it now.
No more overhead, no more ridiculous New York�� He trailed off with a frown and flipped open his phone. �What�s up?�
Julio could hear Carmen�s voice through the other end. �What time was Franklin�s flight supposed to leave?�
Alec checked his watch. �About half an hour ago, I think, but he would have wanted to be there at least an hour early. Sometimes he gets flagged by security.�
His sister�s next words chilled Julio. �Sera�s not back yet. I can�t reach her on her cell, and the drive shouldn�t have taken more than an hour at this time of day.�
Alec�s gaze snapped to Julio�s, and he covered the receiver on his phone. �Call Anna. Make sure that bastard hasn�t moved.�
Josh. Julio fumbled his phone out of his jacket pocket, but it hit the table with a clatter. By the time he picked it up, he had to struggle to breathe. Inhale, exhale. Slow down. 
Anna answered with a yawn. �What�s shaking, Mendoza? You finally come up for air?�
�Any movement on Hill?� he asked, vaguely amazed that the words held no more than a tremor.
�No, the guy�s a slug. Hasn�t left his place in two days, and even that was a beer run.� Paper rustled, and Anna�s voice took on a hard edge. �Julio?�
The plastic of the phone case creaked in his grip. �Can you double check?�
�Yeah, sure.� A car door slammed. A few moments later, Anna pounded on a door. �Open up, Hill!�
Julio didn�t wait. �Break it down if you have to.�
Andrew murmured something, but Julio�s attention was focused on the splintering sound as Anna kicked in Josh�s door. She slammed around, obviously checking room by room, and finally swore. �Motherfucker. Mother fucker.�
Julio gripped the edge of the table. �Anna?�
�Tansy, celandine, black mustard seed�� A crash, like a table being overturned, and she snarled. �It�s an obfuscation spell. He must have used it to slip the tracking charm.�
Alec was already standing. �Carmen, you and Veronica get someplace secure with the bodyguards. Keep her calm. Andrew�� He pointed across the table. �Get Patrick on the horn.
We need to know our magical options. Julio, are you with me here?�
With him? How could he be, when it was happening all over again, only a thousand times worse because this time it was Sera? �She has a gun,� he said stupidly. �It�s enchanted.
Concealed.�
Alec murmured something to Carmen, then disconnected the call and leaned over Julio.
�Good, she�s armed. Jackson told me she�s a decent shot. And she�s Franklin Sinclaire�s daughter�you better believe me, Mendoza, that means she�s a tough little bitch. So get on your damn feet.�
Tough. The only thing that gave him hope. Julio rose. �That gun has a fuck ton of magic folded into it. If I have another item enchanted by the same person, can we find someone to trace the signature?�
�Maybe. Is that one of those pieces from Patrick�s whackjob suppliers?�
�Yeah. Mitchell, maybe?�
�We�ll find out.� Alec glanced at the other two council members. Both men stared back, expressions tense. �Levesque, Reed��
�Go,� Levesque said. He swallowed hard, then looked at Julio. �I hope you find her.�
�I will.� He�d find her, hunt her down with any and all resources at his disposal. And there was no question in his mind this time what to do with Josh Hill.

Julio threw open the hotel room door. �The police located the car. Alec and Andrew are talking to them now, but there�s no way to know�� He bit off the words with a growl. �Tell me something good, Patrick.�
Patrick stepped aside and prodded a leggy blonde into the room. She was dressed in leather from her pink hair to her shit-kicking boots, and her pierced eyebrows drew together as she stared at the iPad in her hands. �Need one of the bullets.�
�For Sera�s gun,� Patrick clarified, looking at Julio. �This is Kristen. She�s a techno-wizard who used to do jobs with Ben from time to time.�
Kristen didn�t look up from the iPad. �This one�s on the house. For Ben. But I still need an anchor.�
�I have some of the extra ammo in my bag.� Julio dug through his duffel and found the beat-up cardboard box. �Be careful. I think these explode.�
�Ooh, exciting.� She set the tablet on the table and swung her bag off her shoulder. �I need a knife, some drinking glasses and a lighter. And for one of you to be willing to bleed.�
�Pocketknife.� Julio tossed his on the table with a thud, then sat and stretched out his arm beside her iPad. �The glasses are on the ice tray.�
Patrick fetched them as Kristen began to unpack items. Four stubby pillar candles in various colors, a half-dozen plastic baggies with different herbs, and a metal bowl joined the glasses and lighter that Patrick provided.
She worked in silence, setting the candles out around Julio�s arm. Then she flipped the iPad face-down and sprinkled something that smelled like cinnamon across the back of it. �I need about an inch of your blood in the bottom of one of these glasses. The magic needs an anchor to the technology, and blood�s the strongest anchor there is.�
If she needed every drop he could squeeze from his veins, he�d have given it to her. The pocketknife was dull enough to hurt, and he winced as he drew it across the heel of his hand and watched blood drip into the glass. Halfway through, the wound began to knit closed, and he had to slice his palm again.
She mixed herbs into the other glass and watched him, finally nodding. �That�s enough.
Patrick? Light the candles.�
Patrick obeyed, and Kristen rolled up her sleeves. �This part�s pretty damn cool,� she murmured, setting the metal bowl down on the back of the iPad. �Pull your arm out of the circle formed by the candles. You do not want this spell trying to latch on to your brainwaves instead of the 3G signal.�
Julio jerked his arm away. �What will it do, map the signature from the gun?�
�Mm-hmm.� She dropped a bullet into the bowl, then swirled the blade of the knife in Julio�s blood before dipping it in the herbs. She held the tip over the first candle, filling the room with the pungent scent of scorched blood and burning herbs. By the time she�d burned the herbs off the blade on the fourth candle, the area in between them had begun to glow.
Kristen set the knife aside and picked up the two glasses, holding them a foot above the metal bowl. �You two might want to take a step back. There shouldn�t be a physical explosion, but the power might bitchslap you pretty hard.�
�I�m fine,� Julio growled. �Just�hurry.�
�If you say so�� She closed her eyes with a hum, and light arced between the candles, a silver square of power that spun out like yarn connecting each flame. She peeked at the bowl, adjusted her aim, and dumped the mixed herbs and Julio�s blood on top of the bullet.
Magic cracked through the room as Kristen jerked her hands back. A glowing column formed in the center of the bowl, thrusting skyward like a floodlight before collapsing in on itself. It rushed outward in a perfect circle, slicing through Julio with an uncomfortable jolt. Next to him, Patrick grunted in pain.
Kristen seemed unbothered. She watched, poised on her toes, her hands hovering outside the barrier formed by the candles. A moment later it collapsed, and she snatched up the metal bowl and stirred its contents with her finger as she counted under her breath. When she hit five, she removed her blood-covered finger and traced a rune on the back of the iPad. �Tape,� she muttered, dabbing her finger in the bowl again. �Get me the tape from my bag. And the towel.�
As she traced a second rune, Patrick dug through her bag and surfaced with a towel and a roll of clear packing tape. Kristen carefully wiped her finger clean before picking up the tape.
�This�ll be good for twenty-four hours, give or take.� She tore a long strip of the tape off and carefully set it over the first of the bloodied runes, smoothing down the edges with a look of fierce concentration. �More take than give, if you stray out of 3G range. There�s a little magic in there that can boost a signal, but if you�re burning through that, it�ll mean less to spare for the spell.�
As she fitted a second piece of tape over the back, she looked up at Julio. �If it comes down to it, pull up the tape and bleed on the thing. There�s power in blood. And yours has a hell of a kick. But until then�� She flipped the device over and activated the screen. A map appeared, zoomed out to show the entire country. A silver dot pulsed in Georgia. �There�s the gun.�
His eyes fixed on that point. It didn�t matter that finding the gun didn�t necessarily mean finding Sera. It was hope, a concrete direction in which to travel, and Julio snatched the tablet.
�Whatever you want,� he promised hoarsely. �I�m good for the money.�
�For Ben,� she said again, already packing up her supplies. �But if you want to send me a grand to cover the supplies, I won�t spit on you. Patrick knows how to find me. You�ve got more important shit to get done.�
He looked up, met Patrick�s gaze. �This time, it is my call to make. I�m going to kill that fucker.�

Chapter Seventeen

She heard his voice in her dreams.
Slow. Familiar. Coaxing and wheedling, whispering for her to open her eyes, whining for her to wake up. Her head throbbed and her body felt bruised from nose to toes, but it was his voice that dragged her into consciousness, and the sick dread that came with it.
Paper touched her lips. �Wake up and drink it. You got a little banged up in the crash.�
Josh.
She pressed her lips together as tightly as she could and turned her face, not caring that something wet splashed against her cheek.
He sighed, exasperated and impatient. His fingers curled tight in her hair, and he forcibly pulled her face back to the cup. �Drink.�
It smelled like water. Shuddering, she parted her lips, and she was so parched she let the liquid wash over her tongue and only considered spitting it back at him for a few moments. It might be satisfying, but it wouldn�t be smart.
Right now, she needed to be smart.
�Touching.� Another voice, this one low and irritated. �When you�re finished, can we talk about how you fucked everything up?�
Sera tried to turn her head, but Josh�s grip in her hair hadn�t eased. She only caught a glimpse of the room�s other occupant out of the corner of her eye, but it was enough. He looked like an older, angrier version of Miguel, which meant he had to be Diego Mendoza.
Okay, she had to be really smart.
Wesley Dade�s dire prediction about dominoes and the end of the world echoed in her head as Josh turned to glare at Diego. �I wasn�t going to miss this chance. The bastard�s been on top of her day and night.�
�Which is the point, genius. You take him out, you get her, and we both have what we need.
As it stands, I provided you with some powerful, expensive magic, and for what? To watch you make kissy faces at a woman who obviously despises you? This isn�t even entertaining.�
Josh�s coyote surged to the surface, its rage a hot wind of power. He released her and rose, placing his body between her and Diego with a twisted sort of protectiveness. �She belongs with me. Your son�s confused her, because he doesn�t know how to take care of her. He doesn�t deserve to touch her.�
Sera�s stomach roiled at the fervent tone of the words. Not the same as the angry man who�d confronted her in New Orleans. The sick pulse of his coyote was proof enough.
Whatever grip on sanity Josh had possessed was gone.
Diego snorted. �I don�t give a shit what you and your little princess get up to, but you owe me. You didn�t hold up your end of this deal.�
�Deal�s not done yet.� Josh lowered his voice. �Give me time to talk to her. She�ll come around and then we can take care of the rest.�
Diego snatched a bottle of whiskey up from the table and tossed it into the small kitchen sink with a crash. �Too much of that, not enough thinking. You�re not the only shapeshifter stupid over the girl. Do you think my son�s going to wait for her to turn up? He�s coming after you, idiot.�
Josh stared at the wolf, and for one hysterical moment, Sera wanted to laugh. Josh was an idiot. A drunk, stupid fool, and wouldn�t it have been nice if Diego had turned out to be one too?
The two of them could have bickered over tactics like a sketch-comedy parody until Julio showed up to kill them both.
What a weak, pathetic hope. Just like a good submissive shifter. Cringe and whimper and wait to be rescued.
Fuck that.
Her body ached, but Josh hadn�t bothered to tie her up. Why would he have? She�d never had the ability to disobey him for long, not once he brought dominant power to bear. She could feel the weight of the enchanted gun holster at her hip, but Diego was staring right at her.
Not the right time. She wet her lips and remembered Josh�s sneering insult from a thousand years ago. Is that how you deal with life these days? Something bugs you, you throw a goddamn wolf at it? She had a lot of wolves to throw. None of them would send Josh running, but Diego�
Oh, she could scare him.
�Julio�s not the only one who�s going to come looking for me,� she said, looking straight back into Diego�s dark eyes. �Alec Jacobson�s in town, and he�s been friends with my dad since before I was born. You don�t want to be here when he shows up. And if you paid for magic to fool Anna Lenoir, you really don�t want her knocking on the door. She won�t bother to kill you before she starts cutting you into pieces.�
Diego pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, and he barely glanced at her as he lit one.
�Muzzle your bitch, Hill. She�s about to start in on the head games.�
Josh had called her a bitch during a hundred arguments, but apparently that privilege was reserved for him alone. A snarl vibrated in his chest as he pulled back his shoulders. �Watch your fucking mouth.�
�No, you watch yours,� Diego growled. �I�m not about to let her flap her lips and throw you off your already pathetic game. So shut her up, or I will.�
Tension filled the room, a challenge issued. Sera held her breath�and almost let it out on a whimper when Josh turned away, submitting to Diego�s dominant power. �Hush, sweetheart,� he whispered to her, leaning down to stroke her cheek. The touch made her skin crawl, but not half so much as the rush of magic that followed. He might have submitted to Diego, but he was still dominant to her.
And her coyote knew it. The animal inside curled in on itself, a defensive gesture that left her feeling small and helpless. The crush of Josh�s aura against hers made it hard to choke out even one word, let alone a whole sentence. �You�re going to let him hurt me?�
�He doesn�t want to hurt you,� Josh soothed, stroking her again. �He didn�t want you having babies with his son, but that�s natural. After I left New Orleans, I knew those wolves had to be twisting you up. They�re not right, not any of them. We stick to our own kind. We belong with our own kind. Diego knows that. I know that. You know it, even if they made you forget. You know how good it can be.�
Getting the shit beat out of her would be less traumatic than this. She twisted away, wiggling back toward the wall. �Then Diego�s lying to you. He didn�t stick with his own kind.�
The wolf leaned against the wall and eyed her. �Didn�t I?�
�Carmen�s in her thirties and Miguel�s barely past twenty. That wasn�t a one-night stand.�
�Humans are more of a blank slate.� One of his eyebrows ticked up in a tiny arch. �If they weren�t, Julio couldn�t have been born a wolf. You certainly couldn�t give birth to one.�
�She�s going to have coyote babies,� Josh growled. �Anything else would be unnatural.�
Great. Let them argue over what grand purpose her womb was supposed to serve. Edging her body toward the wall, she slid her hand up her leg, toward the invisible gun digging into her side.
�No argument from me,� Diego said with a shrug. �None of my business what you do with her.�
Almost. Almost. Her knuckles scraped against the wall as she worked her hand closer to the gun. She�d have to shoot Diego first. Josh scared the shit out of her on a gut-deep level, but Diego was the one who�d snap her neck without a second thought.
Josh pulled her up by the shirt suddenly, slammed her against the wall and knocked the wind out of her, and the years fell away with breathless speed. She was sixteen again, gawkish and wounded, blinded by power of a strong male of her own species. She was twenty, two years married and discovering the dark side of a husband who had hidden it so carefully for so long.
Shame battered her as instinct forced her eyes down. Quiet. Quiet and passive. Don�t move.
Don�t make him angry. Don�t breathe�
�Shh, it�s okay.� He wrapped an arm around her and froze when his hand bumped into the gun. �What the hell?�
Invisible, not intangible. Magic could force people not to notice the gun, but it couldn�t make it not exist. Panic made her stupid, and she grabbed for the weapon.
Josh snatched it away first, staring at the gun and then her with a look of betrayed disbelief.
�Sera?�
Once you call attention to it, the glamour�s broken. So don�t wave it around screaming, �I have a gun.� That had been the gruff warning from the man who�d attuned the gun to her. Josh would be able to see it now, even if he put it down. So would Diego.
No more secret weapon. �I needed to be able to protect myself.�
�Oh, for fuck�s sake.� Diego took a single step forward and held out his hand. �Give it to me before you let her blow your brains out. You don�t have them to spare.�
Disdain dripped from his voice. The same barely concealed loathing that laced the words of every well-bred wolf who had to deal with her. Josh�s gender didn�t save him. He was a coyote.
He was lesser. And he was a fool if he�d believed a wolf like Diego would deal fairly with him.
Maybe not entirely a fool. Josh held the gun away from Diego, eyes narrowing. �Back the fuck off, Mendoza.�
�You�re blind. She�ll get you killed if you don�t take care of her first.�
The craziness was back on Josh�s eyes. He swung his arm around and pointed Sera�s gun at Diego�s head. �You try to lay a finger on her, and I�ll take care of you instead.�
Diego groaned and rubbed his eyes. �It serves me right for dealing with inferior fucking�� Josh squeezed the trigger, and thunder shook the room as the wards on the gun backfired.
The concussive force punched into Diego, sending him staggering, and slammed Josh back against the wall. The gun thumped to the carpet, and Sera dove for it.
No one chased her. Whatever spells had been woven around the gun to keep anyone but Julio or her from firing it must have been strong. Sera scrambled through the door and skidded down the hallway, barely seeing the walls on either side of her. She got the fleeting impression of roughly hewn wood, an impression confirmed when she bolted into the front room of a rustic cabin.
The front door was locked, but one jerk of even her limited shapeshifter strength snapped it from the doorframe. She flung the door wide as the first footsteps staggered into the hallway behind her.
Fight or flight. She had a heartbeat to decide, and instinct drove her out the door. The woods surrounded the cabin on three sides, with the fourth side facing a placid little lake. An idyllic location, and a remote one. She could scream herself hoarse without scaring anything more than the wildlife.
Cars or woods. An SUV sat on the gravel drive, but the chances its keys were waiting conveniently in the ignition seemed tiny. Another split-second decision, and she bolted toward the trees. If she had to she could toss the gun and her clothes and shift. Try to lose herself in the woods, or find a place to hide�
The door crashed open, and the wind carried Josh�s scent to her. He was too close. Too close to run, too close to hide.
Whirling, she lifted the gun and pointed it at his chest. �Don�t. I swear to God, I�ll shoot you.�
Josh held up both hands, but his words were a denial, pure and simple. �You can�t.�
�You�re wrong.� She eased toward the car, keeping the gun steady with both hands. �Get me keys and let me drive away. If you make a run for it, maybe you can get far enough away to survive. That�s what you care about, isn�t it? Surviving?�
�I care about you!� he roared. �Us, our life together. I want it back.�
�We didn�t have a life together. We had your life and your dreams.� Her hip bumped against the front bumper of the SUV, and she braced her weight on both feet. �I was sixteen when you found me. You didn�t give me a chance to grow up and decide what I wanted to be.�
�So come home,� he whispered. �You�ll figure it out, and we�ll be happy again.�
Dominant power settled around her like a blanket, and her finger tightened reflexively on the trigger. He was going to make her do it. Make her shoot him, force her to splatter the brains of the man she�d once loved across the dirt driveway. And if it had only been her, she might not have had the strength to stand up to him.
But it wasn�t only her. It was her father, who left the light on because he wanted her to come home. And Anna, who was more fragile right now than anyone but Sera knew. And for Julio-He�d blame himself. All that responsibility on his shoulders, the need to keep her safe. His so-called failure with Kat. Losing her now would break him. He�d give up, and the dominoes would fall. Carmen and Miguel. Alec. Patrick. So many bad things had happened already. One more would be too much.
Sera swallowed hard as sick dread twisted in her gut. �Please, Josh. Let me go. Don�t make me do this. Just give me the keys�� He lunged, and she fired.
The first shot hit him in the shoulder and exploded. Her ears rang at the sound, but it was nothing compared to the sight. His arm was gone, blown off at the shoulder. But he was a shapeshifter, and feral rage clouded his vision as he snarled and staggered toward her.
The second shot tore his chest in half and shredded his still-beating heart.
She stared�shocked, horrified�and she was still staring when pain detonated in her skull.
The blow caught her off guard, knocked her to the ground as her gun skittered off across the fallen leaves into the darkness.
Diego stood over her, the heavy branch he�d used as a club still clutched in his hand. �Got him pretty damn dead, huh? That�s natural selection for you.�
�Fuck you.� She scrambled back, her head throbbing. Her vision was throbbing too, tingeing the world with darkness every time her heart beat. �Don�t do this. Whatever you�re trying to prove to Julio, this isn�t going to help.�
His face screwed up in confusion. �What?�
�Josh was supposed to kill him, wasn�t that the plan? What are you going to get out of killing me now?�
�Oh, that.� He shook his head. �You�re a loose end, girl. You could clear up a lot of things by being gone.�
Sera inched back, trying to remember which direction the gun had gone in. To the left, toward the trees. �And then you�re going to kill your own son?�
�Don�t make it sound so cold.� He gripped the club and advanced on her. �It�s how things are done.�
Her ears were still ringing and the fog around the edges of her vision hadn�t faded. But Diego Mendoza was about to cave in her skull with a tree branch, and she wasn�t going to make it easy.
A fist-sized rock dug into her hip as she shifted her weight. Clawing together every stubborn scrap of willpower she had left, she closed her hand around the makeshift weapon and whipped it at Diego�s head. The second it left her fingers, she twisted. To her knees and then her unsteady feet, using the momentum to fling herself toward the woods in a stumbling pace that felt more like falling forward than running.
His heavy footsteps crashed through the brush behind her, closer with every frantic breath she dragged into her lungs. He swung again, and the branch caught her across her lower back, hard enough to knock her off her feet and send her sprawling.
It hurt to move. Even dragging her knees under her spiked agony up her spine. She clawed at the ground, tried to crawl away. The coyote battered at her, desperate to spill free, and she wasted what was probably her last moment fighting the animal back. The animal would only end up tangled in her clothes, pinned and helpless.
Branches snapped in the darker part of the forest. The wind shifted, and a familiar scent tickled her nose. Hope flooded her, desperate, giddy relief. She gasped in a breath, filled her lungs with the scent of safety, and gathered her remaining strength to roll out of the way as a dark wolf lunged out of the trees.
Julio.
He tumbled to the ground with Diego, rolling through the dirt and leaves, and snapped his jaws shut on the man�s arm. Diego roared and kicked hard, aiming his shot at Julio�s ribs. Sera cried out a wordless warning, but Julio took the blow, his head wrenching to the side.
Flesh tore, and Diego dropped the branch and fumbled for another weapon with his free hand. Julio lashed out with one paw, raking his claws over the right side of his father�s face.
So much rage. It pulsed in the air, a sound, a taste. Diego stumbled back under its force, rising to his feet as his expression melted from rage to fear. �Don�t do this. Don�t kill your own father in cold blood�� Julio backed off and circled, his sides trembling, his lips drawn back from his teeth in one low, continuous growl. Then he rushed in suddenly and sank his teeth into Diego�s thigh.
A scream. Diego crashed to the forest floor and swept up the first thing he closed his hands on�a moss-covered rock. He struggled to twist, to free himself, but every jerk only deepened the wound.
Blood began to spurt, and Diego slammed the rock down on the back of Julio�s head with a yell. He staggered away, his paws slipping on the leaves. By the time he regained his footing, he snarled, ready to dig in for another charge.
Only Diego didn�t get up. He�d gone pale, his clothes wet and dark with blood already, and sweat beaded his forehead as the rock tumbled from his hand. �Your mother,� he slurred. �She always said this�� The words trailed into nothingness, and he slumped to the ground.
Dragging herself upright induced a spinning sort of vertigo, but Sera ignored the swimming world and the sharp pain in her lower back. She crawled to Julio�s side and wrapped her arms around his trembling body. His fur was slick with blood, but she ignored it and buried her face against his neck, breathing in strength along with his scent.
A shock of magic zipped through her, and Julio shifted in her arms. �Sera,� he rasped.
�Did he hurt you?� She ran her fingers into his hair, feeling for blood. �He hit you with a rock, I saw�� He shook his head and then swayed a little. �I�m okay.� Immediately, he began to trace his hands over her. �You have blood on your face.�
She didn�t know if it was hers or Josh�s. A shudder set off all the minor aches, and she pushed closer to him. �I shot Josh. With�with the exploding bullets.�
�We saw him outside the cabin.�
�Your dad�� Diego�s body sprawled a few feet away. She tucked her face into Julio�s throat so she wouldn�t have to see any more death. There was time to tell Julio everything. When they were safe and rested and the pain of having to kill his father wasn�t so raw. �It doesn�t matter.
We�re okay. You�re okay?�
�I knew he was part of this,� he murmured against her hair. �When Patrick and I got close, I knew he had to be. This is where he and my uncle used to come fishing when I was a kid.�
A family retreat, full of death. So much blood and pain, and maybe the crack across the back of the head had knocked her silly, but she couldn�t stop the tears. Not for her own fear and pain, but because her father would be back in Atlanta by dawn, ready to drown her in protective love, and Julio�s father�
She choked on the sob, furious at herself for giving in to it when he needed comfort and support. �I�m sorry. I�m so sorry. It�s not fair, not for you or Carmen or Miguel, it�s not fair.�
�It doesn�t matter.� Julio pulled her into his arms. �We tried to walk away and rebuild our lives, but they didn�t let us. They were never going to. It was always headed here, like this.�
His heart beat so strong and steady she could almost feel it against her chest. She kissed his throat and his chin, bumped her nose against his cheek again and again even as her tears turned his skin salty. It was a gesture beyond words, beyond thought. A quiet affirmation of love and belonging, of submission and safety.
Julio�s arms tightened as footsteps sounded behind them, but it was Patrick who came crashing out of the woods. �I�ve got her gun and your clothes. Can you do your snuggling in the car?�
Julio stood with Sera still in his arms. �Cleanup?�
�I asked Anna to find someone. Might keep her too distracted to get on a plane and come dance on the bodies.�
�She�ll be pissed.�
�What, that she didn�t get to come play?�
�Yes,� Sera said, cutting off any truths Julio might be thinking about spilling with a jab to his side. �Anna hates missing a fight.� Particularly one Patrick was involved in. Anna might well be working herself into a protective fit at the moment, but the last person she�d want privy to that fact was Patrick himself.
Julio looked at her, his confusion fading into understanding. �Yeah. We need to get back to the house. We can call everyone on the way.�
She eased back and steadied herself with a hand on Julio�s shoulder. The ringing in her ears had quieted, but her vision still blurred when she moved too fast. �Can shapeshifters get concussions? I should probably ask your sister.�
He pulled on his jeans and grabbed his shirt. �Patrick�ll drive, and I can keep an eye on you until we get you to Carmen. It�ll be okay.�
She started to protest that he�d been hit over the head too, but the words caught in her throat. That was alpha power, the kind that made wolves three times Anna�s size cower in her presence. She could hit harder, last longer and heal faster, because she was strong.
Sera�wasn�t. Would never be. Shame usually accompanied that reminder, but not today. If Julio and Patrick weren�t here, she�d drag herself to her feet one way or another. She�d do it the way she�d accomplished everything else�by being too damn stubborn to quit. Having different resources at her disposal didn�t make her lesser. Just different.
Her resources were running low, and there was no shame in that either. She waited for Julio to lift her into his arms and tucked her face against his shoulder with a soft sigh. It was his turn to be the protector, to be the hero, and she wouldn�t begrudge him that.
More than anything else, she liked it.

Chapter Eighteen

The bruises on her face had faded, but Veronica still bore the scars from her encounter with Cesar and Diego.
Julio held out the cup he�d brought to the solarium. �From Sera. You like honey in your tea, right?�
�Yes.� Veronica accepted the cup. �Any word on Glenn?�
The wolf had taken the brunt of the damage from Josh�s truck T-boning the car. �His internal bleeding has already started to heal. Carmen says he�ll be okay.�
That brought the ghost of a smile to Veronica�s lips. �Good. He�s been with me and Mom�� Her voice broke, and she took a small breath to compose herself. �He�s been with us a long time.�
Then he was glad, for her sake as well as Glenn�s. Julio sat on the arm of the couch. �You�ve been through a lot.�
�I have, haven�t I?� Veronica lifted the teacup and studied it, her eyes shadowed. �Over a year and a half ago, I had tea with Nicole Peyton. That was the last normal day of my life.
Every one since has been� I�m sleepwalking through life in a haze, Julio. I don�t know what I�m doing.�
How could she? �What do you want to do?�
�I want to know how to feel normal.�
Julio cleared his throat. �Two days ago, I killed my father. Even before that, my best friend apologized for not having killed him already. But it�s not just our family.� He could go on, and he did. �Sera�s mom is in a mental institution. One of Alec�s cousins killed his first wife. We�re not normal, none of us. It doesn�t mean we can�t be happy, but it makes it harder.�
�It does.� She set the cup aside and drew her legs up to her chest. �It�s bad enough that our fathers hurt people we care about. The thing that no one wants to talk about is that they�re still our fathers.�
�Yeah.� Julio had fully expected to regret having to kill his father. But after finding him ready to do the same to Sera� The emotion simply hadn�t come. What had taken its place was a sucker punch. �I never thought I would mourn. My father wasn�t a part of my life in any positive way. He did nothing but hurt my mother and my sister and brother, so why should I grieve?�
�For what he could have been. Or what he should have been.� She rested her chin on her knees and shrugged. �I don�t know. Sometimes I remember the stupidest things. When I was a kid and my father was still sure he�d have a son eventually, I was his princess. Sometimes I convince myself he had to be a different man than the one who backhanded me for talking back.�
The only thing they could do in the end was swear to do things differently. �I�m going to marry Sera. I don�t care what the legacy wolves have to say about it.�
�Yeah?� For the first time in days, he thought he saw a real smile curve her lips. �You never did care what any of them thought. When we were kids, I was always so jealous of you. You weren�t afraid of getting into trouble. You wanted to.�
�No better way to piss my dad off, right?�
�I suppose so.� She reached out to catch Julio�s hand. �I�m glad, I really am. I like Sera.
She�s tough in a way that makes me a little jealous of her too.�
She hadn�t had an easy life, either, though in different ways. But she�d always fought, and she always would. �She�s the reason I decided, you know. I ran away from this shit for so long, pretended I was human because my mom wanted me to�but I�m not. So I�ll do what I can to change things, and Sera will be right there with me.�
�Change.� Her voice wrapped around the word, gave it weight. �That�s something else I said to Nicole. Before my father�� She cleared her throat. �I told her that I�d always thought our generation would be the one to change things. But I�d stopped believing. My dad, our uncle�
They beat it out of me. Except now it�s happening. It�s really happening.�
Hopefully not too late. �You�ll be protected, free to do whatever the hell you please. It�s what Aunt Teresa wanted.�
A rusty laugh bubbled up. �I don�t even know, Julio. I know what I don�t want. I don�t want to be sold off like a prize mare. And I don�t know if I want to practice law anymore. I�m tired.�
He squeezed her hand, his chest tight. �Carmen said you�re going to stay with them for a while.�
�Yes. Alec declared it. And your sister told him he didn�t get to declare it, that I had a choice.� Veronica almost grinned. �That was so much fun to watch I decided it wouldn�t be so bad. They have the guest house at Alec�s place in New Orleans, and he said I could live there.�
It would probably be the best place for her to regain that semblance of normalcy she�d talked about. �If they get to be too much, there are plenty of friendly faces in New Orleans. You could escape for a while.�
�I might come visit you.� Veronica uncurled and leaned over to hug him. �You can teach me how to get in trouble again. You were pretty good at that when we were eight.�
�I was a terror. I drove my mother nuts.�
�I remember. You grew up okay, though.� She kissed his cheek. �Go cuddle your woman. I don�t think she�ll stop fretting about people unless you distract her.�
�Maybe.� Veronica looked so much like her mother, her darker coloring the only hint of her father, but his legacy was there, all the same. The fear. The trauma. �Promise me, Ronnie. You will come visit.�
�I will. And you promise you�ll call me if you need help getting set up in Atlanta. I know all the wolves in law enforcement and the government, and I�m still licensed to practice law in Georgia.� She touched Julio�s cheek, a gesture that reminded him of Teresa. �If the revolution is finally here, I don�t want to miss it. But I need to be an asset, not a liability, and right now I feel a little broken.�
He�d known from the time he�d challenged his way onto the council that he�d have to fight again. His vision had been vague, full of swirling faces superimposed on his opponent�s, leaving him with no idea who it might truly be. Cesar, his father, Alan Reed�even his own face had appeared. The only certainty was the possibility of destruction. As he�d struck the killing blow in his vision, he�d felt it in his bones�the fight had the potential to destroy people. So many people.
Now, he could drown in blame if he let himself. His aunt had died, his cousin had lost her mother, Sera had had to face Josh�all because he hadn�t acted sooner.
He�d have to set it aside. �I would have done it before,� he murmured. �Killed them already, I mean. But I thought maybe it would make me just as bad as them. No mercy, no law but what I want. I can�t live like that, Ronnie.�
�So don�t.� She let her hand fall to his and squeezed it. �You�re a protector, Julio. It was true when you were eight, it was true when you turned your back on shapeshifter power to become a fireman, and it�s true now. And if you ever start to forget it, you�ve got friends who will pull you back from the edge. Or kick you there.�
�I don�t think it�ll be a problem now.� There wasn�t anyone left who might pose a problem, no more fathers or uncles motivated by a hunger for power. �Do you hate me because my father was a part of this?�
She didn�t answer at once. She looked away instead, her hair falling to hide her face as she studied the floor. �It�s funny,� she said finally. �That�s the question I�ve been too scared to ask Nicole and Michelle Peyton.�
�I think you should. It might give Derek Gabriel a chance to ask you his own version of it.
Good or bad, he killed your father.� Julio stood and took a step back. �I�m lucky. I only have myself to deal with when it comes to that. For most everyone else, it�s more complicated.�
�I suppose it is.� Veronica peeked up at him. �I don�t hate you. Diego and Cesar were more a part of my life than they were yours. Maybe that�s the part that scares me the most.�
�It doesn�t have to. You�re tough too. Tough enough to leave it behind.�
�No, I�m not. But I am smart enough to let people help me out.� Rising, Veronica picked up the tea. �I�m going to start by talking to your sister. Atlanta�s big enough to make good use of one of those clinics she wants to open. Maybe I can help her and Sera�s dad with some of the legal issues. It�s a baby step.�
�A baby step means you�re still moving forward.�
�It�s easier when it�s all in the family. Or will be, once you marry that girl.�
A family, one that centered around Carmen and Alec in so many ways. �With no more Conclave oversight, I wonder what people will say about that.�
Veronica shrugged. �People talk. That�s the first rule of being in charge. The more unhappy they are, the more they complain. So you do your best, and you ignore the talk.�
�Yeah.� He flashed her what he hoped was an encouraging grin. �Alec could probably use a political advisor, you know. Just putting that out there.�
�Bite your tongue, Julio.� His cousin shuddered dramatically. �I smiled at those bastards for most of my life knowing I might end up married to one. I don�t want to see any of them for at least a year. Maybe two.�
�Suit yourself. Me personally? I�d want to cause them a little bit of pain and consternation.�
�Revenge?� Something sparked in her eyes, a grim sort of amusement. �I suppose it would make them all miserable to have to deal with me as a political entity instead of a potential broodmare.�
�Food for thought.� Alec loathed dealing with other legacy wolves, but he seemed to derive a perverse satisfaction from making them deal with him. �I�m hitting the study for something harder than tea. You in?�
�You sure you wouldn�t rather go snuggle with Sera?�
�Plenty of time.� He tugged open the door and tilted his head to the hallway. �Come on. One drink.�
She looked vulnerable in that moment. Bruised and tired, and so clearly moved at the realization that coming to talk to her really hadn�t been an obligation or a duty. She swallowed hard and offered him a trembling smile. �Something tells me you and Sera are going to get me in a lot of trouble.�
It hurt, that look of pained gratitude, and Julio wrapped an arm around his cousin�s shoulders.
�I hope so. It wouldn�t be fair of us to hog it all.�

Sera smelled the Scotch before the bed dipped under Julio�s weight and bit back a smile.
�Were you drinking with Patrick?�
�Veronica.� He groaned and peered up at her through a squint. �She can drink too. What the hell?�
Her body ached and protested as she rolled onto her side and propped her head on her hand, but the worst of the pain was already behind her. Copious food and rest�both ordered and enforced by Carmen�had kicked her healing into high gear.
She ignored the twinge in her shoulder and smoothed Julio�s hair back from his forehead with a fond smile. �She�s five-eleven and finds kickboxing relaxing. I don�t care if she�s a submissive shifter, Veronica�s a badass.�
�Well, I�m glad I suggested drinking instead of sparring, then.�
�Uh-huh.� Whatever had happened, Julio seemed less weighed down. She stroked his temple. �Are you drunk, baby?�
He laughed. �No, already sobering up.� He rolled to face her. �I figured something out, though. I changed my mind about the council.�
�Before or after Veronica tried to drink you under the table?�
�Before.� Julio wrapped his hand around the back of her neck. �I�m not going to quit. If someone wants to hassle us, I�ll kick his ass�but I�m going to stick with it. You know that, right?�
It almost felt like a warning. �I don�t want you to quit. My dad warned me it wouldn�t be easy, and I told him the truth. I�m not afraid that it�s going to break me. You won�t let it. I�ll always be able to take more crap than you�re going to let anyone give me.�
His hand tightened as he closed his eyes. �I don�t want it to make you miserable. I�ve given Alec enough shit about that while he and Carmen have been in New York. It�s not right, and it isn�t fair. You didn�t sign up for this.�
�I didn�t mean�� She sighed. �It�s not the same. Carmen could walk away from the council and the wolves and live a normal life with other people like her. I don�t have that. I never will.�
�It doesn�t matter, not when I�m the reason they�re all treating you like shit.� He met her gaze with a determined look. �I�ll make it worth it.�
He still didn�t understand, and she wasn�t sure how to explain why the promise only twisted tension inside her. �You�re not the reason,� she said finally. �You�ll be the reason a few snotty wolves have to deal with me�but you�ll be the reason hundreds more are afraid to treat me like shit ever again. You don�t have to make it worth it. You�re the one who could have an easier life by picking a wolf.� And that was the part that hurt. The secret fear. �When you say that, I wonder if I need to make it worth it.�
�That isn�t what I want.� He sat up and smoothed a section of the comforter. �Marry me, and we�ll call it even. Worth every second, no matter what.�
Her heart stuttered. It was like getting hit on the head again, the room doing a crazy, swooping dance, but everything was warm and perfect this time. No pain. No fear. Just-�I want to have babies with you,� she blurted out, because yes wasn�t enough and it was the truest thing she could think of to say. The only thing that encompassed how far past yes she was.
He touched her cheek, traced the curve of her face down to her jaw. �Even if they won�t be coyotes?�
�Even if they would be coyotes.� She shivered and closed her eyes. �That was the possibility that always scared me the most. But it doesn�t with you. I don�t know if our kids will be wolves or coyotes or neither, but I know they�ll be safe and loved.�
His breath stirred her hair and then blew across her skin as he leaned close. �Because I love you.�
�That�s all I want.� She turned and whispered the words against his cheek. �Not a species. A family.�
�Family,� he echoed, then groaned. �Your dad. Is he gonna kill me?�
�No.� Relaxing back into the pillows, she smiled up into his too-serious eyes. �He�s going to worry. He�s my dad, he can�t help it. But I think he likes you well enough�for a wolf.�
�Good. Though I can�t say he�s my favorite coyote ever.�
�Better not be.� She traced the bridge of his nose with her fingertip and marveled at the simple gesture. Hers. He was hers to touch, to cuddle, all the tiny little things that she�d missed about keeping a man around longer than it took to screw him. She could spend the rest of her life touching him in a hundred ways, drowning in his strength, his love, his scent-His scent. She shot upright fast enough to wrench a stab of protesting pain from her back, and barely noticed it. �Oh my God. Oh God, I hadn�t even thought.�
Julio shot up after her. �What? What is it?�
�My mom.� A different sort of pain closed in on her, pressing against her chest until it was hard to drag in a breath. �She freaked out after I spent two nights in your guest bedroom. Your scent was barely on me. Not like now. What if I can�t ever see her again?�
�You can.� He gripped her hand and turned her face to his. �We�ll figure it out. It might take time or magic or both, but you can�t go without seeing your mom.�
�Magic. We can try magic.� Her racing heart slowed as she turned her face to his palm.
�Maybe you can even meet her. As long as you don�t tell her I just took the Lord�s name in vain.
She�d whoop my ass.�
�Not throwing any stones, sweetheart. My mom would�ve done the same.�
Sera shifted her body to curl against his chest. �We can try, after we finish up here. Or at least get things settled. I suppose we�re never going to be finished up here. This house is going to be home.�
He combed his fingers through her hair. �It doesn�t have to be. We can split our time between here and New Orleans for a while.�
�We can figure it out. Where to live, and when�� And how she was going to finish college, because she wanted that accomplishment. That giddy success, the security of knowing she had skills and credentials to fall back on. The relief of knowing Julio wouldn�t hold her back, or view her independence as a threat.
She didn�t have to ask because she didn�t have to wonder, and that made the words she murmured true. �Wherever we are, it�ll be home.�
�Mmm.� He nuzzled her temple. �It sounds really good when you say it like that.�
Warm, lazy hunger unspooled in her belly, a creeping awareness still too gentle to be arousal. She rubbed against him with a satisfied sigh and nipped at his jaw. �I bet it�d sound even better if we were naked.�
�Everything does,� he agreed, and rolled her to her back.

Callum stood next to Julio at the edge of the garden, his unwavering gaze fixed on the two women seated together under a magnolia tree in full bloom. There was a fierce sort of concentration in the empath�s stance, but that didn�t stop him from poking at Julio. �You and I have vastly divergent opinions of what constitutes a vacation, my friend.�
�I got out of town. Took a road trip.� He grinned at Callum. �Found myself. Isn�t that what you headshrinkers always want people to do?�
�Mmm. Road trips, perhaps, but we do tend to advise people in crisis to avoid major life changes. Things like changing jobs, marriage, moving, fomenting revolutions and patricide.�
�Yeah. That last one, I�m maybe going to have to talk to you about. But the rest of it�feels good.�
The corner of Callum�s mouth ticked up. �I can tell. You�re grounded again, and that�s an important start. Some people go through their lives without finding something that gives them purpose, which is a pity. Purpose brings immeasurable strength.�
He spoke from experience, an experience that Julio hadn�t quite trusted before he�d left New Orleans and figured out that some things were stronger than blame and self-doubt. Things like tenacity, like giving a shit about more than yourself. �I have things to do. I told you that before, and it hasn�t changed. But it�s not a job anymore. It�s a way for me to make people�s lives better, and I�ll take it.�
�Good.� But darkness shadowed the word, a renewed tension Julio could see in the empath�s tight shoulders and tiny frown. �Remember to stay grounded. It�s easy to lose yourself in the lives you can touch. To be swept away. You can give those who look to you hope and happiness and safety, but before you can give anything, you need to have it in your own life.�
�We�re not talking about me anymore, are we?�
Callum didn�t look away from Sera and her mother. �We�re talking about you learning from the experiences and mistakes of others.�
Callum�s experiences and mistakes. �You don�t think my situation is a little different?�
�In most of the ways you�d notice and none of the ways that matter. It�s the urge at the heart of it. You want to help people. The stronger you are, the more you can accomplish.�
�I�ll remember that,� he promised, then nodded toward the garden. �Think it�s time yet?�
�Very nearly.� The empath finally turned to face Julio. �I�ve been working with her since you called me. The charms Patrick provided will mask your scent, and scent has always been her strongest trigger. Approach slowly, and hold your ground if she challenges you. Be what you are, Julio. A dominant protector. Sera�s protector, because that�s what Kelly needs to know.�
Maybe so, but rushing things could cause an ugly scene that would only upset Sera. �If we need to hold off, we can.�
�Don�t flinch now, Mendoza. You can do this. I won�t let it get out of hand.�
�Right.� Julio shoved his hands in his pockets and walked down the stone path. Sera sat with her back to him, and he caught Kelly�s gaze and held it as he approached.
Anger tightened the older woman�s eyes. She flowed to her feet as Julio drew close and put her body in front of Sera�s. �Run, honey. You need to run.�
�Mom, no.� The sunlight caught on Sera�s engagement ring as she rose and grabbed her mother�s arm. �This is him. This is Julio. He won�t hurt either of us.�
Kelly dragged in a deep breath, tasted the wind�and froze. A furrow appeared between her brows. �What are you?�
�I�m a wolf,� he answered quietly. �And I�m Sera�s fianc�.�
She blinked at him. �Sera�s not a wolf.�
�I know that. Don�t really care.�
For a few seconds she looked baffled, so comically confused it might have been grimly amusing under other circumstances. Then a shrewdness narrowed her eyes, a glint of pure cunning. �You won�t feel bad about killing coyotes.�
�I won�t kill anyone unless I have to.� He reached for Sera�s hand. �But no one is going to hurt her.�
Kelly caught his wrist, her slender fingers closing tight enough to bruise. When he didn�t tear his arm away, she released him and took a careful, cautious step back, herding Sera behind her.
Sera�s hopeful expression had started to crumple. Her shoulders slumped. �Maybe we should come back another day.�
�Hush.� Kelly still watched him, her narrowed eyes staring at him as if she could see more than just the physical world. She cocked her head and listened to the wind as it teased at the flowers on the tree above their heads.
The scent of magnolias curled around them. Sera shifted her stance, giving him a helpless look that melted into hope as Kelly returned to her chair. �Mama?�
Kelly arched one eyebrow. �I�m waiting for a proper introduction. You weren�t raised in a barn, Seraphina.�
Sera cleared her throat and slipped her hand into Julio�s. Her fingers trembled until they clenched tight, clinging as she forced out the too-casual words. �Mom, this is Julio Mendoza.
He�s a member of the Southeast council, and I�m going to marry him. Soon.�
�Julio Mendoza.� Kelly Sinclaire smiled. �Welcome to the family.�
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