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Hidden Powers

 

By Tara Lain

Superordinary Society: Book One

 

Jazz Vanessen is weird—and not just because he’s a werewolf. For most of his life, he’s felt different from his alpha male brothers and friends. Since he’s adopted, he can’t even blame it on family.

Now eighteen, Jazz meets his idol, the social activist Lysandra Mason, and her breathtaking nephew, Dash Mercury. When Dash is around, even stranger things start to happen, including Jazz falling hopelessly in lust. Not only is Jazz having visions, making people disappear, and somehow turning invisible, but somebody’s following him and threatening to reveal his pack’s secrets to the world.

Together with Dash and Jazz’s equally amazing friends—Carla, BeBop, Khadija, and Fatima—they discover the danger is even more lethal than they thought, and Jazz’s weirdness may save all their lives.




To Saritza, who, like me, never tires of magic! And Brenda Chin, another magic lover. I’m so happy to be working with both of you.
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Author’s Note

 

 

HI! I’M so excited that you’re here. Superordinary Society is a brand-new adventure for me—a new type of story, a new world, and a new story structure. I created the character of Jazz a few years ago in my Tales of the Harker Pack. I kept thinking he needed to have his book, but at the end of the third novel in that series, it felt complete. Jazz stayed in the back of my mind. I knew he was special. He knew he was special. And gradually, the Superordinary Society was born. For my regular readers (thank you!) you’ll find this book a bit different in tone. Harker Pack meets Harry Potter. LOL. For new readers (welcome!) I hope you’ll enjoy traveling with me into the superordinary. Thank you for reading!




Chapter One

 

 

MAN, I’M weird.

Jazz Vanessen snorted at the thought. Exactly how weird could a guy be sitting in a huge room full of werewolves? But his skin kept crawling, as if some Sith lord was plotting his doom, and he wanted to scratch his arms and the back of his neck. He wriggled in his seat. No matter how he squirmed, he couldn’t get rid of the idea that somebody was watching him. Somebody who wasn’t a pissed-off member of the Marketo or Harker Packs, because they were definitely staring.

Next to him in the line of straight-backed chairs, his mom gave him a glance.

Focus! He smiled at her and forced his eyes on Merced Marketo, alpha of the Marketo Pack, who was holding court at the front of the room, but no matter how much he gazed, the ants in snow boots kept crawling up his neck. He shivered.

His mom hissed, “Jazz!”

He mouthed, “Sorry.”

Merced was saying, “We’re proud of our record of peace and the strength of the Harker/Marketo pack alliance that has helped to maintain that condition for three stable years.”

Somebody from the back of the room yelled, “So what? How about the future? What happens to us next year?”

Jazz’s superalpha sense of smell swamped him with scents of anger and resentment all around.

Another voice grumbled, “Yeah. Is some out-of-state pack gonna come in and take us out?”

Around Jazz, other wolves grumbled, stared at their hands, bounced their legs, and gave the Vanessen Pack glares that were evil AF.

Merced held up a hand. “Our future will be as strong and peaceful as our last three years. Don’t worry. Your pack leaders are on the job. We’ve got plans.”

Jazz shivered again and took a quick look over his shoulder. Between the smells clogging up his head and the creepy chills running up his back, he wanted to run out of the pack meeting. His mother sighed.

Somebody in the hall yelled, “What are your plans?”

Merced swallowed but smiled. “We’ll be sharing them soon. A whole plan for the future.”

A new voice, super aggressive, from a guy a couple of rows up, snarled, “We’re getting tired of the bullshit, Merced. We want to know what’s happening or….”

His voice drifted off. Nobody wanted to say the scary words—no alpha. No successor. There was no superwolf willing to lead the packs into the next generation. While the current alphas weren’t old, they should have appointed some new blood who were chewing off their paws to be the next leaders. They didn’t have them. Nada. Nobody. And for some reason, it had become a bigger deal than Jazz would have expected. Wolves tended to live for today by nature, but the packs had become a hell of a lot more than restless. They were angry.

Who did those furries blame for their fate?

The male who’d spoken turned and stared straight back at Jazz and his pack. Oh hell yeah. They hate us, but they want us to bail them out. No contradiction in that. Assholes.

Still, the dude had a point. Marketo and Harker didn’t have any alphas right now… because the alphas they’d had before had all left their packs and joined Vanessen. Except for Jazz, an orphan werewolf, who’d been adopted by the Vanessen family. But there was one teeny problem. The Vanessens–Jazz’s mom, Elizabeth, and his grandfather, Casper–were human, and humans weren’t supposed to know anything about werewolves. Except they did because Jazz’s adopted brother had shifted in front of them in an effort to save the man he loved, and the only way to keep them all from being killed by angry werewolves was to declare themselves a pack.

Stretched out on either side of Jazz were his adopted brothers, his adopted father, his brothers’ husbands, and their other pack members. They were the only young, alpha-class weres in Connecticut, and they were either married to other males or to humans or both, defying the two cardinal werewolf laws—there was no such thing as a gay werewolf and never reveal werewolf existence to humans, under penalty of death.

So why were they sitting here being recognized as a pack instead of dead in a ditch for defying the law? Easy. The alphas were too strong and Casper Vanessen was way too rich for the other packs to take out. But that didn’t mean the other pack members had to like them.

Jazz changed buttcheeks again and scratched at his neck.

Merced Marketo smiled like someone was holding a gun to his head. He waved an arm. “There’s lots of food. Let’s all get to it.”

Good move, Marketo. When they’re about to attack you, throw them some meat.

Most of the wolves in the room, especially the young ones, jumped to their feet and performed a full-frontal attack on the table in the next room where huge piles of roast beef, ham, and turkey sent out aromas even a second-class wolf pup could pick up on. Jazz, who could smell mouse droppings in the next state, had to suck saliva back into his mouth at the enticing scents.

His mom turned. Man, he hated it when she looked like that. “You’re not usually rude.”

“Sorry, Mom. I feel weird, crawly. I apologize.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’d say apologize to Merced, but I think he has his hands full as it is.”

“Ya think?” They shared a wry grin.

She put her hand on his forehead. “You feeling okay?” He loved it when she did that since it was such a mother thing, but he also wanted to laugh since werewolves’ body heat ran several degrees above humans and her checking his temperature was pretty silly.

“Yeah, fine. Just antsy.”

“Pack meetings aren’t a favorite for any of us, but we need to be a part of the community.” She didn’t add that it kept them all safe, but those were the facts. Renegade werewolves, no matter how powerful, were targets. “You hungry?”

“Always. Maybe we can fatten me up.”

She gazed into his eyes like she could force the sense of worth she held for him straight into his heart. “You’re gorgeous. You don’t need to be any fatter for that to be true.”

He whispered, “Look around. See any other werewolves so skinny they ought to be accompanying Dorothy to ask the wizard for a brain?”

She laughed, and he gave in and laughed too.

Man she was pretty, from her golden hair all the way to her solid gold heart. How did I get so lucky? “Want me to get you some food? Keep you away from the marauding hordes?”

“That’d be great. I’ll be with Damon and Pop-Pop.” She nodded toward her husband, Damon Thane, the werewolf who’d seduced her years before and come back to get her because he could never forget her. Beside him stood the mighty, though mighty small in this room full of giants, Casper Vanessen, Jazz’s Pop-Pop. Pop-Pop not only ran a huge, multinational financial investment company with controlling shares in businesses around the world, but also had become, kind of by accident, the alpha of the weirdass Vanessen Pack.

Jazz walked away from his family toward the mass of bodies around the serving table, and the vibe got instantly chill. Some pack members glanced at him suspiciously out of the corners of their eyes, and more just plain stared—not in what you’d call a friendly-like manner. He got in the line, and the couple ahead of him stepped closer to the wolves in front of them. Hell, I should crowd them, just for fun. But it was too much trouble to be a dick on purpose.

Suddenly the shiver snaked its way up his back again, and he snapped a look over his shoulder. What the hell’s going on? Aside from the whole hate-on-him thing from the other wolves, nothing seemed different. He tried to look like he didn’t care, which was kind of true.

Nobody wanted to stand behind him, so there was a big gap. Suddenly a cute female stepped into the space. “Hi. I’m Posy.”

He couldn’t help laughing. She had red hair, a curvy body, and false eyelashes three inches long. “I’m Jazz.”

“You’re one of those Vanessens, right?”

It was like there was a fill-in-the-blank between “those” and “Vanessens” where you could put in words like strange or creepy. “I guess I am.” He’d quit smiling.

“Is it true all your males are, like, gay?”

He felt the crease between his eyebrows and didn’t try to hide it. But she didn’t seem put off. “We’re not, like, gay, we are gay, and not all, but most.”

“Honest?”

He nodded once. “We keep it 100, lady.”

“But I thought….”

He stared at her.

She wrinkled her turned-up nose. “So much for gospel, right? I mean, there’ve gotta, like, be gay werewolves, since you’re, like, standing in front of me, right?” She laughed at her own joke. “I never knew anybody who was gay before.”

“Surprise.” He shuddered, harder this time, and glanced around but again saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“You okay?”

“Fine.”

“Well, I don’t care if you only like boys. You’re it, baby, no matter what anybody says.”

Suddenly Radsy, Bill Radser, a young male stepped out from a group of guys lurking near the windows shoving meat in their mouths and laughing like fools. He clamped a hand on her shoulder. “Get away from that freak, Posy. I never said you could talk to him.”

She jerked her shoulder away. “You don’t tell me what to do, asshole. I’ll talk to who I want.”

He reached for her again, and Jazz snapped out a hand and grabbed his wrist. “Leave her alone.” He actually startled himself, since he spent so much time hiding his strength from humans at school. But this was a werewolf—an asshole werewolf. No need to hide.

Radsy stared at Jazz’s hand, bared his teeth, and growled.

Jazz’s wolf stirred, and his hackles rose. Not a good thing in the middle of that room. If he shifted, he’d break about a million pack laws. Instead of going wolfy, he increased the pressure on the were’s arm. Radsy’s eyes got wider. Jazz’s grip got tighter. Radsy’s teeth bared, only this time in pain, not anger. A couple of the dude’s squad stepped forward, but they stopped almost immediately. It was easy to see why. Jazz’s brother, Winter, had just walked over to the food line. Two hundred and fifty pounds of superwolf. No one messed with Winter.

Jazz stared back at the asshole. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Radsy gritted his teeth and said, “Yeah. She’s right. I can’t tell her what to do.”

“Keep your hands to yourself.” Jazz nodded and let go, ignoring the finger marks on the guy’s wrist.

Posy stepped closer. “Thanks, honey.”

“Sure.” Made another enemy. He walked the few steps closer to the table, looked up, and heard his own gasp.

Suddenly, every nerve in his arms and legs flamed with more fire than when he shifted, and he felt like the outline of his whole body was wavering in and out of focus. Sparks flashed in front of his eyes, his stomach turned, and his field of vision went white. In front of him, beyond the table near the back windows of the big building, stood a male. Huge and dark but almost transparent, like a ghost or a spirit—an evil, malevolent spirit—or… Sweet gods, I’m losing it. All the crap is real. I’m sick in the head. There are no ghosts. I’m crazy. I’m…. The bright white light behind his eyes rolled out from him like waves on some intergalactic sea, sounding into the universe.

The outline of the male wavered. The lights in Jazz’s brain went out, and in the sudden, terrifying blackness, the last thing he heard was Radsy laughing.

Then Jazz pitched forward into the dark.

 

 

IN THE woods behind the wolf pack meeting hall, Nardo shook himself. What just happened? Did someone see me? No, impossible. Not here.

There’d been some kind of altercation between silly young males fighting over a female. One of them must have gotten hurt. That’s all.

He turned and walked toward his car. His foot, usually so sure, twisted on a root and he staggered, falling to one knee. Damn!

Stupid werewolf fights didn’t usually make him dizzy.

 

 

A FEW miles away, the young man raised his head. “What was that?” His whole spine vibrated.

The woman, his mentor and aunt, said, “No idea, but it was powerful, I’d say. Not far away.” She frowned, perhaps a bit more emphatically than he’d have expected. I wonder why? “We’ll have to keep an eye out.”

He glanced at her as she drove. Eye out? Isn’t she planning to tell the Magicouncil? His nerves continued to quiver, but she drove and said nothing more.

Maybe he needed to keep an eye on her.

 

 

JAZZ BLINKED. Bright sun almost blinded him, but he saw his mother’s beautiful face staring at him. She looked super compassionate. Damn. He closed his eye. “Tell me I didn’t pass out in the middle of a pack meeting.”

“I always taught you not to lie. I have to be a role model.”

He flipped on his side and covered his head with his hands. “Jeez, Mom.”

“Before we deal with your humiliation, Jazz, tell me how you feel. The doctor examined you last night. We thought you were unconscious, but he said you were actually asleep. He couldn’t find anything wrong with you. I think he’s looking into narcolepsy.”

“What’s that?”

“Excessive daytime sleepiness.”

“Come on!” He sat up, his skinny chest bare above his floppy sleep pants. “I’m fine.” He pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. “I can’t believe I did that.”

“You did that.” She didn’t sound like she was laughing. “Look at me.”

He dropped his hands.

“Young werewolves don’t pass out for nothing. If this was before your first shift, it would be understandable, but that was years ago. Has this happened before?”

Had it? “No.”

She nodded.

He exhaled. “Not exactly.”

“What?” Her hand gripped his leg.

“A couple times, I’ve gotten kind of lightheaded. No big deal.”

She stared at his face, frowning. “The doctor says you’re growing so tall, so fast, your weight can’t keep up, and it’s affecting your blood sugar levels.”

He leaped to his feet and paced. “Oh come on, Mom. All werewolves my age are tall, but they’re huge. Big and muscular. I can’t seem to gain a pound. I’m weird. A damned freak. Who the hell were my parents? Some kind of werewolf rejects?” He threw his arms out and had to take a deep breath to keep from getting dizzy. Oh hell. He gripped the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

His mom stood too. “You’re an alpha-class werewolf with great power, Jazz. Your parents had to be powerful.” Her serious expression softened. “And you’re a fine, honest, lovable person. They probably had something to do with that too.”

He closed the space between them, reached down, though she was a tall woman, and hugged her. “If I’ve got any of those qualities, it’s all thanks to you.”

She hugged him back hard. “I hope I’ve been a good influence.” She looked up and held his chin. “Seriously, how’re you feeling?”

“Good.” That was almost true.

“You up for your picnic?” She smiled. “I can call Dave and tell him you’re not feeling well.”

Governor Mendes’s Picnic! Damn, I forgot. “You better not. Carla might come over here with a gun.”

His mom laughed. “You’ve got an hour. Why don’t you come down for breakfast, then see how you feel after some food? If you’re okay, you can get dressed and head over to the river.”

“Yeah, okay.”

She walked by him, gave his arm a squeeze, and left him alone. With a flop, he perched on the edge of the bed for a second. What the hell happened to me? The fuzzy image of the dark male flashed in his mind, and he jumped. Did I have a vision? He’d like to forget the whole thing, but it wasn’t the first time something crazy had happened to him.

He pursed his lips and blew.

His phone dinged on the nightstand where his mom must have put it. She’d even plugged it into the charger. Most excellent mom. He glanced at his texts.

You better be almost ready. Can’t face this crap without you. C.

He laughed. If he’d had any thoughts about not facing a mass of humanity, it just got shot. He tapped the keys.

TBH, JOMO on this one, but I’m there with you, bb.

The answer came fast. We’ll suffer together. Come early. It hasn’t started and I’m already over.

Jazz stood and hurried to his bathroom. Carla was fam, his best friend. Not to be taken lightly.

A quick shower and shave—don’t even get him started on his lack of body hair for a werewolf—some deodorant and toothpaste applied in the right locations and he stood at the mirror, assessing the damage—namely, his hair. He couldn’t have Winter’s frosty short cut or Cole’s flowing silver mane, or his brother Lindsey’s platinum halo. Nope. Jazz’s brown hair with gold streaks did whatever it wanted, in more directions than a road sign. If he tried to slick it down, he came off like that kid Alfalfa in some ancient comedy series he saw on TV once—flat and geeky. So he squeezed some product on his hands, ran it through the mess, and let it express itself.

In his closet, he picked out his least dorkified jeans and a cotton sweater in a gold color that looked okay with his weird gold eyes. He tied his sneaks, grabbed a windbreaker, walked into the wide sunlit hall past the suite occupied by Lindsey and Seth, then Winter and Matt’s rooms, and finally, the suite set aside for Cole and Paris when they chose to leave their isolated home in the woods. In the opposite wing of the huge estate, Pop-Pop had his suite, including offices where he, Lindsey, and Damon worked sometimes, Jazz’s mom and Damon occupied the next set of rooms, with Jason, father of Matt, Winter’s husband, in the room beyond. The idea of so many adults living together was odd to humans, but to wolves it felt natural. Jazz loved it.

He padded down the wide staircase toward the breakfast room. As he got close, he heard his mom’s voice. “Jazz seems worried about who his birth parents are.”

Jazz paused. Not exactly to listen—well, yeah, to listen.

“Every time something happens that makes him feel different, he focuses on the reason for it and figures his birth parents must be responsible,” she continued.

Lindsey said, “I don’t blame him. Before I knew about Damon, I imagined horrible things about who my father must have been. And let’s face it. Jazz is different from—” He stopped, and the breakfast room got quiet.

What happened? Oh right. The alphas in the room could smell him coming.




Chapter Two

 

 

JAZZ CASUALLY walked into the breakfast room as if nothing were unusual. They’d known he was close but might not realize he’d heard what his mom said about his birth parents. Every alpha had different strengths, and they couldn’t know for sure how good his hearing was. Answer—really, really good.

He glanced around the room and smiled. Gathered at the big table were his family and the other members of the Vanessen Pack, the shifters who proved that werewolf cardinal rules were a big warm bowl of crap.

Jazz raised a hand. “Hey, squad.” Then he saw who was sitting at the far end of the table. “Kitty cat!” He ran to where Paris Marketo, the reclusive panther shifter and husband of Cole Harker, was sitting in front of a pile of what looked like thin slices of nearly raw beef. Cats did need their protein. Paris bounded up and grabbed Jazz in a hug, lifting him from his feet even though the gorgeous cat was inches shorter than Jazz.

“Hi, my lovely one.”

“Back atcha.” Jazz rarely got to see Paris. When he wasn’t traveling to perform his exotic pole-dancing act, he was holed up in the woods with only Cole for company. Cats weren’t social animals.

“I gather you decided to go to the picnic,” his mom said.

Jazz crossed to the sideboard and loaded several pieces of crisp bacon onto a plate. “Under penalty of death. And I’ve got to get going.” He straddled his usual chair and chomped into greasy, salty goodness.

Lindsey, Jazz’s adopted brother and first true friend, leaned forward in his seat beside his husband. “Darling, how are you?”

Jazz made a face. “Embarrassed.”

Lindsey laughed musically. Being half-human, the product of a one-night stand that grew into forever love between Jazz’s mom and the powerful werewolf alpha, Damon Thane, Lindsey stood only six-two and easily passed for human—though an extraordinary human.

Seth Jakowsky, Lindsey’s human cop husband and Jazz’s dear friend, said, “I didn’t see it happen, but I heard you passed out.”

Winter talked around a bite of muffin. “Yeah, I walked over to be sure those goons didn’t attack Jazz and got there just in time to see him crumple like a used Kleenex.”

Jazz dropped his head to the table. “Jeez, spare me the deets.”

Cole started to say something, but Pop-Pop held up a hand. “Let’s let Jazz eat. He appears fine.”

Talk turned to Paris’s next tour, Winter and Matt’s FBI cases, and how Jason, Winter’s father-in-law, was helping Seth out at the police department. Jazz chewed and soaked it up. Man, he loved them all so much. His pack. The mondo-bizarro group had been pushed together when certain Harkers and Marketos had threatened to kill Winter and Damon for revealing themselves to humans. Casper Vanessen, aka Pop-Pop, who could buy and sell all the werewolf packs and most of the country, plus Lindsey and Seth, who had more political influence than most senators, along with the most powerful alphas in Connecticut and maybe the entire east—Cole, Paris, Winter, and Damon—with the addition of one badass hybrid wolf/human FBI agent, Matt, had all risen up, banded together, and labeled themselves the Vanessen Pack. That made the Vanessen mansion off-limits to other packs, so they threw the crap wolves off their porch and never looked back. Now the Vanessen males liked their lives and wouldn’t go back to the packs that had sneered at them for being gay and threatened them for loving humans.

Jazz pushed back his plate and stood. “Excuse me, I’ve got a BFF ready to chew me a new one if I’m very late.”

“What picnic?” Paris asked.

Lindsey answered for Jazz. “It’s the governor’s annual picnic. Dave Mendes invites pretty much all of Hartford. There’re speakers, games, music, and food. It’s fun.”

Jazz snorted.

Seth grinned. “It’s fun if you don’t have to be the date of the governor’s only daughter.”

Paris raised one of his perfect black eyebrows. “And how does our gay wolfy happen to be the date of a girl human, hmm?”

Jazz wrinkled his nose. “Carla’s my best friend. She hates this stuff even more than me. I give her moral support.”

“Don’t people assume you’re her boyfriend?”

“Yeah, but that helps her too, since it keeps people from asking”—he raised his voice to a falsetto—“‘Carla, dear, do you have a boyfriend yet?’” He sighed. “Of course, now they want to know when we’re getting married.”

Paris grinned. He was such an evil cat. “But doesn’t that limit your options if you meet some delicious boy at the picnic?” He leaned on his palm and batted his lashes.

Jazz shook his head. “All the guys at the picnic are human. That’s not gonna get me anywhere.”

Seth raised a hand. “Putting in a good word for the human sector.”

Jazz laughed, then walked over and gave him a one-armed hug. “Yes, you’re delicious. I gotta go.”

Lindsey said, “Tell Dave Mendes that Seth and I will be there soon.”

Jazz nodded.

His mom got up too. “I’ll walk you out.”

In the mudroom next to the huge garage, his mom stopped. “Jazz, I don’t want you worrying about your birth parents. Every one of my boys is different. You’re all unique. So you’re slim. It helps you pass for human, and that’s going to be important in your life, I expect. After all, you’re a Vanessen. We can turn you into the first werewolf supermodel.” She laughed. “Seriously, your parents had to have been powerful. Something must have happened to them that made them leave you behind. But their loss was our gain.”

Tears sprang to his eyes, and he blinked hard. “In the world of karma, the universe sure is working hard to make up for what I lost.”

She pressed her hands over his heart. “That’s as it should be. Have a great time. Keep that best friend of yours out of trouble.”

He barked a laugh. That put him back in the right frame of mind to face a picnic full of humans, likely including some from the high school class he’d just graduated in. He kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Mom.”

In the huge garage, he pulled out the keys to his green Prius from his jeans pocket and hopped in. The drive to the reservoir where the picnic was being held took about half an hour. He pushed the speed limit a little, since he didn’t want to be late, but managed to pull into the parking lot in time to see Carla getting out of her father’s limousine, her black hair flying and Keds high-tops flashing under the yellow dress her mom must have forced on her.

They’d been friends ever since they’d both gotten messed up in the kidnappings of kids from Connecticut’s richest families when they were thirteen. That was five years ago. Somehow, they’d stayed BFFs without Jazz ever slipping and showing his wolfiness to Carla.

Jazz slid out of the car and locked it with a beep. At the noise, Carla looked up, smiled, said something to her father, then came toward Jazz. Other girls walked like their feet were glued together, but not Carla. She strode. Her silky, long hair rippled over her shoulders like a heroine in some romance movie, but that was it on the romance, because Carla was a total tomboy. Brave, ballsy, with a vocabulary of four-letter words that put South Boston construction workers to shame, Carla didn’t want to chase boys any more than Jazz was into chasing girls. In her case, it was probably because she thought a lot of guys were misogynistic assholes. Not because she was gay. Underline probably. She knew Jazz was gay, and they never seemed to talk about who she liked. Was that unusual for an eighteen-year-old girl? Hell yeah. Did he mind? Nope, not at all.

When she got close to Jazz, she struck out in her high-tops and bounded toward him. He swept her up in a hug. They did shit like that since—well, why not?

He laughed. “Sup, fam?” Yeah, the best of the best in a guy’s squad qualified as fam, and Carla was that for sure.

She looked up at him. “Gucci. Thanks for saving me from this asswipe event. Have you seen how many of my so-called school ‘chums’ are here, with their equally screwed-up families? They gave me a sick stomach before I graduated. Why do I have to be nice to them again when they just want to kiss my father’s butt?” She kicked at the gravel on the parking lot.

“Oh, I don’t know. I probably can stack my public anal orifices up against your private-school assholes.”

She frowned. “You’re not going to forget me when we go to college, are you?”

“Bible no.” He looked in her face. “Do you know how hard it is for someone like me to find a friend as good as you?”

Her eyes widened just a little. Whoa. He hadn’t meant for that to come out quite so serious.

“What do you mean someone like you?” she asked.

He shrugged. Lighten up. “You know, a GOAT like me.” He grinned.

She planted a fist on her hip. “What are you the greatest of all time at?”

“What ya got?”

She laughed and started hauling him toward the picnic grounds.

Jazz said, “Come on, it’s not that far from Yale to Harvard. We’ll text all the time.”

“Promise? Bet there’ll be a lot of cheese at Yale. Could be way distracting.”

“No guy’s ever broken us up. Not gonna happen.”

“There are guys and guys. Just sayin’.”

Carla matched her steps to his longer ones as they walked toward the big table where the governor’s family would be serving food to all the guests. Governor Dave Mendes smiled at Jazz. “Good to see you, Jasper. Are your brothers here?”

“Should be soon, sir.” Lindsey and Seth were great friends of Governor Mendes.

“I’ll keep an eye out for them.” He pointed at the long table. “You going to serve food with us?”

“Nobody wants to see me. I’ll go find a game.”

Carla spoke out of the side of her mouth. “Don’t go far. I’ll need you to rescue me from death by boredom.”

Mrs. Mendes, who was busy tying on an apron, frowned at Carla. “I heard that. It won’t hurt you to practice your community service.”

“Yes, Mama.” She turned her head and rolled her eyes at Jazz, who chuckled and walked toward the edges of the crowd.

A few steps away, his nose twitched. What? Whoa. He stood beside a table and put his hand on it to steady himself. Sex. The creepo, dark kind. That’s what he smelled. He glanced to his right where four guys huddled together staring toward the table—maybe staring at Carla. A shiver vibrated up Jazz’s back as his wolf’s hackles bristled. Who are those assholes?

Mrs. Mendes looked up at one boy and flashed her teeth. “Hello, Donald, how nice to see you. Are you having a good summer?”

A blond guy who stood out as the best looking popped his dimples. “Yes, ma’am. I worked for a few weeks in the city, and now I’m home until I head back to school.”

Jazz snapped his head back to keep from staring and tried to look fascinated by the baseball game that was being organized on the lawn. But he couldn’t quit sniffing those dudes, and his skin prickled with danger. Donald might look like a good All-American guy, but he smelled like a pack of lies.

Did Mrs. Mendes know it? “Are you enjoying military school?”

The words came out of Donald’s mouth as if he’d been programmed. “Excellent discipline. I’m sure it’ll set me up well for life.”

“But you must have missed your friends. At least they’re here now.” She turned to speak to the others. “Hello, Mark, Richard, Andrew.”

The guys muttered hellos. Real charmers.

“How nice that your father was able to come today, Donald,” Mrs. Mendes added, though this time her voice was edged with dislike.

“Yes, ma’am. He’s always so busy, but you know he’d do anything to support the governor.”

“Yes, of course.”

Whoa, she didn’t believe a word he said after all, Jazz thought. Smart woman.

He let his glance slide to the side and saw Donald staring at a handsome, light-haired man in an expensive but too-much-of-a-good-thing suit—too shiny, too tight, too flashy. The man—Donald’s father?—was standing with the assistant governor and some giant dude who looked like he should be the butler in a horror movie. A bodyguard for sure. He kept his hand over a bulge in his jacket. What the freak? Why’s this character hanging out at the governor’s picnic?




Chapter Three

 

 

“YO, JAZZ!” Harvey, his friend from school waved from the impromptu baseball diamond. “Come play right field.”

Baseball was a good sport for Jazz since he could control his speed and the force he used to throw. The last thing he wanted was to come off like a superwolf. Since it was a slower game, he didn’t get pounded and hit, so his wolf nature stayed quiet. In football, he might hurt somebody, so he either didn’t play or played badly. Man, he knew how Clark Kent felt.

Jazz looked up and saw Lindsey and Seth standing near the serving table with Dave Mendes. Jazz waved and pointed to the game. Seth nodded.

Jazz ran onto the grass and grabbed the glove from Harvey, then trotted out to right field. When he was in position, he turned to see who else was playing. Most of the guys and one girl on his team were from his high school, but the other side was mainly private-school kids—including Donald. He stood beside the dugout, swinging a bat and staring oddly at Jazz. He didn’t smell like sex anymore. Now he was all about sizing Jazz up, and… he was angry. Same to you, bucko.

After a few warm-up throws by their pitcher—a guy named Lloyd who had actually played for the high school baseball team—Donald stepped up to the plate. The only thing cooler than Donald at the plate was how cool he thought he was.

Lloyd wound up, pitched, and… strike one! Still, Donald’s swing was powerful, so Jazz backed up.

Lloyd got ready, wound up, and threw. The whack of Donald’s hit sounded through the whole clearing, and some people cheered as he took off for first.

The ball sailed high in the air, Jazz took a few steps back, saw the ball would be a little out of reach, did a wolf-assisted leap, and caught it in its final descent.

“Out!”

From the sidelines, Carla yelled, “Yahoo. Go Jazz. Show ’em how it’s done.”

Jazz made a little bow with the ball, but when he came up, all he saw was Donald staring daggers at him while the scent of fury shot across the field. Oh come on, asshole, lighten up.

They played for another half hour—enough to bring Jazz up to bat. By that time, Donald had shown the true size and shape of his asshole and Jazz had chewed the inside of his cheek bloody trying to keep from expressing his disdain. When Donald hit a good smash to right field again, Jazz took a breath and didn’t use any extra powers to bring it down. Only he wasn’t really sure where his so-called human power ended and his wolf power began, so he ended up doing less than he could have. But the thanks he got for his self-control was asshole Donald yelling, “Skinny dork.” Just because it was true, that didn’t keep him from wanting to punch Donald in the face.

So when Donald pitched a fastball to Jazz, he barely held back and smashed the thing so hard, the wrapper practically unraveled. Home run! In fact, a three-run homer and a win for his team. It was even worth the narrow-eyed look Seth, who stood with Lindsey near the governor’s table, sent him.

Carla didn’t hold back. She jumped up and down and clapped, then ran over and gave Jazz a big hug. That totally pissed off Donald, who shared dirty looks with the three members of his brainless squad.

With Carla beside him, Jazz walked back to Seth and Lindsey, who were eating cheese and fruit and sipping champagne—or rather Lindsey was. Seth nursed a beer. He set it aside and extended his hand to Jazz, then pulled him in for a hug.

Carla tugged at Jazz. “Come on, you need some food.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

She started walking, and Seth grabbed Jazz’s arm. “Be discreet, okay?” Even though Seth was human, he took the secrecy of the pack very seriously. Cop instincts.

Jazz nodded. “Yeah, sorry. Showing off, I guess.”

“I understand. That dude defines asshole. Just be careful.”

Jazz nodded at Seth and took off after Carla. He should’ve been more careful. Still, Donald deserved what he got, the asswipe. Jazz shook his head. He figured it had to be easier for the other teenage werewolves—they mostly mixed with the pack and were home-schooled. His mom and Pop-Pop had thought he’d be better off in public school. He’d made it through okay, but he’d sure had to bite his tongue a lot.

Jazz stepped into the food line behind Carla, and she flashed him a smile.

Maybe he got along so well with humans because he felt weird around his own kind. These people were nicer to him than the Marketo and Harker Pack members the previous night.

“You’re awfully quiet there, dude.” Carla grinned up at him.

“Sorry.”

“What’s wrong?”

He shrugged and grabbed a plate as they got to the end of the buffet line. “I guess I got a little cocky in that ball game. I feel bad about it.”

“Is that what your brother-in-law was talking to you about? You looked a little put out.”

“Yeah. They don’t like me to get all up in myself.”

“Oh. Like thinking you’re the GOAT?” She cocked him a saucy smile. “Tell Seth I said he should lighten up. Donald Evenride’s trash. A total ratchet. He needs somebody to show him what’s what.”

“Does your mom like him?” He already knew the answer.

“My mom doesn’t miss much. She knows what he is.”

“Hey, I don’t want to talk about him. Let’s eat!” He loaded his plate with sliced roast beef, chicken, turkey, and ham, and then he remembered he was surrounded by humans, so he added some salad. They carried their food over to a bench under the trees so they could see the stage area where Governor Mendes would address the crowd.

Carla chewed on her chicken sandwich. “My dad’s got a big surprise today.”

“Oh? What is it?”

“Hey, it’s called a surprise for a reason.” She swallowed. “I’ll tell you that you’re going to be lit, and my clue is ‘your very fave.’”

“My favorite what?”

She stared at his plate as he inhaled the piles of meat. “Clearly not your favorite lunch, because that seems to be on your plate. How can you eat like that and never gain a pound?”

He shrugged. “Wish I knew. I’d sell people the formula.”

“Anyway, the next clue is ‘you think she is the GOAT.’”

“Oh? Greatest at what? Hmm? So the surprise is a she. Is it somebody famous?”

“Sort of.” She grinned.

“My favorite singer?” He cocked his head. “Actually, I’m not sure who my favorite singer is, so I don’t get how you’d know that.”

“Not a singer.” She shook her head and took another bite.

The governor’s voice rang out over the park. “Friends, thank you all for joining us here today to celebrate a wonderful summer in Hartford. My family and I are delighted to spend this time with you. And I have a special surprise. At the very last minute, we discovered that a native daughter of Connecticut, and a very dear friend, was going to be in the area, and we couldn’t resist inviting her. To our shock and joy, she said yes! Friends, may I present the head of one of the greatest organizations in the world today that fights for peace and harmony among all living things—the great Lysandra Mason, CEO of the Society of Being.”

Holy crap. Jazz’s mouth fell open as the tall, slender, classically beautiful woman walked up the stairs of the platform and took the microphone. She wore a casual dress, Keds, and a sun hat, and except for her unique, exotic beauty that stood out in a crowd, she could have been any of the young mothers or professional women in the park.

Jazz wanted to soak her in through his pores. What a force. She toppled corrupt governments, struck fear into the hearts of craptastic political leaders, hugged trees, protected whales, and saved more kids, LGBT and otherwise, than any single person he knew of.

Just staring at her, he could barely breathe. She said some nice things about Connecticut, talking about the happy years she’d spent here when she was little. She also said some very cool things about Governor Mendes, which made Carla smile big.

What was it about this woman that pulled at Jazz? She glowed with intelligence, vision, and guts. He’d felt it when he saw her on TV, but in person it amped up a hundred times. It was like evangelism. He wanted to go on stage and put his hands on her feet or something. Why? Sure, she was inspiring, but this was more.

He inhaled but, oddly, couldn’t quite get a clear sense of her scent, beyond the soft perfume she wore. Man, that hardly ever happened, not with his super nose.

When Carla began to applaud, he realized Lysandra had stopped talking. He leaped to his feet and clapped like a crazy man as she hugged Governor Mendes, then walked off the stage. Governor Mendes started speaking again, but Jazz kept staring at Lysandra Mason. When she reached the bottom step, a hand came out to help her, and she took it with a smile. Jazz looked at the young man who’d helped, and his mouth fell open.

Carla said, “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing.” He swallowed hard. “Uh, I just thought I saw someone I know.”

She followed his line of sight and then grinned. “So you thought you knew Lysandra’s nephew?”

“Uh, is that who that is?”

“Yes. She doesn’t go anywhere without him.”

“Nephew?”

“Yeah. Maybe ‘nephew.’” She made air quotes. “Dad says he showed up in her life a few years ago and never leaves her side.” She sighed. “But man, he’s gorgeous, isn’t he?”

Jazz practically got whiplash, he looked at her so fast. “Who are you and—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. What’ve I done with Carla?” She shrugged. “I hardly notice guys. But this one? Dayum.”

The guy was tall and slender. Probably not as tall as Jazz, who’d recently passed six-foot-four and was still growing, but close. There, however, all likeness ended. Where Jazz was all elbows, knees, shaggy brown hair full of streaky blond, and golden eyes too big for his face, this dude was—perfect. He wasn’t thin, he was lean, and moved like someone had turned a leopard into a human. His hair was so dark there ought to be stars in it and his eyes—Jazz ran out of words. They were kind of almond-shaped but probably light in color. It was hard to tell from where Jazz sat, forgetting to eat.

Lysandra’s nephew escorted her to a seat at the governor’s table, then sat beside her. After he pushed her chair back in, he suddenly raised his head like a deer scenting the air and glanced around the crowd. It was kind of like when Jazz smelled danger or someone he knew, but this guy was no werewolf. He might look supernatural, but to Jazz’s nose, he came across as human.

Carla gave Jazz a rough elbow to the ribs. “Close your mouth, or better yet, stuff it with some of that outrageous pile of protein. His name’s Dashiell”—she said it like Dasheel—“as in dash-ing, but she calls him Dash. You’ll get to meet him.”

“I will? Why?” Weirdly, his heart slammed against his ribs.

“Because they’re sitting at our table, and so are you. Come on.” She grabbed his arm.

He pulled it back. Okay, too much. “Uh, I’m not so sure.”

“Why? You’re not shy.”

“She’s just my idol, you know. Sometimes idols are best seen from afar. You don’t notice the cracks.”

She smiled wryly. “You sure it’s not fear of getting a mighty erection in public over Mr. Dashing Pretty Puss?”

He lightly punched her shoulder. Of course, she was close to the truth.

“Dad says Lysandra Mason’s a love.” She hauled on his arm again.

“My food—”

“Bring it.”

He left it on the table and wiped his hands on his jeans.

She laughed.

He let himself be dragged over to where the governor and his wife were sitting with some members of his staff that Jazz mostly recognized from photos. And sure enough, the great lady herself was there, sitting beside—what had Carla called him?—Mr. Dashing Pretty Puss. The closer Jazz got, the prettier he looked. Her too. Strange. Usually humans looked more—human up close. You saw the freckles and blemishes. It made them real and charming. These two just stayed beautiful. Flawless skin, glowing hair, and luminous eyes. Lysandra’s nephew turned to look at Jazz, and Jazz saw that his eyes were some shining shade of pale green. Lysandra’s hair was brown mixed with blond, or vice versa, while the guy’s hair was actually very dark brown with deep shades of red, like fire. Jazz wanted to be invisible so he could sit down and stare at the two of them until his eyes bled.

His hands started to tingle and a quiver vibrated up his spine. Totally cray.

Carla grabbed his arm. “Hey. You okay? You got kind of pale.”

He forced a smile. “Just too much hero worship.”

She marched up to the table like the daughter of a governor—one who knew no fear—and stuck out her hand to Lysandra Mason. “Hi. I’m Carla Mendes, and I’m thrilled to meet you.”

“Delighted, Carla.” The smile Lysandra gave her was warm and genuine.

Carla reached back to Jazz. “This is my best friend, Jazz Vanessen. He’s one of your biggest fans.”

Lysandra turned her gaze to Jazz. Whoa. Where her eyes had appeared hazel at a distance, he now saw that they were gold—a pale yellow-gold like some kind of bizarre cat—but beautiful. Those eyes widened a little, probably at his adoring expression. “Hello, Jazz. How lovely to meet you.”

They weren’t words. They were music that filled his head like sweet smoke. He took her offered hand, almost scared he’d get a shock. Instead, her touch might have been more of a mist that slipped into his veins and made his blood dance like champagne.

Her eyes never left his as she shook his hand, then held it a few seconds longer. She finally blinked. “Carla and Jazz, may I present my nephew, Dashiell Mercury. We call him Dash.”

Jazz was scared to look. He might turn to stone. But when he shifted his glance, Dash was staring at him, his gaze focused.

Carla made a slight snorting sound. “Dash Mercury? Planning on giving FedEx some competition?”

Mrs. Mendes said, “Carla, enough of your smart mouth.”

Dash Mercury dragged his eyes from Jazz to look at Carla. And then he did it. He smiled. The seemingly immoveable, perfect face broke out into dimples and smile lines and crinkles.

Jazz’s mouth dropped open again, and he couldn’t get it closed.

“But I only bring the very best stuff to your door.” Dash laughed. If Jazz had expected a silky, even oily, voice, he was surprised to find Dash sounded pretty much like a regular guy. Friendly, casual, teenage. But Jazz’s wolf senses said that this dude was… something else. Human, yes, but unknown. Unexplored. Maybe dangerous.

Dash’s quip must have sat well with Carla because she grinned and shook his hand. “Glad to meet you, Dash Ex.”

He chuckled, and if it didn’t make Carla vibrate in tune like it did Jazz, she was a stronger person than he was.

Quite suddenly, Dash turned his head and speared Jazz with his gaze. “Are you from around here, Jazz?”

“Uh, yes. My family lives about a half hour away.”

“The Vanessens are among Connecticut’s most prominent families,” Governor Mendes interjected. “Jazz’s grandfather and brother are leading businessmen.”

Lysandra smiled. “Of course. Everyone from Connecticut knows the Vanessens. They’re contributors to our fund. I’m honored.”

Jazz swallowed hard. “And you’re from Connecticut, Ms. Mason?”

“Please call me Lysandra, or Lys if you prefer, and yes. I was born just north of here, although I’ve been away a long time.”

Suddenly Dash stuck out his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Jazz.”

Jazz was a little startled since it seemed like the handshaking would have happened earlier in the conversation, but Dash left his hand extended, so Jazz took it.

He tried to hold in his gasp and almost succeeded. Everything he’d thought might happen when he touched Lysandra happened now. A blast of electricity like cool fire shot up to his shoulder and made the hair on his arms stand on end. His fingertips tingled, and other more private parts seemed to get in on the standing-on-end action.

What the hell is going on?




Chapter Four

 

 

DASH SHOWED no reaction to the handshake except a slight turning of his lips—his gorgeous, perfect, pink lips. Was there a chance he didn’t feel it? No tingling? No electricity?

Guess it could happen. Jazz rescued his hand and gave himself points for not shaking it to make the prickles go away.

“Randall, get down from there!” The scream made Jazz jump. They all looked toward the shrieking woman, who was staring up at a huge pine tree. Jazz followed her gaze and spied the source of her hysteria—a boy, maybe seven or eight, poised on a high branch, desperately gripping another branch above him. He looked terrified.

A gazillion thoughts ran through his brain. He could easily climb that tree, but he’d have to make it look hard and—

“Carla!” Mrs. Mendes leaped to her feet.

Jazz turned and sucked in a breath. While he’d been dithering around, Carla had run to the tree and was already about seven feet up. Her high-tops gripped the bark of the trunk, and her prissy dress was flying, revealing that she wore a pair of boy’s gym shorts underneath. That was Carla.

“Do something!” Mrs. Mendes pressed her hands together, and the governor started toward the tree, which prompted two security guys to hurry after him. Jazz jumped up and ran after them. “Let me. I’m a good climber.” They all paused, obviously not anxious to take on the huge tree.

He looked up. Carla was almost to the kid, who was crying and shaking like the pine needles around him. “Carla!”

She looked down.

“I’m coming up to help you.”

She held up a finger, wordlessly asking him to wait a minute, so he did. She turned back to the kid and seemed to be talking to him. Smiling, she looked real calm and friendly. Moving slowly, she reached out a hand. The kid grabbed for her, moving too fast. Everyone gasped around him.

Carla held up her palm and kept smiling and talking. The boy moved more slowly toward her until she got hold of his T-shirt. Obviously, she was telling him not to let go with both hands.

Inch by inch, they moved toward the trunk of the tree. When Carla got there, she looked down, lowered one leg and stepped on the branch below. After she’d tested it, she pulled the boy toward her. But when it came time to let go and lower his leg, he seemed to panic and started crying again. Carla talked and smiled.

“Carla, I’m coming up,” Jazz called.

She yelled, “Okay.”

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Seth and Lindsey frowning. He gave them a slight nod, then swung up and worked hard at making the climb look tougher than it was for him. When he got below Carla, he said, “Switch places with me. I can take more of his weight than you can.”

“Okay. Coming down.” With her usual athletic ease, she clambered down to the branch below Jazz, grinning as she went by.

He grinned back. “You’re cray, girlfriend.”

“Inherited from my BF.”

Jazz climbed up beside the kid. “Hey man, you made quite a climb. Time to get down, okay?”

The boy nodded and stared at Jazz with huge brown eyes.

“Look, I’m pretty strong, so you can hold on to me, okay?”

He nodded faster.

Jazz leaned in then took hold of the boy’s arm. “I’m gonna wrap this around my neck.”

“O-okay.”

Jazz took hold of his hand and pried it from the branch, then gently wrapped the boy’s arm around his neck. The kid clutched frantically, and Jazz grabbed his arm. “Not too hard, okay?”

The boy nodded.

“Now the other arm.”

Frantically, the kid shook his head no.

Carla called, “It’s okay. This is Jazz, and he’s really strong. You know, like a superhero. Just do what he says.”

Jazz could hear the kid’s hummingbird pulse from inches away, but the boy made a frantic grab and wrapped the other arm around Jazz, giving him his whole weight. To Jazz, the kid was so light, he barely noticed the weight, but he made it look as if the climb down was a challenge.

“Randy, wrap your legs around Superhero Jazz, okay?” Carla called.

The next second, Jazz was carrying a monkey.

“You got him?”

He nodded.

She started down, and Jazz followed with the boy clinging to him. Below, people gasped and whispered.

After a couple of minutes, Carla touched the ground, and her mother grabbed her into a hug. Several men waited at the base of the tree to take the kid from Jazz, but the only one who could pry him from around Jazz’s neck was his mom.

She pulled him into a bear hug, but the kid was laughing. “Wow, mom, Superhero Jazz recued me. That was so cool!”

“Randall, if you ever do anything like that again, I swear I’ll… I’ll leave you up there and”—she glanced at Jazz—“so will Superhero Jazz. Is that clear?”

He nodded but still grinned at Jazz. She stared at Jazz above the boy’s head and mouthed, “Thank you.”

He smiled. “No problem.” Wiping sap from his hands, he walked back to the table where Carla was sitting beside her mother, getting yelled at like poor Randall.

He sat across from them.

Carla flashed some teeth at him.

Jazz said, “Nice there, crazy person.”

“Back atcha.”

Jazz looked up and found Lysandra Mason and her nephew gazing at him with small smiles. Lysandra said, “You two are quite a dynamic duo.”

Jazz gave Carla a look. “I’ve been dragging this woman out of trouble since we met.”

“Ha!” Carla speared him with a dirty look. “Somebody’s been rescuing somebody, that’s for sure.”

“Excuse me. I don’t mean to intrude, but I wanted to congratulate the young people on their remarkable daring.” The guy in the too-slick suit stood beside the table, flashing his expensive dental work. He sounded a little like a wiseguy and smelled like warmed-over lies. He extended a hand to Jazz. “I’m Karl Evenride, Donald’s father. I was very impressed with your bravery.”

“Thank you, sir.” Jazz shook his hand, and his impression that the guy had something to hide got sharp-edged. This dude was interested in Jazz. Too interested.

Evenride turned his pearly whites on Carla. “Amazing courage there, missy.”

She crossed her arms, and the crease never disappeared from between her brows. “Thanks.”

Evenride’s smile didn’t fade, but his eyes got harder. “Well, I wanted to express my admiration.” He brightened his smile and stuck out his hand to the governor. “Dave, great to see you.”

“Same here, Karl.” Evenride looked pointedly at Lysandra, so the governor was backed into a corner. “May I present our guests, Lysandra Mason and her nephew, Dashiell Mercury.”

Evenride couldn’t wait to move in on his prey. “Well, isn’t this a pure pleasure.” He shook hands with Lysandra, then moved on to Dash.

A shift in his scent broadcasted that his number-one interest at this picnic wasn’t Dave Mendes or even his assistant governor. He was here for Lysandra and by association, Dash. Interesting. The Society of Being that Lysandra ran had a lot of enemies. She meddled in too many status quos. But Evenride didn’t smell as if he planned to harm her. Still, he was practically drooling with opportunism.

“Are you planning on staying in our fair city for long, Lysandra?” he asked.

Her smile seemed a little cool, but not chilly. “No, sadly. In fact, I’m afraid we must leave very soon.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. Well, it’s really good to make your acquaintance. You too, Dashiell. Hope I see you again.”

They smiled, and he finally gave it up, gave a jaunty salute, and walked away.

“My apologies, Lysandra. He can be a bit overbearing,” Mrs. Mendes said.

Carla snorted. “Ya think?”

A man wearing a dark suit walked up to the table behind Lysandra. She glanced over her shoulder and frowned. “Oh no. I guess my prediction about having to go is accurate.”

The guy in the suit leaned over and murmured something in her ear about “touching base,” then walked away.

She smiled and shook her head slowly. “I have a pressing meeting in New York, I’m afraid. I’m so sorry. I’ve really enjoyed being here with all of you, even for a little while.” She stood and hugged Mrs. Mendes, then the governor. She turned to Carla. “Everything I’ve heard about your brains and bravery seem understated. I hope to see you again soon.”

“Thank you. Me too.”

She looked at Jazz. “Do you ever come to New York, Jazz?”

“Me? Uh, yes, ma’am. I’m going to be working for my grandfather soon, so I’ll definitely be spending more time there.”

“Good. I can imagine you and Carla being wonderful companions for Dash.”

He saw a tiny smile tug at the corner of Carla’s mouth, but Jazz didn’t know what to say.

Mrs. Mendes saved him. “What a wonderful idea. What about Dash coming to spend some time with Carla and Jazz here in Connecticut?”

Lysandra cocked her head and glanced at Jazz, then at Dash. “Yes, that is an interesting idea.”

Jazz swallowed hard. Carla was an easy friend to have, since they almost always met at her house or did the things she liked. Having a human guest intruding on the pack was a whole other matter.

Lysandra gave Jazz a steady look. “We’ll see if we can’t work something out. They could all get together here or in New York.”

Jazz glanced at Dash, whose face remained placid perfection. It was odd, but like Lysandra, the guy had little smell past his scent of ginger and magnolia, which went straight to Jazz’s groin. Still, something told Jazz that this calm duck was swimming like mad under the still water.

Lysandra took Dash by the arm. “We’ll work it out before everyone has to go back to school.”

“Dash goes to school?” The words fell out of Jazz’s mouth before he knew he was talking.

Dash raised a perfect, arched, deep brown brow. “Sure, man. What do you think? I absorb knowledge from the universe?”

Jazz tried to keep from dissolving in the pale green mystery of those eyes. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Ten minutes later, the Mendes’s had seen Lysandra and Dash off, and Carla trotted over to where Jazz was standing under a tree—recovering.

She grinned. “Man, do you look shell-shocked. You may not be fit for human companionship for days.”

Interesting choice of words. “Yeah, what an epic experience. How many people get to meet their idol? And it’s even better to find out she’s as great as I wanted her to be.” He chuckled.

She gave him that Carla sideways smirk. “I’m not sure that Lysandra’s the main reason you look like you just caught a glimpse of the face of Apollo. But I guess you can tell yourself that.” She nudged his ribs.

“How are you holding up after your Wonder Woman routine?”

She jabbed her wrists forward like she was repelling bullets, and he laughed. “I found a couple muscles I hadn’t used since gymnastics class,” she said, “but otherwise, I’m great.”

He wrapped an elbow around her neck and ruffled her hair. “Yeah, you are.”

“I’ve got to do this picture-taking thing. I’ll come find you when I’m done, okay?”

“Sure. I need to go hang with my brothers anyway.” He could sense them looking at him, glaring questions.

“Okay. I should be about twenty minutes. See you after.” She trotted to her parents, who waved at Jazz. He waved back and turned to walk toward Lindsey and Seth, who were talking to some people out on the grass.

As he got closer, they quit talking and turned toward him. They didn’t look upset. That was good at least.

Jazz smiled. “Hey.”

Lindsey said, “Hey yourself, darling.”

Seth rested a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay? You did good saving that kid.”

“And you even managed to make it look hard.” Lindsey chuckled. “So you got to meet your idol. How was that?”

Jazz smiled and told the truth. “Amazing. Fantastic. I acted like a dork, but she was sweet and as real as she could be. She seemed upset that she had to leave this picnic to go to a meeting in New York. She’s lit, totally.”

Seth crossed his powerful arms. “And what’s with the gorgeous dude?”

“Uh, yeah.” Jazz couldn’t quite look them in the eye. “Noticed him, did you?”

“Since I didn’t get blindfolded while you were playing baseball, yeah, I noticed.”

Lindsey raised his eyebrow. “Oh you did, did you?”

“Didn’t you?” Seth gave him a quizzical look.

“Of course I did. I’m not nuts.” He laughed. “So tell us, darling. We’re all ears.”

“He’s her nephew.”

“Ooh.” Lindsey gave a little wiggle.

“Anyway, get ready. She thinks Carla and I would make good ‘companions’ for the guy, whose name is—are you ready for it?—Dashiell, called Dash, Mercury.”

Seth growled, “You’re kidding me?”

“Not even.”

“Who are these people?” Seth frowned. Always scary.

Lindsey gazed at Seth and got serious. “What are you thinking?”

He shook his head. “Nothing specific, but did you see them?”

“Sort of like the view from a TV screen. Even that small and fuzzy, they looked extraordinary.” Lindsey looked at Jazz. “Tell us about them.”

Jazz wanted to defend them, which was weird. He took a breath. What’s true? “They’re different, for sure. But I don’t think she came here looking for us or anything.” He flipped a finger back and forth between the three of them. “She seemed pretty surprised to meet me. Same with the guy, Dash. But they aren’t regular people, and it’s more than just the way they look. They’re unique, but I’m pretty sure they’re human.” He shrugged.

“You said they seemed surprised to see you. Do you think they suspected anything about you?” Lindsey frowned.

Jazz shook his head. “I don’t think so. I couldn’t smell either of them very well, but I didn’t get a lot of lying vibes, just some secrecy.” He shook his head. “I’m not even sure about that. I really didn’t pick up their scent at all.”

Lindsey wrinkled his brows then smoothed the crease with his finger. “That’s unusual, isn’t it? Your sense of smell is exceptional, even for an alpha.”

“Yeah, but some people are easier than others.”

“What are the chances the woman will go through with getting you and the nephew together?” Seth asked.

Whoa. That made his heart slam. “I don’t know. But she said the three of us, not just him and me.”

Seth looked at Lindsey. “We’re going to have to watch this.”

Jazz tried not to frown. “Uh, why? What’re you thinking?”

“You know me. Anything out of the ordinary is always worth watching.”

Lindsey nodded. “So they’re gone?”

Jazz nodded. “Yes.”

“And they didn’t make any specific meet-up plans?”

“No plans.”

Seth looked around. “Where’s Carla?”

Jazz scanned the area. “She had some photos with her family. She said she’d come find me after.”

Lindsey nodded toward the table where the Mendes family was sitting. “Looks like Dave and Cathy are back.”

“I wonder where she is. If she shows up, tell her I’m on her trail.”

He had a weird feeling about this….




Chapter Five

 

 

JAZZ WALKED toward the governor and his wife, trying not to get freaked by Seth’s suspicion. Chances were good he’d never see Lysandra Mason or Dash Mercury again.

Mrs. Mendes smiled at him as he approached.

“Hi. Didn’t Carla come back with you?” he asked.

“We had to speak with a couple people after the photo session. I thought she’d be with you. Maybe she stopped to chat with friends.”

He smiled. “No worries. I’ll find her.”

As soon as he got out of sight in the trees, he released the tight reins he kept on his senses—especially his sense of smell. He’d learned if he didn’t control it, he’d give himself away for sure, making observations other people couldn’t see or know.

So many humans had walked through the trees, including Carla. Clearly, she’d come through there a few times, so it was hard to pick out the scents he wanted.

Focus.

Actually, what he did was something between focusing and relaxing. His brain kicked into auto-scent, separated real fresh smells from slightly older ones, and managed to ferret Carla’s vanilla-like aroma out of the mess of other humans’.

He followed it, then stopped. Carla wasn’t the only one he could smell. There were men—no, boys. Young men. Hair rose on the back of his neck. And he knew one of them. Donald. The vibration of a growl rumbled in his chest. Down boy.

He started to run, trying to follow the scent and not panic. He knew he had to keep his speed under control in case someone saw him, but his feet wanted to fly. Finally, he heard voices. He froze, then walked silently toward them.

“Donald, this isn’t funny. Get the hell away from me.” Carla.

“Oh come on, Carla. I’m not doing anything you haven’t done plenty of times with that skinny loser you seem to like so much. Get rid of him and let me show you what it’s like to be with a real man.”

“Get off me!”

Jazz brushed aside the edge of some bushes. Fuck! Donald held Carla’s arm and tried to drag her closer to him. Carla kicked and twisted, but one of the other assholes kept grabbing her feet.

Jazz’s vision blurred with heat and his hands closed into fists. The rumble deep inside him got more powerful—and closer. Damn, the wolf is very upset.

Jazz’s brain fought off the wolf. There are four of them. If I shift, all of them will report a wolf attacking Donald. One guy could be hallucinating, but four? He took some gasping breaths, but his vision got more muddled while his hands clasped and unclasped in fists and the thrum of his growl vibrated through his chest, getting louder and louder.

Vaguely, he saw the guys looking uneasily around them. Can’t let them see me. Can’t. Can’t help it. Can’t stop— His skin burned, bones screamed in pain.

Carla struggled harder, and white heat flared through Jazz’s head.

He raised his mouth to howl and—shiiiiit! His head exploded in a blaze of light, and he fell toward the ground.

As if from inside a cave, he heard shouts and screams.

Carla!

In a mad scramble, he struggled to his feet and stumbled toward the clearing. Thrashing his arms, he crashed into the spot where he’d seen the guys and found… Carla, lying on the ground, gasping for breath. But her eyes were wide open.

“Carla, shit, are you okay?” She struggled to sit up, and he pushed her back down. “Quit. You might be hurt. Let me go find a doctor.”

“I’m fine. Really.” She got herself to a sitting position. “What just happened?”

“What? You don’t know?” He glanced down at himself. I didn’t shift. What happened?

“No. I mean those assholes had surrounded me. That dumb bastard Donald was all over me like syrup on a waffle, and then suddenly he was gone. I don’t know. I mean, I think they were here.” She looked around intently. “Weren’t they? How could they just disappear?”

Jazz dropped to sit down beside her. “Hold on. Start at the beginning.” Something in his gut was doing somersaults.

She took a deep breath. “I came looking for you.”

“Here? Why would I be here?”

“No.” She looked so confused. “I was walking back to the picnic area, and Donald and his friends cut me off. I think I tried to get away, and that’s how I came here? Jeez Louise, I can’t remember exactly.”

“Okay, skip that part. Then what happened?”

“Like I said, they were really crowding me, getting in my face. I think I was angry and upset. I think. Anyway, suddenly there was a flash and a noise. Then suddenly I was on my butt and you were here.”

“Where are they now?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Can you walk?”

She snorted in that Carla way. “Of course. Jeez, I’m not hurt.” She climbed to her feet awkwardly.

Jazz bounded up. “Right, just hallucinating.” He gave her a grin, even though he felt a little like a manipulating asshole. He knew those guys had been there and that something weird had happened. But he couldn’t explain it any more than she could, so he said nothing.

She smacked his arm. “Whatever it was, it’s over now. Let’s go.”

“You’re sure you feel okay?” Hell, he should ask himself that same question.

She frowned. “No. I’m not sure.” She took another deep breath and let it out slowly. “But I’m certain that if I go running to my father saying something happened to me and I don’t know what, they’re going to think I’m wildass cray.” She shook her head. “I probably got too much sun.”

“Probably.” Gods, he could lie to her, but not himself.

They clomped back through the trees, side by side, but a low-key buzzing just under Jazz’s skin made him want to scratch. A couple of times, he clawed at his arms and got looks from Carla. “Did you get poison ivy or something?”

“Don’t think so.”

They got back to the picnic area, and both Carla’s folks and his brothers looked up anxiously. Mrs. Mendes hurried over. “Where have you been? We were starting to get worried.”

“I’m fine. I—” Carla froze and stared.

Jazz followed her gaze. Donald and his wrestler cronies were standing with Donald’s father, Evenride. The huge bodyguard stood, looking menacing, a few feet away. Donald appeared confused, almost dazed, as he spoke to his father intently. He glanced up, met Carla’s eyes, started to smile, and then shook his head as if he was trying to clear it. What the hell?

Mrs. Mendes clasped Carla’s arm. “What’s wrong?” She followed Carla’s stare. “Did something happen with Donald?”

“What? No. I don’t think so.”

“When I found Carla, Mrs. Mendes, she’d fallen down,” Jazz added, trying to change the subject.

“Oh no, do you think she’s suffered a concussion? Were you climbing another tree, Carla? I told you—”

Carla yanked her arm away from her mother and glowered at Jazz. “No concussion. I’m fine!”

Jazz nodded at Mrs. Mendes. “I think she is fine, actually.”

Mrs. Mendes looked wary but said, “We’re ready to go home anyway. I’ll see she gets some rest. Thank you for finding her, Jazz.”

“No problem.” He smiled at Carla. “See you later.”

“Not if I—”

“See me first, I know.”

She snorted at him and walked off with her mother, staring back a couple of times with confused eyes. But hell, he couldn’t help her. He didn’t know any more about what had happened than she did.

“Hey, Jazz. You going home?” Seth called.

“Yeah.”

“Good. Let’s talk.”

“Sure. Okay.” He turned toward the car. Why did the idea of talking to Seth and Lindsey make him antsy?

On the edge of the parking area, someone called out, “Yo, Vanessen.”

He turned and stiffened.

Donald Evenride trotted toward him, and as he got closer, he… smiled? Seriously? “I never got a chance to say good game. That was one helluva home run,” he said.

“Uh, thanks.”

“Yeah, well. That’s it. Have a good one.” He kind of shook his head, then turned and trotted away.

What’s going on? Jazz looked after Donald and came eye to eye with his father, Karl. Karl stared hard toward Jazz, his eyebrows drawn together, but he didn’t look or smell angry. Just intrigued.

Jazz shuddered. Having Karl Evenride curious about him wasn’t high on Jazz’s list of goals.

 

 

DASH STARED at Lys as she calmly reviewed her emails and sipped champagne. Her limo was equipped with all the comforts. But right now he was tempted to snatch some of that comfort from her hand to get her to pay attention. “Lys, are you going to tell the Magicouncil?”

She looked up, curious. No, that wasn’t right. Evasive, that’s what she looked. “What do you want me to tell them, Dash?”

“That we’ve experienced two unexplained surges of power in this area in the last two days. And the second one was significant. Hell, Lys, the hair on my arms is still standing on end.”

“They’ll then ask me where it came from.” She drained the last inch of bubbly in her glass.

He raised his eyebrows. “And you’ll tell them that you think it came from some unregistered and unexplained kid in a backwater called Hartford, Connecticut.”

She gave him a wry smile. “Don’t forget, I come from this backwater.”

“Only by accident.”

She set the empty glass in the side compartment next to her seat. “What did you think of him?”

Dash inhaled. Strange, but he didn’t want to tell her everything. “He’s powerful. Amazingly so. But—” He shrugged. “—he’s different. I don’t think he knows anything. And there’s something really odd about him. Like a power I don’t get.” He looked at her face and realized she looked uncomfortable. “What did you think?”

“I’m not as impressed as you are.” She stared at her computer screen. “You know that there are many humans who have skills they’re unaware of.”

“You think that’s all it is? Seriously? All that power?”

She turned and met his eyes. “I don’t think we should go off half-cocked, getting the council all riled up and intruding on this boy’s life until we know more. He comes from a very powerful human family, Dash, one with money and influence. We can’t start harassing him without consequence.” She glanced at her hands. “I wish we’d met more of his family. That might explain something about his skills.”

“Well, you set up the perfect scenario to learn more about him.”

She smiled slowly—and slyly. “You finally got with the program.”

He barked a laugh. “You’re always a step ahead of me, Mistress.”

“And don’t you forget it. By the way, I loved your comment about absorbing experience from the cosmos. Very cute.”

He smiled to cover his hard swallow.

She gazed at him and sipped her champagne. “Think of this assignment as a chance to further prove yourself. A step toward—well, let’s just say big things, where you really can absorb teachings from the cosmos, my little mage.”

His stomach flipped. Arcantaria. Barely more than a myth. He and his friends whispered the word and called it SuperMage School. Lysandra wasn’t allowed to say the name to him; he knew that. No Master could confirm the existence of Arcantaria to a student. Still, she’d been dangling the idea of it in front of him since he was fifteen and apprenticed to her. To be selected for Arcantaria at eighteen would be a coup. Few of his kind were ever chosen, much less so young. The rumors said that even Lysandra had been past twenty when she’d gone. “Yeah, I’m looking forward to some serious absorbing.” So much it made him salivate.

They laughed together as the limo crossed into New York City.

 

 

THE RAP on the door made Nardo looked up from his computer. “Yes?”

The door opened, and one of his guards stuck his head in. “Evenride’s here, boss.”

“Oh good. Send him in.”

The handsome, tall blond human walked into the office. Definitely nervous. Good. He stood inside the door with his hands clasped in front of his genitals.

Nardo sat back. “Come in.” He waggled his fingers. Evenride swallowed hard and walked over. Nardo pointed at the guest chair. “Sit.”

Evenride sat.

“So, was she there?”

Evenride cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, sir. She was. With that nephew of hers she takes everywhere.”

“Anything interesting?” Obviously this idiot human knew very little, so Nardo had to interpret anything he observed for its possible significance.

“Uh, she’s certainly a fan of the governor. She seemed very close to him and his family.”

Boring. “Anything else?”

“Uh….”

“Anything. Anything. Not just her.” He waved a hand impatiently.

Evenride shrugged, though he didn’t look casual. “A kid got stuck up a tree, and the governor’s daughter and her friend, that Vanessen kid, had to climb up and save him.”

“The governor’s daughter?”

“The teenager. Carla. She’s a real piece of work. Shoulda been a boy. All those guts are wasted on a female.”

Of course the asshole would be a misogynist. “The Vanessen kid?” His ears practically pricked.

“Yeah. I’d never seen him before. Quite a tree climber. And speaking of climbers, those Vanessens are a bunch of rich snobs. I know some people on his board who’d like to shove the old man out and take over.”

Nardo’s eyes snapped up to Evenride’s face. “You know people close to the Vanessens?”

Evenride puffed up. “Sure. I know all those important rich bitches. Me and the assistant gov? We’re like this.” He pressed two fingers together and smiled huge.

“Tell me about the boy. The one who climbed the tree.”

“Whaddya want to know?” He leaned forward conspiratorially. What an ass.

“What does he look like?”

“Real tall and skinny. Weird brown hair. I don’t get it, but the governor’s daughter seems to like him.” He leaned forward. “Of course, I’ve heard the kid’s a screaming fag, so maybe the girl’s kind of dykey, you know?”

Nardo raised an eyebrow and the idiot seemed to pick up on it because he shut up.

“Does this boy go to school?”

“Uh, I think he’s going to Yale in the fall.”

“And this summer?”

“Donald, that’s my boy, says the kid’s got some cushy job working for his grandfather.”

“In New York? At Vanessen Enterprises?”

“No idea. They’ve got a building in Hartford too.”

“Yes, I suppose.” He stared at the weaselly man. Evenride smelled so much like a liar, it was impossible to pick out if anything he said was true. “Would you be able to find out where the boy is working?”

“Me?” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I guess so.”

“Good. Do that. That’s all.” Nardo looked back at his computer.

“Uh, okay.”

Evenride must have gotten up and walked out, but Nardo didn’t notice. He was too busy researching Vanessen Enterprises.




Chapter Six

 

 

FORTY MINUTES of not paying much attention to the road later, Jazz pulled the Prius back into the giant garage full of limos and Lindsey’s collection of electric cars—including the one they’d been driving. They’d beaten him back, so here he was. Why the hell am I so nervous about talking to them? He loved his family more than anything and trusted them with everything. So why was he so nervous?

Easy. They loved him too much to see how weird he was. He’d trust them with his life, but he didn’t trust their good opinion of him. I know I’m different, but do I want them to believe I’m wacked? That I’m really not like them?

With a sigh, Jazz climbed out of the car and walked through the garage entrance into the mudroom, where he traded his sneakers for some flip flops. Then, having run out of dumb distractions, he strolled into the informal living area. Sure enough, Lindsey and Seth, both in casual clothes, sat with glasses in their hands, waiting for him. What he hadn’t expected was to see Pop-Pop with them. That made him feel better.

Pop-Pop was sipping from a teacup and wore his favorite sweatshirt, the one that said, “Some People are Gay. Get Over It.” He smiled at Jazz. “Go get comfortable, Jazz. Grab whatever you want to drink and join us.”

Leave it to Pop-Pop to not make him feel like he was in front of the Inquisition.

Jazz bounded up the steps and jogged to his room, changed into sweats, then ran to the kitchen where Bette, the longtime family cook, pointed at the fridge. “Your tea’s inside.”

He opened the door and found a big glass of iced tea with extra ice and some fresh fruit decorating it. He grabbed the glass, stepped over and gave Bette a kiss on the cheek, then strode back into the informal living room. Lindsey and Seth were sitting side by side on the couch, bending over Seth’s tablet. Pop-Pop was scrolling through his phone. Jazz flopped in a chair and sipped his tea.

Pop-Pop looked up casually. “I’m looking forward to having you in the office tomorrow, Jazz.”

“Me too. I know there’s a lot to learn if I ever want to be in your business.” He smiled. Working with Pop-Pop and Lindsey would be great. Beyond that, he was just confused.

Maybe something showed on his face because Pop-Pop said, “Remember, you don’t have to come into the business unless you want to. This internship is to help you understand what you’d like to do with your life. Not to fence you in. But no matter what you end up doing, an internship at Vanessen Enterprises should give you some useful experience.” He smiled, and it warmed Jazz’s mixed-up heart.

“Thanks Pop-Pop. I’m looking forward to learning.”

Lindsey chimed in, “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll give you lots of experience—from the bottom up.”

Seth laughed. “And if you hate it all, you can come be a cop with me.”

Lindsey punched his arm, which had to be like hammering a rock.

Pop-Pop sipped tea. “Did you have fun at the picnic?”

“It was… unusual.”

“Tell me.” He sat back like he had all the time in the world.

Jazz fished out the strawberry from his tea and popped it in his mouth to give him thinking time, chewed, then glanced at Lindsey and Seth. “I was playing baseball with some guys, and this dude named Donald seemed really angry that I was there with Carla. He was being obnoxious, and I let him get to me. I got show-offy and hit a huge home run. Sorry.” He stared at his glass.

“Probably not the worst indiscretion ever committed by the Vanessen Pack.” Pop-Pop gave Lindsey a grin. “What else?”

“I know Seth and Lindsey must have told you that Lysandra Mason was there.” He cocked a sideways smile.

“Yes, I heard. She had a handsome young man with her, I understand.”

“Yep. Her nephew. And she even said she might try to find a way for this guy, Dash, to hang out with me and Carla this summer.”

“Interesting. Maybe she thinks you and Carla would be a good influence on the boy.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. He’s this really sophisticated, supergorgeous dude. I doubt there’s anything he could learn from me. Carla maybe.”

Pop-Pop smiled. “I understand Ms. Mason was impressive.”

“Totally great. Real, you know? I liked her a lot. Gorgeous too.”

“Anything else unusual about the day?”

Jazz frowned and glanced at his brothers. Okay, try to explain. “Later in the day, Carla had to go take some pictures with her family. She told me she’d come find me, but the Mendes’s came back and she wasn’t with them.” He looked at Seth and Lindsey. “Remember?”

They nodded.

Jazz leaned forward and set his tea on the end table. “I got kind of worried, so I took off looking for her. I found her with that obnoxious asshole, Donald, the one I hit the home run against earlier. The dude was trying to get all handsy and pushy with Carla, and she was fighting him off. My wolf went nuts. He wanted to stop Donald.”

Pop-Pop nodded. “Of course. She’s your best friend.”

Jazz wiped his eyes. “My wolf was angry and…well, really upset. Donald had these three other guys with him. Big guys. I knew if I let my wolf loose and took out all of them, at least one of them would remember what they’d seen.” Jazz couldn’t stop himself from folding and unfolding his fingers. “I was really angry and confused about what to do. I knew I was losing it and was trying to keep from shifting. And then, suddenly, something weird happened.”

Jazz glanced up at Pop-Pop, who gazed at him steadily but without any judgment in his eyes. Jazz stared back down at his hands. “There was this flash of light and a sound, but I’m not sure who could hear it. It felt like a sonic boom or something. Really scary. I actually fell down, but I managed to get up and run into the clearing because I was so scared for Carla.” He glanced up again to be sure they were paying attention. “I found Carla lying on the ground, fully conscious, but all four of the guys were gone. Totally gone.”

“What?” Seth was frowning. “Did they run away when you fell down?”

“I don’t know. I asked Carla what had happened, and she didn’t know and couldn’t even remember. She wasn’t even completely sure that the guys had been there, but I knew they had. I saw them. She seemed okay, but when I got her back to the picnic site, I saw all of those guys. And they looked… strange.”

“Strange how, exactly?” Pop-Pop leaned forward in his chair.

“They looked confused. Kind of spacey, I guess. And then something else happened, something really strange.”

“What?” Lindsey was frowning now.

“As I was walking to my car, Donald came running after me. I was all ready to defend myself, but the dude was smiling. Then he congratulated me on my great home run.”

“Seriously?” Seth stared at him.

“Yeah. And the weirdest thing of all?”

“What?”

“I think he meant it.”

When he finished, they were quiet.

Jazz sipped his tea until he couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Say something.”

“What, Jazz? What do you want us to say?” Seth asked.

He fell back hard against the chair. “What happened to me? What did that whole thing in the clearing mean?”

“What do you think happened, Jazz?” Pop-Pop’s voice was quiet.

“I don’t know!” He looked at Lindsey. “Has anything like that ever happened to you?”

“No, dear. But I’m not much of a werewolf, as you know.”

Jazz was getting a little desperate to understand. His voice rose. “Have you ever heard Cole or Winter say they’ve had something like that happen to them? Some phenomenon they can’t explain?”

“You’d have to ask them, but they’ve never said anything to me.”

“Why’re you so upset about it, Jazz?” Seth asked.

Jazz jumped up. “Because things like this only seem to happen to me. And they happen a lot, you guys. Not every experience is as strange as this, but weird shit is always happening, stuff that never happens to other werewolves. Only me. Me. Because I’m weird!”

Lindsey stood, took a step forward, and gathered Jazz into his arms, even though Jazz’s head towered over his. Jazz wriggled but Lindsey held him tight. “You’re not weird, Jazz. You’re wonderful. Special.” He leaned back and looked up into Jazz’s face. “I understand how it feels to be different. To feel like you’re crazy or unnatural. You believe that, right?”

Jazz breathed out and nodded. Since Lindsey was raised by their human mother, who hadn’t known that her one-night stand was with a werewolf, he hadn’t understood he was only half-human. He’d literally shifted the first time with no knowledge that werewolves even existed. “I can’t believe how scary it must have been for you.”

“All I’m saying is, you’re the way you’re supposed to be. Maybe you don’t get it now, but you’re going to find out how great it is to be you one of these days.”

Pop-Pop smiled at him softly. “We already know.”

Jazz swallowed hard and blinked against the heat in his eyes. Lindsey pressed a hand against his face, and Jazz gave up and dropped his head on Lindsey’s shoulder. “Thanks, you guys. I love you.”

Seth came up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Back atcha.”

Pop-Pop joined the group hug. “Time to get some rest. You have a big day tomorrow.”

Jazz gave each of them a hug, then walked to the wide staircase that led up to his rooms. A glow warmed his chest, but his brain still whispered, Maybe it’s great to be me, but I’m still weird.

 

 

JAZZ STARED down at the city, which seemed to be rising up toward the helicopter. He didn’t get to New York all that often, and he’d only been on Pop-Pop’s helicopter once before, so today was exciting for a lot of reasons.

Pop-Pop checked his messages while Lindsey glanced out the window beside Jazz. “I’m going to start you in marketing analytics. You can put some of your statistics training to use and get some exposure to creative.”

“That sounds great.”

For the next ten minutes, they talked marketing, and then they both turned to look out the window as the helicopter landed on the top of the Vanessen Building, deep in the heart of the New York financial district. As they ducked under the rotors, Lindsey yelled, “By the way, I have a surprise for you.”

“What?”

Lindsey gave him an arch look, and Jazz grinned.

Inside the doors leading from the roof, two executive types met Pop-Pop and started firing questions at him. Lindsey grabbed Jazz’s arm. “Come with me.” He led the way to the elevator and hummed a little tune while wearing a saucy smile.

Jazz crossed his arms. “Okay fam, sup?”

Lindsey got a serious face. “Just focus. You need to meet the other interns and get to work.”

“Oh, okay.”

The doors of the elevator slid open—and there stood Carla.

Jazz gaped. “What? How’d you get here?”

She laughed. “I’m an intern too.”

The door started to close, and Lindsey clapped a hand against it. “This is where we get off.”

“Is this my surprise?” Jazz asked.

“Of course.”

“How’d you get this job?”

She gave him a cheeky smile. “My family has a little clout.”

Jazz delivered back her favorite snort. “Right. And you just happen to have the highest grade point average in your school, right? And a perfect SAT?”

“Not perfect. Just 1530.” She laughed.

“Dork.”

“Nerd.”

Lindsey started down the hall. “Come on, you two.”

“Where are the rest of the interns?” Jazz asked.

“Waiting for us.” Lindsey pushed open the door to a small conference room, and two anxious people inside looked up. One stood. She was a girl—a young woman, probably a little older than Jazz—who wore a gold-embroidered head scarf that showed off her huge dark eyes and beautiful face.

“This is Khadija Hafeez,” Lindsey said, introducing her. Then he pointed to the guy, a small kid in a perfectly tailored three-piece business suit who looked no more than fourteen. “And Benjamin Bopherson.”

The guy hopped up and stuck out his hand to Carla. “Call me BeBop.”

“Carla.”

She started to shake his hand but he pulled back, then slid their palms together. “Skin, baby.” He stuck out the palm to Jazz, who cocked his head then grabbed the offered hand before the kid took it away.

“I’m Jazz.”

“Yo, Jazz.”

Jazz’s sense of smell kicked into overdrive. BeBop might look like a preadolescent choirboy, but he was smart as all hell. Definitely a genius. This kid didn’t miss much.

Jazz extended a hand to Khadija. “Hi.”

She clasped his hand firmly and met his eyes without a waver, but she spoke softly. “Pleased to meet you. And you, Carla.”

Jazz gazed at her. More brains, super competence, and whoa. Jazz glanced at Lindsey, but he didn’t seem to be registering anything out of the ordinary. Of course, Lindsey’s half-human sense of smell wasn’t very acute. To Jazz’s nose, Khadija radiated secrets… and power. Strange and mysterious power.

This internship could be a lot more interesting than he’d expected.




Chapter Seven

 

 

JAZZ COULDN’T take his eyes off his very interesting fellow interns as Lindsey said, “I’m not actually your internship coordinator. You’ll meet her tomorrow. But I wanted to welcome you and tell you how much we value your time and talents.”

Benjamin, or BeBop, raised his hand.

“No need to raise your hand,” Lindsey said.

“I couldn’t help noticing on our orientation list that this intern here—” He waggled a finger at Jazz. “—happens to be named Vanessen. So I’m guessing that might have something to do with you being our interim coordinator, right?” He grinned.

Lindsey raised his eyebrow. “Jazz is my brother. Any questions?” He gazed steadily at BeBop.

BeBop nodded to Jazz. “Good to meet an insider.”

Lindsey continued, “Okay, I’m going to give you different jobs in various departments. You’ll come together to teach each other and share ideas; then you’ll switch jobs.”

Suddenly, the door to Lindsey’s office burst open and a man stuck his head in.

Jazz gaped. It looked like the same bodyguard from the picnic.

The guy frowned. His eyes connected with Jazz’s for a second, and then he looked away. “Sorry, got the wrong office.” The words came out with a New York accent so heavy, it could have been in Goodfellas.

The door slammed, leaving a powerful lingering scent of danger.

Lindsey made a funny face, and everyone laughed except Jazz. He glanced at Lindsey, but his brother must not have noticed the guy the previous day. Carla had her back to the door. Damn, why is he here? Jazz wanted to jump up and follow the thug, but he couldn’t, and it would take time to explain to Lindsey.

Lindsey stood. “We need to get you to your offices so you can start work.”

They all followed Lindsey out the door of the conference room. Jazz looked around, but there was no sign of the bodyguard. He stepped over beside Carla and whispered, “I need to talk to you.”

She nodded. “Okay. There’s probably no time until lunch. Is that okay?”

“Guess it has to be.”

BeBop glanced at them.

Each of them got dropped off at a different department and assigned to a supervisor. After Khadija and BeBop were given their assignments, Lindsey walked Jazz and Carla to another floor and pointed to a set of double doors. “Jazz, this is you.”

Jazz smiled at his brother. “Have you saved the best for me?”

“Marketing analytics, as promised.”

Jazz nodded but looked down the hall, sniffing the air for the lingering scent of the bodyguard.

Lindsey, obviously unaware of Jazz’s suspicions, continued, “I’m going to be introducing you to Amy Jones, who heads the department. I think you’ll like her. She’ll pair you with a supervisor.” He turned to Carla. “By the way, Carla, before I forget, if you want to fly home with us in the helicopter, we’d love to have you. It’ll save your driver a trip.”

She grinned. “That would be fun.”

“I need to talk to you and Carla about that guy who came into our meeting,” Jazz interrupted.

Lindsey glanced at his watch. “Is it critical? I have a meeting and you and Carla need to get to your departments. I can come find you after my appointment.”

Why am I freaking? “I don’t think it’s critical. It’s just….” It would take too long to explain. “No problem. We can talk after work.”

“Excellent.” Lindsey held the department door open.

Jazz looked at Carla. “Meet you for lunch?”

“See you then.”

 

 

THREE HOURS later, Jazz ran out the department door, almost late for lunch. He’d met with his supervisor, Jenny Armitage, talked with three of the staff about their work, and spent an hour on mastering the analytics programs they used. It was fun and challenging. He glanced at his watch and hurried toward the elevators, pulling out his phone and texting Carla as he trotted. Running a little late. Be right there.

As he got close to the large metal doors, they opened.

Shit! Jazz ducked into a side hall then peeked around the corner.

Inside the elevator, staring up at the floor numbers, was the huge bodyguard who’d barged in earlier. It was the same dude Jazz had seen guarding Karl Evenride.

As the elevator doors closed on the bodyguard, Jazz watched the floor indicator from his hiding place. The numbers didn’t stop until it hit the sixty-second floor. Then it paused, and the numbers started descending again. So the dude got off on the sixty-second floor. Who’s got on an office up there? He was pretty sure Pop-Pop’s office was in the seventies. Lindsey’s too. Jazz looked for a directory, but there was nothing.

The doors on the elevator farthest from him opened, and before he could talk himself out of it, he ran over and jumped on, startling a woman in a business suit. He smiled. “Sorry. Barely made it.”

She nodded and stared at her phone until she got off on fifty-nine. Jazz watched the numbers until they showed sixty-two. When it stopped, he sucked in a breath and walked off, looking casual. The floor had a quiet, reserved feel. A few large and elegant cubicles housed mostly female workers, all impeccably dressed, staring intently at their screens. A couple of desks were empty. The workers were probably at lunch.

Shit, lunch! He glanced at his phone. A text read, Where are you?

He texted back. Be right there. He should go, but damn, he needed to know who that dude had come to see.

He walked down the corridor, gazing at the elegant offices. The discreet signs next to the doors bore the names of most of the members of the board. A few of the offices were occupied, but a bunch were empty and their lights were off. Board members didn’t usually hang out at the companies they represented, but Vanessen gave them offices anyway. Waste of real estate, mostly.

“Can I help you, young man?” The voice was pleasant but no-nonsense at the same time. Think fast.

He turned to the attractive, white-haired woman with a smile. “Oh, thank you. I’m Jasper Vanessen, Casper Vanessen’s grandson.” Play the family card.

Her smile got full-on warm. “How nice to meet you. I heard you were going to be interning here. I’m Gloria Lespers, administrative associate to the chairman of the board.”

“Great to meet you.” He shook her hand.

“Are you just getting to know the building, or—” She waved a graceful hand.

“Actually, Ms. Lespers, I was going to lunch and I saw a guy who works for someone I know get on the elevator. I was wondering if he was visiting someone here.”

“Who does he work for?”

“Evenride. Karl Evenride.”

She leaned forward. “What does this man look like?”

He bent down. “Well, the associate is a really big guy, kind of mean looking.”

Her face got stony. “Yes, he’s with the man visiting Mr. Orwell, the assistant chairman of our board.”

“Oh. Thank you. I guess there’s no point waiting for him to come out, right?” He held his breath hoping she’d agree. He didn’t really want this guy to know he was asking about him.

“Their door’s closed. I have no idea when they’ll be finished.”

“Does he visit often?”

“I’ve never seen him before. He seems rather….” She pursed her subtly painted lips.

“Slick? Yeah, he is. The guy I know is sort of the same. To tell you the truth, I was really surprised that someone at Vanessen was actually meeting with this guy. So I was really snooping. Sorry.”

“Actually, I was wondering why he was here myself.”

“I guess I better get to lunch. My friend’s waiting.”

“So glad I got to meet you, Jasper.” She whispered, “Come back sometime and I’ll tell you whatever I can find out.”

“You’re on.” He ran back to the elevator. Hope Carla’s not pissed.

She wasn’t just pissed, she was walking out.

She scowled at him as he ran around the corner of the lunchroom. “Hope you had a nice lunch—with somebody else!” She marched past him.

“I’ve got something important to tell you.” He pulled her into a side hall. “You remember the guy who barged into our intern’s meeting with Lindsey, right?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t see him. He was behind me, and I didn’t want to stare. I heard him, though. He sounded like a wiseguy.”

“Remember that bigass bodyguard Donald’s father brought with him to the picnic?”

She frowned. “Kind of.” She shook her head. “Sorry. The picnic’s a blur. But yeah, I think I remember some big dude who looked like he had an AK-47 under his jacket.”

“He’s the one who barged into the room.”

“No shit?” She frowned. “What are the chances?”

“Slim. And he’s upstairs.”

“Seriously?”

Jazz glanced at the hall to be sure no one was listening. “Yeah, he got off on the floor where the board of directors has their offices. One of the admins up there told me that Donald’s father is in the building seeing one of the Vanessen bigwigs.”

“Jeez, Karl Evenride’s a totally sus guy. Weird that he’d be here at Vanessen.”

Suspicious for damn sure. “Second the motion.”

“The question is why.”

He gave her a half smile. “You do have a way of identifying the key issues.”

“We need to tell Lindsey or your grandfather or someone.”

“Yeah, but what am I going to tell them? Maybe it’s not bizarre that some guy who hangs out with the assistant governor would show up at a big corporation.”

“Ya think?”

“No. Do you?”

She shook her head. “What do you think they want, Jazz?”

“No clue, but I’ve got to find out.” For some reason, he knew that for sure.

“We better get back to work, I guess. Then we can tell Lindsey about this later.”

“Yeah. See you at five.”

As he walked into his department, Jenny, his supervisor, flagged him. “Jazz, I need you to go pick up some legacy files from a client. I texted an address to your phone. Just follow the GPS. When you get there, tell the man at the front desk who you are. Then please stop at Starbucks on your way back and pick up a mobile order under my name.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He grinned.

“Intern’s life.” She laughed.

“I said I wanted to start at the bottom.” He started for the door. “Be back as soon as I can.”

He checked his text as he grabbed the elevator and punched the button for the lobby. When the doors opened, he hit the Go button on the GPS, and walked out onto the sidewalk of the big city. He didn’t know New York well, so he was glad for the directions. Wolf nose would only take him so far.

He glanced around. This would be a good time to master the subway, but there was no time. He didn’t exactly want to play the Vanessen card, but he had a pocket full of credit cards and money, so he might as well take a cab. He walked to the curb and stuck his hand out. As a cab pulled toward him, a scent filled his nose. Danger. Like before, when the bodyguard had come in. Danger. He snapped his head around… and saw nothing.

“You gettin’ in, buddy?”

“What?” Jazz looked back at the cabby staring at him through the open window. “Oh sure. Thanks.” He climbed into the back seat.

The trip to the client’s office turned out to be only a few blocks, at least by New York standards. The cab driver told him the Starbucks was about halfway back to the Vanessen building, so Jazz ran into the client’s address, grabbed the package from the front desk, texted Jenny to place the order, and started walking back on the crowded sidewalks.

At the coffee shop, already lugging a large envelope full of some kind of papers, he discovered the mobile order included four large cups stuck into a drink holder, plus three bags of pastries tucked among the paper cups. Mainly, it reminded him he was a teenage werewolf who hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and he was hungry enough to start gnawing off somebody’s foot soon. Then again, maybe not. Wolves didn’t much like human flesh, but at that moment, he’d consider it.

Balancing bags and carriers like some kind of America’s Got Talent try-out, he hit the street, identified the way back to his office, and entered the flow of foot traffic jamming the pavement. For a guy who spent most of his time in rural Connecticut, New York was confusing but exciting.

He got smiles from people passing since he must look exactly like what he was—a gofer proving himself on the bottom of somebody’s corporate ladder. Balancing his envelope in one hand and the drink carrier in the other, he managed to keep his footing through some jostling at street corners and even in the wake of a skateboarder defying the law as he sailed between pedestrians.

The light changed, and he strode across the street, performing his balancing act, eyes on the Vanessen building in the distance.

Suddenly, two things happened. His nose filled with an overwhelming scent of danger. As he gasped, a body, big and heavy, barreled out of an alley and ran straight into him. Everything went flying, and before he could think, his instincts kicked in.

He dropped to one knee and shot his hands out like pistons, grabbing two venti coffee drinks and setting them on the ground in time to grab the other two before they hit the sidewalk and splattered. He let the envelope fend for itself. The pastries too, although he did manage to catch one before the bag landed on the pavement.

“Oh my God, that was amazing. How did you do that?” a woman asked in awe.

The second the words hit his ears, Jazz realized what he’d just done. Shit. He looked up at the group of about seven or eight people who were gathered around him, watching. He grinned. “I, uh, study juggling. Good, huh?”

A heavy guy in a cap with a beer label on it said, “Best damned reflexes I ever seen.”

“Thanks.” He retrieved his carrier, put the drinks and pastry bags in it, and tucked the envelope of papers under his arm, then stood, balancing his carrier. “Gotta go. I’m late. Bye.”

As he speed-walked away from the audience, he realized that the smell was almost gone. The danger scent. What the hell? Is someone after me, or did I make the whole thing up? Shivers ran up his spine, and he wanted to hurry back to the relative safety of his office, although with Evenride and his goon running around there, maybe it wasn’t so secure after all. What the hell is going on?

After another block with no repeat of the scent or the sidewalk mauling, Jazz pushed into the lobby of the Vanessen high-rise and actually sighed.

He pressed the up button on the elevator and leaned against the wall. Who knew a gofer job could be so dangerous?




Chapter Eight

 

 

NARDO STARED at Evenride and tried to overcome his annoyance. The human sat there in the guest chair, legs crossed, preening, so proud of himself, though for what, he didn’t know. “So you have a report?”

“I certainly do. As you requested, I went to Vanessen Enterprises and spoke to my contacts, but I didn’t want to show my hand, so I sent my bodyguard to snoop around a little. Sure enough, the Vanessen kid was there!” He sat back in the chair and practically gave himself a hand for discovering something he could have determined with a phone call. “He was meeting with that fag, Lindsey Vanessen, and some other young kids. I heard they’re all interns, so I’m guessing he’s probably going to be there a lot.”

“All right. That’s good to know.” He glanced at his hands. “So your bodyguard snooped. What exactly did that involve?”

“He walked around and opened doors and shit like that. Real clever. He’d say ‘Sorry. Wrong room.’”

“So he actually saw the Vanessen boy?”

“Yes. I think so.” He slapped a hand on his overdressed thigh. “You’re going to love this. I was waiting for my car near the Vanessen building when the kid comes out and hops in a cab. I tell my driver to follow him. He gets out at this other high-rise a few blocks away. The cab goes and the kid runs in, then comes out a couple minutes later with an envelope. So we followed him. He trotted into a Starbucks and—are you ready for this?—comes out hefting this big drink carrier full of ventis. Seriously! Jazz Vanessen, who’s gonna inherit like three or four states, I think, is lugging around coffee.” He leaned forward confidentially. “He’s on the wrong side of the street, so I tell my bodyguard to get out and follow him, just to see if anything interesting happened.”

Nardo tried not to yawn. “And did it?”

“Remember how I told you I saw this kid climb a tree?”

“Yes. Yes.”

“So my bodyguard runs into the kid. I didn’t tell him to do that, you understand. I guess he wanted to improvise, maybe embarrass the kid. Jealous, you know.” He shrugged. “But that’s not what happened. The kid caught the cups as they flew through the air and set each one on the ground as if he was having a tea party. He didn’t spill a single drop. Man, what are the chances?”

Nardo raised his eyebrows. “Not very likely at all.” He cocked his head. “But your bodyguard ran into him?”

“Yeah.”

He frowned. “It didn’t cross anyone’s mind that the boy might see you, recognize you, and wonder why you were there?”

“Oh, well, uh….”

He narrowed his eyes, and Evenride looked like he might piss his pants.

“Stand by. I may need your contacts at Vanessen again. But you have to be more careful.”

“Yes, sir. No problem. Anything you need done, I’m here.”

“Good. That’s all.”

Evenride practically ran from the office.

Damn the fucking human. If the boy was as capable a werewolf as he appeared to be from that fool’s description, then the chances were good he knew someone was after him.

Nardo stared into the blankness of space. Am I after him? His being an alpha in itself isn’t all that interesting. While not exactly a dime a dozen, alpha males can be acquired anywhere.

He picked up two hollow metal balls filled with bells that he’d gotten in China and rotated them in his huge hand, the little chimes tinkling.

But if that boy saw me at the pack meeting—saw me when none could see me—he’s more than just a werewolf. Especially if he has anything to do with the power surges that have occurred lately.

Nardo stood. I need to find out. Because if those things are true, then yes, I’m very much after him.

He swallowed an uncharacteristic bubble of excitement, threw the balls in the air, and caught them.

 

 

WHEN JAZZ, Lindsey, and Pop-Pop got to the helipad, Carla sat thumbing through her phone.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Carla.” Lindsey smiled.

She bounced up at the sight of her “big bosses.” “No worries. I’m just excited to fly in the helicopter.”

One of Pop-Pop’s assistants walked them over, placing a paper in front of Pop-Pop to sign. Then they climbed on board. Once they were in the air, Lindsey leaned forward and spoke loudly above the noise of the rotors. “So what is it you’ve been trying to tell me?”

Jazz said, “It may be nothing.”

Carla whipped her head around from staring out the window. “He doesn’t think it’s nothing.”

Jazz gave her a glance. “At the picnic, remember we talked about that kid, Donald, and his father, the slick dude who was hanging out with the assistant governor?”

“Evenride. Donald Evenride. The father is Karl.” Carla sat on the edge of her seat.

“Right. At the picnic, the father had this big dude bodyguard with him.”

Lindsey nodded. “Okay. What’s the point?”

Jazz frowned. “It seemed like Evenride didn’t start out too interested in me, but after we climbed the tree to get that kid, he was suddenly all over me and wanted to meet me. His bodyguard kept looking at me.” Jazz glanced down, then up into Lindsey’s eyes. “I saw him at the office today. He was the guy who crashed our meeting, remember? The one who stuck his head in? His being there weirded me out, so I followed him, and he went up to the floor where all your board members have offices. I talked to the administrative assistant up there.”

“Gloria Lespers?” Pop-Pop asked.

“Yeah. Cool lady. Apparently Evenride was in with the assistant chairman of the board or somebody like that. I told her who I was, and she said she’d let me know if she found out anything interesting.”

Lindsey and Pop-Pop glanced at each other.

“I guess I thought it was strange to see this guy at the picnic and then have him show up here talking to one of the board members. I guess it could be total coincidence, but I don’t think so.”

Carla crinkled her nose. “My folks don’t like the Evenrides at all.” She snorted.

Pop-Pop leaned back against the seat, frowning.

“Do you think it means anything, sir?” Carla asked him.

“I don’t know. Do you know this man, Lindsey? This Evenride?”

“No, sir.”

“Is there any connection you can think of between Lenard Orwell and the governor?”

“Orwell? Is that the assistant chairman of your board?” Carla asked.

“Yes. Is the name familiar, Carla?”

She wrinkled her forehead. “No, sir. I’ll ask my dad, though.”

“Yes, that would be good.” Pop-Pop looked up at Lindsey with those scary intelligent eyes. “Failing some recognition by Dave Mendes, the only connection we know for sure between the picnic and our office is Jazz and Carla. You saw this bodyguard when he broke in on your meeting, but he probably also saw you. Maybe he was looking for one of you.”

“Why?” Carla frowned.

“No idea. But perhaps we need to find out.”

Jazz glanced at Carla then back at Pop-Pop. “Uh, actually I went to get some coffee and stuff today for my supervisor.”

Lindsey grinned. “Oh, the joys of being an intern.”

“Yeah, well, I had the feeling I was being followed.” He stared at Lindsey, trying to get him to understand what he meant by “feeling.” “Maybe it was nothing, but I was kind of creeped out.”

“You never said anything,” Carla said, obviously a little put out.

“This is the first I’ve seen you since it happened, and it could be all in my head.” But he knew it wasn’t.

She shuddered. “Jeez, that gives me goose bumps. Why do you think somebody like Evenride would want to follow you? I mean, I didn’t get the idea he even knew who you were before the picnic.”

Jazz shrugged. “Me either.”

“I don’t want you to worry about this yet, but we’ll watch it closely,” Pop-Pop said. “If either of you see Evenride or his bodyguard again, then—” Pop-Pop’s phone rang, and he pulled it from his pocket. “Excuse me.” He glanced at the screen, his eyes widened, and then he put it to his ear. “This is Casper Vanessen.”

He listened, cocking his head, then glanced at Jazz. “Yes, Jazz told me about how thrilled he was to meet you.” Pop-Pop’s eyes flicked to Carla. “He did. I see. Well, both Carla and Jazz have just started an internship with Vanessen Enterprises this summer.” He paused. “Yes, of course. Oh, very interesting. He would?” He looked at Lindsey. “I’d have to consult with my staff, but I imagine we can make space for another intern.”

Lindsey looked totally confused, but Jazz was getting a clue. Another intern? Who would be calling Pop-Pop about an internship? There was only one possibility.

“I see. With the Mendes family?” He nodded toward Carla absently. “Excellent. Can I reach you back at this number? All right, thank you so much for calling. I’ll get back to you as soon as I talk to my staff.”

“Who the heck do you think that is?” Carla whispered.

“I’ve got an idea.” Jazz held up a finger.

“I assure you, the pleasure’s all mine. We’ll speak again soon. Yes. Goodbye.” Pop-Pop finished the call.

Lindsey pounced before Jazz could. “Who was that?”

Pop-Pop chuckled. “That, ladies and gentlemen, was Lysandra Mason.”

Jazz nodded and swallowed hard.

“Apparently she was more than serious about connecting you and Carla with her nephew this summer,” he said, turning to Jazz.

“Dash Ex?” Carla looked stunned.

Pop-Pop gave her a confused look. “I believe she called him Dash, yes. Anyway, it seems she’s already spoken with your family, Carla, and they’ve extended an invitation to Dash to come and stay with you for a while this summer at the mansion. I gather your father told Ms. Mason about your internship, and she approached me about the possibility of Dash joining you two as an intern. She assures me he’ll work for free.”

Jazz’s mouth opened, closed, then reopened, but still nothing came out. Dash Mercury working at Vanessen. Staying with Carla? He’d see him every day. Could his libido take that? Worse, could pack secrecy take that?

“Since I’m fairly sure Lindsey can persuade another department to take on a bright young man they don’t have to pay, I’ll leave this up to you,” Pop-Pop said to Lindsey. Then he looked at Jazz and Carla. “What did you two think of Dash Mercury? It sounds like you might have him around no matter your opinion, Carla, but I can refuse to hire him if he’s someone you’d rather not have around.”

She waved a hand. “Naw, he seemed lit. Don’t you think, Jazz?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Lit is a good thing, I believe,” Pop-Pop said. “So you’d vote to let Dash Mercury become an intern of Vanessen Enterprises, Jazz? Remember, this is your company too. Is he a good employment risk?”

Jazz quirked a half-grin. “You mean will he be worth what you’re paying him?”

“No. Will he be an asset to your company and a good addition to the Vanessen corporate culture and family?”

That did make it sound a lot more serious. Man, spending the summer wiping drool from his lip while staring at the world’s most gorgeous guy was not what he’d anticipated. He glanced at Carla. She stared back at him with a little Mona Lisa smile. “Yeah,” he said. “He seems smart, and I can’t imagine Lysandra Mason keeping a jerk around. I think you should hire him.”

Pop-Pop smiled. “Excellent. I’ll call her back as soon as we get home.”

 

 

“WHEN’S HE coming?” Jazz shoved the last edge of his double-decker turkey and ham sandwich into his mouth, then took a drink of iced tea. Around them, every table was filled with Vanessen employees downing lunch.

Carla politely munched her chicken salad while Jazz reached for his second double decker—this one beef, avocado, and cheese. He couldn’t survive another afternoon with no food.

Carla stared at his lunch like she always did but gave him no snark about how he could eat a whole cow and two turkeys and never gain a pound. Sadly, he didn’t need her to remind him. “Friday,” she said. “Actually, he’s arriving from wherever he is Thursday night and he’ll come to work on Friday. Or at least that’s the plan I heard. I don’t know why he’s not waiting until Monday. But—” She shrugged. “—I guess he wants to get caught up as fast as he can.”

Jazz raised an eyebrow. “As if the protégé of one of the world’s smartest women, a guy who’s a male Helen of Troy, could possibly catch up to us?” He waggled a finger between them.

“So true.”

They both burst out laughing at the same time.

“Hey, you guys, what’s funny?” BeBop walked up to the table carrying his lunch on a tray, with Khadija beside him. BeBop started unloading his plates and utensils on the table, but Khadija asked politely, “May we join you?”

Carla patted the seat next to her. “Sure.”

Khadija sat and left the salad on her tray.

“We were joking about an acquaintance of ours who’s starting here on Friday as another intern,” Jazz said.

Khadija carefully took a bite. “Is he a funny person?”

Carla shook her head. “We don’t actually know him that well.”

BeBop waved his fork. “So he’s not funny?”

“I guess we’ll all find out.”

“So we’re gonna be the Fab Five instead of the Forgettable Four, huh?” BeBop added.

Carla raised her eyebrows. “He’s not forgettable, that’s for sure.”

“Oh really?”

“You’ll see.”

BeBop leaned back in his chair until it balanced on two legs. “So what do ya say you two—” He flipped his finger between Jazz and Carla. “—join us two—” He pointed at himself and Khadija. “—for some liquid refreshment after work. Would you have a way to get home?”

Jazz cocked his head. “Uh, BeBop, not meaning to get all law enforcement on you, but aren’t you a little young to be drinking?”

BeBop spread his arms. “Hey, daddy, I’m not talking about alcohol. I’m discussing something much better.”

“Khadija, what’s this man talking about?” Carla asked.

She grinned shyly. “Milkshakes.” She pressed a finger over her smile. “He’s an ice cream enthusiast, and he knows about a new place that claims they make New York’s best ice cream sodas and shakes.”

BeBop leaned forward. “Right, baby. I’m thinking burgers, right? With all the decorations. And then we test a flight of shakes and choose our faves. Ya dig?”

Jazz laughed because he had to. The guy was damned cute. A fifteen-year-old hipster. Jazz looked at Carla, who was barely holding back her laughter too. “What do you think, Carla? Want to take the late train home?”

She clutched her chest. “And give up the helicopter?”

BeBop shook his head. “That’s the sacrifice you’ll have to make to explore new worlds of culinary delight.”

“How can I say no?” She laughed too.

“You’re welcome to stay at my place in the city tonight, but then you’d have to hang with my uncle, and nobody wants to do that voluntarily, so I’d advise the late train.”

BeBop was obviously joking, but Jazz smelled a layer of something like deceit, but not quite. More of a cover-up under his snarky remark. Wonder what the story is?




Chapter Nine

 

 

“OH WOW!” Carla pointed madly toward her milkshake.

Jazz laughed. “Which one is it?”

“Chocolate peanut butter.” Carla slurped the last bit at the bottom of the small container. BeBop hadn’t been kidding about the “flight” of flavors. The store offered a special on five small glasses of different milkshake flavors, and if you picked one, they’d fill it up again.

Jazz slurped loudly. “I like coconut crunch.” What he really liked were the double-double cheeseburgers, extra rare, but he wasn’t going to say that. “What about you, Khadija?”

She didn’t slurp, but said politely, “The raspberry is excellent, though I like them all.”

BeBop threw himself backward in his chair. “What? Nobody named Live by Chocolate, which is so transparently the best of the best.”

The restaurant turned out to be super fun, even if it did charge New York tariffs for milkshakes and burgers. Nobody freaked at the prices. Of course, Carla was the governor’s daughter. But what about the other two?

“So you live in the city, Khadija?”

She smiled softly. “Yes, I live with my sisters. They are rather conservative, so I’m afraid I cannot invite you to stay with us tonight.”

“Oh, that’s okay.”

“Do your sisters work in the city too?” Carla asked.

“Yes. In the family business.”

“Oh cool. What’s that?”

“Maintenance and security.”

“Umm.” She slurped her drink. “So you decided to go a different way?”

“I’m undecided as yet. But I felt this internship would be excellent experience for whatever I end up doing.”

“True that.” BeBop leaned on his arms on the table and gazed at Dij with what looked like fascination. Was the kid interested in her? BeBop couldn’t be more than fifteen, if that. Khadija had to be eighteen or nineteen. Plus, the head scarf and what she’d said about her sisters pointed to a lot of tradition and a world of hurt for a lovestruck infidel.

She gave BeBop a simple nod. Jazz’s nose said what she’d told them was true—as far as it went. This one was a total iceberg. Most of who she was remained under the surface.

“We gotta work on your self-confidence, Dij,” BeBop said. “Toughen you up so you can stand up to those Muslim females. Tell ’em what’s what.”

“You’re very kind, BeBop, but in fact neither I nor my sisters are Muslim. Like the ladies of Islam, we wear our head scarves as part of our traditions. I believe, however, that my sisters respect me. They’re just more traditional than I am.”

“All good, but I go to this martial arts class, see? I’m thinking this would be the right place to hone your skills, woman. I mean, look at me.” He spread his hands, showing off the pinstriped elegance of his three-piece suit. “Despite my sartorial splendor, I’m not a physical masterwork, but—” He gave a Bruce Lee yell and swirled his hands, which startled some of the people crowded into the nearby tables. He ignored them. “—I’ve got karate on my side. These hands are dangerous weapons.”

Jazz snorted. “That’s fine… as long as the bad guys don’t have tire irons.”

“Or guns.” Carla drank the last of her fifth sample and raised the peanut butter glass for a refill.

“That’s when you have to use brains,” BeBop said. Something about the way he said it gave Jazz a little shiver. I’ll bet he’s not kidding.

As Carla sipped the full glass with a grin, she asked, “How’d you come to live with your uncle, BeBop?”

His expression became neutral. “My folks died in Europe a couple years ago. They left me money, but I needed a guardian, so my mother’s brother stepped in. He’s not exactly kid-oriented, but he does okay.”

Compassion was written all over Carla’s face. “You should come up to Connecticut and hang with us. My folks would love you.”

He looked up and smiled, but it wasn’t really open. “That’d be great. Sometime.”

Man, the remembered feelings of being alone and belonging to no one flooded over Jazz. He’d never had the slightest clue who his birth parents were. If Lindsey and Seth hadn’t found him and taken him home, he’d still be totally alone. How did I get so lucky? He blinked hard and licked his fingers of the last of his second cheeseburger.

Jazz glanced around the table and watched them all finish their goodies. What were the chances that Vanessen would hire four interns, at least three of them with serious secrets? Bet he could ask BeBop for the odds on that one.

Carla looked at her phone. “Actually, if we’re gonna catch the fast train, we better get going.”

“How long does it take?” BeBop asked.

“On the through train, a little over two hours.”

“Yeah, man, we’ll walk with you. Okay, Dij?”

“Yes, of course.” She looked up from her last sip of milkshake, and her deep, almost black eyes connected with Jazz’s. Whoa. Talk about electrical. For a second, it was like galaxies swam in her gaze. Then she blinked, and the same pretty, shy girl he always saw sat in front of him.

Jazz was still buzzing as he tossed some money on the table for a tip and stood to go.

Outside, the sidewalks were crowded with humans looking for food and entertainment. The sun hadn’t set, but shadows stretched across the pavement, promising night. Sounds, sights, and smells swirled around him like a circus tent of sensation. It wasn’t hard to figure why werewolves lived in the woods. Even for a wolf less sensitive than he was, the city would be overwhelming. Under the scent of oil, gas, exhaust, sweat, perfume, alcohol, cigarettes, pee, and more, his natural instincts still sought out the smells of the trees and flowers in the park many blocks away.

They marched down the sidewalk toward Grand Central, with BeBop bouncing ahead most of the time, Jazz behind him, and Carla and Khadija walking side by side slightly behind Jazz. Every minute or so, a whiff of some smell he associated with danger would creep into his nose. He stuffed it down. Hell, New York was filled with danger. If Batman had Jazz’s senses, he either would’ve been the world’s best crime fighter, or he’d have gone nuts trying to sort the real threats from the generally frenetic background noise.

BeBop shifted between walking forward and backward in a dance to music only he could hear. At the intersection, he stopped, and Jazz came up beside him. He grinned. “Hey buddy, don’t look, but we’re being followed.”

Jazz frowned, and BeBop gave him teeth. “Don’t look worried. Maybe it’s just some guy who thinks you’re cute.”

“Are you sure?”

“That we’re being followed or that you’re cute?” He laughed. “Yes to both.”

Jazz raised an eyebrow. So much for BeBop being interested in Khadija.

Carla was beside BeBop by then. “What’s wrong?”

“Keep smiling, ladies.”

“BeBop thinks we’re being followed,” Jazz said.

“Well damn.” Carla said it with a phony smile.

“It might be nothing.” BeBop gave her a glance, as if weighing her for something.

She frowned. “And it might be that somebody’s trying to kidnap the heir to the frigging Vanessen fortune.”

“Good thinking, woman. The same thought crossed my mind.”

Interesting that the thought hadn’t crossed Jazz’s mind.

The light changed, and they strode across, BeBop doing his frontward backward walk. He smiled again. “Yep. Still with us.”

Still walking, Carla said, “What’s he look like?”

“Young, wearing a baseball cap. Kind of nondescript but looks aggressive.”

Jazz felt the heat of the setting sun beating against the back of his head. He stopped and turned, looking up as if checking the sun, then letting his gaze fall and singling out the guy in the cap from the other pedestrians. The man had stopped to stare in a store window, which might have been believable if it hadn’t been a display for Christian Science. This dude didn’t look like the type to be seeking salvation.

Jazz whipped back around and kept walking. The guy might not be spiritual, but he sure as fuck was a werewolf.

When they got to the station, Khadija stopped outside the doors, and they all gathered around her. She spoke in that same soft, almost self-effacing, way. “May I suggest that we split up inside.”

BeBop crossed his arms. “The dude’s for sure gonna follow Jazz, right?”

“Yes, I agree, and I think he should go with me.”

BeBop stared at her wide-eyed. Jazz had to admit, he was kind of surprised as well.

Carla nodded. “I get it. The kidnapper will think Jazz is a sitting duck with Dij. Then BeBop and I can sneak up on him and attack, right?”

“I believe we’ll have to respond to whatever the man does, but your suggested action may come to pass, Carla,” Khadija said with a slight smile.

Jazz shook his head. “I can’t put any of you in danger. Seriously, this guy isn’t going to try anything. He’s probably just seen one of us somewhere and he’s looking to figure out how to rob us or something.”

“Shit, Jazz, that’s not exactly a benign scenario.” Carla scowled.

“No, but come on. If we stay together until the train comes, he’s not going to try anything once we’re onboard.”

Carla shook her head. “I like Dij’s plan more. Just sayin’.”

Khadija nodded firmly. “So do I. Jazz, come with me. BeBop and Carla, watch the man and follow him.”

Jazz sputtered, “But—”

Carla punched his arm. “Just do it, Jazz.”

Khadija took his arm and walked through the revolving doors of the station, half pulling Jazz beside her. Damn, she was strong. Inside, she threaded her arm through his and headed toward the trains. A minute later, she stopped to look in a store window, then started walking again. “He has followed us, as expected.”

“I don’t like this, Dij.”

“Nor I.” She nodded toward the wall where a Men’s Room sign was plastered. “May I suggest you go inside, and the three of us shall determine his intention. There are a number of guards around here that we can call.”

That would be a good way to get the dude alone and take him out, if he could. “But I don’t want any of you confronting him, okay? He may have a gun or something.”

“Yes, I understand.”

He hurried into the restroom. Inside, he stared back at the door. What’s the best way to meet him? Go into a stall and wait for him, or hang here so I see him as soon as he comes in? He opted for the out-in-the-open idea, so he ambled to the sink and started washing his hands. Maybe I can throw soap in his eyes. The idea made him grin tightly. What the hell’s going on in my life? Strange lapses. People following me.

He looked toward the door to the men’s room, and his wolf growled inside him. Not a good idea to shift here. He’d have to fight in human form.

He glanced at his over-clean hands and quit washing. What’s going on out there? He really wanted to look.

Suddenly, BeBop stuck his head in the door. “Hey man, did ya fall in?”

Jazz frowned. “What’s going on? Where’s Khadija?” He rushed forward.

“No worries.” BeBop held up a hand. “She’s right outside. Come on. You’re gonna miss your train.”

Outside the door, Dij and Carla stood, heads together, talking. Jazz marched up to them. “What happened? Where’s the guy?”

Carla shrugged. “Gone. Disappeared.”

“What do you mean disappeared?”

“BeBop and I were following him. He turned the corner to follow you, and we lost him for a few seconds. When we got here, we saw Khadija but no guy.”

Khadija shook her head.

“We looked all around, but he seems to be gone,” BeBop added. “So let’s get you to your train. As long as he doesn’t show up anytime soon, I think you’ll be okay.”

Jazz wanted to scratch his head. He inhaled deeply, but there was no werewolf smell. None at all. What the hell?

At the tracks, Carla and BeBop kept talking. Khadija said little, but Jazz glanced at her. There was definitely more to her than what met the eye.

Carla hugged BeBop and Khadija. Jazz shook Khadija’s hand since he wasn’t sure how she felt about guys hugging her.

“Thanks, guys. I can’t believe you were laying your life on the line for me.” Jazz laughed, but he wasn’t kidding.

BeBop gave him a grand, sweeping bow. “Our pleasure.”

Khadija nodded and smiled.

When Jazz hopped on the train with Carla, he looked out through the window at their new friends.

“Pretty amazing squad,” Carla said.

“Yeah.”

He watched the two of them get smaller on the platform as the train pulled away. One thing Jazz knew for sure. Saving Jazz might have been Khadija’s pleasure, but about everything else, she’d lied.

 

 

NARDO STARED at his phone screen. Where the hell is he?

His spy had been texting him all evening, giving him an event-by-event litany of the Vanessen boy’s movements. Apparently, he’d spent most of his time at the company today with not only the governor’s daughter, but also with two other odd teenagers no one had spoken about before—a boy in a very expensive suit and a young woman who wore her head covered like a Muslim. According to the spy, the four of them gorged themselves on ice cream and then headed for the train station. He’d followed, texting as he went, saying that when he got to the station, the Vanessen kid had gone off with the girl in the head scarf. That was interesting in itself since Nardo suspected that the boy was gay.

Then nothing. No report since.

He pinged him once more. Report?

The screen indicated delivery, but no response came.

He tossed the phone on his desk. He’d hoped to learn something from observing the Vanessen boy’s movements that would reveal if he was… special. But maybe the boy’s usual habits weren’t going to show him anything. After all, the event at the pack meeting had been different. A unique stimulus.

So maybe I need to rock his world a bit? Put some pressure on his cushy little lifestyle and his devoted circle of friends? What if I add some heat? Will he jump out of the water like a special frog or wallow there and boil to death?

He grabbed his phone again and dialed. “Evenride? I have a job for you.”




Chapter Ten

 

 

JAZZ HUDDLED over the lunchroom table the next day with his friends, BeBop and him shoving food in as fast as they could manage while the girls pushed their lunches around on their plates.

“Did you tell your family what happened, Jazz?” Carla asked. “You never mentioned it on the ride in this morning.”

He shook his head. “No. You know how intense my brothers can be, and I’m not convinced anything really happened. I mean, the guy just vanished, so maybe he was going the same place we were and we only thought he was following us.”

BeBop snorted. “Come on. Whenever we slowed or stopped, so did he.”

Khadija added in her careful way, “While it’s possible, it seems unlikely that his actions were coincidental, Jazz. At the very least, you should be cautious.”

Those quiet words had authority, and he nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” Suddenly Jazz stopped, midbite. Evenride’s bodyguard walked into the lunchroom, then stopped and looked around. He seemed to rest his gaze on their table but didn’t meet Jazz’s eyes.

Then he started walking toward them. When Jazz tensed, Carla looked up. Then she, too, froze. BeBop and Khadija glanced worriedly between the two of them.

“What’s wrong?” BeBop followed their stares and said, “Oh. That’s the dude. From the meeting, right?”

Jazz gave a slight nod.

The big man arrived at the table. “Miss Mendes, Mr. Evenride would like to speak to you.” It sounded like youse.

Carla wasn’t scared of anything—not even bears, or wiseguys who looked like them. “Excuse me, but I’m busy right now. I can talk to him later. But first I’d have to know where he is. If he wants to talk to me, why isn’t he here himself?” Her frown made the big guy step back.

“Uh, I think he wanted to speak to you privately.”

“Why? I have lunch to finish and work to do.”

“Carla, why don’t you find out what Mr. Evenride wants?” Jazz raised his brows.

She flashed the scowl at him, then seemed to get his drift. “Okay.” She looked at the big dude. “Where is he?”

“Out in the hall.”

“Seriously?” She rose, sighed dramatically, and looked at all of them with wide eyes. “I’ll be right out in the hall.” Then she stalked toward the door like some general storming the beaches.

As soon as they were out of sight, Jazz jumped to his feet. “Excuse me. Men’s room.”

BeBop grabbed his arm. “What’s going on, Jazz?”

“Tell you later.”

Jazz moved as fast as he could reasonably explain in human society toward the door, then skipped to the side into the kitchen and ran past the startled employees into the narrow service corridor. Stepping fast and lightly, he hustled to the main hall and… yes! Evenride was hanging out in the sitting area at the center of the corridor, a space that would be protected from listeners. If the listeners happened to be human. Carla was just sitting down opposite him. Jazz could see her high-tops.

Jazz stopped at the edge of his cozy little hall, leaned against the wall, and flowed energy into his ears. Like a signal from space, sound started coalescing inside his head.

“…delighted to see you at the picnic, and Donald was so thrilled to meet you again.”

Carla’s voice sounded angry. “I don’t mean to be rude, Mr. Evenride, but I have reason to believe that Donald was more of an asshole than usual, so if he was thrilled, he sure has a weird way of showing it.”

“He told me about that, Carla. He was simply trying to find a way to tell you of his interest and longtime admiration for you. He says he was very bad at expressing himself. All these years in military school have made him pretty awkward around women. But he really wanted to warn you about”—his voice dropped even more—“the Vanessens.”

“What the hell? What are you talking about?”

Yeah, Jazz wanted to know too, but the hairs on his neck were standing up. Never a good sign.

Evenride’s voice was syrupy. “I know, I know. You think they’re friends, and your father trusts them, but I think your trust is misplaced.” The words sounded rehearsed, as if he’d practiced them in front of a mirror. “These people aren’t what they seem, and they represent a threat to our community, our state, even our beloved country.”

Her voice got snide. “And yet, here you are, hanging out at Vanessen Enterprises. Hell, your whole family doesn’t have the integrity that Casper Vanessen possesses in his eyelash. I’ll be going now.”

Jazz’s stomach clenched. He loved her defense but also wanted to hear more.

“Carla.” Evenride’s voice was sharp. “The reason I’m here is because there are people who agree with me. They believe that the Vanessens have more to hide than anyone suspects and”—His voice got singsongy—“they represent a clear and present danger to our society.”

“I think you’re nuts.” That a girl, Carla! But who the fuck agrees with him?

“I only ask you to let me show you evidence.”

“Why didn’t you go directly to my father?”

“Funny you should ask. Honestly, I believe that you have more up close and personal exposure to the family than your father has and, as a result, have a better chance of verifying our evidence.”

“I don’t believe you have any evidence.”

“Let me change your mind, then. I’ll email you some info I hope you’ll take a look at.”

Jazz tensed. While he wanted the information, he also kind of wanted her to turn it down. Rock and hard place.

She huffed out a breath. “I don’t believe anything you’re saying.”

“That’s no reason not to hear me out, is it?”

She paused, and Jazz held his breath. “Okay, send it. But I can’t promise I’ll even read it. One of those Vanessens you’re talking about is my best friend, and I’d trust him with my life.”

“Umm, yes, well, I wonder if he didn’t do a very untrustworthy thing at the picnic?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Yes, what’s he talking about?

“I believe you took a fall and hit your head?”

“Yes. And I think Donald had something to do with it.”

“Um, but perceptions can be changed, can’t they?”

Jazz stopped breathing.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Carla’s voice rose. Then she seemed to catch herself, and she spoke more softly. “Do you mean drugs?”

“Not precisely. But let’s just say there’s more between heaven and earth—”

“Oh save your Shakespeare, for God’s sake.”

Evenride said something, but Jazz didn’t hear. He stepped closer and…

Fuck! His heart stopped, his nerves screamed, and a white cloud filled his brain as the tough-looking bodyguard appeared at the end of the hall where Jazz stood and stared right at him.

Every cell in Jazz’s body tingled somewhere between light and electricity, and his head swam. What will the guy do? He wouldn’t shoot me here. Hell, even if he did, I’d survive. But Carla will know, he’ll know, I….

Jazz stopped. The bodyguard was staring at him but… nothing. His gaze didn’t wiggle. No blink. No recognition. What?

Jazz looked around for whatever was hiding him from the big man. Nothing. Is it possible he doesn’t recognize me? Man, he felt so lightheaded, he could pass out.

The bodyguard walked off and vanished around the end of the hall.

Boom. Exploding brain. Jazz felt almost hot.

He didn’t see me. How is that possible? He was looking right at me. Fuck, maybe he didn’t see me because… no! No!

His hearing seemed to click back in as he heard Carla say to Evenride, “I’m going to work.”

“I’ll email you.”

“Do what you want.”

Jazz heard footsteps, took a breath, and ran superfast back through the kitchen. He managed to beat Carla to the table, where BeBop and Khadija stared at him like he’d clearly lost his mind. He had. For sure, he had.

“What was that all about?” BeBop asked as Carla arrived.

Jazz decided to take the offense. “Yes, what was it all about?”

Carla shook her head. “Totally nuts. This dude wanted to get me alone to make a case for his son.” She looked at Jazz, then down at her plate of salad. “He thinks I should date Donald and told me the whole Vanessen family is untrustworthy.”

Jazz snorted. “What’s his basis for that opinion?”

“Nothing that I can determine.” She smiled, though it was tight and phony and didn’t offer any other information.

Jazz smiled back. It made sense she wouldn’t talk about the rest of the conversation in front of BeBop and Khadija. The real test would be what she said that night.

 

 

“JAZZ, YOU’RE very quiet.” Pop-Pop glanced from the papers he and Lindsey were inspecting to Jazz, who stared out the window of the limo.

“I need to tell you both something important.” He sighed.

“It doesn’t sound like happy news.”

They’d just dropped Carla off at her house, and she’d smiled and bounded up the steps, never sharing one more detail of her conversation with Evenride.

“It’s not.”

“Does it involve Carla?” Pop-Pop might be human, but he sure as hell was psychic.

Jazz glanced up. “Yeah. What made you think that?”

“It felt like there was a lot of tension between you on the helicopter and in the car. I thought maybe you’d argued.”

“Not exactly. It’s just that Karl Evenride showed up at the office today and asked to speak to Carla. I listened in.”

Pop-Pop got a crease between his eyebrows. “She knew you were listening?”

“No. I sneaked out and used, you know, superwolf ears. But I honestly thought she’d want me to listen—uh, if she knew I could—since I wasn’t sure what kind of threat this dude represented.”

“And you heard more than you bargained for.”

“Yeah. Lots more. Evenride is trying to persuade the Mendes family that the Vanessens are a threat to the community, the state, and the nation!”

That got Lindsey’s attention. “What the hell?”

Jazz nodded. “He maintains he has evidence, and all he wants is for Carla to consider it with an open mind. I’m paraphrasing.”

Lindsey scowled, a funny expression on his pretty face. “Why did that asshole go after the girl?”

“She asked him the same thing. He said she has more direct contact with us and so she can test his facts, as he called them. He’s emailing this so-called evidence to her.”

Lindsey fell back against the seat. “What the hell has Evenride gotten into his beady little brain?”

Pop-Pop nodded. “Yes, that’s a question, but I think Jazz is more concerned with why Carla didn’t tell him.”

Jazz nodded. Actually, his biggest worry was what Evenride knew about Jazz’s part in Carla falling and all the weird stuff that happened in that clearing. Whatever Evenride knows… is more than I know.

Now, all he could think about was that damned bodyguard in the hall who’d looked straight at him and didn’t see him. No, no. Didn’t recognize me. That’s all. That must be all.

Two hours later, the whole family sat in the dining room, eating dinner and trying to digest what Jazz had told them about Evenride’s claims to Carla.

Seth frowned. “What do you think this person knows about us?”

Jazz almost smiled, since Seth was 100 percent human, but he was as committed to the pack as any werewolf. That was true for all of them.

Jazz shook his head. “No idea. I hope Carla will tell me what evidence this guy has on us.”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“I don’t know that either. She was just acting weird after Evenride spoke to her. Of course, I couldn’t tell her I’d heard what he said.”

Lindsey put a hand on Jazz’s arm. “If it wasn’t so critical to all of us, I’d say you got what you deserved. Eavesdropping on someone you care about is never a good idea.”

Jazz stared at the tablecloth. “I know, but honestly, I didn’t consider that I was eavesdropping on her. Just him.” Softly, he released his breath.

Winter and Damon both looked at him from across the table.

“You okay?” Winter asked.

“Yeah. Just concerned.”

“It’s hard to think your best friend doesn’t trust you,” Pop-Pop added.

Jazz’s mom nodded. “What if Carla was just luring Evenride in? Maybe she decided not to tell you since she doesn’t want you thinking anything bad about your family.”

Jazz shook his head. “No. I don’t think so, Mom. There’s something else.”

Everyone stopped and the room got scary quiet.

“It’s another of those ‘may be nothing’ things, but when Carla and I were in New York last night with BeBop and Khadija—”

“Who?” Damon asked.

Pop-Pop smiled. “Their fellow interns.”

Jazz bit the inside of his cheek. “Anyway, BeBop was pretty sure we were being followed when we were walking to the train station. They all figured I had to be the target, since I’m a Vanessen. So once we got to the station, I went in the men’s room. If he followed me in, I thought I could confront him and keep them out of danger. But the guy vanished.” He shrugged. “It’s probably nothing, but Carla thinks something happened. So with us being followed last night, right after hearing Evenride’s story, she can’t help but think those things are related in some way, but she’s not telling me. That doesn’t make sense unless she has her doubts about me… us. Otherwise why wouldn’t she warn us?”

“I don’t know.” His mom clutched his arm. “But I want you to be careful, Jazz. This is all frightening.”

Winter smiled softly at her. She was his adopted mother too. “Don’t worry, Mom. Jazz is an alpha werewolf. A whole pack of humans couldn’t take him out.”

Jazz met Winter’s pale blue eyes. “Sorry to tell you, bro, but the dude we suspected of following us was a werewolf.”

Matt, who sat beside Winter, said, “You’re sure, Jazz?”

Jazz nodded, and his mother said, “I like this less and less. There’s turmoil in the packs over lack of succession, this bizarre claim by a human, and now some threat to Jazz. How does it all fit together? Or does it?”

Lindsey sipped wine, leaning a little against the broad shoulder of his husband. “Carla has had some up-close contact with the Vanessens over the years. Do you think she suspects us?”

Seth shook his head. “I don’t think any of the humans around us suspect the existence of werewolves—aside from the ones in this room, myself included.”

Jazz nodded. “Yeah, Mom. It’s not like Bella Swan suddenly saying ‘I know what you are.’ People don’t go there. They don’t want to believe we’re real, so they don’t.”

She leaned over and clasped his hand. “Except for those of us who do want to believe so we can be a part of your lives.” She gazed from him to Damon, the werewolf who had changed her human life in one fateful night.

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what Carla does with her information,” Lindsey said. “I know that’s hard for you, dear.” He smiled at Jazz. “But there’s no clear explanation for how you know this information except to tell her you eavesdropped. And considering where they were sitting, it’s unlikely you could have remained hidden and still heard what they said… if you were human.”

“There’s another factor in this maze.” Pop-Pop ran his fingers over the stem of his glass. “Lysandra Mason’s nephew arrives at the Mendes’s home on Thursday night to begin work on Friday.”

“Are you worried about that, sir?” Lindsey asked.

“I wasn’t worried. Interested, yes. I’m not sure why this woman has gone to such trouble to embed her representative, shall we say, in our midst. But with all the other intrigue going on, this young man becomes another source of mystery. Especially since both Jazz and Carla have described this person as somewhat unusual.”

Right. Unusual. That was the understatement of the year.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

JAZZ TOOK a bite of his steak. He might feel like crap, but nothing stopped a teenage werewolf from eating unless his throat was cut, and he might even recover from that.

Across the table, Winter wiped his mouth. While all the humans had finished eating, the wolves were still chowing down. “Also in the middle of all this shit—excuse me, Mom—don’t forget we’ve got the pack community event this weekend. Packarama.”

“Why do you think that’s pertinent?” Damon asked.

“I don’t, except it’s a whole lotta wolves gathered in one spot, which is always a little worrisome from a discovery point of view. Plus, there’s all the succession turmoil, as Mom says.”

Damon nodded. “Point taken. Are you and Cole both racing?”

Winter grinned. “Yep.”

“Show-offs.”

“Hey, we just have to keep reminding the packs who has the most alphas.” He laughed. “In fact, I’m thinking Jazz ought to enter too.”

“What?” Jazz emerged from his reverie. “Come on. I’m too skinny. You don’t want the other packs showing up the Vanessens.”

Winter leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s true, little brother. We spend so much time passing you off as human, you never get a chance to test your skills. I think it would be great for you to at least enter the running race. And maybe some of the other contests.”

Jazz shook his head, and his mother leaned over and put a hand on his arm. “Lighten up, guys. Jazz has a new job and a lot of stress. Upholding the honor of the pack among a bunch of wolves isn’t top priority.”

Jazz released a very soft breath. Having his brothers push him to compete might never persuade him, but one suggestion by his mom that he couldn’t handle the stress ratcheted up his alpha competitive streak so high, he’d have taken off running right then. “Thanks Mom, but I can do it. I’ll enter as soon as we get there on Saturday.”

She gazed at him with such a neutral expression, he wondered if she’d said that on purpose to get him to say yes. “That means you won’t be able to show Dash Mercury around on his first weekend.”

“I think that’ll be okay. I’ll just tell them I’m involved in a family event on Saturday, and I’ll come back from the Packarama on Saturday night. Hell, Carla’s already treating me weird. How much madder can she get?”

His mother pressed her hand to his arm again. “You’ll miss the feast.”

“That’s no problem. I never seem to gain a pound anyway.”

He must have sounded bitter because Pop-Pop looked up at him and gave him a little smile that could mean anything. But it came off as being supportive.

Jazz smiled back tightly and sipped his tea. All the things he hadn’t told them pressed against his lips with a bad taste. The vision he’d had at the pack meeting, the stuff at the picnic, and now having a human look at him and not see him—it was an entire compost heap of unexplained phenomena. He’d felt like this before he met Lindsey and Seth, and he’d hated it then.

Hell, the day he found out he was a werewolf, one who was part of a pack, was the first best day of his life. He’d been having odd symptoms—kind of like he was experiencing now. He’d pass out for no reason. He heard things and saw better than the other kids. Then he’d met Lindsey and Seth at a polo match where they’d invited the orphans. Horse-crazy Jasper had been in heaven watching Lindsey play. And better yet, they’d taken him under their wings, spending time with him, even giving him his nickname. After a life of loneliness, he finally felt like he had friends. But Lindsey kept trying to tell him something, something even Seth didn’t know.

Finally, there was that wildass day when cop Seth had gotten into trouble going after some kidnappers and he’d had Jazz in the car. The bad guy was threatening both of them, and suddenly this wolf showed up and took the dude out. Together later, staring into a river, Jazz and Seth got their minds around the fact that the wolf was Lindsey! And then Jazz knew what Lindsey had been trying to tell him.

Not only did knowing he was a werewolf make Jazz get that he wasn’t alone, it was also the first time he didn’t feel like a total weirdo. That idea ought to make him laugh, since being a werewolf clearly didn’t qualify as regular, but for him, who’d always felt different and odd among humans, having an explanation for why he was different had been better than bacon.

But now he felt that way again. Different, peculiar. Like Harry Potter under the stairs with no explanation for why he could make the glass disappear so the snake could get out. It wasn’t that he didn’t want his family to know, but, well, he didn’t want them to know. He didn’t want them thinking he was strange or different from them. He just wanted to be the kid brother, like he had been since the wonderful day Elizabeth Vanessen made him a part of her family. Oh gods, why is this happening?

He looked up into Pop-Pop’s loving eyes. It almost made everything all right.

A short time later, he excused himself and said he had some research to do for work. That was true, but mostly he didn’t feel like socializing.

He walked to his big room with tons of windows that let in all the sunshine during the day. At night, the housekeeper pulled the heavy drapes, giving the room a cozy, warm feeling. Jazz didn’t feel cozy. He hurled himself on the bed and kicked his sneakers into next week. Who knew where they landed?

Damn, Carla had been his best friend since he’d been adopted by the Vanessens. The fact that they’d both been involved in the kidnappings drew them together. And because Jazz was gay, she knew he didn’t want to be her boyfriend, which allowed them, with their independent, snarky personalities, to become BFFs. His little furry secret hadn’t been a big issue… until now.

Shit, his stomach wanted to dump dinner on the floor. The world felt off.

He sat up.

No, dammit. He grabbed his phone and texted, Hey. Got a minute to talk?

Received.

He waited, his eyes glued to the screen, and nothing happened.

He hopped off the bed and started to pace. When did I first notice that I was different from the other wolves?

He walked the length of his bedroom on the cushy rugs he always loved having smoosh under his feet. It had taken him a while to even understand what it meant to be a werewolf, so if he was different from the other males at that time, he chalked it up to inexperience and the fact that everyone told him he was some super alpha.

But when?

A couple of times that first year as a wolf, he’d gotten bullied by the other males, and his family had said he had to hold back since he was this superwolf. So he wouldn’t fight, which got him razzed more. But shit would happen. Whoever bullied him would somehow find himself on his face in the mud or have his swim trunks come off in front of a bunch of humans. Coincidence? He’d always thought so. Now, maybe not.

Then Jazz gave ten dollars and a lottery ticket to a woman standing on the street corner, begging, with her two kids and cat. She won. A million bucks. Just lucky.

Little weird shit. He put some Polysporin on a dog’s abscessed foot, and the next day, you couldn’t tell the pooch had ever had an injury.

His family didn’t seem to notice these things, so he always told himself they were what they looked like. Chance. But then there was the picnic. And the bodyguard. And the vision.

He shook his head. Do I want to be special so badly I hallucinate? Make stuff up?

His phone pinged. The text said, Sorry. Busy with fam stuff. Will be driving to work tomorrow with Dad. Thank your fam.

He kept looking at the screen, but nothing else appeared. No snarky goodbye or plans to meet for lunch.

It was the first time in four years she hadn’t had time to talk to him.

 

 

WALKING AND holding your breath at the same time? Possible.

Jazz hurried toward his office, not because he was dying to get there, but because he was late. Damn! He’d overslept because he’d stared at the ceiling most of the night and only fell asleep at 4:00 a.m. when he had to get up at five forty-five. He hadn’t, so he’d missed his ride with Pop-Pop and Lindsey. Strike two. He jumped in his car, clutching a breakfast sandwich made by Bette just for him and munched it as he started on his two-hour drive into the city. He’d arrived at ten after nine, had to park in the last space on the most remote floor of the parking structure, and ran like Usain Bolt—make that Usain Wolf—to his floor.

He slammed through the department doors and powered toward his cube.

“Jazz?” Amy called. Damn, was she mad?

Jazz turned. “Hey, boss, I’m so sorry. I—”

Amy stepped through the door of her office, and beside her walked Dash Mercury.

Jazz about fainted. No exaggeration. His breath caught so hard seeing Dash again, he got lightheaded.

Amy said, “Jazz, I think you already know Dash. He’s going to be joining our department for his first rotation as an intern. I thought you could show him the basics.”

Jazz managed a normal, interactive expression. “From my lofty position as a one-week veteran?”

“Precisely correct. The best way to learn is to teach.”

Jazz gave Amy a sideways look. “First lesson. Don’t be late for work… like I was.”

Amy flashed him a grin then turned. “Dash, I’ll leave you in Jazz’s capable hands. We set up Dash’s cubicle next to yours, Jazz, so you can catch him up.”

For a second, Jazz watched her. I wonder how she reacted to Dash? She sure doesn’t look faint to me. He turned and glanced into Dash’s magnificent pale green eyes that looked like an amazing stone he saw one time called seraphinite. It was supposed to be able to summon angels, and damn, it must work. “Come on, I’ll teach you the four things I know.” He managed a grin.

Dash stared at Jazz for a moment, then flashed his spectacular dimples. “I’ll take all four.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Amy said. “Call if you need my help.” She walked away and left them on their own.

Jazz’s stomach dipped for a second. What the hell was he going to do with this guy? “My place or yours?”

Dash nodded toward Jazz’s cubicle. “You probably have more on your computer than a few applications.”

“We can remedy that pretty fast. Grab your laptop and come on in.”

As Dash walked into the cubicle beside Jazz’s, Jazz slipped into his chair, started up his computer, then took a deep breath. How the hell did this happen? He’d thought Dash would mostly be with Carla.

Dash rounded the corner with his laptop open in his arms. Jazz pointed at the small round table in the corner of his space. “I think we can both fit on there.”

Once they’d positioned their computers on the table and accessed the available plugs, they sat side by side. Jazz clicked on an analytics tool he’d been mastering. A warm hand on his forearm stopped him. He looked up. Dash wasn’t an angel. He was Medusa, and Jazz was being turned to stone.

Dash smiled softly, crinkles appearing beside his luminous eyes. “I haven’t even said hello to you. Or given you Lysandra’s best wishes.”

Jazz swallowed hard. “Uh, thanks. Tell her I said hi.”

“She said to give you a hug.”

Holy crap! Before Jazz even registered the words, Dash wrapped one arm tightly around him, then followed up with a second. Swamped. The hug wasn’t like a warm blanket, cocooning him. It was more like a flash heater, shooting ribbons of fire into Jazz’s chest, brain, and, oh gods, cock. Everything sprang to attention. Fortunately, they were both seated, so Dash couldn’t feel Jazz’s reaction, but if he looked down….

Dash pulled back first because Jazz was too frozen to move. He gazed into Jazz’s eyes as if he could read the tracks on his soul. “I’m glad I got to come and visit you.”

Jazz needed to reply but couldn’t get any words out of his dry mouth.

Dash grinned. “Oh, by the way, Lysandra asked me to give you a kiss for her.”

Some starburst in Jazz’s brain screamed, What? But ready or not, the lips were coming straight at him, and he might be weird, but he wasn’t crazy. He didn’t turn them down.

Dash pressed his mouth to the edge of Jazz’s lips—not a dead reckoning, but not a peck on the cheek either. Soft, hot, and fuuuuck, a touch of tongue. Accident? Come on. Straight guys don’t kiss other guys they don’t know, unless one of them is five. That was damned sure a declaration of orientation.

Jazz’s guts turned to syrup. He really didn’t care if he ever worked. He also didn’t care if someone walked by, which was stupid and dangerous. On top of that, this dude might be catnip to a starving tabby, but he was human! Mystical, amazing, but human. Jazz snapped his head back. “Uh, tell her I said thanks.”

Dash’s grin turned to a full smile. Yeah, he’d probably looked down. “I will.”

Jazz frowned and plunged into explaining the analytics program. For three hours, taking time out for trips to the coffeepot and men’s room, they plowed through programs and reports. They started out edgy but settled in and got comfortable. Dash was damned smart, caught on quick, and smelled better than a ham sandwich. No! Not pertinent.

Jazz glanced at his watch. “Time for lunch. We better get going so we can meet up with Carla and the other interns. Have you met them?”

“Not yet.”

“They’re interesting.” Jazz got up and stretched. “Let’s go eat.”

They walked out of Jazz’s cube, but as they passed Amy’s office, she said, “Jazz, can I see you for a second?”

Dash touched Jazz’s arm. “I’ll hit the men’s room again and meet you outside.”

Jazz nodded and entered Amy’s open-door office. “Yes, ma’am?”

She glanced toward the door then at Jazz. “Just wondered how it’s going?”

“Good. Dash is a natural. His brain’s at least as spectacular as his looks.” Jazz laughed.

Amy cocked her head and smiled. “Yes, he’s a nice-looking young man.” She said it so off-handedly, Jazz almost asked if she wasn’t at least a little starstruck but decided that was lame. “I’m happy to hear that he’s doing well since I’m told he comes to us on the recommendation of Lysandra Mason,” she continued. “I admire her and the work she’s done.”

“I do too.”

“Have you met her?”

“Yes, briefly, at the same event where I met Dash. That’s when she suggested she send Dash to spend time with Carla, uh, and me.”

“That’s our gain. Great. Go on to your lunch.” She gazed at her computer screen.

“Can we bring you something?”

“Thanks, but no. I have a lunch appointment.”

“Uh, Amy?” He glanced toward the door. No Dash. Good.

She looked up.

“How would you describe Dash?” He shrugged. “Somebody asked me, and, you know, I’m just a guy. Not good at that kind of thing.”

She stuck out a lip. “I’d call him tall, slender, dark hair, hazel eyes, fair skin, nice looking.”

“So you think most girls would find him attractive?”

She chewed the lip thoughtfully. “Probably. He’s a little, I don’t know, artistic looking, so if a woman likes the athletic type, she might not like him.”

“Got it. Thanks.”

“Sure. By the way, I’d ask him first if he wants to be set up with a woman. I’d say there’s a chance he might like men.” She flashed him a smile and went back to work.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

OKAY, THAT’S even more weirdness. Maybe I see Dash differently? Carla always describes him as gorgeous, but what does gorgeous mean to her? Heart-stopping? Otherworldly? Maybe not.

Dash was waiting for him outside the men’s room. “Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Amy just had a couple questions.” He headed down the hall with Dash beside him. “Uh, what do you call your eye color?”

He raised his shoulders. “Hazel, I guess. Why?”

“Just always wondered what that color’s called.” He glanced at Dash again. Hazel, my ass. He pushed the door of the lunchroom open and saw Carla, Khadija, and BeBop at a table already littered with their plates. Jazz raised a hand. “Got room for us?”

“Sure. Come on guys, scooch over,” BeBop answered.

Everyone tightened up their stuff. Jazz introduced Dash to BeBop and Khadija. Both of them looked at him with a lot of interest, but nobody appeared lightheaded or ready to climb him like a flagpole. No, that only happens to me.

Jazz and Dash got into the food line.

“What’s good?” Dash asked.

Jazz stared at the menu. “I’m kind of a meat lover, so I get a lot of burgers and roast beef sandwiches when they have it.”

At the head of the line, Jazz ordered two double cheeseburgers. Since Dash was there, he asked for fries too. And an apple.

Dash got fish and chips and a salad. How very human of him.

They fit themselves in at the table. Carla smiled and acted close to normal, but she never quite met Jazz’s eyes. It totally blew him away to think she didn’t trust him. He wanted to say something but couldn’t come up with a logical reason. Maybe I should just ask her why she’s acting weird and see what she says.

Carla smiled. “So, Jazz, what are we going to do this weekend?”

“Do?”

“You know, to show Dash around?” She widened her eyes a little, as if she were trying to tell him something.

“Well, uh, tomorrow there’s a family event I have to go to, but on Sunday we can do anything Dash wants.” Think fast. What do you do with a human when you’re a werewolf with a lot to hide?

Carla frowned. “You’re busy tomorrow?”

“Uh, yeah.”

Her frown deepened. “I guess I just assumed that since you knew Dash was coming, you’d arrange to be open this weekend. Maybe even plan something fun that guys like to do.”

Well damn. He leaned forward and stared at her. “But since I haven’t spoken to you, seen you, or gotten a text from you, how would I know I was included in any plans you and your family had for Dash?” He tried to keep his voice even, but it did rise a bit on the end.

BeBop’s eyes got wide, and Khadija stared at her hands. Dash just watched them with a little smile. At least Carla dropped her gaze. “I guess I assumed too much.”

“Yeah, you did. But on Sunday, I’d be happy to spend the whole day with both of you. Maybe Dash would like to see a movie or—”

Dash held up a hand. “I’d love to see a movie or sit on a couch and watch television, or go for a walk, or do nothing at all. You have no idea how seldom I get to do any of those things. Listen, guys, I don’t need anyone to amuse me. I’m very used to entertaining myself. I’ve done it since I was a small child. So please, don’t worry about me.”

“I don’t think that’s what your aunt had in mind. You coming to Connecticut to be alone.” Carla flashed a disapproving glance at Jazz.

Dash smiled. “Who knows what Lys had in mind? By the way, she’s not really my aunt. She’s just a friend of the family. More like a godmother. But I’ve always called her Aunt Lysandra.”

Jazz glanced at Carla, who did manage a teeny smirk.

“But I assure you,” Dash continued, “I’m just glad to be here and will enjoy hanging out in your backyard with a good book tomorrow.”

BeBop and Khadija had been whispering together. “Hey, Dash, why don’t you stay in the city tonight, and you, me, and Khadija can do the museum crawl tomorrow.” He flashed his mischievous smile. “Or the pub crawl.”

Dash grinned. “Uh, are you old enough to drink?”

“I have excellent documentation that swears I am.”

Dash laughed, a heart-thumping, stomach-clenching experience for Jazz. “Well I’m not old enough,” Dash said. “But thank you both. I’d love to do that museum crawl another time, but tomorrow I plan to sleep late and recharge.”

“Okay, man, but remember, another time.”

“For sure.”

Jazz shoved the last of his second burger into his mouth. “We better get back to work.” He glanced at Carla. “Are you getting home on your own?” There might have been a bit more snark than completely necessary in that question.

“Uh, yes. Thanks.”

“Okay, then, I’ll see you Sunday.” He stood. “Come on, Dash.” He grabbed his plates and trash, deposited them in their appropriate receptacles, then walked out of the lunchroom. He kind of hoped Dash would follow, but right then, he couldn’t quite care.

When he got back to his desk and sat at his computer, Dash slid in beside him.

“So, want to go back to the analytics software breakdown?”

“Yeah.” Jazz almost laughed since Dash was so obviously ignoring the elephant in the room.

Jazz walked him through some of the screens. They used data mining to establish trends in industries and to predict where the next generation of investments should occur. “The company adds a lot of human intuition to the analytical models. We’ll get to sit in on some brainstorming sessions where they evaluate the models produced by the software.”

Dash sat back. “Thanks, I get that.” He nodded quietly. “Want to talk about what’s going on with you and Carla?”

Jazz sighed loudly.

“When I met you guys at the picnic, I’d have sworn you were blood relatives.” Dash chuckled. “What’s up? Did you go out with another girl?”

Jazz frowned. “Carla’s my best friend, but she’s not my girlfriend. I’m gay.” He glanced around. “Not everyone knows that, but it’s a fact.”

“But Carla knows?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Your family knows?”

“Yes. I just didn’t want to come out in high school. It’s too messy.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

Jazz sat back and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “But she’s upset with me, and I don’t even know why. The other day she had a conversation with this man who’s the father of some guy she knows. Both the guy and his father were at the picnic. You might have seen them. Anyway, ever since that discussion, she’s been weird.”

“Weird how?”

“She doesn’t look at me, won’t return my texts and calls.”

“Have you asked her why?”

Jazz shook his head. “I’ve barely seen her.”

“Harsh.” From the expression on his beautiful face—the one only Jazz seemed to see—he felt pretty bad for Jazz. And his eyes…. Damn, those things are green, baby, not some wishy-washy hazel.

Jazz nodded. “Yeah.”

“BFFs don’t happen every day.”

Jazz tried to smile. It hurts.

They went back to work, and when they separated, Dash said, “I’ll see you Sunday. Enjoy your day tomorrow.”

“Oh. Thanks a lot.”

Jazz watched Dash walk away with that smooth, almost unreal grace. Too bad I’d rather be with him than running some idiot race against a bunch of wolves.

 

 

DASH WALKED away, feeling Jazz’s eyes on him. He glanced at his watch. He’d told Carla he’d meet her at five thirty, so he had ten minutes. He strolled out into the still-bright sun of the early evening and sidled to the edge of the building, then grabbed his phone and hit speed dial.

“Hello, darling.”

“Hi, Lys.”

“How’s it going?”

“Really interesting. Carla and Jazz are at odds, and I don’t know why. He’s confided that he’s upset about it but doesn’t know the reason she’s acting weirdly.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Maybe.” He walked toward the parking lot.

She laughed.

“As we suspected, he’s gay.”

“Ah.”

Dash inhaled. “I think we were right about another suspicion. He can see me.”

“Oh?” She sounded more than interested. “Why do you say that?”

“It’s the way he looks at me. Everyone else around sees me as I present myself. But he seems more, uh….”

“Dazzled.”

“Yeah.”

“Is there anyone else who reacts similarly?”

“I think Carla finds me attractive, but I don’t think she sees me quite the same way Jazz does.”

“You are attractive, dear, unless you decide not to be. What do you plan to do to test his, shall we say, vision?”

“I’ll look for opportunities to determine what he sees.”

“Good.”

Across the lot, he saw Carla’s car. She was standing beside it. He waved. “Carla’s waiting. I better go.”

“Okay.”

“Oh, one more thing. Jazz is claiming a family event tomorrow, so I won’t be seeing him.”

“Oh?”

Dash laughed softly. “At least, he won’t know it if I do.” There was open air on the end of the line. “Don’t you want me to spy on him?” Dash asked.

“It’s okay. If you want to. Uh, just don’t get caught.”

“Is there something I should know about this guy? I mean, aside from the fact that we’ve got no idea how he showed up in a rich human family in Connecticut?”

There was another slight pause, so brief he almost didn’t catch it. “No. You’ve got the gist.”

“I better go. Natives are restless.” He waved at Carla again.

“Enjoy the natives.” She laughed musically.

“I promise.” For just a second, the erection in Jazz’s lap flashed in his mind. He clicked the phone. Hope she didn’t pick up on that.

 

 

“JAZZ, YOU’RE awfully quiet again.” Lindsey murmured over Jazz’s shoulder, where Jazz was staring out the limo window.

“Sorry.” He spoke softly, but no one could have heard it over the general raucous laughter and dick measuring going on in the limo where the entire Vanessen pack was squeezed.

After a lot of pros and cons, they’d decided to take the big black vehicle to the Packarama because any chance to impress the other packs with their wealth and power helped protect them. After all, they were a bundle of misfits—humans, part humans, and gay werewolves—so intimidation on all levels kept the other packs from getting designs on their territory.

Of course, they weren’t easy pickings. In addition to the really impressive wealth and political clout of the Vanessen family, the group also had the largest number of alpha superwolves among all the packs of New England and perhaps even the most in America. Cole, Winter, Damon, and least impressively, Jazz, all qualified as alpha wolves, while Paris, Cole’s husband was an alpha werepanther. Alpha status usually only happened in the offspring of other alphas. All alphas in varying degrees had super hearing, super strength, speed, and, pretty universally, the ability to shift at will. A few, like Winter, could even shift on the fly in a couple of seconds. Standard wolves could only shift at or around the full moon, in a procedure that took at least three or four painful minutes. Of course, shifting was no picnic for alphas either. It just happened faster.

Cole and Paris had joined the Vanessen pack by choice, but by birth they were members of the Harker and Marketo packs. Each of them would have taken over leadership of their pack if they hadn’t both been antisocial… and gay. Gay shifters. There wasn’t supposed to be any such thing. Damon was also a Marketo, the pack leader Merced’s brother, although he’d adopted the name Thane. And Winter was his son by an alpha female werewolf from Canada. Lindsey was also his son, but since Lindsey was half-human, he’d missed out on the alpha characteristics. Jazz had all the alpha signs, though his most prominent sense was smell. No one knew where he got it from since he was an orphan, a rare thing in a society as communal as werewolves.

“You haven’t got a chance!” Winter howled and playfully punched Cole’s arm.

Paris, who was a lot smaller and lighter than the huge wolves, inserted himself between the behemoths. “Don’t strain yourselves. Everyone knows a panther can outrun a bunch of canines.”

Cole grabbed him and kissed his neck. “N-no one knows that but you. Besides, half the race takes place in human form.”

Winter threw back his head. “Ha! We’ll leave you in the dust.”

Matt, who sat on Winter’s lap, said, “Don’t you think there are males in the other packs who can compete?”

“Nope. Vanessen forever.”

Jazz grinned at his platinum-haired brother. Winter was the most in-your-face alpha among them.

Winter cocked his head at Jazz. “Of course, I predict Jazz might give us a run for our money.”

“If he’s not too distracted,” Paris said in his silky voice. “Hey baby, what’s wrong, hmm?” He leaned down so his face was suspended in the air below Jazz, gazing up with his huge, heavily lashed eyes. Paris was a pole dancer and had amazing physical control.

Lindsey glanced at Jazz, then said, “He’s had a falling out with his best friend. I think he’s wishing he turned down the invite to Packarama.” He nudged Jazz. “True?”

“No. I’m okay about going. But yeah, I’m pretty concerned about Carla.” He took a breath. No use wrecking the party. “Okay, you guys, let’s not worry about this today. You have a race to win. What else are you entering?”

Winter raised a finger. “Rifles and pistols.”

“Throwing.” Cole always spoke modestly.

Paris chuckled wickedly. “Long jump.”

“Before you all go, would someone show me where to enter the big race? I’ve only got today, so if there’s a second round, I can’t compete.”

Winter said, “There’s a relay tomorrow. It would be great to have you on it, but I think we can win without you.”

Jazz made a face. “You don’t need me.” Just saying that made him sad.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

THE BIG car pulled ceremoniously into the parking lot. Before they’d arrived, two of Pop-Pop’s other drivers, werewolves of course, had brought in an SUV crammed with a pack tent that would have done justice to Ali Baba, their gear for all the events, and lots of food they could serve throughout the day to guests as well as themselves. Their tent site had been selected from a map earlier, and the Vanessen pack crest flew merrily from on top of the center pole. Packarama was billed as fun and games, but it was serious alliance time, when partnerships were struck and support was garnered.

The Vanessen Pack climbed out of the car and, as a group, walked into the Packarama grounds. Around their site, various tents, teepees, and campers housed the other packs, while barbecues were already being fired up. On Sunday, a huge banquet brought them all together, but until then, everyone did their own thing.

Harkers and Marketos called out to them to come say hello, but Winter and Cole marched boldly forward, leading, aka hauling, Jazz toward the registration table for the big race that would begin in two hours. Since it was the premier event of the day, it was held once all the packs had arrived.

Two males from one of the big allied packs on the Massachusetts border manned the table. They both straightened up and puffed out their chests at the sight of Winter and Cole. No wonder. Cole resembled a regular, big, handsome human, if you didn’t count the fact that his brown hair shone silver and his gold eyes reflected light. Winter just looked plain supernatural. His hair was as white as the season he was named for, and his eyes were so pale and icy, they made criminals want to confess just looking at them. But when they got to the table and shoved Jazz forward, the biggest dude of the two raised a lip. “Seriously? You want me to register him? Aren’t you afraid he’ll die if someone knocks him over?”

Okay, he might be skinny, but damned if they got to say so. Jazz leaned down until his face was so close to the registration dude, they practically touched noses. “Are you in the race?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Good. Be sure to try and knock me over—”

The guy started to grin.

“—as I run past you and leave you in the fucking dust.” He shoved the filled-out form and his money in front of the guy. “Sign me up, asshole.”

As he walked away with his participant number two minutes later, both Cole and Winter burst out laughing. Winter pressed a hand against his own middle. “You crack me up, Jazz. Half the time, I can barely tell you’re even a werewolf, until somebody ruffles your fur. Man, then the claws come out.”

“Yeah. It’s not my finest trait.” He frowned. “But fuck, I didn’t even want to enter this damned race.”

Cole patted Jazz’s shoulder. They were nearly the same height at six feet four inches—Winter was still taller—but Cole outweighed Jazz by a good sixty or more pounds. Jazz was still growing, vertically. “We’re glad you’re in the race, Jazz. Taking offense with that asshole was completely in line. I’d have done the same,” Cole said.

Of course, the guy would never have insulted Cole.

As they passed the Harker Pack’s tent, Cole’s father, Landon Harker, alpha of the pack, waved a hand. “Cole, Winter, Jazz, stop for a moment.”

They slowed their steps, and Cole walked over to embrace his father, though their relationship was a little strained since Cole and Paris had chosen to join the Vanessen Pack instead of staying in Harker.

Winter extended his hand to Landon, and the three began talking, leaving Jazz hanging out. He’d been asked to stop but now didn’t feel included. Then again, it certainly wasn’t the first time.

“Jazz.”

He turned to see Radsy, aka Bill Radser, and Wreck, whose real name was also Bill—Bill Jones. The two hulking guys, both a few months younger than Jazz, walked toward him, their giant shoulders flexing. Neither of them went to human public school since no coach would ever pass up pressing them onto the football team, a sure recipe for werewolf disaster.

“Yo, Vanessen, how’s it hanging?”

“Hi, Radsy.” How he was hanging was none of their business.

“You entering the race? I saw you at the table,” Wreck said.

“Yep. My brother and Cole asked me to.”

Radsy snorted. “Right. They wanted to be sure there was someone in the race they could beat. You’ll faint before the finish line.” He snorted. “Hell, maybe even at the starting blocks.”

The beating part was definitely true, but the rest? Jazz crossed his arms. “Obviously you two haven’t had a lot of experience coming up against the alphas of the Vanessen Pack, right?” Jazz raised his lip. “I’d suggest you withdraw your entries before you look like the fools you are.” With that, he turned and marched back to the Vanessen encampment.

As Jazz approached, Pop-Pop patted a folding chair next to him. Jazz flopped into it.

“Did you sign up for the race?”

“Yeah.” He realized he sounded surly. “Excuse me, sir. Yes, I did sign up.”

“I gather you’re less than enthusiastic about the prospect.”

Jazz turned in his seat. “Look at me. It’s great that Cole and Winter believe in me and all, but I want to uphold the honor of the pack, not trash it.”

Pop-Pop’s clear eyes gazed deeply into Jazz’s. “I am looking at you, and what I see is a strong alpha with skills and potential far beyond that of most werewolves.”

Jazz sighed. “Thank you, sir. But look closer. I’m a tall skinny wimp. I don’t run regularly. Hell, I barely show up for the full moon runs.” Jazz stared toward the entry table where werewolves were lining up to participate. “Everyone can see that I’m a loser except for Cole and Winter.”

“I don’t see you that way. Nor does anyone in the pack.”

“You all love me.” He grinned in spite of his prickly mood.

“Yes we do, and don’t you forget it.” They both chuckled as Pop-Pop gave Jazz a one-arm hug.

Winter and Cole walked back, talking. When they got to the camp, they grabbed their own chairs and pulled them over by Jazz and Pop-Pop. Cole turned to him. “Sorry, Jazz. No one meant to ignore you. My father’s still trying to persuade me and Paris to reaffiliate ourselves with Harker. He maintains that Damon, Winter, and you are enough alphas for any pack, while he and my mother haven’t got a successor.”

Pop-Pop nodded. “He has a point, Cole. We love having you and Paris as members of Vanessen, but Harker Pack and Marketo Pack are yours and Paris’s by birthright.”

Cole shook his head. “I tried, Pop-Pop. I really did. But Harker doesn’t want a gay alpha, and Marketo wants a gay panther even less. They should fight it out among themselves when Landon, Crystal, and Merced decide to stand down.”

Jazz blew a soft breath. “Nobody in either of those packs could stand against you or Paris.”

“Doesn’t matter. I don’t m-much like being an alpha, anyway. I mean, I enjoy making the pack stronger and getting work for our members, but all the fighting? Forget it. And if I’m reluctant, Paris is worse—he digs in and hisses. He hates groups to begin with, and there’s no way to drag him into one that doesn’t want him. He loves being part of Vanessen. He respects Pop-Pop and your mom and Damon and Jason and, well, the pack. And that’s saying a lot, because that cat hates almost everyone.” He shook his head while smiling with love. “Paris won’t go back to Marketo. He snarls if I even mention it.”

“Where is our favorite feline?” Pop-Pop asked.

“He slithered off by himself. He hates Packarama.”

“I thought he entered the race,” Jazz added.

Cole snorted. “No. He just likes to razz Winter. But the thought of running with a bunch of clumsy canines gives him hives.”

Jazz laughed. “Shame. I’d love to see those assholes gaping as Paris ran through the trees in human form.”

Jazz’s mom and Lindsey, with lots of help from the two drivers, brought a few huge platters of meat—about the only food the wolves needed—with some added veggies for the humans, and they all dug in. Damon, Matt, and his dad, Jason, arrived shortly after, and joined in the lunch.

 

 

ON THE other side of the Packarama grounds, Nardo threaded his way between the raucous wolves as they gorged themselves on meat, downed a lot of human liquor, and plotted and strategized against and with each other. Of course, no one saw him.

To assure that remained the case, he stayed far back from the Vanessen camp. Not that he believed the kid had actually seen him. Exactly. But today, he wasn’t going to take a chance. Still, he did want to know what was going on. Nothing was more boring than big gatherings of wolves. They were so predictable. You could rely on them to do whatever stroked their egos and filled their stomachs the most.

Chances were good that stroking and eating were all that would happen there.

But he tried to never rely on chance.

 

 

HALF AN hour before the race was scheduled to start, Jazz walked, reluctantly, with Winter and Cole into the tent to change into shorts. He and the others would run half the race in human form—hence the shorts—and then shift into wolf form for the balance of the route. The Packarama was always scheduled on the full moon specifically to allow the shift during the race, and there was actually a pause in the action of exactly four minutes to try to even the playing field on shift time. Everyone knew, but few admitted out loud, that some like Cole, Winter, and even Jazz, for that matter, could shift at will anytime, not just at the full moon.

Jazz pulled on his shorts, looked down, and sighed noisily. All he could see were the knobs on his knees. He walked toward the flap of the tent. “Let’s get this over with.”

Cole and Winter got on both sides of him, each throwing a heavy arm around Jazz’s shoulders, then hauled him toward the racecourse, laughing and giving him noogies. They about squashed him, but he had to admit, it was pretty fun to have such great packmates.

Harsh reality set in at the starting line—about twenty-five wolves, most of them looking like they belonged on the cover of Men’s Health, if you didn’t count a couple of beer bellies, waited to run. Right, a couple of bellies and a beanpole. Him.

Alpha Merced Marketo stood on a small platform holding a mic. “Racers, you’ve all signed your agreement to the rules of the race. You will run in human form to the shift tent. As soon as you arrive there, your four minutes will begin. Complete your shift, wait until your timer releases you, and then complete the race in wolf form. Remember, controlling your wolf is part of the race. If your shift requires more than four minutes, the extra is added to your time. If your wolf refuses to stay on the track or breaks the rules, you’re out. No excuses. All participants will accept the decision of the judges, even in the case of a photo finish. The winner will receive the five-hundred-dollar prize and, of course, the Packarama trophy and bragging rights. Are there any questions?”

The males shifted restlessly. One yelled, “Let’s just start!”

Marketo frowned. He was kind of a formal guy, and crass young wolves didn’t please him. “Racers, take your marks.”

A couple of males whooped, and the line tightened, with the racers becoming focused and quiet. Beside him, Cole and Winter poised. Jazz took a deep breath.

“Set.”

What the hell. Might as well give it my best try. He leaned forward.

The gun fired. All around him, huge grunts of effort burst out of racer’s lungs as they propelled themselves off the starting line.

Jazz threw out one foot and hit the ground right on a small hole in the dirt. His knee and ankle went in two directions, and he stumbled forward but managed not to fall. Beside him, Wreck laughed. “Forget which foot to use, Vanessen?”

A searing flash of heat stabbed through Jazz’s head and his vision blurred. The slam of his sneakers against the dirt pounded in his head like a gong. His head spun, and the acid burn he usually got from shifting blazed over his body like a ground fire. Only he didn’t shift. Or at least he didn’t seem to. I’m still running–aren’t I?

The smell of sweat from so many bodies swamped him until he could barely breathe. The wind whistled in his ears, and the sound of his feet thudding matched the thumping of his heart. All around him, the trees blurred, their outlines softened as if he ran in a Monet impressionist painting of a forest. No bodies or forms, just undulating colors rising up like trees, falling like a lake, rising like a tent. There was a flapping, and the wind ceased, but the flow of colors and sound swirled around him.

Thump. Thump. Thump, thump.

“I’m timing.”

“Wh-what?” Jazz stared around. No trees or water. I’m inside. Somehow he’d gotten inside.

“I’m timing. You have four minutes to shift.”

“I don’t… understand.” Jazz stared at the pack member standing beside him staring at a stopwatch. Jazz wandered around the big tent. Where am I?

“Two more minutes to shift. Uh, shouldn’t you be making an effort? I mean, you don’t want to lose.” The big male looked at Jazz with wide eyes.

“Oh, should I shift?”

“Yeah, that’s the idea. Come on. You’ve got one minute.”

Jazz shook his head. “So it’s time to shift?”

“Yeah, fuck. Come on, stupid!”

Oh man, I hate shifting. He opened his mind, his heart, his soul, to the force of the universe, the energy that pervaded all. Flame, fire, his blood ran like acid, and every muscle burned. His very bones screamed in agony as his inner nature rose up to meet the pull of the cosmos and… bam!

Fur, sinew, teeth. All perception altered, both clearer and less clear. More brilliant and softer edged. Wolf.

Wolf. Run. Run.

From somewhere he heard the timekeeper say, “Holy shit!”

Get away. Must get there. Run. Run.

Canvas slapped his face, rough sand scratched at his paws, and low-hanging branches whipped his fur. Fun, run, run.

Like skipping, dancing, playing, fun; then he heard it….

Breathing, panting, pounding paws behind him. Racers. No. Run fast. Fast! He leaped forward, paws eating up the sand, throwing it behind him. Must run. Must win.

Wind whistled in his ears, and his eyes watered and burned, but he couldn’t stop.

A huge rock blocked the path and he hurled himself into the air, landing so hard his teeth bit through his lower lip, but he kept going.

Cheering, whistling, clapping.

Must run. Run.

“Jazz!”

Run.

“Jazz, stop. Stop. You won!”

What? No, run. Wolves chasing. Still, he looked back. Behind him, a huge silver wolf ran at full speed. Cole wolf. Friend. Jazz wolf slowed his pace a little.

Suddenly, a huge white wolf came up beside him. Woof. The wolf made a leap and turned in a circle, yipping.

He slowed, glanced behind him a little nervously, and finally stopped. The white wolf leaped in and licked his wolf’s face as the gray wolf danced around them.

Jazz’s wolf inhaled. Lindsey. Pop-Pop. Mom. Love.

His brother wolf and two humans ran out from the side of the path he was now standing on, breathing hard. Mom threw her arms around him and hugged his neck. “You’re amazing. We’re all so delighted.”

Jazz shook his head but gave two little yowls of pleasure.

Pop-Pop patted him and smiled. “Now you understand why we believe in you so strongly. Not because you won, Jazz, but because you gave it all you had. You didn’t think you could win, but you didn’t let that stop you. We couldn’t be prouder.”

Jazz’s wolf nuzzled under Pop-Pop’s chin.

“Let’s let the boys shift back. Then we can shower them in champagne,” Lindsey said. “After all, a one, two, three win for Vanessen is cause for celebration.” He walked toward the trees. “Come on, Jazz. You too, Cole and Winter.” He pointed toward their two drivers, who waited near a stand of bushes with a large piece of cloth. “They’ll give you some privacy to shift back.”

Jazz’s sides still heaved as he caught his breath. He plopped down on the grass within the circle of the tarp and rested his head on his paws. Shift hurt. He whined a little as he relaxed his mind and let the energy of the universe flow into his brain with all its searing, acid pain. “Ahwooo. Ahwooo. Ahwo… Ow. Ow. Ow.”

With no more adrenaline pushing him on, the change back sucked energy from him, and he rested his head on his arm. “I need a little nap.”




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

JAZZ LAY on the grass in human form, his naked body trembling as if he’d been flayed with a barbed whip. Damn, shifting on the fly hurts, but it’s over fast. Shifting back really smarts. He sighed and ran a hand over his throbbing chest. He hated to admit that one of the reasons he didn’t join in the full moon runs was that he didn’t really like to shift the way the other wolves did. They all said it hurt, but somehow, he guessed it didn’t hurt them as much as it did him. Or maybe I’m just a total wimp.

“You okay?” Winter stared down at him with a grin.

The view from the ground was heart-stopping. Winter defied standard definitions of beauty. Six-foot, six-inches tall, popping muscles through lean, hard, pale skin, with a dick that should have had its own zip code, it was enough to give all other wolves except maybe Cole a complex.

Jazz dragged himself to sitting, uncomfortably aware of his thin naked body. Admittedly, he could compete in the family jewels department, but who the hell ever got to see them? “I’m fine, thanks.”

Winter reached down, slid his hands under Jazz’s arms, and yanked him to his feet. “I guess you are fine, man. Hell, you just beat the ass off both me and Cole. I know I told you I was sure you were way better at racing than you thought you were, but man, I never thought you were good enough to grind me and Cole to fine powder.”

Jazz shook his head. “I did not.”

Cole walked up as Jazz spoke. “Yeah, you did. Winter and I ate your dust the whole race. It was pretty d-decisive.” He laughed.

Lindsey walked forward, holding a stack of clothing. “Dress yourselves, gentleman, before you become more famous for your dongs than your running skills.” He laughed as he handed out pants and shirts among the three of them.

When they were dressed, the drivers took down the cloth, and Jazz was shocked to see a huge gathering of pack members waiting for them. Landon and Crystal Harker and Merced Marketo walked forward, hands extended.

“Most impressively done, gentlemen,” Landon said. “Jazz, an amazing performance! None of us realized what a talented racer you are. You’ve been holding out on us, I think.”

Jazz shook his offered hand. “No, sir. I didn’t actually know I could run that fast either.” Damn, that’s true. He drew in a sharp breath. How the hell did I do that?

Landon cocked his head. “You okay, son?”

“Oh, yes, sir. Thank you.”

Landon looked at him quizzically, but he released Jazz’s hand and moved on to Winter and Cole as Merced Marketo came forward.

Feeling dazed, Jazz stood there shaking hands for another fifteen minutes before Lindsey and Seth waded in and insisted people give the victors time to rest before their award ceremony. Cole took one arm and Winter the other, and they practically carried Jazz back to the campsite. It was a good thing, since Jazz wasn’t totally sure he could make it on his own. His feet kept dragging to his new theme song, How did I do it? How did I do it?

At the camp, Lindsey, Seth, Jazz’s mom, and the others all waited with bottles of champagne including a big icy glass for Jazz. Lindsey laughed. “I know you’re not technically old enough, but just this once, on private property, I think we can break a few laws.”

“Thanks, bro.” Jazz had drunk champagne before, of course, but this was a nice treat.

When everyone had a glass, Pop-Pop raised his. “To Jazz, who regularly inspires us, makes us proud, and leaves us in awe, and to Cole and Winter for being such heroes. And such good losers.”

They laughed as they raised their glasses and then drank. Jazz sipped, but he couldn’t get his brain in the game. Everyone collapsed into chairs and food got passed around. When Cole offered Jazz a platter of beef, he waved it away.

Cole frowned, set the platter on a table behind him, and then looked back at Jazz. “What’s wrong, Jazz?”

Winter leaned over. “Yeah, man, what’s up?”

His mother pulled her folding chair closer. “Please, Jazz. We’re concerned. Is there something going on? It seems like you’re upset about something. If you’d rather not discuss it with everyone around, maybe you should talk with Pop-Pop alone.”

His mom looked worried. Pop-Pop did too. Hell, so did the rest of them, his whole amazing family. What had he ever done to deserve them? He owed them the truth.

Softly, he released his breath. “I don’t know how I did it.”

“Did what, dear?” his mother asked.

“Won the race.” He ran his hands over his shaggy, long hair. “I don’t know how I beat Winter and Cole. It doesn’t make any sense to anyone, including me.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand. You did win, so I can only assume you ran faster. You’re not suggesting that Cole or Winter let you win?”

Winter snorted. “Hell no. I love him, but not that much.” He gave Jazz a smack on the shoulder. “You beat us fair and square, man.”

Jazz just shook his head. “I know I ran faster, but what I don’t understand is how. I mean, I don’t ever run much, and I’m not as strong as Winter or Cole, or even a lot of those males from the other packs.” He rocked forward and back.

“The facts are the facts, Jazz,” Lindsey said.

“But you’re not just talking about the race, are you, Jazz?” Pop-Pop added softly.

Jazz glanced up. “No. Weird stuff happens around me all the time. Maybe I’m just weird.”

Winter raised his pale brows. “Well, that’s certainly true.”

“Are you serious, Jazz?” his mom asked.

“Yes.” It came out more as a cry than he intended. “Shit just happens. I mean, look at me. No matter what you guys say, I don’t look like an alpha male werewolf. And sometimes, I think I see stuff that other people don’t. Hell, I even think I got mad and, well, made some people disappear. I’m sorry. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I feel different. More different than I felt before I knew I was a werewolf.” He wiped his hands across his face. “It’s driving me crazy.”

His mom was at his side, wrapping an arm around him and making soothing sounds. “It’s puberty, darling. Believe me. I’ve done some research, and not all young alphas develop at the same rate. Yes, the boys around here all get big and muscular fast, but we don’t know where your birth parents came from. They might have been from another country with completely different bloodlines.”

Jazz frowned. “Winter’s not from here, either.”

“But he’s Lindsey’s half brother by blood. We know Damon’s developmental patterns. We don’t know yours.”

Winter nodded. “Yes. Damon and I have been places where the wolves were very different from us physically, and we’ve even met wolves with special powers.” He looked up at Damon. “Right, Dad?”

Damon nodded. “Yes. I’ve known wolves who could read minds and some short wolves who were so strong, they could lift a car or two.”

“Really?” Jazz looked back and forth between his stepfather and brother. “How come you never told me?”

Damon shrugged. “I guess the topic never came up. You didn’t tell us you were having these experiences… and doubts.”

Jazz stared at his hand. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure what to say. I feel so strange all the time.”

His mom’s arm got tighter around him. “You probably come from a line of wolves who are extraordinarily fast and intuitive.”

He sighed. What about the visions and the guy who couldn’t see him? But he didn’t want to spoil the celebration. “I guess. It’s weird being an orphan.”

His mom grabbed his shoulders, held him at arm’s length, and gazed into his face. “You’re not an orphan, and don’t you ever forget that. No one loves their child more than we love you.”

“Thank you, Mom. I love you too.”

Winter gave him a light punch on the arm. “Be happy. You’re faster than any wolf in the territory—including Cole and me.”

Jazz barked a laugh. “And don’t you forget it.” He took a breath and stood. “I’m going to go to the bathroom. I’ll meet you guys back here and we can go to the award ceremony together.”

“Okay, dear.” His mom kissed his cheek, which was embarrassing, but he loved it.

Trying to look carefree, he strode toward the line of outhouses that had been set up for the Packarama. Pack members gave him pats on the back and high fives as he passed. Yeah, they might not like his family, but they weren’t going to turn their backs on a male who could beat Cole Harker and Winter Thane in a race, even if he was a skinny dweeb.

He stepped inside the smelly outhouse and did his thing. He should have done it in the woods like the wolf he was. He chuckled, washed his hands, and walked out.

A group of young males who’d watched him in wolf form as he finished the race stood a few yards away. One of them, Louis Schneidell, yelled, “I’ll bet they let you win.”

Another loser, Sam Turcott, sneered, “Who cares who wins a fag race, anyway?”

Jazz gritted his teeth but laughed out loud at them and headed toward the campsite. Assholes.

As he walked around the corner of the temporary structures they always set up out in the wilderness for the interpack events, he heard voices and stopped.

“That’s quite a boy you’ve got there, Casper. Looks like he could end up more powerful than all the alphas in the east.” That was Merced Marketo speaking.

“We’re very proud of him.”

Jazz kicked at the dirt with his flip-flop and grinned. Making Pop-Pop happy hit his top ten list in life.

“But he’s young and has a lot of growing and deciding to do yet,” Pop-Pop added. “He’s got great talent in a lot of areas. I don’t want him pushed into making decisions that aren’t right for him.”

Gods, he loved his grandfather.

“Going into business, you mean?” Jazz could hear the frown in Merced’s voice.

“Possibly. He’s got excellent business instincts. Vanessen Enterprises has always done well for you and your pack, Merced. It’s been a good investment.”

“Yes. We own a lot of your stock, Casper.”

“Much appreciated.”

“It’s a powerful voting bloc. Never forget that.” There was an edge to his voice that raised Jazz’s hackles. Is he threatening Pop-Pop?

“Yes, and I’m sure you’re not going to be voting against your pack’s interest. Wouldn’t it be good to have another werewolf in charge? To have Jazz in the business, if he chooses to join us?”

Merced’s disapproval couldn’t be any clearer. “It’s one thing to have a half-human grandson following you into the human world, Casper. Or even Damon, who’s been a loner all his life and won’t change now. But we need new blood. A new generation. Jazz is an alpha-class were. He was born to lead a pack. You can’t deny him his birthright.”

“The fact is, we don’t know where Jazz comes from. Yes, he has alpha-class skills, as he proved today, but as for being born to be a pack leader? We don’t know that. The Connecticut packs may expect young alphas to follow their parents, but maybe that wasn’t the tradition where Jazz comes from. The most important thing to me is what Jazz himself wants to do. Business? Pack? It’s up to him. And of course he can lead the Vanessen Pack if he chooses that too.”

“Oh come on. You can hold out the fiction that you’re a pack, but Vanessen is just a pack of convenience. You’re not trying to grow and create a powerful werewolf community. You’re more of a fraternity with an elegant housemother than a pack. Jasper deserves to really lead. Hell, he might be strong enough to unite the packs and be the most powerful alpha in America. I mean, who knew he could win that race? What else can he do?”

That made Jazz half-proud and half-terrified.

“He can do whatever he wants, Merced. It’s his choice.”

Marketo’s voice rose. “But the next generation needs an alpha, for crap’s sake. Both Harker and Marketo Packs. Landon and I won’t live forever.”

“Come on. You’re both young men.”

Marketo lowered his voice, and Jazz had to lean forward to hear them, which meant that Merced was barely speaking because Jazz could hear a butterfly’s wings.

“We’re getting older and neither of us is as powerful as we were. If we’re challenged by the wrong people and lose, the packs could become… well, even less uh, inclusive than they are now. It could get ugly. And there’s real dissension, Casper. I don’t fully understand what’s stirring them up, but it’s real and it’s dangerous.”

“Landon has Cole, and you have Winter—or Damon, for that matter. Or even Paris. There’s no lack of alphas in this community.”

“I don’t have them. You do.” Merced sounded grumpy.

Pop-Pop chuckled. “I’m sure a loan program can be worked out.”

“Dammit, Casper, this is serious. You can think this werewolf stuff is a big joke until some gangster or flaming homophobe decides to take over the area and your pretend pack is just as impacted as the real ones. Winter and Damon don’t want to be alphas. They’re too content in their damned human jobs. Cole’s happy with Paris in his hideout in the woods and likes you more than me. You hold all the cards, and you need to start sharing, or the Connecticut packs could end up out of business.”

Pop-Pop’s voice cracked like a whip. “Jazz is gay. You know, that thing that werewolves never are? What about that, Merced?”

Merced sighed. “When the packs realize they have no choice but to change their attitudes, they will.”

“Forgive me if, after a near war, I’m not all that convinced.”

Jazz shivered. The Vanessen pack had been created when wolves from the other packs had threatened Jazz’s mom and grandfather because they knew about the existence of werewolves.

“What if Jazz’s real parents show up and want to take him back?” Merced asked. “Only two pure alphas could have produced that kid. You’ll be damned glad for some pack support if that happens.” The sound of stomping feet suggested he’d stormed off, which meant he was pissed since, as an alpha, he could walk on eggshells and not break one.

I shouldn’t have listened. Jazz sighed. Pop-Pop was so great, but damn, Jazz had helped suck his grandfather and mother into the werewolf world. Not that he took all the credit. As the father of Lindsey, Damon had done more, but still. If Jazz wasn’t there, the other packs might leave his family alone. He shuddered. What if Merced was right? What if his own parents, his blood family, were lurking out there somewhere? He’d never thought about that being a threat to Pop-Pop and his mom. What if his birth parents wanted him back? What if they expected him to take over some unknown werewolf pack and… stop! That’s not going to happen. You’re eighteen. You’ve been alone your whole life until Lindsey found you.

He turned toward the van.

“Is everything all right, Pop-Pop?”

Jazz turned back at the sound of Lindsey’s voice. He should let them know he was there. If they hadn’t been surrounded by werewolves, Merced might’ve smelled Jazz, even though his nose wasn’t anywhere near as good as Jazz’s.

Pop-Pop sighed deeply. “They’ve got designs on Jazz. His winning the race reminded them how much power we have in our little group. It doesn’t sit well with a lot of the pack members.”

“Yes, but the fact is, we have that power, and most of them are afraid to come up against it.” Lindsey chuckled. “Or the Vanessen money.”

Pop-Pop sighed again. “Speaking of which, Merced just reminded me how much Vanessen stock he owns on behalf of the Marketo pack.”

“Was it a threat?”

“Implied. We don’t know how far they’ll go to get an alpha, and now they’re focused on Jazz.”

He had to quit listening. Jazz took a breath, made some noise, and called, “Hey, you guys. Aren’t we supposed to be going to the award ceremony?” He walked around the corner and tried to look unaware of what had gone on. Feeling like a rat eavesdropper was his sentence for being one.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

AN HOUR later, Jazz had received his award, as had Cole and Winter, to a lot of polite applause as well as the raucous cheers from the small group of Vanessens. Arm in arm, they all headed back toward the campsite where his mom, who’d run off early from the ceremony to supervise the food, and Mo and Marchand, the werewolf drivers, were laying out Brie, baguettes, fruit, and lots and lots of meat—the Elizabeth Vanessen Thane idea of a werewolf picnic.

“Jasper. Jazz.”

Jazz looked over his shoulder. Trixie Marketo, wife of Alpha Merced, walked toward him holding the arm of a guy—a young male werewolf. Make that a cute young male werewolf.

“Better go see what she wants, dear,” Lindsey whispered.

Jazz nodded and walked toward the oncoming pair. “Mrs. Marketo.”

“Dear, I wanted you to meet our cousin from New York. This is Baldwyn.” She beamed and sort of pushed the male forward. He looked embarrassed but let himself be nudged.

Jazz smiled. Baldwyn? Seriously? The male was very cute, if you liked tall, sort of slim weres with glasses and a shock of auburn hair that fell across his forehead. He had to be past his first shift but was also on the slender side. He looked to be around Jazz’s age. Encouraging.

“Hi. I’m Wyn.”

Much better than Baldwyn. Jazz extended a hand. “Jazz.”

The contact tingled through Jazz’s arm and into his brain. The guy might look geeky, but he was more powerful than the average male. Also smart. Not as smart as BeBop or maybe Carla, but up there. Interesting. Most males his age didn’t have much more going on in their minds besides food and females.

Trixie backed away, like she had introduced two champion dogs and was waiting to see what they’d do. “Bye.” She turned and walked toward her camp.

Jazz snorted.

“Yes. Sorry. Trixie and Merced found out I’m bisexual and decided you and I had to meet.” Wyn stared at his sneakers.

“Seriously? They’re matchmaking males now? Gods.”

“They say there’s no such thing as a gay werewolf, but when all their alpha-class weres turn out to be homosexual, they change their tune pretty fast,” Wyn said.

“I’ve gotten used to it.” Jazz smiled. “Are you visiting for the summer?”

“Yes. I live in New York, but I really enjoy studying, and my father wanted me to, uh, take some summer courses locally, so he sent me to stay with his cousins.”

“Are you going to Yale?”

Wyn nodded.

“What are you studying?”

“Molecular biophysics.”

Holy cow. “There are lots of good schools in New York.” The guy smelled like he wasn’t quite telling the truth. At least not all of it.

“Yes, but few as good as Yale. Plus, my father wanted me to have some experience outside our pack.” He cleared his throat. “Quite a race you ran.”

“Thanks. Look, I’ve got to get over to my family. They’re waiting to feed me. You’re welcome to join us.”

Wyn glanced toward the van with a neutral expression, but his scent got a tiny bit sharper. “I need to get back, but if I go to the Marketos and tell them I didn’t ask you out for coffee or something, I’ll probably get banned from the pack.”

Jazz cocked his head. “Now you can say you asked.”

“Do you want to?” The scent of a half-truth got stronger.

“I guess the real question is, do you?”

He crossed his nice arms again. “Sure. How about tomorrow?”

“Can’t. I have plans.”

“How about Thursday night? We could catch dinner.”

Jazz shifted from one foot to another. He didn’t want to insult the Marketos, but then there was Dash. Dash. He’d spent the day trying not to think of him. Jazz took a slow breath. The sad fact existed that Jazz was the last unattached alpha werewolf in the Connecticut packs. If he could mate with another were, it would benefit everyone.

Dash, on the other hand, was so damned human. Hell, mating with him might be impossible for Jazz, without killing him. “Sure. Okay. As long as I don’t actually have to catch it. Dinner, that is.” He grinned. “Give me your phone.” Wyn fished a smartphone from his tight jeans and gave it to Jazz, who typed in his number and handed it back. “Text me.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Bye.” Jazz turned and trotted toward the camp, where his brothers were staring at him, grinning.

As Jazz approached, Lindsey said, “Well, dear heart. What was that all about?”

Jazz shrugged. “Mrs. Marketo is trying to fix me up with her cousin.”

Lindsey raised a brow. “You’re serious? Oh my.” He slapped hands against his face dramatically. “Does this mean there is such a thing as a gay werewolf? My stars and little fishes!”

Jazz laughed. “He’s bi. Maybe they don’t count.”

Lindsey raised an eyebrow. “So did she succeed? In fixing you up?”

“We’ll probably have dinner or something. Wyn knows he’s being set up as much as I do.”

“Don’t you like the guy? You certainly don’t have to go out with him, no matter whose cousin he is.”

“Actually, he seemed pretty nice, although he’s holding something back.” He tapped his nose. “I can’t help noticing when some people tell lies. Others, I’m not as good.”

Lindsey pressed a hand against his chest. “If we didn’t blessedly forget you can smell lies most of the time, we’d never say anything around you ever again.” He laughed.

Jazz frowned and Lindsey grabbed his arm. “I’m kidding, darling. We have a simple solution. We just don’t lie to you.”

Jazz dropped his head onto Lindsey’s shoulder for a second. “Thanks, bro.” He raised it again. “Anyway, I guess I’d be more enthusiastic about Wyn if I didn’t know the Marketos were trying to poach an alpha from our pack.”

Lindsey sobered. “Yes. The fact is, one of our number may have to step up if the Connecticut packs are going to continue. But it certainly doesn’t have to be you.”

“I know.” Jazz gripped the bridge of his nose. “Still, I’m the logical choice since all the rest of you are spoken for.”

Lindsey’s full lips curved. “I got the impression you rather liked our lovely intern, Dash Mercury.”

“He’s nice.” Jazz stared at his shoes.

“More than nice, I think.”

Jazz exhaled loudly. “Right. More than nice. He’s human. Just what the Connecticut packs don’t need—another werewolf/human match.”

Silence.

Jazz’s heart squeezed. “Oh God, Lindsey, I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m so sorry. I adore Seth. I would have fallen for him too. Please forgive me.”

Lindsey flipped an exaggerated fist onto his hip. “Oh, you’d have fallen for him, huh? Should I be watching out for my brother?”

Jazz laughed as he was supposed to and the tension dissipated. He shook his head. “Sorry, bro. I guess I feel a little railroaded by the other packs’ expectations, and you’re right. I like Dash. A lot.”

Lindsey smiled and ruffled his hair. “Those humans do have their charms.”

 

 

A MILE away in a grove of trees, Dash drew his finger away from his ear where he’d pressed it like a receiver. Exactly like a receiver. He smiled. He likes me. A lot. But a crease crept between his brows. Who is that other guy, and what does he want with Jazz? Who are these people?

He dropped the binoculars and leaned against the tree. He hadn’t been able to get too close for fear of being detected. While he didn’t know precisely what these creatures were, he knew they weren’t human—or not all of them. The appearance of Casper and Lindsey Vanessen in this group had been pretty surprising. They seemed like people. Extraordinary people, but still human. The other two who’d been with Jazz were something else altogether. Dash couldn’t even reliably hear what they were saying. That was rare, and almost certainly supernatural.

He stared through the binoculars again. All the beautiful, strange people were mostly eating, and man could they eat. They were putting away whole cows down there. Beautiful was also an understatement. In addition to the two huge men who’d interacted with Jazz so playfully, there was an older, pale-haired guy who must be related to the big one with platinum hair, and Lindsey for that matter, and a smaller, slender guy who was so smart-looking and handsome. He seemed to be important to the platinum-haired one. Then there was some big, curly-headed man who reeked of human power and must be Lindsey’s husband. Hell, there was even one woman in the whole group. Maybe she was Jazz’s mother. She was certainly loving and solicitous of Jazz, although she didn’t resemble him. Oddly, all the men seemed to be gay couples.

Dash took a breath, then glanced at his watch. He owed Lys a call. How much am I going to tell her? More important, how much hasn’t she told me?

It was strange to even ask that question. She was his mentor, his teacher, and he usually told her everything. In fact, he was obliged to by tradition and his student contract. But somehow he had an idea that she knew more about this situation, these unusual beings, and about Jazz than she’d told him. Not that she owed him an explanation exactly, but he liked Jazz. A lot. And he liked Lindsey and Mr. Vanessen. Lysandra probably didn’t mean them harm, but maybe someone above her on the Magicouncil did.

Still, if these creatures were what they appeared to be…. Holy crap! She’d told him to watch Jazz closely and report back, but she’d never told him exactly what to watch for. He’d asked, but she’d said she didn’t want to influence Dash’s observations. She just wanted his impression.

That hadn’t seemed odd at the time. Now it did. Did she know exactly what she was looking for? If yes, what did she plan to do with that information? And why the fuck was he questioning his mentor at all?

He hit the speed dial. Someone once asked him why he and Lys called each other on the phone rather than communicating by mind link. He’d told them Apple had better reception.

“Hello, darling.” Lysandra’s voice always gave him a little thrill. It went with the territory. She was his master, one of the most powerful of their kind.

“So I’m standing in the forest watching a group of people having a picnic or fair or something.” Dash chose the word people carefully.

“Is Jazz with them?”

“Yes. This appears to be the family event he spoke of when he blew off Carla and me for today.”

“So a picnic?” She sounded inquisitive.

“Yes. A bunch of families seem to have their own campsites. Vanessen’s is very high-end, of course. I think they’re having Brie and champagne.” That was true as far as it went.

“Anything unusual?”

Oh, Lys, what do you really want to hear? “Depends on how strange you consider foot races and throwing matches. I’m not that close. There are so many people around, I’m afraid I’ll be discovered. My presence here would be hard to explain.” A frown crept over his face. “I did get close enough to hear that one of the other families is trying to fix up Jazz with some nephew or something. They’re supposed to get together for dinner.”

“Hmm. I don’t like that. When are you seeing him?”

“Tomorrow. We’re supposed to go do something together.”

“Good. Who could resist you, my darling?”

“Many people, I’m sure.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Well, if you must, shall we say, use your wiles, by all means do.”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Oh?” He could hear the smile in her voice. “You really like him.” It wasn’t phrased as a question. “So what else do you have to report?”

His lips trembled, wanting to say more, but if she wasn’t going to bring it up, neither was he. Not yet. Not now. “Nothing, really. Do you have anything for me?”

There was a noticeable pause. “No dear, nothing.”

“All right. I’ll let you know how it’s going.”

“Of course you will.” She laughed softly.

He bit his tongue to force himself not to ask what she meant by that. Instead, he said brightly, “Talk soon.”

“Umm. Okay. Sleep well.”

He hung up. Holy crap. He’d lied to Lysandra. Yes, it was a sin of omission, but still a first.

A huge first.

A step on the path that didn’t lead to Arcantaria. Shit. That gave him cold chills. He wasn’t easily impressed, or amazed, or flabbergasted, but this had done it. He could justify to himself that revealing something of this magnitude should not be done over the phone. He could meet her mind to mind and transfer the images—but he wanted to think first.

Either Lysandra was really in the dark about Jazz Vanessen, or she was hiding a Wikipedia’s worth of information from Dash. Why would she do that? How did it serve her?

He pursed his lips and exhaled. Somehow he’d managed to not confess he’d seen Jazz Vanessen and others turn into wolves. Yes, wolves! Jazz Vanessen might be the source of the unexplained power surges. He might be someone with enough undeveloped power to manipulate the universe. Maybe. But one thing was for sure. He wasn’t human.

Dash clicked his phone browser and typed in werewolf.

 

 

NARDO WATCHED Jazz Vanessen gather his possessions, kiss his relatives goodbye, and walk to a limousine. One of Vanessen’s chauffeurs climbed into the driver’s seat and they took off toward Hartford. Interesting. The rest of them stayed around their campfire, eating and talking.

He got closer. No one seemed to notice him, so emboldened, he approached their group quite closely. The beautiful, shy one with the golden eyes raised his head as if sniffing the air. He looked toward Nardo and frowned, but seemed to see nothing. Good.

The human woman was quite lovely, and she seemed to be married to a werewolf. Amazing, but this whole Vanessen group was unusual. “How worried should I be about my son?” she asked. “The experiences he’s having—are they actually normal? Cole, tell me.”

The shy one spoke softly. “They aren’t usual, but I can’t say if they’re normal. They might be. I’ve never had them. No one else I know has had them. But as we told him, all werewolves aren’t the same.”

She frowned furiously. “But you don’t know of anyone else who’s had these weird things happen to them?”

He shook his head.

“Winter? Damon?”

The one with the silver white mane and the older male with the similar hair both shook their handsome heads.

Damn, he wished she’d be more specific about the experiences. Was the boy complaining to them? It sounded like it, but Nardo hadn’t been able to get close enough to hear clearly while Jazz was there—in case he’d been able to see what his relatives couldn’t.

But if Jazz was different—if he was able to see the unseeable, know the unknowable—where did he come from? If he’d won that day’s race through more than werewolf power, the question was how?

Who are you, Jazz Vanessen? I need to know.

He walked among the other groups, catching scraps of boring wolf conversation. Around a corner, he saw the alpha, Merced Marketo. For a moment Nardo paused, but like the others, Marketo stared right through him.

Hmm. Marketo. Nardo had heard that very interesting conversation between the Marketo alpha and that human, Casper Vanessen. He walked into a stand of bushes, shifted to visible, and walked out the other side.

Marketo looked up, and his eyes widened.

Nardo approached Marketo with a smile. “Alpha Marketo, how nice to see you.”

“Alpha Nardo, am I right?” He smiled. “I’ve heard you speak, but I’ve never had the pleasure. I’m honored. I had no idea you attended the New England Packarama.”

“I don’t normally. Traveling and all that. But I decided to drop in this year.”

“Our gain. Will you join my pack for some food?”

“Thank you, no. I have to leave soon. I do want to discuss something with you, however—”

“Me?” He smiled delightedly. Fool.

“Yes, but it’s a delicate situation because I, quite accidentally, overheard a part of a conversation you had with, uh, the human man, Vanessen.”

“You did?” He frowned.

“Uh, yes. I was walking back from the outhouses and heard you talking. I didn’t want to intrude, so I paused. You were saying something about owning Vanessen stock.”

“Yes.”

“I happen to be an investor myself.” Or I soon will be. “I thought there might be an occasion when we could vote our block of stock if we ever had a similar agenda. For the good of werewolves and all that.”

“Oh.” For a minute Marketo looked blank, and then he seemed to understand and tried to hold back a smile.

Right, asshole. Think about it.

“Yes, I can see a potential advantage in an arrangement like that,” Marketo said.

“Good.” Nardo handed him a card. “Contact me if such an occasion arises.”

“Yes, I will. Thank you.” He tucked the card in his pocket.

Nardo walked away. Smiling.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

JAZZ KEPT sucking in air to quiet the hammering of his heart as he drove up to the governor’s mansion. His pulse was in overdrive, partly because of the awkwardness between him and Carla, and partly because he already had goose bumps at the thought of seeing Dash. I wish I was free to fall for the guy. He snorted. Instead of being in free fall over him.

Unfortunately, he and Dash didn’t add up. The Vanessen pack was on shaky ground. The other packs had left them alone because Vanessen was rich and the pack, though small, was powerful. But now the Harkers and Marketos wanted something big-time, and Jazz had the power to protect his pack. His family. They’d given him so much. What kind of crappy son would he be if he didn’t do whatever he could to protect them?

At the entrance to the grounds, he gave his name and the gate opened. He drove around the circular drive and parked at the side of the house. Usually, Carla came bounding out to meet him. He held his breath.

To his relief, the front door opened. Carla didn’t come running, but she did stand there and smile. He got out of the car and walked over. “Hey.”

“Hey.” She started to look at him, then dropped her eyes to her feet. Well damn.

He stopped. “Okay, enough. You’ve gotta tell me what I did or what’s wrong. You’re my friend. My best friend until recently. So if there’s a problem between us, I either have to try and fix it or go home and cry and find a new BFF. I can’t keep pretending there’s nothing wrong.”

Carla burst into tears.

Well, that wasn’t what I expected. Sobbing human females aren’t really my specialty. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Carla. It didn’t feel quite as awkward as he’d expected, so he tightened his hold and let her snuffle into the collar of his blue polo shirt. But this was odd—Carla never cried.

“I’m sorry.” Snuffle, sob. “I’m so sorry. Some asshole’s been trying to convince me that you and your family are bad, and I know he’s full of total crap, but I didn’t defend you. I just listened, and that’s such a crappy thing for a best friend to do. I feel like such a disgusting traitor, and I didn’t know how to tell you—”

“Wait. You’re telling me that you haven’t talked to me in days because you feel bad for being a crappy friend?”

“Um-hum.” She sniffed.

“Uh, Carla, because you didn’t tell some idiot I don’t know about where to get off, you’ve been treating me like I murdered your puppy.”

“I d-don’t have a puppy. I have a cat. You know that.” She wiped her eyes as he held her at arm’s length.

“So you’re not mad at me? I didn’t screw up and blow our friendship?”

“No, of course not.” She smacked his shoulder. “You’d never do something like that.”

He half wanted to kill her, but instead, he went with another option—he hugged her hard again.

She hugged back but giggled. “Hey, I never think of you as huggy.”

Right. Because if he hugged too hard, he could kill her. “I’m just relieved, fam. I’ve been thinking… well, a lot of crap.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” She finally stepped back and let him walk into the grand foyer of the great house. “Come on.” She led the way to the staircase and up to where he knew her rooms were. As they got to the second floor, she pointed. “Dash is staying down the hall in the blue guest room. I told him I’d text him when you got here.”

“Cool.” Though the thought of Dash didn’t make him feel cool at all. “Can we talk for a second before you message him?”

“Sure.” She glanced at her feet again.

Jazz held up his hands. “Hey, you don’t have to tell me anything about what somebody is saying about me and my family. It’s none of my business.” Still, he was dying to know. “I just need your advice.”

Her head snapped up. “You do?” She sounded excited. “Sit.” She pointed at the couch on one wall of the sitting room that attached to her bedroom. They’d spent many an hour on that couch eating hamburgers and watching werewolf movies—her favorite. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

He sat.

She strode over to her small refrigerator and popped open two vanilla colas, nice and frosty. She carried them back, handed one to Jazz, sprawled in the big chair next to the couch, and took a drink. “Ah. Okay, shoot.” She gazed at him, obviously ready to help him through his crisis.

He sipped his cola to keep from laughing. “Some distant relatives of my family are trying to fix me up with their cousin.”

She cocked her head. She definitely expected something much more earth-shattering than that. “Isn’t that good? I mean, you’ve told me how a lot of your relatives are real homophobes. Them trying to fix you up seems pretty inclusive.”

“Yeah well, I don’t think they’re flying any rainbow flags. They’ve got a family business, and their son doesn’t want it, so I think they’re trying to find someone else to run it.”

She took a drink and burped. “That sounds like a lot of confidence. You should be flattered.”

This was a lot harder to explain without letting any wolves out of bags. “But I feel like they’re manipulating me and trying to run my life.”

She nodded once, emphatically. “Okay, I get it. So do you like the guy?”

“I don’t know, I—”

“What guy?”

Jazz’s head snapped up at Dash’s voice. Dash was standing in the hall outside Carla’s door—the door she’d left ajar.

Carla gave Jazz a quick glance, then bounced up. “Hi, Dash. Come on in. I was just about to text you. Jazz’s relatives are trying to fix him up. Some kind of arranged marriage thing. We were just bitching about butt-in families. What about you? Where are your parents?”

Dash gave Jazz one of those slightly too-long glances of his, then looked back at Carla. She waved at the empty chair beside hers, and he sat, which put him close enough that Jazz could smell his ginger and magnolia scent. Jazz changed buttcheeks on the chair.

“Uh, my parents are in Europe,” Dash said. “I haven’t seen them for a long time. I was kind of, uh, taken in as a foster by Lysandra when I was thirteen, and I’ve been with her ever since.”

“Foster?” Carla looked way interested.

“Yes.” Jazz noticed he swallowed very hard. “I’m interested in issues of world peace and equality, so I guess you could say I’m an apprentice of sorts. I function as an assistant to Lys and get to learn by experience.” His gaze drifted again to Jazz and then back to Carla.

Carla leaned her chin on her hand as she stretched toward Dash. “But she’s not really a relative, right?”

“Right. Just a close family friend who’s kind of like an aunt.” He looked really uncomfortable.

“How come you don’t see your parents? Are you estranged?”

Dash swallowed hard but he answered smoothly. “Not really. They’re just very traditional, and I’m very busy.”

She opened her lips to ask another question, so Jazz leaped in to rescue the poor guy. “So what are we going to do today?”

Carla had a bit of a squirrel response quotient. She instantly turned to Jazz. “Well, you suggested movies and—”

Jazz laughed. “And there’s a new werewolf movie at the Cineplex.”

“Yes!” She laughed.

Dash looked pretty startled.

“We should explain that the only thing Carla likes more than a werewolf is two werewolves,” Jazz said. “Are you up for a really stupid movie?”

Carla crossed her arms. “Oh come on, it got a few good reviews.”

“Right. From people they paid a lot of money.”

Dash finally joined in the laughter. “Hey, I’m in your hands. Maybe tall dark and furry will do it for me too.”

Jazz hoped they didn’t hear his intake of breath.

An hour later, they’d passed on Carla’s chauffeur and limo in favor of taking Jazz’s Prius. While Dash had sat in the back on the way to the theater, he’d managed to end up between Jazz and Carla once they got to their seats with their popcorn and sodas. Not quite sure how that happened.

Carla slipped her giant vanilla cola into the cup holder and balanced her extra gigantic popcorn on her seat. “Going to the restroom.” She held up a finger. “Don’t eat my popcorn!” With that she hurried off, and Jazz laughed.

“Seems like you two have made up,” Dash said in his warm voice.

Jazz turned to Dash, braced for the impact of looking at that face, and nodded. “Yeah. Apparently she’s been acting weird because she felt like she should have told off some guy who was spreading crap about my family and she didn’t. So, she was feeling guilty about it.”

Dash smiled and shook his head, the near-black silk of his longish hair picking up the overhead lights and reflecting small bonfires of red flame. “Girls can be hard to figure out.”

“Tell me about it.” Jazz smirked. “I guess you’d know. I mean you spend all your time with a girl. A woman, I mean.”

A tiny crease appeared between the sharp slash of Dash’s brows. Then he smiled. “Yes, and it’s great, but….” He shrugged with European grace.

“Hard to figure out?”

“Precisely.”

They both smiled and then fell silent. Jazz tried not to stare into Dash’s eyes. Something about cobras and charmers.

Dash cleared his throat. “So, werewolf movies, huh?”

Jazz chuckled. “Yeah, sorry about that. But Carla loves werewolves—”

“And you love Carla.”

Jazz looked up to check for innuendo, but there was none. He nodded. “Right. BFFs and all that.”

“Speaking of the devil….” Dash nodded toward the aisle, and Jazz looked up to see Carla scooting back in. He made as if to reach across Dash for her popcorn, and she gave a mock shriek. Man, was it ever great to be back on good terms with Carla.

The movie started, and as he’d guessed, it was crappy. But Carla was into it. She bounced in her seat and munched handfuls of popcorn. Neither Jazz nor Dash had gotten any, although Jazz had opted for the vanilla cola he and Carla both loved. Jazz kind of wished he’d gotten popcorn, since maybe it would have helped distract him from the warmth of Dash’s long, firm thigh just inches from Jazz’s leg. The heat kept spreading like a lava flow up to parts that didn’t need any more warming, and Jazz kept shifting from buttcheek to buttcheek.

Carla leaned over. “I got way too much popcorn. You guys want some?”

Dash stared skeptically at the huge bag Carla passed, but Jazz reached over, grabbed it, and clasped it like a life preserver, then held it out to Dash.

As two werewolves roared and attacked each other on the screen, Dash glanced at the offer, then slid a hand into the half-empty bag, dug around, and guided a handful of white kernels toward his mouth. Jazz dragged his eyes away from those lips that he could easily imagine devouring something other than popcorn. He dug his own hand into the bag, grabbed a handful, and shoved it into his mouth, spilling several puffs down his front.

Dash murmured, “Um, good.”

Jazz agreed. He dove for more as Dash did the same, and their hands met somewhere in the middle of the bag, bumping. They both froze.

Jazz held his breath. What to do? Just as he almost made a decision to pull his hand out, he—did he?—felt Dash’s finger move. The soft, warm digit might have caressed the palm of Jazz’s hand. Maybe. Now he really didn’t know what to do.

Two of Dash’s fingers dragged over Jazz’s palm, an area of his body that must have nerves stretching directly to his penis because the pressure produced an equal and opposite reaction. For a second, they sat there, frozen, Jazz’s whole brain dwelling somewhere between his thighs. Then Dash intertwined their fingers and Jazz thought he’d have an orgasm right there, every nerve-ending throbbing.

“Hey you guys, don’t bogart the popcorn.” Carla reached across Dash’s body toward the bag. Fortunately, her eyes remained fixed on the screen where two werewolves were stalking each other through the forest.

Dash managed to let go of Jazz’s fingers, and Jazz pulled his hand out in time to allow Carla to drag the bag away from his erection, which was so huge it could probably shove ten people out of the theater.

She pushed her hand into the bag and palmed popcorn into her mouth as Jazz tried to catch his breath. Just watch the damned movie. He glued his eyes to the screen.

Big mistake. Huge.

It turned out the two werewolves stalking through the forest were a male and female and, just as Jazz fastened his attention on the screen, the male caught his prey and—yes, sports fans—proceeded to mock fuck her into furry oblivion, their long-muzzled, wolf faces contorted in some semblance of canine passion, while their very human bodies, ripped and curved in all the right places, did the dirty with porno cries and moans.

Oh great. Precisely what he needed. Even though the performance redefined the meaning of hokey and he’d seen actual porn that was more convincing, his body refused to laugh. His nerves tingled, hands trembled, and belly clenched as the male penetrated the female from behind. With her opulent chest out of the frame and her wolfy face looking far from feminine, the two could have been any gender. Jazz’s nether parts wanted to view the film from its own point of view.

“This is the worst kind of crap,” Carla complained, following with a litany of snarky comments.

Jazz plastered a grin he hoped looked cool on his face but couldn’t get his staring eyes or painful erection under control.

Carla exploded in ridicule, rocking forward, spilling some of the remaining contents of her huge bag.

Jazz reached out. “Give me that before you share it with the whole theater.” Not that there were a ton of other viewers. If there had been, they would have lynched Carla by then. He rested the bag on top of his mighty erection. It took an extralarge popcorn to disguise the thing. Jeez!

Concentrating on expanding first his belly, then his chest, he sucked in air and tried to focus on something else, like how the denim of his jeans was rubbing uncomfortably on some of his most sensitive parts. His distraction wasn’t working, since it made him think about shit he was trying to ignore. Breathe.

Suddenly, Dash’s hand bumped against Jazz’s thigh and several fingers slid directly across his throbbing, pulsating, denim-covered hard-on. Then he did it! Dash’s fingers closed around the bulge of Jazz’s erection, sending a shock of pleasure into his balls, up his spine, and into his brain. It was so intense, he almost blacked out.

Jazz leaped to his feet. “Oh!” He sucked air and swallowed hard. “I need another cola.” He slid in front of Dash and Carla so fast, he practically took their knees with him. Then he tore down the aisle, forcing himself not to run out of the theater, and finally made it to the men’s room. Inside a stall, eyes closed tight, he ran a hand across his overstressed crotch and practiced diaphragmatic breathing. Dash didn’t mean to do it. He didn’t mean to. It was an accident. It had to be.

After a few minutes, at the end of which he managed to look like he only had a small tumor as opposed to a complete third leg, he walked out to the sinks and ran the coldest water he could muster over his wrists, then put some on his face. He’d have stuck his dick under the faucet if he could have guaranteed no one would walk in. Still, the shock of the cold against his face did its work.

He glanced at his watch. The film was over in ten minutes. Feeling more normal, he walked to the concession stand, got in the longest line, bought a small vanilla cola, and sauntered back to the theater in time to watch the credits roll. As he scooted down his aisle, sipping, Carla scowled at him. “Where the hell did you go for that cola? Georgia?”

“Sorry, the lines were super long.” He smiled at her, then raised his face in the direction of Dash, but he never quite looked at him. “Come on, you have to admit that movie sucked cholesterol-free, pretend eggs.”

She frowned and crossed her arms. “It wasn’t that bad.”

All the rest of the practically nonexistent group of viewers were filing out, so Jazz felt free to grab his chest and start moaning and panting in his own “I’ll have what she’s having” scene. “Oh, oh, you’re such an animal.” He snorted. “No, only half of one. Where did they get those dog masks?”

Carla tried hard to keep glowering at him but finally gave up and laughed. “Okay, I admit. It was craptastic.”

Dash raised a finger. “But craptastic is the pinnacle of crap, therefore worthy of admiration and respect among all things crap.” He rose from his chair, and Jazz only took a tiny glance at his crotch. Apparently, he was unfazed. Oh well. I knew that grab was an accident.

“Let’s go get food. My treat,” Dash said.

Jazz would have agreed to just about anything if it got them away from werewolves mating.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

A FEW minutes later, they’d settled into a booth at one of Jazz and Carla’s favorite burger places. Dash had suggested they go to a steak house, and Jazz had been tempted for a minute, but shook his head. “Nah. Werewolf movies require juicy, messy cheeseburgers with ketchup dripping.” He’d shrugged. “It’s the law of furriness, right, Carla?”

“Gospel. Ruth Bader Ginsburg herself wrote a majority opinion on it.”

Dash had lowered his head solemnly. “Far be it from moi to disagree with the great lady. Burgers it is.”

So now here they were, installed in a booth, staring at the menus. If Dash looked overwhelmed, it was to be expected. After all, this was, in Dash’s words, the pinnacle of burgergasms.

Carla and Jazz ordered for Dash, a Double Splendiferous with cheese, pickles, lettuce, tomatoes, and extra secret sauce, plus a side order of fries. He asked for a green salad, but Jazz and Carla dissed him so hard, he finally gave up trying to order it.

Jazz would happily have ordered three or four burger patties with a little ketchup, but of course he put on a good show for the humans and asked for two double burgers, hold the lettuce and tomato.

When they’d all gotten their favorite vanilla colas, Carla asked, “So why do you think a werewolf wouldn’t have a wolf face on a human body?” They’d had this argument many, many times. “I mean, they’re half and half, right?” She waved her straw before drowning it in her sugary drink.

Jazz shook his head, as he always did in this conversation. “But why? In what way would that be superior to either pure wolf or pure human? I mean it’s the worst of two worlds. If we’re doing half and half, it should be the human brain on the wolf body, right? Not the other way around. Nature would never be so stupid. The movie producers just want to keep the human bodies so guys can stare at a cute girl’s tits.”

Dash snorted. “Are we really having this conversation?”

“Come on Dash, don’t you agree with me?” Carla whined. “A werewolf ought to be half-human and half-wolf, right?”

Dash glanced at Jazz, but he didn’t smile. Instead he said, “Wouldn’t werewolves more likely be a whole different species of being? One that can appear human but assume a wolf body?” He stared into his drink. “There’s nothing in human DNA that allows for the radical alterations required to become a different form of mammal.”

Carla stared at Dash. “Holy crap, I never expected anyone to give me a scientific explanation.” She glanced at Jazz with wide eyes, shook her head, and changed the subject. “So Dash, what did you like most about your one day of internship?”

He grinned and gave Jazz a side-eyed look. “I could say my brilliant mentor.” He sipped his drink. “I think what I like the most is working for such inspiring people. Mr. Casper Vanessen truly has a brilliant mind. He’s a business genius and a great humanitarian.”

Jazz smiled. “And the best grandfather a guy ever had.”

Dash gave him a crinkle-eyed look. “Sometimes I forget who you are. You must be so proud of him.”

“Yeah, I am.”

Carla frowned. “That’s why this whole bunch of crap from Evenride pisses me off. I mean, of all the people for him to accuse. Your grandfather! Jeez!”

The waitress came with their burgers and refills on their colas. When she left, Dash asked, “What did this guy say about Mr. Vanessen?”

She glanced at Jazz.

Jazz shook his head. “Come on, Carla. There’s no point trying to hide it, right? I mean, I can’t fight what I don’t know.”

“I don’t even like to repeat it.”

“I think Jazz is right. Telling him isn’t like spreading rumors,” Dash added.

She stared into her cola and whispered, “He says you’re all unholy devil worshippers.”

“What?” Dash nearly spit out his cola.

Jazz gazed at her, cold chills running up his spine. “We’re unholy devil worshippers?”

Dash spread his arms. “Where the hell did he come up with that?”

She shook her head, looking so guilty you’d have thought she made it up. “I guess I was so shocked when the words came out of his mouth, I didn’t know what to say. So I told him he was nuts. But I didn’t tell him not to send the proof he claims he has.”

“Did he ever send his so-called proof?” Dash leaned forward, and Jazz tried not to look anxious.

“No. I finally grew a pair and emailed him to take his proof and shove it where no man would want to go.” She smiled, all proud.

Dash sat back. “It would have been good to know what he’s pushing as evidence.”

She sighed. “I know, but I couldn’t live with myself another second if I kept stringing him on. I guess I wanted him to know that the Vanessens have friends, and I’m one of them.”

Jazz leaned over, wrapped an elbow around her neck, and pulled her in for a forehead-to-forehead meetup. “Thanks, fam. You’re the best.” True, he would’ve liked to know what Evenride had on them, but Carla’s friendship meant more than anything.

“I should have told him to fuck off sooner.”

He wrapped a hand around the back of her head. “It’s okay. You uncovered what could be a real threat to my family. That’s valuable.”

“What do you think this asshole has in mind?” Dash asked.

Jazz leaned back and let out a long breath. “No idea. But it’s one more thing I need to figure out.”

“We’ll help you, right, Dash?” Carla leaned forward, ready for action. Always.

Dash nodded. “Is there any chance that without Carla’s help, Evenride may give the whole thing up?”

Jazz shook his head. “I doubt it, although I guess it could happen. We can hope.” Besides, letting Dash and Carla get too close to Evenride might give them access to information Jazz would prefer they never saw. Depending on what Evenride had—pictures; testimonials?—it might take more denial than he could muster to make it go away.

Damn. I need to know what that dude has.

 

 

DASH AND Carla waved at the departing Prius and walked up the stairs of the governor’s mansion. She let them in with her key. Inside, the beautiful old home glowed in the soft light. “I really like this house,” Dash said.

She smiled. “Yeah, we’re lucky to get to live here for a while. Want to get something from the kitchen?”

“What do you have in mind, besides vanilla cola?” He grinned.

“That’s a good place to start.” She grabbed his hand. “Come on.”

Dash was anxious to call Lys, but the chance to talk to Carla one-on-one and find out what else she knew or suspected couldn’t be passed up.

Ten minutes later, they took frosty glasses of cola, some chips, and string cheese up to Carla’s room. She crawled on her bed and put her food on the bedside table. He took the comfy chair in the sitting area and sipped his drink.

Carla chewed cheese. “So whaddya think, Dash Ex?”

“About what specifically?” He was a lot more interested in what she thought.

“This whole devil-worship bullcrap. I mean, seriously, I can see using an argument like that in some super-religious community or something. But to me and my family? It’s bizarre.”

“I agree.” He took a bite of cheese to cover the need to say any more, then shoved a chip in after.

She frowned. “The thing that worries me is….” She took a sip of cola, and he hung in suspension. That’s exactly what he wanted to know. “This dude can’t be so dumb he’d think the governor would be convinced by some obviously ridiculous claim and a couple hysterical idiots who agree,” she continued, then glanced up at Dash. “So I’d guess he must have some kind of evidence he believes is convincing to a normally intelligent person.”

“That makes sense.” Totally.

She pressed a palm against her cheek. “I know I should have waited to see what he had, but the whole thing was too upsetting, and I already felt like such a traitor to Jazz.”

“You really like him.”

“Yeah. He’s my best friend. Why, don’t you?” She raised her brows.

“No, I mean, yes, I like him too. It wasn’t a question. Just an observation.”

She leaned back against her headboard with her glass. “When he said he’d been keeping me out of trouble for years, he wasn’t kidding. I mean, I can be kind of reckless sometimes. Dumb reckless, you know. Jazz is more conservative than me, but really brave. He lets me have fun but keeps me out of trouble.” She shook her head. “I guess I better learn to be more cautious since we’ll both be in our own schools next year. Man, I’m gonna miss him.”

“He’s a unique guy.”

She glanced up. “Interesting choice of words.”

He grinned. Just because she was funny and liked werewolf movies, he shouldn’t forget she was scary smart. “He’s kind of a nerd, but athletic and strong. Sometimes, he seems sort of shy, but I think he could lead an army if he had to.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I can go with that kind of unique.”

“You must know his family well.”

She shook her head. “Not so much. We mostly hang here at the mansion, even though the Vanessen estate is way bigger than this. But most of his brothers live at home I guess, so he always figures we’ll have more privacy here. Of course, I know Lindsey and his husband Seth pretty well. They’re big friends of my dad’s and actually helped rescue me when I got kidnapped years ago. That’s about the same time the Vanessens adopted Jazz and we became friends.”

“Kidnapping must have been a bitch.”

“No lie. I was scared, but I knew somebody was going to rescue me. I never doubted it.” She shrugged.

Now for the million-dollar question. “Is there anything you can think of about the family that would lead this Evenride dude to think they’re”—he made air quotes—“of the devil?”

She frowned in concentration, obviously taking the question seriously. “I’ll be honest. I’ve given this some thought since Evenride talked to me. All I can think of is that there are a bunch of gay men who all hang out together in the Vanessen home. Lindsey’s married to Seth, and they live at home. Jazz’s other brother, Winter, is also married to a man. They’re both FBI agents—go figure—and they live at the estate too.”

And then I hear Jazz talk about Cole and Paris. I don’t know them well at all, but they’re part of the Harker and Marketo clans that are big families living in rural Connecticut. And yet I gather they often stay with the Vanessens at the estate. The only nongay couple in the house are Jazz’s mom and her husband. And there are the two older men, Jazz’s grandfather, Mr. Vanessen, and I guess the father of one of the husbands. I’ve never heard they’re a couple, but who knows what somebody else could think. I guess it is odd that there’s only one female in that whole group of men.” She let out a long sigh. “So I’m figuring it wouldn’t be all that hard for somebody with a solid homophobic streak and a double dose of paranoia to suspect all kinds of shit and shenanigans go on in that house.”

Dash gazed at her. “Holy crap. I never quite got all that.”

“Yeah. I know. When you think about it from somebody else’s point of view, it looks suspicious.” She leaned forward. “So what are we going to do about Evenride? Should I try to get him to talk to me again?”

Dash frowned. “He might let the whole story go if no one encourages him.”

“Ya think?” She wrinkled her forehead.

“At least if we let him make the next move, we can find out what his intentions are.”

“I guess. But what if he goes underground and we don’t know what he’s doing?”

“Then you can smoke him out.”

That made her smile. “Okay, cool.” She swung her denim-covered legs off the side of the bed. “The game’s afoot.”

Dash chuckled, but he had a pretty good idea this was no game.

“We need to make sure we’re down for breakfast tomorrow morning so we can pump Daddy for information, see if he’s heard anything from Evenride or anyone else.”

“Uh, delicately?”

“I’ll let you lead the conversation, okay?” She grinned. “I’ve never been known for my subtlety.”

He stood and gathered up his glass and plate. “We better turn in if we want to start extra early.”

“Right. Sleep well.” She bounced on the bed. “I’ll text you if I think of anything else.”

He gave her a big smile and closed her door after him. But the smile fell off his face as he powered toward his bedroom. As soon as he got inside, he set down the dishes and reached for his cell phone, then paused. So, all those people, those wolf creatures he saw together at the picnic, lived in the same house in one big… pack. There was no way around it. He pressed the heel of his hand into his eye socket. Carla mentioned Harker and Marketo. More “big Connecticut families.” Had they been at the picnic too? Could they all change into wolves?

Lysandra had sent him to spy on Jazz Vanessen. He’d thought that was because Jazz appeared to be a human with magic power, as happened occasionally. But if she knew Jazz was a werewolf, why didn’t she tell Dash? Why didn’t she tell me werewolves exist? Is it a test? Is she waiting for me to tell her I know Jazz is a supernatural being?

His phone rang in his hand.

Crap. Lysandra was a master. His master. Masters could sense emotional turmoil in their protégés, and she’d often joked that Dash was always so calm, he never gave her any challenges. Now, not so much.

He clicked. “Hi, Lys.”

“Is something wrong?”

A war raged in his head and chest—a war between duty, training, and some strangely expanding affection, not just for Jazz, but also for Carla, the reality of their friendship, and the family love that seemed to saturate their lives. Just feeling it filled him with desire.

“Dash?” She sounded concerned and edgy.

He walked to his closet, put her on speaker, and began to undress. “Someone’s got information designed to prove that the Vanessens are unholy devil worshippers.”

He expected her to sound shocked. Instead she didn’t say anything for several seconds.

He stripped to his skin, pulled on his sleep pants, and waited.

“What proof do they have?” she finally said. Funny she didn’t ask what they meant.

“I don’t know yet. The man who’s making these claims offered the information to Carla. She turned him down.”

“Does Jasper know about this?”

“Yes.”

“What has he said?”

“Not much. There’s more going on here, but I haven’t gotten the whole story yet.”

“Devil worshippers?”

“Yes. He claims Jazz’s family is not what they seem and a danger to the community.”

“Oh? Do you think it could have anything to do with business? Maybe this man is paving the way toward a takeover? Character assassination is common in cases like that.”

Dash barked a laugh. “Casper Vanessen could be Beelzebub himself, and as long as he’s making money for his stockholders, nobody’s going to give a damn.”

“How delightfully cynical of you.”

“This is about something else, Lys. I can’t see anyone going to the governor’s family to try to undermine the Vanessen companies. They’re too big and too rich. No, this has to be about community standing, stuff like that.”

“Blackmail?”

“Possibly.” He measured his words. “Carla pointed out that the Vanessens have a bunch of gay men all living in the same house with one woman.”

“Ha! That could cause a boatload of rumors.”

“Yes, but they don’t hide it, so I’m not sure where the blackmail comes in.”

They both quit talking.

Finally, he asked, “Lys, what are the Vanessens hiding?”

She might have sucked in a breath. He wasn’t sure. “That’s the question, isn’t it?” she finally said.

So, she wasn’t going to tell him. Maybe she honestly didn’t know that most of the Vanessens were humans who became wolves. If she didn’t, why in hell wasn’t he telling her?

There was a simple answer, and he said it out loud. “Most important, what does all this have to do with Jazz?”

“And by extension, with us?”

“Yes.”

“What’s the boy like?” She sounded almost warm, affectionate.

He smiled to himself. “Smart. Funny. Not telling the whole truth.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “But then neither am I.”

Her voice cooled. “Just remember, Dash, it’s not your job to tell him the truth.”

“Yes, Mistress.” He made sure his voice was sufficiently subservient. Of course, that didn’t take much acting. Training was training.

“I’m sorry this has proven to be such a questionable situation. I was hoping you’d have some fun this summer.”

For an instant, the feel of Jazz’s hot erection under his hand tingled through his nerves. He squelched it fast in case she picked up his feelings. “It’s all right. I live to serve.”

“Yes, well, keep me apprised.”

“I will. Good night, Mistress.”

“Good night, Dash.”

He clicked off and stared into the mirror. He might live to serve, but he sure as hell had broken his vows of truth. Strike two.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

HOW LONG am I going to withhold what I know about Jazz?

Answer: As long as it takes to find out who the biggest threat to Jazz Vanessen actually is—this dude Evenride and whoever’s behind him, or Lysandra, the Magicouncil, and by extension, me.

With a sigh, Dash brushed his teeth, then walked into his bedroom, grabbed his laptop from the desk, and sprawled on the bed. He looked up werewolves. Over the next fifteen minutes, he found out more than he’d counted on. There had been a werewolf craze at the same time as the witch trials. Some people, mostly males, unlike the so-called witches, confessed to being werewolves. Different societies in places like Ghana and the Iberian Peninsula had always had powerful werewolf traditions. But not one of his sources suggested werewolves were real and having picnics in Connecticut.

He closed his laptop. He’d love to believe he’d dreamed the whole thing, or that he hadn’t seen what he’d seen.

He might have swallowed that theory if he didn’t already know that there were far stranger things in existence than most humans believed.

Pushing the laptop aside, he slithered off the bed again and approached the pile of books he kept stacked on the edge of the desk. Hide in plain sight, as they say.

From the stack of mostly school texts, he removed a tome called Advanced Botanical Studies and carried it back to the bed. Sitting against the headboard with the book propped on his knees, he took a long slow breath, placed his hands on the hardbound cover, and felt the tingle of energy flow from his fingers. It prickled like electricity, but he knew it to be magnetic. The art on the cover shifted from the dullest beige and brown to glowing gold, magenta, and brilliant blue. From the swirl of color emerged the words Mystikos Radiance. Touching his initiate’s handbook gave him a thrill.

Pointing a single finger down toward the book, he was tempted to ask for werewolves, but that might be a simple human term.

“What superordinary creatures exist?”

The shot of energy from his finger actually hurt as bones vibrated, the cover of the book flew open, and pages enthusiastically began to turn on their own.

The rustle of paper sounded musical. Finally it settled on a right-hand page crammed with small black words that said…

The magical community stands as the bearer of power in the earthly world. Any rise of other power is a threat to that preeminence and must be at least carefully watched, if not eliminated. All bearers of magical power are entrusted with responsibility for vigilance against the rise of such power….

Yeah, yada, yada. He’d read that page a thousand times. He could recite it from memory. Every student knew it was meant to refer to humans like Jazz who appeared to have naturally arising magic that could represent a threat to Dash’s kind. In fact, it was this catechism Lys had invoked when she told Dash he needed to spy on Jazz.

He stared at the book. “Not my question.”

Okay, let’s be more direct. He closed the book and stared at the cover, suspending his finger above it. “Are there werewolves in the earthly world?”

His finger spun on its own, and one final page in the book flipped. Dash held his breath as he looked down at a two-page spread bordered in gold. In the middle of the right hand page, scripted, dimensional, illuminated letters spelled What do you think?

Dash stared at the page, suspended between laughing and crying. Just what he needed. A mystical textbook with a sense of humor.

 

 

DASH SIPPED his coffee and tried to ignore Carla’s significant glances. The girl wasn’t subtle.

“Daddy, has Karl Evenride been in touch with you?” She glared at Dash.

He glared back.

The governor looked out from behind the pile of morning briefing papers a member of his staff had brought over earlier. He seemed to be trying to focus his eyes on Carla. “What?”

“Karl Evenride. You know, the idiot who came to the picnic. Donald’s father?”

“I know who Karl Evenride is. What about him?”

“Has he been in touch with you? You know, since the picnic?”

“Uh, I don’t think so.” He blinked. “Actually, I think I’ve gotten a couple emails from him asking if he can come and see me, but I haven’t had a chance to answer.”

She leaned across her corn flakes. “Daddy, this dude is trying to spread a bunch of crap about the Vanessen family. You’re sure he hasn’t said anything to you?”

He frowned. “No, but I haven’t been real available. Why the he—heck would someone want to spread lies about Casper or Lindsey?”

“We don’t know. But the guy’s bad news.”

Dash leaned in and put a hand on Carla’s arm. “But we’d like to know what he’s using as his so-called evidence against the Vanessens, so if he contacts you, please agree to see whatever he has, okay?”

“Well, yes, of course. This is very disturbing.”

“Yes, it is, sir.”

“How could someone say negative things about Casper? He’s as close to above reproach as any businessman I’ve ever met. I’ve seen him do many things that were against his own best interests in order benefit his employees or the community. A lot of people would say the man’s a saint.”

“Evenride says the Vanessens are devil worshippers,” Carla snarled.

The governor barked a laugh. “Seriously?”

“He claims it is.”

“If you’re finished with this line of idiocy, why don’t you invite all your fellow interns to dinner?” Mrs. Mendes added. “I’d love to meet them, and I always enjoy seeing Jazz, little devil worshipper that he is.” She smiled and they all laughed.

 

 

“ARE YOU thinking you’ll enter the family business after college, Jazz?” Mrs. Mendes passed him the mashed potatoes again. He smiled politely and handed them over to Dash, who sat beside him at the dinner table. Dash handed them to BeBop, who took another huge spoonful, then ladled on a river of gravy.

He grinned. “Ptolemy said a human can never get enough mashed and gravy.”

Khadija gave a small smile. “And Descartes maintained, ‘I think, therefore I eat mashed potatoes.’”

Jazz laughed, and Carla snorted. “Dij, you’re a hoot!”

“In answer to your question, ma’am,” Jazz said, “I’m seriously considering going into the family business after college. I don’t have a ton of experience yet, but it’s hard to imagine anyone being more inspiring than Pop-Pop.”

Governor Mendes raised his tea glass. “That’s certainly true. You’ve got some other pretty impressive relatives in that family of yours too.”

“Yes, sir, I do. I could spend a lifetime trying to live up to my mother and brothers’ examples.”

“What about you, Khadija? Do your parents live in New York?”

For an instant, her eyes widened a fraction. Then she replied, “No, ma’am. They live in the old country. I have an apartment with my sisters.”

“I thought you said your sisters worked in the family business,” BeBop said.

“Oh, they do. My aunt owns the security and maintenance business they all work for.”

“But you broke with family tradition and decided to intern at Vanessen. How brave of you. Do you like it so far?” Mrs. Mendes smiled.

She glanced at Jazz. “Vanessen is very inspiring.”

The governor’s expression got more serious. “I understand you have some questionable people hanging around at Vanessen.”

Jazz nodded. “Yes, sir, we do. We appreciate you keeping an eye out for us.”

Mrs. Mendes put a hand on his arm. “Is this something to be concerned about?”

Carla rocked back in her chair. “No worries, Mom. We got this.”

“Carla, you have a tendency to be reckless. If there’s any question of security, you stay out of it, you hear me.”

Dash smiled. “Jazz and I will keep her safe, ma’am.”

BeBop looked ready to ask a bunch of questions, but Mrs. Mendes turned to him and asked, “So BeBop, dear, what are your future plans?”

He glanced at Jazz, then leaned back in his chair. “I’m not sure, ma’am. I’m going into my junior year at NYU this fall, but I’m thinking I might skip the rest of undergrad and go into the PhD program directly.”

“I see.” She swallowed. “How do your parents feel about that?”

“They died, ma’am.” The kid kept his cool, but Jazz could smell the hurt.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, dear.”

“I live with my uncle, but I make all my own decisions about my future.” He furrowed his brow. “I try to see my situation the way my parents would have. That’s why I went for my undergraduate degree. For socialization, you know. They always worried about that.” He frowned. “But the classes are pretty boring, so I took the internship at Vanessen to spend some time with people my own age. Then I’ll feel okay about skipping undergrad.” He grinned, as if everything he’d said was absolutely normal.

“BeBop, we’re all three or four years older than you and years behind you in school,” Carla said. “Doesn’t that seem odd?”

He nodded sincerely. “But you all have social experiences I haven’t had yet, so I think it’s great exposure.” He leaned his head on his hand. “Don’t you?”

They all burst out laughing, and that reduced the tension, although Mrs. Mendes looked ready to adopt BeBop.

Khadija carefully folded her napkin. “I’m so sorry, but I need to start home or my sisters will worry.”

“Hey, you can stay with me, Dij. That’d be fun.” Carla gave her a big smile.

Khadija glanced at the floor. “It would be fun, but I’d best go home tonight. Perhaps another time.” She smiled in her quiet way.

“Okay, but soon.”

Dij nodded. Jazz suspected she didn’t get invited for a girl’s night often, and she really seemed happy about it, despite her refusal.

“Could you wait a few moments longer?” Mrs. Mendes said to Dij. “You wouldn’t want to leave without dessert. We have ice cream. Coconut crunch.”

Carla planted her hands on her hips. “Ah, but do we have cones?”

“I asked cook to get the waffle kind.”

Carla punched the air. “Yes!” She bounded up. “Come on, you guys. This stuff will reorganize your DNA.”

Oh great. Just what a werewolf needs.

But Carla was oblivious. “BeBop and Dij, you can’t miss out. We’ll get you a cone for the car. Mom, show them where. I need to run up and grab my hoodie. Be right back.”

Fifteen minutes later, Jazz walked with the other four out to the governor’s limo, licking what he had to agree was totally awesome ice cream in a waffle cone. Roast beef ice cream would have been even better, but this would do.

At the car, BeBop asked, “Okay, dudes, what’s this big threat?”

“Remember I told you about that asshole who told me the Vanessens weren’t to be trusted?” Carla answered.

“Yeah. Crazy town, baby.”

“Well, it’s worse than that. He’s totally off the rails. He claims that the Vanessens are devil worshippers.”

Khadija’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Yeah. He claims to have”—she made air quotes—“evidence.”

Dij frowned. “What might that be?”

“I don’t know.”

“Damn, baby! We need to know what this dude’s got,” BeBop said.

“I know. I’m thinking I should go back to him and see what else I can find out.”

Jazz took hold of her arm. “No. You need to stay away from this guy. He could be dangerous.”

Her eyes widened as she took a big lick of ice cream. “Ya think so?”

“Yes. We’ll find out what he has some other way. Maybe he’ll show your father or something. But you stay away from him.” He swallowed. “I just worry about you.” That was true for more reasons than one.

“Okay.” She looked kind of happy, maybe that Jazz cared about her safety. Well, he did, but he also couldn’t let her get any closer to the truth that his family was, in fact, his pack. Crap, he felt like a huge sword was hanging above his head, and no matter which way it fell, he was dead.

Dash gazed at him with an expression so neutral, Jazz couldn’t even guess what he was thinking.

“We’ll talk about this some more, but we need to get the Dij back to her family unit,” BeBop said.

“Yes, that makes sense.” Jazz nodded a little too hard.

BeBop and Dij climbed in the car. As it left the mansion, Carla, Dash, and Jazz waved.

When the limo was gone, Carla held up a finger. “Stay here a sec.” At the open door to the house, she leaned in and yelled, “Hey, Mom, I’m taking Dash and Jazz out to the point to see how pretty it is by moonlight.”

Mrs. Mendes came to the door, a slightly incredulous look on her face. “How very aesthetic of you, dear. Since when have you been interested in long walks in the moonlight?”

She looked at Jazz and Dash. “Since I have two such gorgeous escorts.”

If ever there was a comment designed to win over Mrs. Mendes, that was it. Some part of her must secretly yearn for a daughter who wasn’t such a badass tomboy. She smiled at Carla. “Want to take more ice cream with you?”

“Thanks, Mom, but I’m guessing we’re good with this.”

Carla went back to Jazz and Dash, and the three of them walked away from the mansion onto the grounds.

“Man, this is really pretty,” Jazz said, taking a bite of his cone.

“Yeah. I’m going to show you the best place around.”

“How large are the grounds?” Dash asked as he licked some coconut from his finger. Jazz forced himself not to imagine where he’d like that tongue to be.

“Four acres. But the spot I’m taking you to is off the property. Come on.” She led the way from the more manicured parts of the property into a dense stand of trees.

After they’d walked a while, Jazz heard water. Falling water. “What’s that?”

“That’s it.” She walked faster. A couple of minutes later, they broke through the bushes and came to a waterfall flowing down to a lovely pond about twenty feet below. She threw out her arm. “Ta-da!”

“Wow.” Jazz shoved the last piece of cone into his mouth.

“We can sit here and talk.” Carla plopped down on the somewhat damp precipice overlooking the pond.

“Is there enough room for all three of us?” Jazz asked.

“Sure. Sit. Sit.”

Dash squatted next to her. Right. His jeans probably cost a lot.

Jazz wasn’t so concerned. He sat on his butt. “So what’s up? Why have you called us together, kiddo?”

She patted her lips with her paper napkin, then slid her hands down her thighs, wiping her hands on her jeans. “When I went upstairs, I had an email from Evenride.”




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

JAZZ’S STOMACH clenched.

“Really? What did Evenride say?” Dash asked.

Carla looked at Jazz, then back at her hands. “I didn’t print it out because I didn’t want anyone else to see it.”

“That bad?” Jazz murmured.

“Well, yeah. This asshole is repeating the idea that you guys are dangerous devil worshippers, and he says you have, like, powers.” She stood and waved her arms. “He says I should spy on you to see for myself, and that I should warn my father when I feel convinced.” She walked a few feet and turned.

“Carla, come sit down,” Dash said.

She waved him off. “I’m fine. Fine. Holy shit, Jazz. This guy is poison. We’ve got to shut him up. You know how people are about stuff like that.”

“I know. But come on over here and sit down.” Jazz patted the ground beside him. She was making him nervous on so many levels.

She paced to the ledge that looked over the water, then back, the whole time waving her arms and yelling. “Jesus, Jazz. If he starts spreading this crap around, what are people going to believe? People who claim to love your Pop-Pop could flip if this asshole gives them an excuse to hate him. We’re talking tar and feathers, man.” Her arms flew out to the side, and she stepped back to make some big point. Jazz watched her foot as it hit a patch of spray from the falls and slipped from under her. “Eep!” Her expression changed from passionate anger to desperate fear in a second.

“Carla!” Jazz hurled himself forward as her body slowly tipped backward into space. Space that was not going to stop her from hurtling onto the rocks at the bottom of the falls.

“Stop!” A flash of fire blazed through Jazz’s brain as he reached toward Carla.

Beside Jazz, Dash rocked up onto his knees and threw his hand out toward her falling body.

She stopped.

In midair—frozen in that space Jazz knew could never support her, except it did.

He blinked and blinked again.

Dash glanced toward Jazz, his hand still suspended, stretched toward Carla’s immobile body. Slowly he rose, walked the few steps to the ledge, and grabbed Carla’s arm, which was immobilized in midflail. Grasping her wrist, he pulled her back onto solid ground.

Carla blinked and sucked in a breath. “What-what happened?”

Slowly, Dash stared at Jazz, his eyes like blazing emeralds. Jazz stammered, “You almost fell. Dash pulled you back.”

She glanced around. “I did?” She frowned. “Oh come on, you guys. You just panic easy. Pay attention to what I’m telling you. We need to find some way to shut Evenride up.”

It’s too much. Jazz dropped his head in his hand, feeling shaky. What the living, breathing hell just happened?

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Carla asked.

He raised his head and speared her with what he hoped was an intimidating gaze. “You scared the shit out of me, that’s what. Let’s go back to the house and talk about this. I want to get you away from any other places you might want to take a dive off.”

She waved a hand and snorted. “Okay, let’s go home. But I want to hear some really creative solutions to our mutual asshole problem. We’ve got no idea how far and wide Evenride is spreading his poison mouth.”

“Yes. You’re right.” Jazz was still trying to catch his breath, but Carla gave him an approving glance.

“So what have you got?” She started walking back into the bushes and trees toward the mansion—all as if she hadn’t just been saved from death by some weirdass supernatural event.

Jazz looked at Dash with raised eyebrows. What the hell did that guy do? How did he suspend her in midair? Who is he?

Dash gazed back at him, his face neutral and indecipherable, but he fell into step behind Carla.

Jazz had no choice but to join in.

Jazz inhaled deeply as he walked. Whether it was from the wacked crap that just happened or watching Dash’s butt in tight jeans flexing in front of him, he wasn’t sure. He sucked in air and managed to get his pulse out of cardiac infarction range.

Before they got back to the front porch, Dash took Carla’s arm and stopped her forward progress. “What if you tell Evenride that you need to find some hard evidence to take to your father,” he said. “See if he can supply any, and tell him you’re looking for clues on your own. Ask him to assure you that this claim he’s making won’t go any further until you have proof, because if the governor hears it as a rumor, he’ll surely fly to the Vanessen’s defense and never believe any data you supply.” Dash crossed his arms. “That might get him to shut up until we can prove he’s a fraud who’s out to destroy the Vanessens.”

She nodded. “That’s a good idea. What do you think, Jazz?”

Jazz managed to nod, even though his head felt stuffed with crap and unicorns. What did Dash think? That Jazz would ignore this whole thing? Pretend it didn’t happen? Does he think I’m blind? Or is he going to use some brain-erasing device on me?

“Okay. You guys want to help me write an email to the asshole?” Carla said.

Jazz cleared his throat. “I better get home. I trust you to be eloquent and stealthy.”

“Okay. Sleep good. Sorry I scared you.” She moved closer to kiss his cheek, then waved a hand. “Dash, did you want to help?”

Dash fell in beside her as they walked toward the porch. Jazz watched for a second. Despite all his raging confusion, he still wished Dash had decided to give him a good-night kiss too. God, I am a stupid ass.

He walked toward his car, trying to feel the earth under his feet to reassure himself the world was real. True, suspending someone in midair probably wasn’t any weirder than turning into a wolf. Obviously, the weird you know is less weird than the weird you don’t know.

The very slight crunch of gravel behind him made him turn instantly.

Dash walked toward him.

Jazz frowned. “How did you get away?”

“I told her I wanted to ask your advice on some wording.”

“Think fast.”

“I will.”

Silence.

Jazz crossed his arms protectively over his chest. “So when are you going to explain?”

“What?”

“I know you’ve got to get back, but when are you going to come clean? Tomorrow at work? Hell, we don’t have time then either.” He huffed out a breath. “I’m not fucking blind, Dash. You can’t convince me I didn’t see what I saw. I want to know how you did it, and I don’t want to wait long for an explanation.” He frowned for emphasis.

“I don’t understand. What do you want me to explain?”

“Dammit. This is what I mean. No gaslighting, man. I saw it. I saw her suspended in midair before you pulled her back to solid ground. I want an explanation. I want to know how you did it.”

Dash shook his head with a little smile. Infuriating! Dash pursed those beautiful lips. “I can’t explain it, Jazz.”

“Why not? Did you have an adrenaline rush? Should I google it?” Jazz paraphrased the lines from the old Twilight movie.

“No, I can’t explain how Carla was saved—because I didn’t do it.” He smiled but his eyes bored into Jazz’s with a cool fire. “I didn’t do it. You did.”

With that, Dash turned and walked away.

Jazz didn’t move.

 

 

DASH SIGHED as he walked back to his room at the mansion. Okay, no way I can keep this to myself. Damn.

It was late. He and Carla had created an email to Evenride along the lines of Dash’s suggestion. Now, even though it was late, he had to make the call.

Once in his room, he closed and locked the door, changed out of his jeans and sweater, and pulled on his sleep pants. Throwing himself on the bed, he hit speed dial.

After two rings, Lys said, “Where the hell have you been?”

“Sorry. I had to do some things with Carla.”

“I assume from the resounding echo of power through the universe that you have something important to tell me.”

“Yes, Mistress.” He wet his lips. “Tonight, Carla nearly fell off a precipice. The fall would likely have killed her. Jazz suspended her, stopping her in midair.” He heard her intake of breath. “The most interesting thing is, he didn’t know he did it. He believed it was me. He asked me to explain how I’d accomplished it.”

“Amazing. He’s completely untutored.”

“And completely clueless.” He rubbed a hand over his neck. “I’m not sure what to do.”

“What have you done so far?”

“He confronted me so I told him he was the one who did it. Then I just walked away. He was stunned, and I wasn’t sure what I should say. Do I tell him what he is? And most importantly, what do I say about why I know what he is?”

There was a brief pause. Her voice sounded stern. “There was no way this could have been avoided?”

He frowned and let it color his voice. “I don’t see how. Obviously, he wasn’t going to let his best friend die. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t see it.”

“Couldn’t you have altered his perception?”

“I changed hers slightly. She remembered a little, but not her life-threatening situation. I tried to alter his. No change. He may be more powerful than I am.” He chuckled darkly. “He could have believed that I saved Carla, but I thought it was better if he knew he’d done it himself. I apologize if that was the wrong thing to do. I was pretty startled when I couldn’t manipulate his mind.”

She laughed softly. “Yes, you’re not used to being the less powerful one, are you, darling?” She sighed. “Now our question must be, who else knows he can do these things? Is his family aware? And if they are, what in hell do they make of it?”

“At this point I think I only have one investigative recourse.”

“What’s that?”

“Ask Jazz.”

“Um, I hesitate to do that.” She paused, and he waited. Finally she said, “Is there a chance you can convince him you have no idea what really happened? That it seemed like Carla would fall, but… something?”

Dash thought back to that fateful moment. He’d reached into thin air and guided Carla back to solid ground, but only after Jazz had suspended her. Could he convince Jazz that he saw it wrong? That Dash thought he’d just pulled Carla from the edge not from the air? “There’s a chance. He’s damned smart, but I think he doesn’t want to accept his power. Maybe I can help that along and persuade him it didn’t happen.”

“Good. Do it.”

“If I fail—”

“Don’t.”

He frowned but tried not to let it show in his voice. “What can you tell me about his family? Aside from Lindsey and Casper, who are both brilliant businessmen but otherwise regular guys, I haven’t met any of them. I get the impression he has another brother who, like Lindsey, is also gay and married. What are the chances? He’s also got a stepfather and a mother whom he adores.”

“None of them are blood.”

“I know.”

“It’s to the family’s credit that they make no distinction between their natural and adopted sons.”

“Anything else I should know?” The image of the huge men who changed to wolves played through his mind.

There might have been a slight pause on Lysandra’s end. “Several of the family members are in law enforcement.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. There is at least one police investigator and two or maybe three FBI agents.”

Dash frowned. “That’s an unfortunate complication. I’d like to find a way to meet the family, but they may be inherently suspicious of anyone in Jazz’s life.”

“Yes. It could be difficult to insinuate yourself with these people.”

“Then how the hell am I going to find out what they know about Jazz?” He sighed. And how could he find out what she knew about him?

“I’ll see what I can uncover from here.”

“Okay. So I gather I shouldn’t tell Jazz what I am—or what he is, for that matter—under any circumstances?”

“Fortunately, you told him he did it, whatever that means. Think fast and be convincing.”

“Thanks a bunch.”

She laughed again. “Tell me how it all turns out.”

He knew that meant it better turn out exactly as she wanted.

After she hung up, he tossed the phone across the bed. He didn’t have the lack of self-control, the poor breeding, or the nerve to throw it against the wall.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

JAZZ RUBBED his eyes and opened the garage door. No sleep. Not a wink. When his mom had called him, he’d told her he wasn’t feeling well, but now he felt more guilty than crappy, so he needed to get to work, even if he was way late.

He walked around Seth’s motorcycle to get to the Prius.

“Jazz?”

The voice scared him so badly, Jazz actually gasped out loud. He whipped his head around, and there was Dash, standing across the driveway leaning against a tree. Was there even a word for how beautiful he was? “What in the hell are you doing here? For that matter, how did you get here?”

“I bought a car.” He swiped his arm in a grand circle and pointed toward the nummilicious Tesla Roadster, bright red, parked in the middle of the driveway. The thing looked like a scarlet Batmobile.

“Jesus, Lysandra must pay her protégés pretty damned well.”

“I save my money.” He grinned. He walked a few steps closer. “Can I drive you to work?”

“Why aren’t you already at work?” He crossed his arms. “You’re late. Obviously, late enough to buy a car.”

Dash’s expression got serious, and he sauntered into the shade of the garage. “I called and told them I’d be out this morning. I felt really badly about leaving you hanging last night when I know you were upset about Carla. I mean, it was a near thing. Hell, if you hadn’t yelled to stop her so I could grab her arm, I don’t want to think what might have happened next.” He shook his head. “And she didn’t even realize how close she came to falling. It messed me up. I can’t even imagine what it did to you.”

Jazz felt like someone had hit him on the head with a bat. Again. “Are you saying I—I yelled and you grabbed her?”

“Yeah. I mean if I hadn’t been right next to her, I would have sworn she was over the edge. Great Mother, what a scare.”

Jazz wanted to sit down. What the hell? He’d lain awake the whole night trying to decide if he needed to go to Cole, Winter, and Damon this morning and confess his strange power. Was it possible it hadn’t happened?

Dash put a hand on Jazz’s arm. “How about I take you to breakfast, and then we’ll go to work and stay late?”

Jazz nodded absently. Does this mean I’ve been imagining all the shit I keep thinking is happening? “Yeah. Okay.”

Jazz let Dash lead him to the Tesla, where the new-car smell filled his brain. “This reminds me of my brother Lindsey’s cars,” he told Dash. “He loves Teslas. Any kind of electric cars, actually.”

Dash started up the silent roadster and pulled away. “So your brother’s a car fanatic, huh?”

“Just an electric fanatic. That and he has a thing for polo ponies.” Jazz stared out the window, still feeling shell-shocked.

“Polo’s a tough sport. I wouldn’t have taken Lindsey for an athlete.”

“He’s a surprising guy. He’s an expert fencer too.”

Dash pulled into the parking lot of a homey little restaurant. “Come on. Let me buy you some protein.”

Jazz gave him a quick look. What does he mean by that? He mentally shrugged. He was too confused to care. “How’d you find this place?”

Dash grinned. “I asked.”

Inside the cozy restaurant, Dash’s smile won them a corner table with a view of a flower garden, complete with tweeting birdies. Dash held his chair, which made Jazz blush, but he still kind of enjoyed it.

They both sipped coffee as they looked at the menu. The smiling gray-haired waitress asked, “You boys ready to order?”

Dash gave Jazz a glance. “He’ll have the meat-lovers omelet with both bacon and ham on the side. Hold the toast. I’ll have a veggie omelet with a lemon scone. And keep the coffee coming.”

She winked. “I like a man who knows what he wants.” She sauntered to the serving bar laughing, then came back with the coffee pot and refilled their cups before walking back into the kitchen.

Jazz smiled. “Thanks. I’m so tired today, I’m not sure I could have made up my mind, but you still ordered what I like. I appreciate you noticing.”

Dash flashed those dimples. “I appreciate noticing.”

Jazz chuckled. It made him anxious to be so closely watched, but it warmed his heart too.

“So you have another brother, right? Besides Lindsey? I think I heard you say that.”

“Yes, Winter. He’s my half brother. I mean, his father is my father, but he has a different mom. Of course, I’m not actually related to either of them. I’m adopted.”

Dash sipped his coffee. “I recently heard that, and I must confess, I was amazed. I never got the slightest feeling from, well, anybody that you weren’t born into the Vanessen family.”

Jazz nodded. “They’re amazing like that.”

“Were you an infant?”

“No.” Jazz shook his head. “Not at all. I was twelve. Almost thirteen.”

The waitress brought their food, and they both dug in. Jazz could have inhaled all that bacon, it tasted so good.

Dash nibbled his scone. “This is so good. Want a bite?”

“Sure.”

Carefully, Dash broke off an end of the crumbly confection, buttered it heavily, and held it out toward Jazz.

He started to reach for it with his hand but Dash pulled it back. Then, with a wicked glint in his eyes, he held it closer to Jazz’s mouth. Oh what the hell? Jazz leaned forward, captured the scone between his lips, and made sure to grab Dash’s fingers too. After a liberal application of tongue to skin, Jazz pulled away with his prize. “Thanks. That’s good.”

Dash laughed and ate his omelet. “So were the Vanessens looking for an older kid when they adopted you?”

“No. I met Lindsey and Seth, and we became friends. Lindsey started teaching me to ride, and in the process, I met his mom. She became my mom, and that was that.” He neglected to mention the little growing furry detail that had freaked out Cole Harker and Lindsey. That hadn’t influenced his mom, however, since she didn’t know about werewolves at the time.

“Your family must be great. Do you see them a lot?”

“Yeah, sure. I live with them.” He chomped a huge bite of ham.

“All of them?”

Jazz tried not to swallow the whole mouthful at once. He sometimes forgot that humans didn’t live in packs. “Yeah. The estate’s really big, so both my brothers and their husbands have their own suites. It’s private and all. Everyone’s pretty devoted to my grandfather, so I expect the family will stay close as long as he’s there, you know?”

Dash gave a tight smile. “No, actually, I don’t. None of my family is really close like that. I think it would be nice.” He took his last bite and sat back with his coffee cup. “Interesting that both your brothers are gay.”

“It’s a funny story, actually. My adoptive father, Damon, brought Winter, my brother, to Connecticut because he thought the family would be a good influence and he’d kind of forget about being gay. Instead, he finds all these gay, uh, guys. Needless to say, his plan didn’t work. Winter found Matt, fell in love, and that was that.”

“Happy ever after?”

“Yep. Pretty much. Matt was really dedicated to the FBI, and Winter joined up too, so they even share a profession now.” He smiled fondly. “They’re great.”

“I’d love to meet them.”

“Oh, uh, yeah. That could happen. They work a lot.”

“Did you grow up in foster homes?”

Jazz glanced at Dash. He seemed so casual. Is he pumping me for information? “Yeah, some. After a while, I went into a group home. That’s where I was when I met Lindsey and Seth.”

“Where are your birth parents?”

He shook his head. “No idea. The Vanessens have inquired and never gotten anywhere. And believe me, if they can’t find out, nobody can.”

“I’ll bet. But do you think you come from Connecticut?”

“Yes, actually. There’s no record of my ever having been anywhere else as a kid.”

Dash shook his head and gazed at Jazz with narrowed eyes. “You amaze me. That couldn’t have been an easy way to grow up, and yet here you are, this strong, powerful, functional man.”

Wow. He’d pay somebody to say that to him every day. “Thank you. It was tough, yeah, but seriously. How could a guy luck out like I did and find this amazing family? There’s no way I can complain about any life that brought me here.”

Dash smiled, and it was like rainbows sparkled off his straight white teeth and glinting emerald eyes. “You really are inspiring, man. I mean it.”

Weirdly, Jazz got that he did mean it. “I think you better take me to work before I get such a swelled head, I won’t be able to get into that teeny, pricey car of yours.”

Dash snorted and paid the check. As they walked to the car, Jazz’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen and cringed. Baldwyn. He’d kind of forgotten about the whole dinner thing. Still…. He clicked to accept the call. “Hi.”

“Hi. Hope I didn’t catch you in the middle of something.”

“Uh, yes, kind of. I’m working.”

Wyn chuckled and it was a throaty, cute sound. “Right. I forget you’ve got this whole human life thing.”

Jazz coughed and glanced at Dash, who seemed to be focused on getting into his side of the Tesla. Jazz paused outside the car. “So, uh….”

“I just wanted to remind you about our dinner and ask what kind of food you like.”

Jazz snorted. “I like anything as long as it’s meat.”

“Funny how we have the same tastes.”

“But I’m not sure—”

His voice got soft. “Don’t bail. I’m getting huge pressure from Merced and Trixie. I can’t lose the game before my puck’s even on the ice.”

Jazz laughed. “I’d never reject your puck.”

“Seriously, thanks. They really have a buttburr over you.”

“Pucks and butts. Quite a dinner invitation you extend. Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll do my best, but there’s some real shit coming down at work. I’ll let you know ahead if I can’t make it.”

“I understand.” He paused. “Just realize that they’re serious about us getting together. I’m not sure of all the implications, but it’d be easiest just to go along, ya know?”

“Oh. Okay. Well, thanks for letting me know.”

“Talk tomorrow.”

Jazz clicked off and climbed into the car.

“Everything okay?” Dash asked.

“Oh yeah, just some friends of the family acting weird. No big.”

Precisely what he needed. More weird.

 

 

WHEN THEY got to the department, Amy called them into her office. “Dash, you’re on deck for the Starbucks run. I’ll place a mobile. Just ask for Amy’s order.”

Jazz snorted. “Don’t even think about taking the Tesla, because there’s no place to park in seventeen blocks, and it’s only ten blocks from here.”

Dash raised an arched brow. “Can I bring you something while I’m paying my dues?”

“Trust me, you won’t be able to carry one more cup.” Jazz gave Dash directions, then waved as he pushed out the department doors, definitely looking like a stranger in a strange land. It was obvious Dash had never been a gofer in his whole life. “Have fun.”

Jazz walked into his cubicle and sat behind his laptop, started it, and stared at his fuzzy kitten screensaver. That’s as far as he got.

So, I didn’t suspend Carla in midair. It just looked like I did.

He ran a hand through his mind-of-its-own hair.

It sure as fuck looked like I suspended her.

The cat on his screen stared back at him.

Do I believe it? Okay, I was willing to believe I’d stopped her from falling by doing some kind of freakin’ magic, and now I don’t believe I didn’t do it. I’m so weird.

If he didn’t believe he’d suspended Carla, then he was free to doubt that he’d made the guys disappear in the clearing, that he’d seen that big dude watching them at Packarama, and that the bodyguard had looked at him and not seen him. Man, so tempting. He could go back to just being him, a teenage werewolf, member of the Vanessen Pack, and the youngest in the Vanessen family. That would be so easy. So comfortable.

He slowly shook his head. Can’t get there. Those things happened, no matter how much I want to believe they didn’t. No matter how sick it makes me to believe they did.

Next question. Does Dash really believe his story? That I yelled and he grabbed her and that’s all there was to it. It made sense. Dash was human. There was no reason for him to believe supernatural things. Of course he’d want to explain the events in a natural way. So there was no conspiracy in that.

Then why do I feel so uneasy? Normally, he could smell when people were lying. There were only a few exceptions. Some alpha werewolves… and Dash. Oh, and Lysandra too. Just the fact he couldn’t smell them meant…. Okay, he didn’t know what, but it made him uneasy.

Oh hell, overthink everything, why don’t you? He shoved his fingers into his hair and rested his head in his hand.

“Jazz?”

His head snapped up. Carla, Khadija, and BeBop all stood beside his desk, kind of scrunched into his cubicle.

“You okay? Where were you this morning?” Carla asked.

“I wasn’t feeling great, and I overslept. Dash had the morning off, so he drove me in.”

“Drove?”

“Yeah, apparently he bought a car this morning.”

BeBop crossed his arms. “Must be nice, baby.”

“I didn’t come to lunch since I was so late,” Jazz added.

Carla leaned in. “That’s why we’re here. We saw that bodyguard looking into the lunchroom. He stared right at us but didn’t come in. Dij went out after him, since he doesn’t really know her. We figured if he saw her, he wouldn’t automatically think it was suspicious.”

“He walked right here, Jazz,” Dij said. “To your department. He went inside briefly, then left and got on the elevator again, going up. I am of the opinion he was looking for you.”

Jazz nodded. “Me or Dash. He wasn’t here either.”

Carla crossed her arms. “But you’re the one named Vanessen.”

“True that.”

Dij said softly, “I’m going to go try to find him and see what I can learn.”

Jazz frowned. “You sure, Dij? You’re not a target of these people right now, and I don’t want to put you in danger.”

Her full but unlipsticked mouth set in a line. “I’m as concerned about your family as anyone. I work here too and wish to be of service.”

He grinned. “Hey, you’ve already done so much for the Vanessens. I’d never turn down your offer.” Besides, the secrets the woman hid fascinated him.

She nodded, the gray head scarf she wore moving softly around her face. “I will return.” She turned and was gone like a shy puff of smoke.

Jazz glanced toward the open office. “Listen guys, I’ve accomplished zero today. Can you call me if Dij learns something? Meanwhile, I’ve got about a million digital files I need to catalog and store.”

Carla glanced at BeBop. “She’ll probably come find me or you when she gets back, so whoever hears anything needs to text the others.”

BeBop nodded, pushed up his glasses, and crossed his arms, flexing yet another perfectly tailored suit. “Aces, baby.”

She gazed around, acting as if she’d joined MI6. “Talk soon.”

Jazz chuckled. It was amazing to have such good friends. He wanted to be a fly on the wall when Dij caught up with that bodyguard. Wonder if she’ll find out anything? If he’s here, it means Evenride is here. Damn, wish I knew why.

He pushed back from the desk. No way he could run up there and barge into Orwell’s office like he wanted to. Come on, just work and quit this crap.

This sucks. He forced his eyes back to the computer.




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

FIFTEEN MINUTES later, Jazz was moving through about a hundred files when he smelled Khadija. He looked up as she stepped into his cubicle. “Hi.”

“Evenride is in Orwell’s office, and he’s brought whatever evidence he claims to possess against your family.”

“How do you know this?”

Her pretty face got totally expressionless. “I heard the bodyguard say it.”

“Say it? To who?”

“Is that important now? Don’t we need to determine how to find out what the evidence is?”

He shook his head to clear the impact of the waves of secrecy pouring off her. “Yes, yes, of course.” He swallowed. I have to get into that office. “Did you tell Carla or BeBop yet?”

“No. I came to you first. I saw Dash in the hall, so I shared this information with him.”

“Okay.” He gave her a half grin. “You don’t happen to be a pickpocket, do you?”

She spoke very seriously. “No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if BeBop is. Still, it would be difficult with the bodyguard always present.”

Jazz nodded. “You go tell them. Let me think of a course of action, and we can all text each other.” He smiled up at her. “You’re brilliant.”

“Thank you. Just fortunate. I will go tell them what I have learned.”

She left, and Jazz stared after her. How the hell did she find this shit out? Even dumbass bodyguards don’t go around spilling the beans to people they don’t know. But like she said, that wasn’t the main question at the moment.

How do I see the evidence when the bodyguard is…?

Wait. Bodyguard. The one who couldn’t see me when I was standing right in front of him. If that actually happened…. But shit, if it did, could I do it again? Could I somehow be invisible to all of them? Gods, what an idea.

He leaped to his feet with no idea where he was going and glanced into Dash’s cubicle. Empty. Hmm. Has he brought Amy her coffee yet?

He walked out and peered into Amy’s office through the crack in her door. She sat staring at her computer, sipping her venti café latte.

Jazz turned. So, where the hell’s Dash? Dij said she saw him.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t a critical issue at this moment. If he was going to test his theory about not being visible to the bodyguard, he had to do it fast. Evenride could leave at any moment.

He walked to the entrance of the department, tried to look purposeful, and stepped out the door. Okay, how to do it. What happened that day? How did he not see me?

Quickly, he slipped into the men’s room at the end of the hall and stopped. Think, dammit! When he’d seen the bodyguard, he remembered freezing. Heat had climbed up his spine, and he’d felt lightheaded, somewhere between light and electricity.

Right. That’s kind of how I felt in the clearing, but it was more powerful. And when I saw the big male at the pack meeting. Can I make it happen again, this time on purpose?

Barely thinking, he left the men’s room and headed for the elevator. When he got on, he hit sixty-two and took a deep breath. It should be kind of like shifting. That made sense. Open to the universe. Focus on intention and let it happen.

The doors opened and he stepped into the elevator lobby.

That faint scent of ginger and magnolia that always surrounded Dash wafted through the air.

Is Dash here? He glanced around. I’m here. Now what, idiot?

He heard voices. A woman said, “I can’t leave the floor since Mr. Orwell still has company. Could you get me a latte? You know what I like.”

Someone else Jazz didn’t recognize replied, “Sure, dear. No problem.” Footsteps approached.

He hit the down button several times, but nothing. Hide, dammit, hide. But the elevator lobby had no closets or hiding places. He could run into the men’s room, but he’d have to pass whoever was approaching. Heat filled his chest and the tingling slid out to his fingertips. What can I say if she asks me why I’m here? Maybe she won’t.

An attractive blonde woman walked around the corner. Jazz smiled broadly. He’d seen her a couple of times when he’d been on the floor earlier. Maybe he could say….

He started to speak, but she looked up at the elevator numbers, then at her watch. Okay, she wasn’t going to acknowledge him. So he should stay cool and….

She turned her head toward him and— Wait. Her eyes didn’t focus. She looked past him, maybe even through him.

She can’t see me. She can’t— Holy gods! He took a slow step to the left. She didn’t appear to notice. Instead, she glanced at her watch again and walked over to triple click the elevator button.

Jazz slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh, then ran into the department. The moment the woman at the desk turned her head toward him, he sucked in air and froze. But she kept looking around as if he wasn’t there. And to her, he wasn’t.

Oh man, this is so cool.

Quietly, Jazz walked to the door of Orwell’s office. The quiet part was because he didn’t know if being invisible made him inaudible.

Now what? People can’t see me, but the door’s closed. At least I can listen.

He pressed his ear against the door, and it moved.

What the hell? The heavy oak door had slid a couple of inches inward, leaving a gap.

Gods, what are the chances?

He leaned into the space, listening for Evenride’s voice.

Nothing.

Were they there?

With the tip of his finger, he pushed the door in another inch, very slowly, as if some random wind had blown it in. He craned his neck to see through the narrow opening. He got the view of the back of a man in a business suit, leaning forward, probably over Orwell’s desk. He couldn’t see much more. Who knew what line of sight the others in the room had? But he pressed against the door again, very softly, and it drifted open another couple of inches.

Jazz stared at the gap. Maybe being skinny’s good.

He aligned himself with the door and slid to the side. He hit the door, and it opened again just as he saw Evenride look up from his spot on a chair beside their visitor, whoever he was.

“What’s with that door?” Evenride said. “Did someone turn up the air-conditioning?” He leaned over and pressed his fingertips against the edge of the door, and it slammed closed.

But Jazz was inside.

His mouth gaped open. He barely saw Evenride’s movement because across the desk, behind Orwell in a perfect location to spy over his shoulder, stood Dash.

Jazz’s mouth opened for a shout, but Dash’s eyes widened and his finger pressed to his own lips. Then he shook his head.

Wait. Jazz stared around the room. The three men weren’t looking at Dash either. What the holy gods of hell?

Dash Mercury was invisible too.

The man in the guest chair shuffled what looked like some pictures around on the desk.

Jazz dragged his eyes from Dash to peer at them.

“I’m not sure what you think these photos show, Orwell, but you forget, my background is in software and programming,” the man said. “You can make photos look any way you want. If you expect intelligent people to believe what you want them to see—these guys growing fur or some such shit—I’d suggest you get subtler with your photo manipulation. I, for one, don’t buy it. And furthermore, I’m a huge fan of Casper Vanessen, so if he turns into Dracula at midnight, I’ll start collecting my blood for his dinner. And there are many board members who agree with me.” He stood and shoved the photos toward Orwell. “Shame on you, man.” He glanced disdainfully at Evenride. “Hooking up with this kind of trash.” He stalked out of the office, leaving the door open behind him.

Jazz turned his glance back to Dash and their eyes met.

If your brain explodes and no one can see you, does it still make a mess?

Jazz tried to focus on what Orwell and Evenride were saying, what the pictures showed. But all he could think about was that Dash was invisible. And so was he.

Still, Dash was staring intently at the pictures on Orwell’s desk, his brows drawn together.

“Well, that went well,” Evenride snarled. “How much damage do you expect that goody two-shoes to do with the other board members? I mean, come on, man. You said you could get this done. My boss is gonna be pissed if you can’t get some of these board members to buy this story.” Evenride rose and leaned forward until he spoke into Orwell’s face. “You don’t wanna meet my boss when he’s pissed.”

Orwell looked a little scared, but he growled, “Vanessen’s popular. I don’t care who your boss is, he’ll never oust him.”

Evenride stood. “He doesn’t want to oust him. Just make sure you’ve got some true believers willing to speak to the press and make a big stink when I tell you to.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve gotta go call in.” He turned and walked out the still-open door.

Orwell glared after Evenride. Good to know they aren’t best buddies. Orwell stood and started toward the door.

Dash raced around the desk, grabbed Jazz by the arm and pulled him out the door seconds before Orwell slammed it shut with venom.

Outside the office, Jazz whirled on Dash. “How the—”

Dash pressed his hand against Jazz’s lips and hauled him to the elevator. The doors opened, and the woman who hadn’t seen Jazz before walked off with a carrier from the lunchroom that smelled like coffee. She still didn’t seem to see either one of them but instead walked directly into the department. Jazz heard the other assistant gushing her thanks.

Dash held the door—he might be invisible but he could still do that—and Jazz jumped on. The second the door closed, he spun on Dash. “What the bloody hell are you?”

Just that fast, the elevator car stopped on the next floor and two people got on. Dash crowded into the front corner of the car and motioned for Jazz to do the same. It made sense. People usually stood near the back. At the next floor, three people got on and Dash motioned for Jazz to get off.

In the hall on floor sixty-something, Dash grabbed his arm and dragged him into a small side hall. “Get visible again.”

“How do you know I’m not?”

“I just do.”

Jazz wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know how.”

Dash let out a long breath. “Okay, pay attention. Feel the warmth hovering just under your skin?”

Jazz frowned in concentration. “Yeah. I feel it mostly in my chest.”

“Good. Let it go.”

“Go?”

“Yeah. Like releasing the water in a tub. Pull the plug.”

Jazz focused on that warm center. Okay, so how do I release it? For lack of anything better, be pictured a plug in the middle of his chest, and he popped it. Something tingly and heated drained out.

“Good,” Dash said. “That’s it. Take a few deep breaths to get in touch with your corporeal being.”

“Corporeal being? Jeez, where did you get those words? I need some explanations, man.”

“That goes double. Come on.”

This time when they got on the elevator, people nodded and smiled. Big difference. Dash took them to the third floor and then switched to the elevator for the parking garage. Once there, he hauled Jazz off, then strode quickly to the car. He unlocked it as they approached, then slid in the driver’s door. Jazz circled the vehicle and got in. When he flopped onto the passenger seat, he instantly turned to Dash. “What the hell are you?”

“What do you think I am?”

Jazz spread his arms, voice edgy. “To me you register as human.”

“Register?” Dash raised an eyebrow. “You mean on your superior sense of smell? You know, superior like a wolf?”

Jazz’s brain and breath stopped. He squeezed out the words. “How do you know about that?”

Dash ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I saw you, at your picnic.”

“How?”

“I followed you and watched from a distance.”

“But-but why?”

Dash leaned back in his seat and wiped a hand over his eyes. “Because we sensed that you were different, and we wanted to find out how.”

“We?”

“Lysandra and me.” He looked at Jazz. “I’m sorry I spied on you, Jazz. I honestly had no idea what I was getting myself into. We thought you were like… us. I had no idea that changing into wolves was a thing. A real thing, I mean.”

“So now Lysandra knows about me.”

“Actually, no.”

“Why?” Cool it Jazz, just be glad.

“I never told her.” Dash glanced at Jazz, then closed his eyes again.

“Gods, why?”

“That’s a big question, for which I have no real answer. I suspect that Lysandra already knows about you. Maybe I was pissed she never told me.” He inhaled. “Or maybe I felt like I betrayed you by spying, and I wasn’t going to go further. I’m not sure.”

Jazz had to admit he liked that second answer. Jazz crossed his arms. “So tell me about you and Lysandra.”

“I suppose humans have many names for us—witch, wizard, sorcerer. We generally refer to ourselves as mages, males and females.” He shrugged.

“Wow. Harry Potter lives!”

“Yeah. I should be so rich.”

“You are, aren’t you?”

Dash shrugged.

“And you were watching me because…?”




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

DASH GAZED at Jazz. “Because we could sense the power in you. When I saw you change into a wolf, I thought briefly that it was the power we were feeling, but then you kept Carla from falling, and I knew the truth.”

Jazz dropped his face in his hand. “Thank gods, I wasn’t crazy.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

Jazz pulled a leg up under him, his heart beating so hard he felt like he could pass out. “So you think I’m like you? A wizard?”

“Yes. Don’t you?” Dash gave him a small smile.

“I suppose that turning invisible thing pretty much eliminated my ability to say no.”

“That would be correct.”

“Gods, Dash, what do you think this means? Are there a lot of werewolves who are also wizards?”

“Like I said, I never knew there was any such thing as a werewolf. So I’m guessing no. But maybe I’m just out of the loop.” He frowned. Clearly, out of the loop was not his favorite place to be.

Jazz shook his head. “What about my parents? I mean, all the pack werewolves maintain that I have to be the product of two powerful alpha werewolves, but maybe they’re just sensing the whole wizard thing. Man, this is so confusing.” Suddenly his brain lit up. “Wait. If we can turn invisible, what else can we do? How powerful am I? Hell, more to the point, how powerful are you?”

“Okay, stop.” Dash grasped Jazz’s arms. “I’m assuming that werewolves don’t let people know about them, right?”

“Yeah, big time. Under penalty of death. It’s like one of the cardinal laws. I mean, think about what could happen. There’re a lot more humans. They’d find a way to put us all in labs.” He shuddered.

“But death? What about your grandfather and your mother. I’m pretty sure they’re human… and alive.”

“Yes. They were, uh, grandfathered in, so to speak. My mom had a half-werewolf son, my brother Lindsey, and she adopted me before she even knew werewolves existed. Same thing for Pop-Pop. He’s the grandfather of werewolves, as well as the head of the Vanessen Pack.”

“How the hell did that happen?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Another time, then. But my community is the same. We don’t let humans know about us, so I can’t do anything rash.”

Jazz gave him a look. “Running around Vanessen Enterprises invisible might be considered extreme by some.”

“Look who’s talking.”

“Okay, my brain’s spinning, and I’m pretty sure I’m scheduled for a nervous breakdown, but I have to wait until this whole thing with Pop-Pop and the pack is resolved.”

“You saw their photo?”

“Yes. And sadly, it’s probably real. Somebody took a photo at a full-moon run. Of course, Pop-Pop isn’t a werewolf, like you said, but my brothers are, so sometimes Mom and Pop-Pop attend pack events.” He shivered. “The problem is, if the pack thinks my family was responsible for revealing the existence of werewolves to a bunch of humans, I’m not sure even my brothers can protect them. If anyone hurts my mom or grandfather, seriously, we’re talking war. Lots of dead people and wolves. Hell, it could even spread to the human population. It would be bad, Dash. Really bad.”

Dash put a hand on his arm and the warmth melted a little of the ice gripping his heart. “Then we’ve got to stop Evenride. If we step in now before it goes any further, we’re golden.”

“How?”

He pointed a finger at his chest then flipped it to Jazz. “Uh, magician.”

“Magic’s not real.”

“It is in my world. Yours too. You just don’t know it yet.”

Jazz nodded. “Okay. I want to believe you.” He stared into those green, green eyes and felt like he was slipping into a warm Caribbean sea. “Do people see you differently than I do?”

Dash exploded a laugh. “Yes. Or at least, I think so. I’m not sure what you see.”

Jazz leaned forward. “Whose side are you on?”

Dash’s mouth opened and closed.

Jazz frowned. “What does Lysandra have to do with this whole thing? Why does she care about me or my family?”

“I-I don’t know.” He actually sounded uncertain, a rarity for the dashing Dash. “I think she only cares about you, not your family, but I don’t know why.”

Jazz frowned. “Are you really on my family’s side, or are you a stooge for Lysandra Mason?”

He stared at Jazz as if he wanted to drink from his soul. “I don’t know that, either.” Running a hand over his midnight hair, he said, “You’ve got to get this. She’s my mentor, my mistress.” He snorted. “No, not like that. She’s the one who woke my power and brought me into my identity. It’s a strong bond. Maybe like you feel for your alpha.”

“Is she more powerful than you?”

“I honestly don’t know. She says she is. Probably.”

“But you haven’t told her about me being wolfy?”

“No.” He stared at the steering wheel.

“Will she turn you into a frog?”

Dash laughed, and Jazz joined in, but then he asked, “Why didn’t you tell her?”

Dash shrugged but didn’t meet Jazz’s eyes. “I don’t know what she’ll do with the information. I guess I was worried.”

“About me?” He tried not to grin.

“Yeah.” Again, no eye contact.

“Because of my adorable furriness?”

“Something like that.” He looked at Jazz sideways and smiled softly, an expression designed to light a heart on fire while exploding a guy’s balls.

Jazz wanted to dive across the console and check out both those options, but some trickle of a thought about his date with Baldwyn locked him in the seat. Jazz cleared his throat. “I think the time has come to choose.” He held up a hand. “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying her or me. I just mean, are you or aren’t you in on whatever we decide to do about Evenride and his band of merry liars and thieves?” He held up his other hand. “And if you’re with us, you have to be pretty selective about the stuff you share with Lysandra.”

“I’m with you.” He looked a little shell-shocked but nodded firmly. “Yes, I’m with you.”

“Then let’s get in there and find out what’s going on.”

“Okay.” Dash didn’t move.

“Okay?” Jazz stared at him.

Dash turned his glistening stare at Jazz, and suddenly any trace of average guy vanished. His eyes glinted emerald green, the fire in his hair blazed, his skin glowed like alabaster, and even the tint of his lips was some perfect shade of pink.

“No fair,” Jazz whispered. His stomach had just enough time to do a double backflip before Dash shot out a hand, clasped the back of Jazz’s head, and pulled their mouths together.

For an instant, Jazz froze. Then a bolt of electricity zapped through his lips into his brain and headed south. As it traveled, Jazz’s wolf awoke, took a big stretch, and growled low and hungry. Some humanlike piece of Jazz’s mind cringed in panic, but his alpha nature reveled in the heat and wanted to roll on the ground naked, pulling Dash with him.

Dash’s mouth felt full of light—cool and hot like the moon and the sun at once. His tongue plunged deep and explored while his fingers twined sinuously through Jazz’s hair. Dash really knew how to kiss. Do they teach you that in wizard school? If so, sign me up.

Jazz wanted to follow Dash’s lead, but his wolf was racing way out in front. Jazz wrapped his arms as tightly as he could get them around Dash and half crawled across the console. But this was a very small car, and they were very tall guys.

His wolf didn’t care. It wanted to get closer, skin to skin, and grind and thrust and….

Dash pulled back. “Did you growl?”

For a second, the wolf’s eyes stared out through Jazz’s, and all he saw was sex. Better than food, but scary.

“Holy crap, your eyes are glowing,” Dash gasped.

Jazz sucked in a breath and blinked. “Sorry. Yeah, sorry.” A couple more inhales had his wolf grumbling in retreat.

“Whoa. I really believe you’re a werewolf.” Dash barked a laugh.

Jazz burrowed into the cushy leather seat. “It’s a curse.” He looked up. “I don’t mean being a werewolf. That’s actually kind of cool. But sex or even romance with a werewolf is tricky. We’re aggressive and dominant, which is okay if you’re with another shifter, but with humans, it can be dangerous.” He made a rude noise. “And if you’re gay, it’s a big fat zero because my community believes there’s no such thing as a gay werewolf.”

“Uh, don’t you and your brothers and miscellaneous same-sex couples prove them idiotic?”

“Of course, but most weres believe we’re just aberrations.”

“Yay for aberrations!”

Jazz snorted.

“What about your date tonight?” Dash gave him a side-eyed glance.

Jazz stared at Dash. What the hell, he knows anyway. “The truth is, the Harker and Marketo Packs, the big cheeses in this territory, don’t have a born alpha in their packs who wants to be leader. In fact, my father and my brother Winter are both Marketos, but neither wants the job. So the alpha of the Marketo pack came up with a plan. If they can marry me to a Marketo, then they have their alpha.”

“Your date tonight is a Marketo.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

“Do you want to be alpha?”

“I don’t know.” He turned to Dash. “I don’t think so. I just—I’m pretty confused about who I am and what I want. This whole wizard business doesn’t make it any easier.”

“I’ll bet.”

“Do you think there are more like me, or am I some kind of freak?” Man, that would be just his style. Solid gold weirdo.

“No idea. Like I said, I never knew there were wolves.” Dash made a face. “I don’t believe many of my kind know about your kind, or I would’ve heard something, at least rumors.”

“But it looks like your kind is my kind or vice versa or something.”

“Guess so.”

“Why’d you kiss me?”

Dash whipped his head around to look at Jazz straight on. “Felt like it.”

“I’m a werewolf. I could eat you.”

“Be my guest.” Dash stared directly at Jazz.

Jazz snorted, then frowned. “I’m not kidding. Alpha wolves can be violent, and you’re pretty breakable.”

Dash smiled. “Don’t bet on it, Fuzz Face. I’m a mage. I could turn you into a mouse.”

Whoa. “Seriously?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Although you’re also a mage, so you could fight back—if you knew how.”

Jazz sat suspended, lost in the solar system of Dash’s eyes.

Knock, knock, knock. The sharp rapping on the glass of the car window made Jazz gasp. Dash looked equally surprised.

Jazz turned and came face-to-face with Carla, who was pressing her nose against the glass. “What the effing hell are you two doing sitting in the car? We’ve got work to do!” she yelled.

Jazz held up a finger. “Be right out.” He turned to Dash and whispered, “How much can we tell her?”

“We better think about it. Be careful.”

Jazz turned back and opened the door. “Hey, sorry.”

“What the hell are you two up to? Don’t you know what Khadija discovered?”

He took a breath. “Yeah, we both do. That’s what we were just investigating. We found out what the evidence is.”

“Holy crap! What?”

Jazz got out and closed the door, hearing Dash slam the driver’s door behind him. “Let’s go find Dij and BeBop so we can tell everyone at the same time.”

For a second, she looked kind of hurt.

He wrapped an arm around her neck and said close to her ear, “I want to talk just with you, but we don’t have much time. We need to get on this.”

“Got it. Let’s go.” She took off with that long stride, making Jazz and Dash walk fast to keep up. After a couple of quick elevator rides with other people, they barged into the lunchroom, where only a handful of employees still hung out over food or coffee. The lunch lines were shut down, and the staff was cleaning in prep for the light dinner the company provided to the late workers.

Khadija and BeBop, both nursing cups of something, looked up anxiously. Carla rushed to them.

Jazz glanced at Dash and tried to think more about his family being in danger than the feel of Dash’s incredible lips on his. He pulled out a chair and sat. Okay, choose your words carefully.

BeBop looked between them. “What’s up?”

Jazz took the lead. “When Dij told me that Evenride was here with the evidence, I knew I had to get up there and figure out what to do, quick. I didn’t know she’d already told Dash, but he had the same idea. So we met up on the sixty-second floor… and saw the evidence.”

“How?” Carla asked.

“Through Jazz’s contact in the department,” Dash said. “We learned that Evenride has some grainy, weird pictures of people wearing fur, and he’s claiming that these photos are a bunch of devil worshippers who are trying to be—are you ready for this?—werewolves. And furthermore, he claims these people are Jazz’s relatives.”

Carla stared at Jazz with wide, dark eyes. “Werewolves! Oh God, Jazz. I’m sorry. No wonder you’re upset.”

Jazz gave her a grin. “Given your taste in movies, I thought you might like me better if I were a werewolf.”

She smiled back, and a couple of the knots in his stomach loosened.

Dij gazed at Jazz. “You’ve seen these photos?”

Jazz couldn’t keep from looking at Dash.

Dash shook his head. “We just heard about them.”

Carla frowned. “Nobody with a brain’s gonna believe this crap.”

Dij raised a finger. “Trust me when I say that people are often fearful of anything different. It’s surprising what they will believe.”

“Yeah, I get that, but how can this really hurt the Vanessens? In the dictionary where it says rich and powerful, it’s got their picture.”

Crap. He couldn’t exactly say a bunch of bloodthirsty werewolves might attack his family if this crap became known.

Dash came to the rescue again. “It’s hard to know who’s really behind this and what bigger plans they’ve got.”

Carla nodded. “So we’ve got to get those pictures.”

BeBop shook his head. “Nah. Those things can go viral before we figure out a way to attack Evenride in an alley.”

“Or pick his pocket,” Carla said. “Dij figured you’d know how to do that.”

BeBop lifted a brow. “You’re a wise woman, Ms. Hafeez.”

They all laughed.

“Look,” Dash said, “maybe we can cut this short. Jazz and I haven’t done any real work today, plus I’ve got to get him home in time for his date.”

“Date?” BeBop squeaked.

Carla quirked her lips. “Yeah. Some weirdass relatives are trying to fix him up so he can take over the family business.”

“What?” BeBop just looked confused.

“It’s a long story.” Her eyes widened. “Hey, why don’t you two come and spend the night at my place—also known as the governor’s mansion—with me and Dash? Bet if you put it that way, your fam will let you come.”

BeBop leaned back on his chair. “That could work. Good thinking.”

Dij gave a little smile. “Yes, perhaps it would.”

“Cool. Let’s talk to them. If you don’t want to go home first, Dash and I have stuff you can sleep in.”

Dash nodded. “Work that out. Meanwhile, Jazz and I are gonna get fired from positions we don’t even get paid for if we don’t show up soon. Tonight, while he’s fending off some arranged marriage, we can figure out what to do next.”

Gods, don’t remind me.

Carla turned to Jazz. “If this meetup tonight is total crap, text me. I’ll call you and say my aardvark just died, or something, and you have to come and console me.”

Jazz laughed. “I’ll just text A for aardvark.”

“Deal!”

 

 

DASH STEPPED into a side hall and grabbed his phone. It was always better to be preemptive. He dialed.

“What the hell is going on?” Lysandra’s voice snapped.

“I had a chance to see what this so-called evidence is against Vanessen, so I took it.”

“What is it?”

“Just some grainy photos of furry creatures like wolves or something. I guess they’re digging up the old werewolf myths, claiming Vanessen and his family are devil- worshipping fuzz faces. Seriously. That’s all I saw. I had to get out of there before I got caught.”

“They’re actually thinking they can go someplace with that sci-fi story?” Oh, she sounded convincingly outraged.

“I guess so. Maybe they have more.”

“You kicked up a lot of energy finding that out.”

“I guess so. But don’t worry. I haven’t come across anyone with power at Vanessen except Jazz. Oh, and there’s another intern who has an unusual vibe, but she’s no mage.”

“Worrisome?”

“No. She may not even know it.” He breathed. “Sorry. I need to get back to work.”

She laughed her melodious chuckle. “My little working boy. Keep me apprised.”

“Of course.” He hung up and waited a few seconds for his hands to stop shaking.




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

JAZZ WIPED his face where he’d just run a perfunctory razor over it and slid his fingertips through his too-long hair. He was of two minds. One piece really wanted to talk to his family about himself. Who and what he was. Wish I knew that myself. Another part wanted to get to dinner without being even later. He needed to know what this whole pack alpha business was about. What the stakes were.

Then there was Dash. The ride home had been tense—not epic, but still uncomfortable. They didn’t talk about Jazz’s date much, but he still felt like a cheater. The kiss had changed things besides the fit of Jazz’s jeans.

I’ve gotta do this. I said I would.

He walked toward the staircase, but his brain kept spinning. How much should he tell his family? How much could he tell his friends?

Voices and laughter came from the living room. He’d have liked to stay home and laugh with them. Still, all the shit going down made him feel different, separate. They were wolves and humans. He wasn’t one of them.

“Jazz?” He heard his mother’s voice.

He stuck his head into the big cozy room. “Hi. I’m late. Gotta go.”

She frowned. “Is this your dinner with the Marketo boy?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her lips tightened, but Pop-Pop said, “Have a fun evening, Jazz. I’m sure you’ll discover you have things in common.”

“I really need to talk to all of you, but I better get going or I’ll be late.”

“Is there something we should know, Jazz?” Lindsey asked.

He sighed. “About a million things, but I don’t have the time to get into it right now. I’ll see you later, or tomorrow. Love you.”

“We love you too, Jazz,” his mom said.

That was the best.

 

 

WYN WAS being a charming date. First, he’d chosen a great restaurant. It was a steak house, and simply inhaling the smells set Jazz’s wolf’s hunger on edge. Wyn had managed to cop a very private booth in the back. Plus, he looked good. Very good, actually. He’d cleaned up real nice, and his jeans and linen sports coat looked lit, while his long red hair drew Jazz’s eyes to his pretty face.

Right. His pretty lying face. Interesting. Wyn smelled like deceit, but it wasn’t the kind that made Jazz think the other were would do anything to hurt him. It was like Khadija. Secrets upon secrets. And one of those secrets was how much power Wyn actually had. He could disguise himself, and that took some serious wolf balls. But not much could hide completely from Jazz’s sense of smell.

Wyn extended his glass of beer, and Jazz offered up his iced tea. “To us,” Wyn said.

Jazz clinked glasses, sipped, then looked up into Wyn’s large brown eyes. “What is us exactly?”

Wyn’s pleasant expression kind of collapsed on itself. “Sorry. That was pretty phony, wasn’t it?”

“You could say that, depending on what you mean by it.”

“I don’t exactly know. I guess if the Marketos have their way, we’ll end up as a couple, and we’ll run the Marketo Pack in the future.”

At that moment, the waitress came, and they both ordered porterhouse steaks, extra rare. Jazz would have liked a side of filet, but that was hard to explain to humans. The lady gave them both a smile and left.

“Are you an alpha?” Jazz gazed at Wyn steadily. Was he going to tell the truth?

Wyn shrugged, glanced around, and then lowered his voice. “You could say I’ve got alpha tendencies. I can shift for a couple weeks out of the month. My hearing’s good, and I’m stronger than most. Not like you, I imagine.”

Okay, that was part of the truth.

Jazz didn’t confirm or deny Wyn’s assumption. “Do you know why Marketo isn’t happy with determining the next alpha the old-fashioned way? Let the pack members fight it out.”

Wyn shook his head and glanced around again, as if wary of potential listeners. “He says that’s been happening in packs around the world, and the overall power of the race is declining. The alpha ends up being whoever wins, even if they don’t have genuine alpha skills. He doesn’t want that to happen to his pack.”

“But you know how much the pack members hate the idea of a gay werewolf.” He flopped back against the red leather booth. “Marketo and Harker Pack members found ways to rationalize the fact that three Vanessens won the Packarama race because they didn’t want to believe they could be beaten by gay wolves.” He pushed as much sincerity into his expression as he could muster. “Do you really want to spend your life justifying your right to lead?”

Wyn shrugged. “All alphas do that, don’t they?”

“And we’d have to do it ten times as much. It sounds like a crappy way to live.”

Wyn glanced up. “Don’t you want to be alpha? Hell, it’s being handed to you on silver, my friend. Most wolves have to fight for that much power.”

“When I was adopted, I accidentally fell into the middle of the biggest concentration of power you can even imagine. I’m sure the Marketos have told you—or maybe you saw for yourself—that my brother, my father, and my pack mates are alphas. My grandfather, mother, and other brother, as well as my brothers-in-law, wield huge power and influence in the human world.” Jazz watched Wyn’s face and sucked in his reactions. He felt… what? Scared? “I don’t need Marketo Pack to be powerful, and I’m not sure I want it.”

Wyn’s scared energy amped up. “But you haven’t ruled it out, right?”

“No. I want what’s best for the packs. I’m not convinced I’m it. Or should I say, we’re it?” He smiled, but still watched Wyn carefully. “You seem torn.”

“What do you mean?”

How honest should he be? “I don’t sense that you’re all that excited about being alpha of a pack. I mean, you could be more powerful than any of the other Marketo weres. You’re a Marketo. Step up and take it. I’m just some mongrel of unknown parentage. You have way more claim than me.”

Wyn glanced at Jazz edgily. “You know that?” Jazz nodded. “Shit. I’ve always kept a low profile because of the whole gay thing. Where I come from, being a gay werewolf is a good way to get banished from the pack, and that’s a dangerous way to live. So I don’t hide it, but nobody worries as long as I’m just some omega who doesn’t represent any threat. Then my aunt found out I’m bi, and here I am. They want you, and they want me to get you for them.”

“So they don’t know what they’ve already got in you?”

He frowned. “They don’t have me. I can probably back up a powerful alpha like you and run a pack, but not on my own. I haven’t got the strength. Or the desire.”

“Well, they don’t have me either.”

“Uh, honestly, I think they’ll retaliate in some way if you don’t go along.”

“How?”

“Something about stock. I know that doesn’t sound very werewolfy. Does it make sense to you?”

Jazz stared. “Don’t lie to me.”

“Shit. They weren’t kidding about you.” He took a breath. “Merced says he’ll use his large block of stock to help put some dude named Orwell into power in your grandfather’s company. Honest, I don’t know much more, except I gather Orwell’s no friend of your grandfather.”

Jazz nodded. “You could say that.” Okay, so the fucking plot thickened.

Two waiters arrived with trays at that moment, and the smell of the steaks made Jazz’s mouth water so much, he could barely talk. But the scent of the meat didn’t fully cover the scent of werewolf. Both of the burly waiters were wolves, an extremely rare event. The occasional half human might mix in regular society, but it was unusual for full wolves. Jazz was the oddity, but when was that not true? These two dudes weren’t alphas, certainly, but they still had strength. Soldier types.

One waiter, a bald male with a gold tooth, said, “I hope you enjoy your dinner, sir.” There was an odd formality about the statement, as if he’d rehearsed it.

The other waiter, an equally muscular male with unkempt black hair, put a plate in front of Wyn. He stared directly at him. “Is everything satisfactory, sir?”

Wyn glanced up from his plate and frowned. “Yes. It’s good.”

The guy smiled. “All right, good. I’ll check back.”

The two waiters walked away, and the dark-haired one glanced back.

Wyn said too loudly, “This smells good, doesn’t it?” He bugged his eyes at Jazz.

Jazz answered, “Yes,” also too loud.

Wyn spoke from the side of his mouth. “Those dudes are wolves.”

“Yep.”

“What the hell are they doing here?”

“What? You don’t believe they’re just hard-working shifters earning their daily bread at minimum wage?”

“Yeah, right.” Wyn cut his meat and stuck a hunk in his mouth. “They’ve gotta be from Marketo, right? Spying on us? Maybe they’re testing whether you can smell a werewolf?”

“I passed.” Wyn snorted. He started to take another bite, and Jazz held up his hand. “Offer it to me.”

“What? Oh.” He smiled. “Want a bite of mine?”

Jazz leaned forward and sniffed. It smelled fine. Better than fine. He grabbed it in his teeth and chewed. He was starving. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and then he’d been too distracted to enjoy it.

Jazz went back to his own plate and cut off a piece of meat just slightly smaller than would choke a hyena, shoved it in his mouth, then closed his eyes appreciatively. “Have you ever seen either of those two dudes in Marketo Pack?”

Wyn got a crease between his brows. “Uh, not that I remember, but I’m a newcomer.”

Jazz stared into space a minute. “I’ve never seen them either, and I’m not a newcomer. Plus, I’ve got a very good memory.” He didn’t say for smells. “Hang tight. I’m going to the”—he raised his voice—“men’s room.” He stood, and Wyn smelled worried. “Be right back.” Jazz walked with purpose toward the sign that announced Restrooms and pushed into the one with the guy outline on the door. There was a man at the urinal.

Jazz walked past him into a stall.

Can I do it? At will? Without calling Dash for instructions? He remembered Dash telling him how to become visible again. So I need to do the opposite. He let heat fill his chest and trickle under his skin like lava until it almost hurt, spreading of its own accord into his head. For a second he panicked, it felt so invasive, but no worse than shifting. Hell, not much was that bad. I need to get out there and find out what those males have up their sleeves besides some very hairy arms.

He let that urgency push against his chest along with the heat. It was very uncomfortable, but was it enough? Time to try.

He pushed the stall door outward slowly, like it might have opened on its own. The guy who’d been peeing was washing up and he glanced at the stall with a frown—but not at Jazz. Jazz purposefully smiled and waved his arms. The man didn’t seem to notice. He pulled a couple of paper towels out of the dispenser, then with another glance toward the stall, pushed open the door. Jazz walked out behind him.

Hurry!

He hightailed it to the kitchen entrance, waited for the next server to open the swinging door, and slid inside. Lots of busy humans. No wolves.

Careful not to brush against anyone, Jazz tiptoed to the back entrance and listened. Sure enough, he heard two rumbly voices that sounded like the waiters who’d come to their table.

One male said, “How long do we have to wait around?”

“Settle down.” That must be the dark-haired male. He sounded in charge. A cell rang. The dark one answered, “Yes, sir?” He paused. “Okay. Got ya.” Another pause and he said, “The boss says we can leave. He’s gotten all he needs.”

“Great. So when do we get to eat?”

“Great gods, will you shut up?”

As their voices receded, the bald male said, “Wanna go find some females after we leave here?”

Jazz frowned. Who are these guys? And who’s “the boss?” Merced? Would Merced hire people like this to test me? Damn, this hadn’t been worth much, but at least he knew he could turn invisible at will.

Quickly, he hurried to the men’s room again, took a chance opening the door since there was no one to do it for him, and practiced letting the heat out from under his skin in one of the stalls. When he was pretty sure the world could see him, he rushed back to the table.

Wyn looked up. “They took your food to the kitchen to keep it warm.” Wyn’s plate sat bare and bloody in front of him.

“Sorry. There was a line.”

“Where’d you go? The freaking ladies room?” He forced a smile, but he looked nervous.

The waitress rushed back with his plate. “Thank you,” Jazz said. He took a bite but watched the woman walk away. “I found those males and spied on them.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, they were behind the restaurant.”

“And they didn’t see you?”

“No.” He wasn’t going to say why. “But they’re gone. They got some kind of call from their boss saying he had all he needed.”

Wyn smelled relieved. “They probably went back to Marketo and told him you passed with flying colors.”

“Yeah.” He still felt wary, but better. He chewed and swallowed his last bite of steak.

“You seemed to enjoy that.” Wyn smiled.

“I figured I should since Marketo’s paying.”

Wyn snorted. “I’m really sorry about this whole mess, but you’re not the only one being manipulated here. First, I’m invited to stay with my uncle. Then I get told I’m expected to hook up with some guy I don’t know and become his little woman while he runs the pack.”

Jazz nodded and drank the rest of his iced tea.

“Want dessert?”

Jazz shook his head. “For me, the only dessert after a steak is another steak.”

Wyn chuckled; then his cute face got serious. “What shall I tell Merced?”

“Your boss?” He said the word and watched for reaction.

Wyn flinched. “He carries a lot of weight in my family, being an alpha and all.”

“Your dad’s not an alpha?”

“Uh, no. He’s a beta. Right hand of the leader of our pack.”

“In New York?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “So what shall I tell Alpha Merced?”

“Tell him I’m thinking about it… seriously.”

Wyn looked surprised. “I kind of thought you weren’t interested.”

Jazz told the truth. “I want what’s best for the Connecticut packs and the Marketo and Harker alliance needs an alpha. I think Cole Harker would be the best choice, but his husband hates the packs, and Cole doesn’t like them much better. I’m not sure he’ll ever say yes. Then there’s you, but you say you won’t do it alone. So the packs may get stuck with me.” He stared at Wyn. “Stuck with us, since I’d need to ally with the packs through marriage, not being blood and all.”

“I see.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “That might keep Marketo off your back for a little while. He’d be happier if you were a sure thing, but it’s way better than a refusal.”

“Good.”

Wyn sighed. “So let’s set up another date so we can get to know each other. We could be spending a lot of time together.”

Jazz liked Wyn okay and got that he was a pawn in this plot, but still the idea of spending more time with him made the steak flip over in his stomach. He managed a nod.

At that moment, the waitress walked up. “Anything else for you gentlemen?” She grinned as if she found them hopelessly cute.

Wyn shook his head. “Just the check, please.”

“I’ll have that prepared right away. Meanwhile, here’s a little aperitif compliments of the house.” She put two small glasses on the table, one in front of each of them.

“Oh, how nice.” Wyn picked up the glass in front of him.

“May I ask what it is?” Jazz said.

She leaned in conspiratorially. “It’s limoncello.”

“Oh, I—”

She patted his shoulder. “I know, dear, but there’s so little, and it’s quite harmless. I thought you should have some too.” She gave him a wink, supporting all the charming maternal energy she radiated.

He laughed and lifted his glass in a toast to her, then took a sip. “Wow. This is good. Thank you.” He drank some more.

“Enjoy. I’ll get that check.”

Jazz stared at the pretty yellow liqueur, then looked toward the door where the waitress had disappeared. He gasped.

“What?” Wyn asked.

Jazz couldn’t answer. Through the glass window in the kitchen door, he saw a hazy outline, like a head that wasn’t quite there. It was misty, glowing, but it gave him chills all over his body.

Jazz whispered, “Don’t-don’t drink any more.”

Wyn set down the glass as if he’d been burned.

“Take out your phone like we’re swapping numbers.”

Wyn did it, and Jazz grabbed his own phone, brought up his text list, and hit a key.

Running a hand through his silky red hair, Wyn mumbled, “I don’t feel so good.”

“Drink water, lots of it.”

They both downed the contents of their water glasses. Jazz stared toward the kitchen, but the apparition was gone.

“What? What is it?” Wyn’s head was drifting toward the table.

“Some kind of drug.” But he knew that wasn’t true. He’d have smelled drugs. This was something else.

“Need air.”

Jazz grabbed his arm. “No. Not safe.” But his head swam and vision blurred. His arms felt too weak to hold his phone, but he hit one last key.

The smell of male werewolves rushed into his nostrils—right before everything went black.




Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

JAZZ THRASHED. Memories flooded through his foggy brain. The smell of werewolves, fear, anger, danger. Hands grabbing him and…. Did they drop him?

He stretched out his kinked back. “Ow.” It felt like somebody had used his body for pitching practice.

Wait. Wyn. Danger.

“Wyn? Where am I?” He struggled to open his eyes and sit up, but a strong arm held him down. “Let go. Get off me!”

“Jazz. You’re okay. Calm down. It’s me. It’s us.”

Jazz breathed in the sweet scent that said Dash. His heart went from pounding in fear and anger to pounding for different reasons. He willed his eyes open, and his lids finally parted. Oh yeah. Jazz smiled at the frown on Dash’s face. “You worried?”

Dash looked up quickly, and Jazz’s glance followed. Carla, Dij, and BeBop all stared down at him.

Carla knelt down beside him on the couch in her room where he was lying.

Jazz shook his head, but it hurt. “How did I get here?”

“Long story,” Carla said.

“Start out by telling me what happened to Wyn. Is he okay? Last I knew, he was passing out on the table at the restaurant.”

Dash frowned again, then smoothed it out. “He’s fine. I called the Marketos to come and get him.”

“How did you know where to call?”

Dash cocked his head. “Uh, googled it.”

“What did you tell them?”

He dropped to his beautiful butt on the floor and crossed his arms on his knees. “That you’d both had too much to drink and you texted me to come and get you.”

“They believed it?”

“I think so.”

Carla glanced back and forth between them. “Don’t you want to know what actually happened, for crap sake?”

“Yeah, yeah I do, but I had to be sure Wyn didn’t get hurt because of me. So what happened?”

“I got your text, but before it even arrived, Dash said he was worried something was wrong.” Carla cast him a sidelong glance. “I thought he was just jealous, but it turned out to be a good thing. Dij went with him, and they were almost to the restaurant when you sent the aardvark.”

Dash took up the story. “When we got there, we found two big dudes dragging you out. They said they were your family, that you weren’t used to drinking and they were taking you home. We let them get through the front door, then, uh, Dij distracted them, and I knocked them out.”

Jazz stared at him as the story poured out. Jazz glanced at Carla, who frowned. “How exactly did you do that again?”

“Dij came up behind them and took them by surprise. They both turned to see her, and I slammed a, uh, shovel into one guy’s head, then, uh, kicked the other one in the knees and finished him off with the shovel,” Dash said.

“Where was Wyn during this?” Anything to get Carla off the scent. But how much does Dij know?

“They left him under the table where he had apparently slid,” Dij told him. “We called his uncle, and two men came to get him.”

“Who were those dudes, Jazz?” BeBop asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t know.” He was pretty sure that was the only true thing anybody’d said since he woke up.

“You think they have something to do with Evenride?”

“What would they want with me?”

“Duh!” Carla waved her arms. “How about the few million bucks they could get in ransom?”

He shook his head. “I don’t believe they’d be stupid enough to think they could get away with it.”

“Yeah, well, stupid is as stupid does, to quote Forest.”

“Let’s let Jazz get some sleep,” Dash said.

Carla nodded. “I asked the housekeeper to make up another room for him.”

“I need to let my family know where I am.”

Carla nodded. “Done. I told them you weren’t enjoying the date and texted me to interrupt you. I said I invited you over.” She spread her arms. “I wasn’t sure what you wanted me to tell them, and I also wasn’t sure what actually happened.” She gave Dash a narrow-eyed look.

“Thanks, fam. Ya done good. I don’t want my brothers thinking the Marketos had anything to do with this. And since we don’t know who did, it’s just as well they stay in the dark for another day or two.”

Jazz managed to get to his feet despite a head full of mush and moved slowly to the suite down the hall where there was a nice warm bed for him. Dash volunteered a pair of sleep pants that almost fit except for being too short, and Jazz let everybody tuck him in. A few minutes later, everything got quiet.

Gotta talk to Dash. But is Carla in bed? It wasn’t that late, and she was kind of a night owl.

For a second, Jazz was tempted to become invisible so he could slip across the hall to Dash’s room, but it hurt too much. The old-fashioned way had to be good enough for tonight.

He crept out of bed and to the door. He listened but mostly sniffed. No sound and no fresh smells. Quietly, he opened the door and looked out, then followed the scent of ginger and magnolia to the room two doors down the hall. He tapped gently and tried the handle. It opened, and just like that Jazz was inside pressing his back to the door.

Dash sat at the small writing desk in the bay window, resting his head on his hand and grinning. “Werewolf stealth?”

Jazz grinned back and nodded.

They both moved at the same time, Dash jumping to his feet and Jazz taking off more like a rabbit than a wolf. He hurled himself into Dash’s arms. “Thank you, thank you for saving me.”

Dash smiled deep into Jazz’s soul. “Any time.” He closed his lips over Jazz’s. Funny how almost anything would be worth it if it ended with a kiss from Dash.

When Dash came up for air, Jazz said, “Tell me what really happened.”

“Back atcha.”

Jazz nodded, and they walked over to the bed. Dash leaned against the headboard, and Jazz flopped on his stomach. “You start,” Dash said.

Jazz flipped up to sit cross-legged. “We were having dinner. It turns out Wyn is a pretty nice guy, but that’s a story. Anyway, these two werewolves show up and start to wait on us. Wyn thinks they must be Marketo wolves, testing us, but I don’t recognize them. Anyway, I think they’re gone and then I see this….” He splayed his hands. “I don’t know what to call it. An apparition? A vision? Of this big dude. He’s all shimmery and transparent. He’s in the kitchen, and I can barely see him, but I remember seeing him once before. Anyway, I’m worried, but it’s too late. Both of us had already finished this little glass of liqueur. The weird thing is, I smelled it, and I know it didn’t contain drugs. I think….” He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what I think.”

“You think it was magic.”

Jazz expelled a breath. “Yeah.”

“So do I. The vision you saw was a mage, at a distance, rendered invisible.”

“What do you mean?”

“The mage wasn’t in the kitchen. He was watching from somewhere outside. Interesting that he chose to remain in the kitchen. Maybe he guessed you could see him. Anyway, he spelled those drinks. Or that’s my guess.”

“Shit, Dash. It’s bad enough to think werewolves and humans are after me. Now we’re in the big-time.”

“Yes.”

“So when you got there, that magic dude was gone?”

“I didn’t see him or sense him. But I definitely saw the stooges who were kidnapping you. You’re sure they were werewolves? It’s strange, but I can’t tell a werewolf from a gerbil.”

Jazz nodded. “The last thing I smelled before I passed out were werewolf males.”

“This is pretty disturbing. We know you’re some combo of wolf and mage. Now it seems like those two forces are working against you.”

“Damn. You’ve gotta teach me how to use magic, Dash. I’m some kind of sitting duck otherwise.”

“That’s not a Pop-Tarts project, my man. You’ve got power and even some natural skill, but learning how to use it takes practice.”

“Then we better get started.” Jazz’s belly clenched. “We don’t know who’s behind all this crap or what he wants. Hell, he could be waiting for me outside right now. Or getting ready to hurt my family. I need to be ready.”

Dash leaned forward and put a cool hand on Jazz’s bare chest. “You need to be relaxed. Magic and anxiety don’t go together well.”

“Okay.” Jazz took a deep breath. “I understand. I know how much focus it takes to shift at will. This must be kind of the same.”

“Probably.” He sat cross-legged in front of Jazz. “Let’s start with moving stuff.” He pointed at the bed pillow behind him. “See that? Pick it up.”

Jazz leaned toward the pillow.

“Uh, Magic Man, I mean with your mind. Your power.”

“Oh.” He gave a half grin. “How?”

“How do you think?” Dash grinned.

“As Descartes said, ‘I think therefore I lift the pillow’?”

“Something like that.”

Jazz focused on the pillow and thought about it lifting. Nada. He frowned at Dash. “You’re not going to tell me.”

“Nope.”

Jazz stared at the pillow again. When he wanted to shift or become invisible, the power came from inside him, not outside. He focused his mind in his chest and felt the warmth growing, tingling, stretching out to his fingertips. What the hell? He reached out and…

Whoosh, the pillow flew into the air.

Jazz cheered and fell backward as the pillow plopped onto his face. He grabbed it and came up laughing. “You did that.”

“Only hitting you in the face. You did the rest.”

“Honest?”

“Yep.”

“Smokin’.” He reached out a hand.

Dash’s cell phone rang on the night table. He made a face and pressed a finger to his lips, then answered the phone. “Hi.”

He listened. “Oh right, Jazz and I are hanging out. He’s been telling me stories about his family and stuff.” He smiled at the phone. “Right. Boy’s night.” He nodded. “I’ll tell him. You too.” He clicked off and looked up at Jazz. “Lysandra says we should have fun.”

Whoa, that was an inspiring idea. “What made her call?”

“She senses magic, especially when it’s coming from me. So I need to cool it.”

“Did she know when you used magic on those werewolves?”

“Uh, no.” He looked at the bedspread.

What the hell? “Wait, what are you hiding?”

“Jazz, I didn’t take out those thugs for the very reason you just suggested. I didn’t want Lys to know.”

“So you really hit them with a shovel?”

“No. I didn’t take them out. Dij did.”

“What?” But I’m not really surprised, am I? “Tell me.”

“I can’t tell you much. All I know is, she told me to look away. When I turned back, both guys were in a heap on the ground, but they’d dropped you. That’s why you’re bruised.”

“My gods, how did she do it?”

“I cannot tell you that.”

Jazz whirled at the sound of Khadija’s voice behind him. Dash simply looked up. “Hi, Dij.”

She walked slowly toward them wearing a set of Carla’s pajamas and a black head scarf. The stark contrast between the boyish PJs covered in soccer balls and the mysterious glow of her eyes in the dark frame of the scarf gave Jazz a little shiver—but not the bad kind.

“Hey, Dij, thanks for saving me,” he said.

“I was most gratified to be able to help.” She nodded gravely.

“Not the first time, I think.”

She smiled and propped her butt on the edge of the bed. “I must warn you that the energy of your magic is very powerful. It could attract attention.”

“So you’re magic too.”

“In my way.”

Jazz cocked his head. “Why’d you come to Vanessen? Did you know?”

“Forgive me. I cannot tell you too much as I’m limited by my community.”

“Your sisters?” Dash leaned against the headboard again.

She nodded. “What were you doing earlier when I felt the pulses?”

Jazz glanced between Dij and Dash. “Uh, I don’t exactly know how much anybody knows about anything and—”

The door pushed open. Carla stood there in her pajamas, her hands on her hips. Beside her, BeBop struggled against the too-long legs of Dash’s sleep pants, but his bare chest testified to a lot more man than the geeky boy costume suggested.

Carla stared at Jazz through narrowed eyes. “Jazz Vanessen, don’t you even think about telling anybody anything about what the crap is going on here unless you include me and BeBop. We’re all in this up to our necks, and ignorance is not fucking bliss.”

Jazz wiped a hand across his face. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“You better come in and sit down,” Dash said.




Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

FIFTEEN MINUTES later, they all sat around Dash’s room with vanilla cokes, some cheese, and pretzels, the only things Carla had been able to grab from the pantry without waking the staff. Everyone chewed and looked at each other suspiciously.

Dash pulled his chair farther into the circle. “Okay, I’m going to try to do this delicately.”

Carla barked. “Right. Because God forbid you assault our fragile ears. Come on, Dash. All of us know that nobody in this room is normal, except maybe me. And if I’m the standard we’re measuring normal by these days, we’re in deep shit. So just get on with it.”

He sighed. “I can’t. We’ve all got secrets. Big ones. And in some cases, people could get hurt if those secrets are revealed.”

“No effing fair. You all know each other’s secrets.”

Dash shook his head. “No, we actually don’t. We suspect or know bits, but—”

Carla slammed her cola onto the side table. “Quit! Just tell us.” Pretzels flew in the air and landed in the middle of the rug.

“Carla, BeBop, why don’t you tell us what you think?”

“You mean guessing games? Oh come on.” Carla crossed her arms.

“No, seriously. We’ve promised to not tell certain things, but if others guess them….” He shrugged.

That lit Carla’s eyes. “Cool, I—”

BeBop spoke coolly. “You’re supernatural. All of you.”

Carla’s head cranked around like something from an old horror movie. “All? You mean Dij?”

BeBop crossed his bare arms. “Oh yeah. I was the first to realize she was a witch.”

“Witch?” Carla spun this time and looked at Khadija with her mouth open.

“I am not a witch,” Dij said softly.

“That’s what I thought.” Carla sat back.

“I’m not permitted to tell you what I am, but it’s not a witch.”

“What do you mean what you are?” Carla’s voice wailed.

BeBop leaned forward and stared at Khadija. “But you’re a supe.”

“Supe?” Dij cocked her head.

“He means supernatural,” Dash said.

“Yes, I am what humans call supernatural.”

“Dij!” Carla stared at BeBop. “How did you know? Are you supernatural too?”

He smiled softly. “No.”

“Just supernaturally smart,” Dash added.

He glanced up through his round glasses. “There is that.”

Carla looked around, then took a long, loud inhale and looked at Jazz and Dash. “Okay, what about you two?”

“Want to answer, BeBop?” Dash said.

“Sure. I knew about you first, Dash. When I first met Jazz, it didn’t cross my mind that he was anything but a rich human boy.”

Carla slid to the front of her chair. “But he is a rich human boy!”

“Right, a rich human boy who can run twice as fast as other humans.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I didn’t notice either until these other supes started showing up. I mean, like, seriously, Dashiell Fucking Mercury doesn’t turn up someplace to hang out with a couple cute little interns. No, he’s got another agenda. So I start looking around for what he came here for.” He laughed. “And guess what I see.” He looked at Khadija. “At first I thought he was here for you. Then I realized he’d met Jazz and Carla before, and I knew he’d come for them.”

Carla turned toward BeBop. “Why did you even think of supernatural, for crap’s sake? I mean, why does a human even go there?”

Jazz nodded. “Yeah, BeBop. You said you’re not supernatural, but are you human?”

He shrugged. “More or less. But my family has a lot of, uh, interest in the supernatural.”

Carla leaped to her feet, her arms thrashing. “What the fuck?” She stalked to the windows, then turned and walked back, grumbling under her voice. “This is unbelievable. Who are these people?”

Jazz stood and crossed to her, grabbing her on the fly. “Stop. You’re just pissed because you didn’t know.”

She spun on him. “You lied to me! You called yourself my BFF, and you lied!” Tears filled her eyes and ran down her face, even though her teeth were gritted and her fists were clenched.

He grabbed her shoulders. She tried to pull away, but he didn’t let go. “Carla, I couldn’t tell you. I’m putting you and everyone else in danger now by even revealing as much as I have.”

She pointed at Dash, her fingers shaking. “You told him!”

“No, I didn’t. He told me. He came here because he suspected I had more, uh, skills than I knew. He spied on me and found out the truth.”

“What skills?” She pulled her arm back and he let her go.

“Carla, remember the night we were on the cliff edge?” Dash said in that cool voice.

“Yeah. So what?”

“You would have fallen, probably to your death, if Jazz hadn’t stopped you.”

“Okay, so he’s a hero. He grabbed me. So what?”

“No, he didn’t grab you. He suspended you in midair because, uh, he can.”

“Suspended—”

BeBop leaned forward and pushed up his glasses. “Carla, Jazz didn’t lie to you. I’m willing to bet in your whole friendship, he never once told you he was human.”

“But I assumed—”

“Ass. You. Me. Yes, it was a sin of omission, but he couldn’t tell you. You’re his fam, babe. He’s saved your life every day he didn’t tell you. Get over it.”

She planted her fists on her hips. “Easy for you to say. Apparently, you’re not the only boring human in this superior assemblage.” Suddenly, she burst into tears again.

Jazz sighed softly. Crying women unnerved him. Still, he wrapped his arms around her and tried to find words for what was in his heart. “Do you know how powerful you have to be to attract a whole clan of what BeBop calls supes to be with you?”

She sniffled. “What do you mean?”

Dash slid off the bed and came to her other side. “Remember what BeBop said about me coming here to be with Jazz and you? He’s right. My, uh, boss was interested not only in Jazz, but in the human powerful enough to be his best friend. That’s you, Carla.”

She looked at him sideways. “Lysandra’s your boss, right?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny.” He popped the dashing dimples.

She frowned. “And nobody’s going to tell me what the fuck you are?”

Jazz, tightened his arms around her. “You already know what we are. Your friends.”

She burrowed her face in his chest.

“I do not mean to interfere with the family feeling, but we need to understand what is going on, what threat is intended, and to whom,” Khadija interrupted.

Jazz nodded. “Yeah. Everybody sit back down.” When they all got back to their places, Carla still wiping at her eyes, Jazz said, “So you all know that tonight I was having dinner with this guy because his family wants me to hook up with him.”

“For the family business?” Carla raised her dark brow. “Seriously?”

“Not exactly. He’s the same thing I am.”

“One of the things,” Dash added.

Jazz wiped a hand over his face. “Crap, this is hard. Anyway, his family’s looking for a leader of their community, and I qualify, more or less, so they’re trying to get me to join them. But these two waiters, who were, uh, the same thing I am, showed up. They must have been the ones who knocked me out and tried to kidnap me, but I don’t know why. I’m pretty sure there weren’t any drugs in the liqueur, even though they knocked me and Wyn out, and I saw this guy in the kitchen, and—” He stopped. “I don’t think I can do this.”

BeBop held up a hand. “Let me try.” He took a sip of cola and wrinkled his brow. “This is all about Jazz.”

“You think?” Dash asked.

Jazz shook his head. “The rumors about my grandfather? The attack on his company? Somebody knocking out me and Wyn?”

BeBop nodded. “It’s all about you, and it’s being instigated by the same person, I’m pretty sure.”

“Tell us what you’re thinking, BeBop.” Dash leaned forward on the bed, his legs stretched out.

“Think about it.” BeBop pulled himself up cross-legged on his chair, dressed only in too-big sleep pants and glasses. “Dash came here to watch Jazz and, secondarily, Carla, but then he found out Jazz wasn’t what he was expecting. I’m not sure why, but I don’t think it matters. What if someone else did the same thing? What if this person also noticed that Jazz was more than he seems?” He waved an arm. “Possibly, you and your aunt showing up here brought Jazz to this person’s attention, and now he’s, like, intrigued.” He gestured vigorously. “Maybe Jazz is something they want, or something they hate, and so they’re putting on pressure and watching him to see what he’ll do.”

Jazz almost yelled, “But why? What do they want?”

BeBop scratched his short hair. “It could be that if you pass all their tests, they’ll want you.” He shrugged. “Maybe whatever you are is rare, and this person wants to, you know, collect you.”

“Collect me?” His heart slammed against his ribs.

“Or make you work for him. Maybe you’re the only one of your kind or—” His face lit up. “—or maybe you’re their kind, and they can’t figure out how you got here. You’re adopted, right?”

Jazz swallowed and nodded.

“Maybe they think you belong to them.”

Everything in Jazz turned to ice.

The room went silent.

If Jazz had been able to think, he’d have guessed who’d talk next.

“Bulllllshit!” Carla jumped up, her hands on her hips. “Jazz belongs to the Vanessens—and to us. Right, Jazz?”

Jazz nodded. He didn’t dare say anything for fear he’d laugh… or cry.

She pointed at BeBop. “So put that twenty-four-carat brain to work on figuring out how we find out who this asshole is and how we beat him.”

“Carla, it’s very easy to understand why you are Jazz’s best friend. You are supernaturally brave,” Khadija said softly.

Carla’s cheeks turned pink. “Thanks, Dij.”

“And she’s right,” BeBop agreed. “What do we know about this dude that might lead us to him?”

“Or her,” Carla added.

Jazz frowned. “I don’t think it’s a her. If I’m right, I’ve actually seen this guy. Twice.”

“When?” Carla sat back on the edge of her chair.

“It’s hard to explain, but it was like a vision or something.”

“Actually, I think Jazz saw someone who was presenting invisibly,” Dash clarified. “Nobody else could see him, but he was actually there.”

Carla turned to stare at him. “Okay, I’m suspending disbelief here, and that’s only because I trust you. So you saw this invisible dude and he was a… dude?”

“Right.”

“Okay, what else?”

“A couple times you talked about something weird happening, you mentioned, uh, people like you being involved. Right? When you were followed. Last night. The waiters,” Dash said, prompting him.

Jazz looked up at Dash. Damn. He’s right. “Yeah. And there were people like me around when I saw the vision thing the first time too.”

BeBop glanced back and forth between them. “So you’re thinking our bad guy is whatever you are?”

“Maybe. Just maybe.” Jazz tried to calm his stormy brain.

“The guy you had the date with, last night. He’s whatever you are, right?” Carla used air quotes and a snarky expression.

But it worked! “Wait, I asked Wyn what his uncle would do if I didn’t agree to, you know, take over their leadership. He said it had something to do with stock. I happen to know that his uncle owns a boatload of stock in Vanessen Enterprises.”

Carla crossed her arms. “This isn’t sounding very supernatural all of a sudden.”

BeBop got back to arm waving. “But remember what we said. If somebody wants Jazz, they’ve got to know that the best way to make him do what they want is to threaten his family. So maybe this bad dude told the uncle of the dinner date what to do? Does the uncle have a boss?”

“Not that I know of.” Jazz gazed at the carpet. “Still, I’ve been thinking we’re dealing with three different things.” He held up a finger. “The arranged relationship.” Another finger. “The threat to Pop-Pop and Vanessen.” The third finger went up. “And somebody trying to kidnap me.”

“But maybe they’re all mixed up together?” Dash said.

“The statistical probability that three separate threats would arise in your otherwise nonthreatening life simultaneously is low, baby,” BeBop said. “Let’s go with what explains the most, and that’s the likelihood that one person has a hand in all the events.”

Jazz nodded slowly. “In that case, I know where to start. Tomorrow, I’ll go talk to Wyn’s uncle. He’s got to be upset by what happened to Wyn. I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Good, because we can’t fight a threat when we don’t know what it is.” Carla folded her arms.

“We do have work tomorrow,” Dij added.

“I’ll go home early and talk to my family. They need to know what’s happening.” Jazz looked at his smartwatch and blew out a long breath. “It’s already early.”

Dash nodded. “Yeah, we all need to get some sleep.”

“Unless supernaturals don’t need to sleep,” Carla said. “I mean, maybe some of you are vampires or something. If anybody starts sparkling, I’m out.” But she grinned.

They all laughed, a little uneasily.

“Hey, I think we need a name,” BeBop said.

Carla snorted.

“Seriously. All four of us are committed to seeing this thing through. Let’s make it official.”

“Like what, the Jazz Vanessen Protection League.” Carla grinned.

But BeBop took her seriously. “Why don’t we make the name bigger than our current task? In case our protection extends to some other individual or group in the process?” He created an imaginary headline in the air. “What about something like… the Supernatural League.”

Carla scowled. “No fair, you guys. Some of us are just ordinary.”

BeBop nodded. “True, plus the word league is overused.”

Dij came to the rescue. “We are of differing skills and quite loosely organized. May I suggest society?”

BeBop nodded. “Society’s nice. It doesn’t sound like we’re a bunch of ninjas.” He executed a couple of karate chops in the air.

“The Teenage Protection Society,” Carla suggested.

BeBop shook his head. “You guys won’t be teenagers in a couple years, and we don’t want to have to rename the group, right?”

“You think we’re still gonna be a society in a couple years?”

BeBop gazed into the heavens. “As long as human beings are in need of protection and rescue, the fearless society—”

Carla waved her hands. “Yeah, yeah. Spare me.” But she laughed.

Dash’s voice was soft but filled the room. “Superordinary.”

Carla looked at him. “Is that a thing?”

“Yes, it means exactly what the name implies. Outside or beyond the ordinary.” He held up a finger. “That’s even better than beyond the natural, don’t you think?”

“Wow.”

Khadija spoke with her quiet authority. “Superordinary Society.”

BeBop fell back in his chair. “Baby, now that’s a name.” He punched the air.




Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

HE MIGHT be superordinary, but he was tired. Rubbing his eyes, Jazz sat in the dining room as his family assembled.

Winter walked in and started loading ham on his plate. “You look like twelve miles of bad road, son.”

“Thanks a bunch. Are Cole and Paris here?”

He shook his head. “Nope. They’re hibernating in their house in the woods. You need them?”

Damn, he’d kind of hoped Paris might have heard something about the Marketo stock, but it was pretty unlikely. “No.”

“So what’s up?”

“Let’s wait until everybody gets here.”

Jazz poured himself more coffee and packed his plate with ham, bacon, and a little pile of scrambled eggs. His mom came in and he kissed her. Pop-Pop followed with a cell phone to his ear.

Damon, Lindsey, Seth, Matt, and Jason all wandered in and filled plates. When they were all sitting and Pop-Pop had hung up, his mom said, “Are you okay? When Carla called, she said you hadn’t liked your date but you were fine and staying with her. What happened?”

“Okay, bigger story.” He inhaled slowly. Here he was again, faced with telling people he cared about only a part of the story. He didn’t have the right to reveal anything about Dash, Lysandra, Khadija, or anybody else for that matter. “I told you I’d been followed a couple times, right? And you know about this so-called evidence Evenride has showing the Vanessens are devil worshippers. And you know Marketo’s trying to manipulate me to get me to agree to stand for alpha of his pack, which is why I had the date with Wyn.”

“Yep. You’ve got drama on all sides, baby brother,” Winter said.

“Wyn and I were drugged last night at the restaurant, and a couple of werewolves tried to grab me. They would have succeeded, except my friends were worried and came to check on me.”

The power level in the room rose exponentially, and Winter’s eyes flashed.

Jazz held up a hand. “Cool it. I’ve talked with my friends, and we all think these events are related. So I’m trying to discover who’s behind it. I need permission to skip work this morning to see Merced Marketo.”

Damon frowned. “You don’t think Merced’s behind it, do you?” They weren’t close, but they were brothers.

“No, sir. I don’t think he knows anything about the botched abduction, but maybe he has information that could lead me to the bad guy.”

“So you want me to go with you?”

Tempting. “No, but thank you. He wants something from me, so I know he’ll talk to me. Besides, Wyn got drugged too. No one tried to kidnap him, but I’m guessing Merced might be pissed enough to help me.”

“Call me if you need help.”

Pop-Pop gazed at Jazz. “So you think that the devil-worship campaign is related to the Marketos attempt to make you alpha?”

“Indirectly, sir. I think the devil-worship business is a threat, as is the idea that Merced might vote against you if I don’t do what he says. I think someone is threatening you and the family as a way of getting to me.”

Lindsey frowned. “Why?”

Jazz felt the icy shiver snake up his spine. “A really smart friend of mine believes it’s because somebody out there wants me and is trying to get me back. They think I’m one of their kind.”

Lindsey said the words Jazz didn’t want to even think. “Your blood family.”

Jazz nodded.

Seth scowled, always a scary sight. “Fuck that! Where the hell have they been? It’s not like we’ve been hiding you for five years.”

“Maybe Jazz has just come into his own, and that’s attracted others like him,” Pop-Pop suggested.

“Like him?” Seth said.

“Jazz has been trying to tell us that he feels different. I think his word is weird. We keep coming up with reasons for that, but maybe he really is different, and his people have finally discovered that he’s here.”

“But I don’t care who’s out there. I’m a Vanessen, and I want to stay with you,” Jazz wailed.

“Don’t worry, little brother, nobody’s getting their hands on you. Nobody,” Winter snarled.

Seth spat, “Amen, brother.”

Lindsey took a sip of coffee. “May I ask whose theory it is that your blood relatives are trying to get you back?”

“BeBop.” Jazz glanced at the others. “Benjamin Bopherson. He’s one of our interns and kind of scarily smart.”

“Who else knows about the things that are going on?”

Jazz softly exhaled. “The other interns—Dash, Khadija, and, of course, Carla. Don’t worry. I’ve been careful what I’ve said.”

His mom grasped his hand. “Of course you have. But the fact that someone tried to abduct you is frightening. We need you to be careful and not put yourself in harm’s way.”

“Mom, I’ve just been doing normal stuff—working, going to a pack meeting, and having dinner—when this crap has happened. I can’t be any more careful and live a normal life. I’ve got to find out who’s doing this and make them stop.”

“But how?” She clutched his hand harder.

“I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out.”

 

 

JAZZ STOOD as Merced Marketo walked into the formal living room of the big home. He had a feeling the elegance of the house usually intimidated people, but to Jazz it was a lot less formidable than the estate he lived in—and a lot less comfortable. “Good morning, sir. I’m sorry to bother you so early,” Jazz said.

“It’s fine, Jazz. Please sit.”

Jazz sat on the stiff love seat. “How’s Wyn?”

“He’s doing well, no thanks to this situation,” Merced said. “I was shocked to hear what happened to Baldwyn last night. He finally woke up, terrified that something bad had happened to you, but our pack members who went to get him said that they were assured you were okay.”

“Yes. We were both drugged.” Not strictly true, but close.

“Why, for gods’ sake?”

“It appears, sir, that someone is trying to kidnap me.”

“What?”

“We think whoever it is might be associated with my birth family in some way.”

His eyes widened. “Why would your blood relatives want to abduct you?”

“I don’t know, sir. They must have some reason to think I wouldn’t want to be associated with them willingly.”

“This is just amazing.” He frowned.

“They’re also threatening things important to me.”

“Like what?”

How much should he say? “They’re hinting that they may reveal the existence of werewolves to humans.”

Merced raised his brows. “That’s certainly nothing new for your family, is it, Jazz?”

Jazz shoved the words, Screw you, asshole down his throat. “My guess is that they have a lot more viral dissemination in mind than telling a few invested humans.”

His expression tightened. “That would be bad.”

“Yes, it would.”

“Aren’t they wolves themselves?”

“I assume at least some of them are. Perhaps they feel focusing on the Connecticut packs will let them stay off the radar.”

Marketo pursed his lips.

Jazz slowly inhaled. “Furthermore, these wolves are attempting to manipulate the stock of Vanessen Enterprises by getting stockholders to vote against my grandfather.”

Merced froze, guilt all over his face.

“I’m assuming, sir, that you’ve been approached to vote your large block of stock against Pop-Pop. Is that true?”

He frowned. “That’s pack business. It can’t be discussed with outsiders.”

Jazz met Merced’s gaze and held it. “I believe you know, sir, that I’m one of the most powerful wolves in the New England packs. I think that’s why you’re trying to recruit me.”

He gave a slight nod.

“And the Vanessen pack has all the alpha power in Connecticut.”

Merced cleared his throat.

“Anyone who chooses to vote against Casper Vanessen and my family due to the manipulation of these outsiders will feel the full force of our anger—me, my family, and my friends.” Jazz put a hand on Marketo’s forearm and let a tiny trickle of power release. Whether it was wolf or mage power, he didn’t know. He couldn’t tell which was which. But Marketo’s eyes bugged, and he ripped his arm away. “You can’t begin to imagine how powerful we are.”

Merced swallowed hard. “Are you threatening me?”

“I’m threatening anyone who chooses to hurt my family.”

“I’ve always supported Vanessen Enterprises.”

“I know, sir, and it’s been deeply appreciated.”

“Good.”

“That’s why I need you to tell me who’s been talking to you about voting against us.”

He gave a soft gasp.

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you why this is so important.”

“But what if—” He stopped, looking stunned and reeking fear.

“What if he’s more powerful than we are? I suppose that’s possible, sir. But if it’s true, then Marketo Pack’s toast anyway. You’ll be out of business because he’ll take you over and trample you to dust. So your best chance is with us.”

For a second, it seemed like he’d never speak again. Then he finally growled, “Nardo. His name is Nardo.”

“He’s an alpha?”

“I think so. I barely know him.”

“Where’s his pack?”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen some videos and presentations he’s given on different aspects of pack leadership. The young wolves are very taken with him. If you become an alpha, I’m sure you’ll see them.”

As if. “How did he contact you?”

Marketo’s lips narrowed. He clearly didn’t like answering to Jazz, but it would have been worse if Damon had come too. “I spoke to him at the Packarama, and he followed up with emails.”

“He was at Packarama?” Hell, that explained a lot.

“Yes. I’m surprised you didn’t notice him. He’s very distinguished looking, large and dark.”

“What did he ask you to do?”

“Nothing precise, at the time. He just suggested that he was going to be acquiring some Vanessen stock and would be open to discussing a voting block if there was something either of us wanted to achieve.”

“Like blackmailing my family to give me up for something to someone?”

Merced cleared his throat again. “You weren’t discussed specifically.”

“But he wanted you to vote with him?”

“I received an email to that effect, yes. I don’t know, but I got the impression it would be soon.”

Jazz leaned back and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers, trying to discourage the headache that wanted to slam into him. He looked up. “You said you don’t know what pack he leads. Do you know where he’s located?”

“I’d be guessing.”

“Guess, then.”

“New York City.”

Holy crap, the place he’d be driving as soon as he left there.

 

 

NARDO SAT calmly behind his desk. Underline calmly. If he exercised his true feelings, both of the idiots would be incinerated. Literally. But that was messy and a waste of manpower.

“Tell me every detail of what happened.” He interlaced his fingers and rested his chin on them.

The dark-haired wolf—what was his name, Ernie?—said, “We don’t remember much. We replaced the little yellow drinks, and the waitress took ’em in. Then they passed out, like you said they would. Roscoe here came in and told the guy at the desk that he’s the Vanessen kid’s uncle. He says the two kids’d been drinking before they arrived, and he needs to take his nephew home, and somebody else’ll come for the other kid. So I go in and we carry him out to the van, no problems. But as we’re opening the back of the van, this broad walks up. I mean, holy shit, is this female gorgeous. Like, unbelievable. Anyway, she smiles and starts asking us directions.” He shrugged. “Then we woke up here.”

Nardo frowned. He hadn’t told them that they hadn’t awakened—he’d restored them with magic. They’d still be unconscious vegetables if not for him. “What did she look like? Blonde?”

“No way. Dark and mysterious.”

“Was there a man with her? Young? A boy. Dark and handsome?”

“Nah. Just saw the kids we drugged. One blond, one redhead.”

Who the hell is this woman? “I see. And you remember nothing after the woman asked her question? What did she want?”

Ernie literally scratched his head. Incineration was sounding better and better. “Uh, something about how to get to Serpent on the Street or something?”

“Serpent on the Street?”

He shrugged. “Something like that.”

“What else do you remember?”

He shrugged again.

“Clothes?”

If he shrugged one more time, Nardo was sending him back to catatonic. “Black. Just black. Even the thingy around her head,” Ernie finally said.

“Head?”

“Yeah, one of those sexy head scarves like women used to wear at night. She had these big eyes like you never saw. Whew.”

“What else?”

He closed his eyes, grimaced, then opened them. “Nothing. Whatever she did to us must have wiped some of our memories.”

“Okay. That’s all.” Nardo flicked his fingers. Ernie looked confused, but one of Nardo’s assistants took his arm and led him from the room.

He twirled the glass globe on his desk. A dark woman? Could Lysandra have disguised herself? And where is that protégé of hers? Why have two, or maybe three, of my men been rendered catatonic? Serpent on the Street? Serpent on… Sarpedon? Sarpedon Street? Like Greek?

He shook his head.

Evenride had told him Lysandra and her minion, Dash, had been at that picnic with Jazz. Then he’d said he was “pretty sure” that Dash was interning at Vanessen, along with Jazz and that brash girl, the governor’s daughter. Why? Is it just Jazz’s power that attracted Lysandra? Did her council send her and her minion to spy on the boy?

Or is her interest the same as mine?

That gave him a shiver. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate irony, if, after all these years, he and Lysandra were both closing in on the same goal? He smiled softly. Time for me to find out.

 

 

JAZZ SQUEALED the tires of the Prius as he cut corners in the parking garage and careened into an available space, hard to find this late in the morning. He grabbed his phone and texted Dash, Where are you guys?

Working.

Need to meet for lunch.

Early lunch.

Not very.

OK. C U there.

Five minutes later, he trotted into the lunchroom to see Dash and Carla already there, with salads. He stopped at the table. “Gonna grab some food.”

Carla smirked. “Of course you are.”

He made a face back at her and rushed to the food line, where he grabbed two roast beef and cheese sandwiches and a glass of milk, paid, and carried his bounty back to the table. As he sat down, BeBop came in, with Khadija walking beside him. Jazz took a bite and waved toward the line. “Get food.” It came out “Ga ood,” but they got the idea.

When all of them were together, BeBop asked, “What’d ya get?”

Jazz swallowed. “Nardo.”

Carla said, “Excuse me?”

Jazz watched the three of them to see their reaction to the name. Nothing. Damn. He sighed. “The person who told Marketo to vote against my grandfather is named Nardo. I was hoping one of you might have heard of him.”

All of them shook their heads.

“I’ll ask Lindsey and Pop-Pop, then. Apparently, this dude has some influence with Marketo.”

“Is he still gonna vote against Vanessen?” Carla asked.

“Uh, I don’t think so. I told him that I’d pull together the combined fury of all my family and friends against him and his, uh, family if he did.”

“Yes!” Carla pumped the air.

“But I’d sure like to find out who this Nardo is.” Jazz took another big bite. It’d been a long time since breakfast.

Khadija cocked her head. “Did you Google him?”

“Haven’t had time yet.”

“Too busy eating,” Carla quipped.

Dij pulled out her phone. Her dark eyes scanned the screen. “It seems he has no additional names, only Nardo. He’s classified as an entrepreneur with a number of patents he has licensed to other companies for manufacture and some racehorses that are very successful. It’s believed he has family wealth in addition to his own earned income, but no one knows who his family is. He has offices in New York City and property somewhere in the vicinity, but they don’t say where.” She put the phone down. “Obviously Wikipedia knows very little about Mr. Nardo.”

Jazz swallowed. “Thanks, Dij. At least it’s a start.”

“I may be able to dig up some more dirt about him,” BeBop said.

“Really? How?”

He leaned back in his chair, pushed up his glasses, and crossed his arms. “Never look the BeBop magic in the mouth, son. Truth is, my uncle has a lot of connections in the city. I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t know this Nardo dude.”

“Do your worst.” Jazz extended a hand and got a BeBop high five. “Does anyone have anything else to report?”

Dash gave a wry smile. “How’s your prospective husband?”

Jazz shrugged. “Okay.”

“Did you have to promise to marry him in order to get this guy to withdraw his vote against Mr. Vanessen?”

“Hell no.”

Dash nodded once. But he smiled.

“Okay, I’ve got to get to work.” Jazz wiped his mouth, stood, and carried his dishes to the bussing station. When he got back to the table, Dash was waiting for him. “I’ll go back with you.”

“Okay.” He turned to the others. “Thanks guys. Can’t wait to hear what you come up with, BeBop.”

“Wait!” Carla called. “We can’t be a society unless we all exchange email and text numbers. Hand ’em over.”

They all passed their phones and entered their numbers. Carla raised hers. “Use at will!”

Jazz followed Dash into the hall and toward their department. He put a hand on Dash’s arm to stop his forward motion.

Dash turned, and Jazz’s heart leaped as it always did whenever those emerald eyes were focused on him. “Dash, I need you to teach me.”

Dash gave him a slow smile. “Can I choose the subject?”

Jazz stepped in. “You know the subject. It’s pretty obvious this dude is after me. I don’t know why, but if he’s more than a—” Jazz glanced in both directions. “—canine, I have to be able to protect myself. Please.”

“Do you think he is? More, I mean?”

“I don’t know, but it seems odd that he’d show up now, don’t you think? I mean, I’ve always been that other thing and nobody tried to grab me before. You didn’t.”

His beautiful face got oddly serious. “I’d grab you no matter what you were.”

Jazz swallowed hard, not able to rip his eyes from Dash’s. Even without magic—Dash was magic. “Will you teach me?”

“It’s hard for me. It’s like you revealing what you are. I’m not a master. I’m not entitled to teach.”

“‘Help me, Obi-Won Kenobi. You’re my only hope.’”

Dash burst out laughing. “We’ll have to be really careful. Lys can sense when I do magic.”

“Meet me in the woods directly behind my house tonight, ’kay?” He started walking toward the department again.

From behind him, Dash said, “What? You’re not going to take me home to meet the family?”

Jazz stopped and grinned. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. I actually need to tell them about the Marketo meeting and what I learned. You can help. So meet me at the front door at six thirty and plan to stay for dinner.”

“Well, well, don’t mind if I do.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

DASH DROVE up the winding road and could see the beautiful old ivy-covered estate in the distance. Interesting. No big electric gates, fierce-looking guards, or even the acrid smell of protective magic. Just trees and flowers and serenity. No wonder they all loved living here. Of course, maybe a house full of alpha werewolves didn’t have that much to worry about.

His stomach flipped. He was excited, even a little scared. Whether it was because he was about to break bread with those alpha werewolves or just the thought of spending an evening with Jazz, he wasn’t sure. Probably both.

His phone rang. Of course. She could feel his excitement. Every time he spoke to Lysandra, he had to make bigger and bigger decisions on what to reveal and what to hold back. Damn, it wasn’t a situation he’d ever expected to be in.

Third ring. Get on it, asshole.

“Hi, Lys, you’ll never believe where I am.” Best defense and all that.

“Where?”

“Driving toward the Vanessen estate to have dinner with Jazz and his family.” Big silence. He smiled tightly and rushed on. “Oh, I thought you’d be pleased. It might give me a chance to see if any of his other family members are gifted.” Lysandra could pick up his feelings but wasn’t as good at perceiving lies as long as he didn’t feel super guilty about them—thank the goddess. Besides, what he’d just said wasn’t a lie. He was interested in whether any of the other werewolves were also mages.

“How did you happen to get invited?”

“Jazz asked me out of the blue.” He swallowed. “Some guys were hassling Jazz the other night, and I helped him. I guess this is his way of saying thank you.”

“Guys?”

“Yeah, he went on a date with that fix-up I told you about. I guess these dudes were giving him a hard time outside the restaurant.”

“Why were you on his date?” Her voice was neutral.

“We jokingly set up a code he could text if he wasn’t enjoying himself. He texted it. I was following him anyway, since I wanted to find out more about this guy they were trying to hook him up with, so when he texted, I was close. I showed up, and I guess since there were three of us and only two of the other guys, they got discouraged and gave up.”

“Who were they?”

“Just some dumb homophobes.”

“Oh, of course. I guess that can be a problem.” She sounded relieved. “Has Jazz shown any more signs?”

“No. Not around me.” His pants went up in flames. “So I’m here.” He pulled onto the circular drive in front of the big three-story home. “Anything in particular I should watch for?” He waited and could almost hear quiz show music playing in his head.

“No. I’ll be interested in your report.”

Yeah. So would he. He clicked off.

As he got out of the car, the front door opened and Jazz walked out. With a cute smile, he trotted down the steps and over to the car. “Hi.”

“Hi back.” Dash grinned.

“My mom’s going bonkers in there. We don’t get a lot of guests we’re not related to.”

Dash leaned in. “You mean who don’t grow fur.”

“Sh. You don’t know anything about that.”

“I know. No worries.”

“Let’s go see if Mom’s had a breakdown yet. Come on.”

They walked onto the porch and in through the front door.

Startling. Where the exterior of the building looked like something from a Brontë novel, the inside was bright, contemporary, and comfortable. The paintings in the towering entry could reasonably have been old masters, but instead they were brilliant modern art. Beyond the entry, they passed a huge staircase worthy of Scarlett O’Hara’s Tara and into a big but very comfortable living room—full of people. Well, sort of people.

The beautiful blonde woman he’d seen from a distance at the picnic came forward, her hands extended. “Dash, I’m Elizabeth Vanessen Thane, Jazz’s mother. I’m so happy Jazz finally invited you to meet us.” She took his hands.

“I’m honored, Mrs. Thane. I’ve never known anyone who loves his mom like Jazz does. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

“That goes both ways.” She gave Jazz an adoring look. “Now meet our family.” She led Dash to Mr. Vanessen, who sat in a cozy upholstered chair with a footstool. “You know my father,” she said.

Vanessen extended a hand. “Good to see you, Dash. So glad you decided to join us.”

“And this is my husband, Damon Thane,” Mrs. Thane continued.

Dash turned to the man who rose from the couch. Wow. He was probably six-four, pale blond, and reeking of power. It didn’t take a mage to know this man was supernatural. “Happy to meet you, sir.”

“Just Damon is fine.” He shook Dash’s hand and never moved his gaze from Dash’s eyes. Finally he turned to his left. “You know my son, Lindsey.”

“Yes, hi, Lindsey.”

“Dash, this is my husband, Seth.”

“You’re the police detective,” Dash said.

“Sure am.” The guy wasn’t as large as Damon but somehow came off as even bigger—huge and scary body and a head capped off by a curly lion’s mane of hair. He shook Dash’s hand, but suspicion rolled off him.

“Beside Seth is my brother Winter,” Lindsey added.

Okay, holy crap. In a room full of larger-than-life beings, this one got the prize. At least six and a half feet tall, with hair so silver it redefined his name and with eyes of palest, most penetrating ice blue, Winter should have frozen the heart of the most honest man. Somehow, though, he came across as being casual and very, very cool. “Glad to meet you, man. This is my husband, Matt, and my father-in-law, Jason Partridge.”

“I’m so happy to meet you all.”

“Our good friends Cole and Paris aren’t here tonight, but I’m sure you’ll get to meet them sometime,” Jazz said.

Mrs. Thane smiled. “Now that we’ve put you through the receiving line, what can we get you to drink, Dash.”

Jazz grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”

While Dash sat in the offered chair, Jazz hurried over to what looked like an old-fashioned cocktail cart, put ice in a glass, and poured something into it. He brought back a fizzy drink, and Dash grinned right off. Of course, it was vanilla cola.

When Jazz sat on the chair next to Dash, he said to the group, “Before we go in for dinner, let me bring you up-to-date on my Marketo meeting.” Seth glanced at Dash with his scary scowl, but Jazz added, “Dash already knows.”

Seth nodded, although he still frowned.

Jazz leaned on his knees. “I talked to Marketo. The guy who asked him to vote against you is named Nardo. Know him?”

Lindsey raised an eyebrow. “He does some speaking at business events and webinars. He’s quite a successful entrepreneur.”

Jazz nodded. “Yeah, we looked him up.”

“It’s possible he’s just trying to get a foothold in Vanessen Enterprises, and it has nothing to do with you.”

Mr. Vanessen shook his head. “Nardo has been around for years and has never shown interest in Vanessen before.”

“And the number of, shall we call them ‘forays,’ against Jazz have to be more than coincidence,” Dash said.

“But Nardo’s a wealthy, powerful guy. These ‘forays,’ as you call them, seem somewhat amateurish and ineffectual,” Lindsey argued.

The guy has brains. “I agree. But I personally think they’re more like tests to see what happens. My guess is that he wants to know what response he’ll get when he takes certain steps.”

“Why?” Lindsey gazed at Dash.

Dash shook his head. “It could have something to do with Jazz’s birth family.”

Mrs. Thane made a soft noise.

“Do you think they mean Jazz harm?” Mr. Vanessen asked.

“As Lindsey said, their efforts have been clumsy and certainly not benign, but if someone wants to hurt a person, or worse, it’s pretty easy to do. This last attempt may have been a serious attempt at kidnapping, but Jazz wasn’t poisoned or otherwise injured. Whoever was behind the kidnapping, they wanted him alive and unimpaired, I’d guess.” Of course, he wasn’t sure if a werewolf could be poisoned.

Winter looked at his husband, Matt. “Do you think we can get the Bureau on it? Kidnapping’s in our job description.”

“No way,” Seth growled. He glanced at Dash, then away. “I doubt there’s enough evidence to open a case.”

“I agree,” Matt, a handsome, quiet guy, said. “But that’s not to say we can’t look into this Nardo informally.”

“Yeah, good plan.” Winter nodded.

Mrs. Thane stood. “I think dinner’s ready, and we’ve had more than enough of this discussion.”

Dinner was delicious even if he had to do a little sidestepping about his past. When he was asked about his parents, he said he lived with his aunt, and that seemed to satisfy everyone. Finally, after roast beef with a roast beef chaser—man, he thought Jazz could consume meat, but he’d never seen Winter eat!—Jazz suggested he and Dash go for a walk to look at the grounds. Jazz’s mom got a sappy smile, and his brothers exchanged glances.

Jazz grabbed his arm. “Let’s go.”

They exited through the gigantagarage, which was crammed with some superlit electric vehicles and an amazing motorcycle, plus the limos and more regular cars. Outside the back door was a huge flagstone patio with a swimming pool beyond it, and past that was the closest thing to the “park” of a European manor house Dash had ever seen attached to an American home. Towering trees with gravel paths spread out in front of him. He squinted. “Is that a polo field?”

“Yep. I told you, Lindsey’s a serious competitor. I’m not half-bad myself.” Jazz grinned.

Jazz glanced at him as they walked toward the tree line that defined the woods at the side of the more cultivated park. “Sorry about the grilling in there. They just think we’re too cute.”

“Yeah.” Dash smiled at Jazz. “But then, I think you’re pretty cute too.” The heat of Jazz’s gaze warmed him, but he went on. “So let’s figure out what we want—”

Before he could get the words out, Jazz grabbed him and swooped Dash into a powerful hug, then pressed his lips onto Dash’s mouth. For a second, self-protective instincts rose, then got swamped in the best kind of fervor. Dash wrapped his arms around Jazz’s neck and kissed back. Man, if he’d ever harbored a secret desire for hot, sexy, and feral in his lovemaking, he’d found the source. Jazz was wolfy to the max, and it was just what Dash’s usually cool and controlled nature needed to let go. And holy shit, did he ever want to let go.

But before his little head ruled the day, Jazz pulled back with a grin. “Just wanted to thank you for the nice compliment.”

Dash adjusted his suddenly too-tight jeans. “Remind me to start praising everything you do.”

Jazz snorted. “With pleasure.” He took Dash’s hand and walked into the forest. Amid the tightly packed trees, heavy canopy, and dense undergrowth, he looked right at home. Dash not so much. He glanced around uneasily. Is it just the wildness of the place that bothers me, city boy that I am? His nerves tingled.

Jazz let go of Dash’s hand and leaned back against a tree trunk. Dash hadn’t been kidding about the cute part. The boy was seriously adorable—all lanky, shaggy, and oh so powerful.

“So, what can you teach me?” Jazz asked.

Dash plopped down on a patch of grass. “You already know invisibility”—he held up fingers as he went—“as well as how to freeze someone and how to lift things with your intention, right?”

Jazz scrunched his face but nodded. “I also made some people disappear one time, but I don’t know how I did it.” He shrugged. “Of course, I’m not sure how I do any of it.”

“Who is? It’s not about knowing how, it’s just knowing you can.”

“What if somebody comes after me?” He frowned.

“Somebody already did. You drank the Kool-Aid.”

Jazz sighed. “Yeah. I did. But I knew the drink at the restaurant wasn’t drugged or poisoned. Too bad I couldn’t sense that it was… what? Magicked?”

“Bespelled.”

“Great! How can I guard against that?” He sounded so frustrated.

“You only used the senses you’re used to. Your wolf powers. I’d guess that drink was beyond wolfiness, and chances are, the person who bespelled it knew that.”

“How would I know? You’d have been able to tell, right?” He stalked back and forth in front of a tree.

“Probably, but maybe not. Magic’s like technology. There’s always something new.”

“Don’t tell me that!” He threw his arms over his head. “I don’t even know the old stuff yet.”

Dash pointed at the ground in front of him. “Sit.”

“But—”

“Sit.”

Jazz sighed and folded his long legs into a cross-legged posture on the ground. “Okay.”

“You know how your magic happens. It’s all the same force. You focus it with intention.”

“I do?” His golden eyes got even bigger. “Are you sure I know?”

“Of course.” He smiled. “Think about it.”

Jazz huffed a breath and closed his eyes. “Heat in the chest.”

“Yes, absolutely. It’s like an engine.”

“How do I rev it?”

“You tell me.”

“Uh, emotion? Anytime I’ve done magic, I’ve been scared or angry.”

“Really?”

Jazz cocked his head. “Well, maybe not every time. That first time I saw somebody, like a glowing shape, at the pack meeting, I wasn’t upset. Not much, anyway.”

Dash frowned. “You never told me you saw this person.”

“I didn’t know what it was. It scared me so much, I passed out. Gods, talk about embarrassing.” He ran both hands through his shaggy, gold-streaked hair.

“You might have seen the mage who’s hounding you.”

Jazz’s gaze snapped up, and he glanced over his shoulder.

Dash stared around as nervous prickles tiptoed along all his nerves. “That’s how invisible magicians look to those with command of invisibility. Like a nearly formless, glowing shape.”

“But in Orwell’s office, I saw you like you were here. With form.”

“Right, because you were invisible too.”

“What do you mean command of invisibility? Can’t all mages turn invisible?”

“No. Different wizards have different degrees of magic. Just like werewolves, I guess.”

Jazz wiped a hand over his face. “Okay, so magic doesn’t need emotion.”

“Right. It needs intention. When you don’t know how to use magic, it seems like it’s emotion because strong feelings make you centered, and if you’re magic, the power follows the focus.”

“Whew. A lot to get.”

“Not really. Focus the mind on the intention, gather the power in the chest, then shoot it to the object of the focus with an intended outcome.”

“Shoot?”

Dash scooted back until he was leaning against a tree trunk. “That’s the way I think of it. The sudden movement of focus from the chest to wherever you want it to act. You might want to think of it as a shift.”

Jazz barked, “Ha!” Then he looked left and right uneasily and adjusted his butt. “So what if somebody comes after me and I want to fight him off? Keep him from taking me again? What would I do?”

“Running’s first choice. You don’t want to battle with a master mage if you can avoid it.”

“Oh great.” Jazz slowly fell backward onto the grass.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

JAZZ STARED up at the leaves on the trees in the darkness above him. Of course he could see them perfectly with his werewolf eyes. But is there something here I can’t see? He turned his head and stared into the dense undergrowth. I’m gun-shy. He’d been feeling watched for days and days. Creep city. Gotta learn while I can.

He sat up and stared at Dash, who looked pretty casual although he did glance around him every couple of minutes. “You okay?”

“I’m not really a forest person.”

Jazz chuckled. “Okay, so let’s say that dude I saw at the pack meeting shows up in the flesh and decides he’s gonna kidnap me, but say I’m awake this time and not inclined to fall for his crap again. What would he do?”

“Probably blast power at you that’s strong enough to knock you out but not kill you.”

“Phasers on stun?”

“Exactly.”

“So how does that work? Show me.”

“I can’t. Lys would be all over me like dog fleas. You can do it on your own, though. Go on. Try.”

“How do I start?” He clambered to his feet and danced a little like a prizefighter.

“How do you think?”

Jazz stopped bouncing and closed his eyes, focusing in the center of his chest. “Okay, little bonfire in the chest.”

“Right.”

He let the heat build and tried to keep his mind focused instead of wandering off to the next step. “Ouch.” The fire got pretty hot. Okay, move on. So I want the power in my hands. His eyes popped open. “Will this look like Harry Potter’s wand shooting blasts of light?”

“That’s as good an image as any.”

“Okay.” He closed his eyes again and built the blaze quickly. Dash had said to “shoot” the power to the place he wanted it. He clenched his teeth, thought of lassoing the heat in his chest, then flipped it down his arm to his hand.

Nothing happened. His hands felt about the same. Cool and… boring. Try again. Scrunching up his face, he tried to “think” the heat to his hand. Then imagined firing it from a canon. Nada. Well damn. He pinched the bridge of his nose, tightened his jaw, and—

“Uh, Jazz.”

“Yeah?” He opened his eyes.

“Remember what I told you about the reasons somebody can do magic?”

Jazz thought for a minute. “Because they know they can?”

“Right. Magic is about relaxation, not force. Can you force yourself to become a werewolf?”

“No.”

“Right. It’s probably similar. You just know you can and then you surrender to it, or something like that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Same deal here.”

“Okay.” He did his prizefighter dance again, then shook himself like a canine. So, need to relax. He thought about how he shifted at will. It was like opening a door that he usually kept closed. Just that simple. It hurt like hell, but otherwise, easy peasy.

He opened a door in his chest—mentally, of course. Heat poured in. He raised a hand and “saw” the rivulets of fire running in waves toward his fingers. Hmm, the shooting thing. How do I do that?

He formed his hand into a finger gun and shot. A little flash of slightly limp-dick fire spurted from his finger. “Whoa.”

Dash laughed. “You’ll have to do better than that, Clint.”

“Hey, it was a step.”

Dash wrapped his arms around his knees. “Yeah, it was. Try again.”

Jazz tried three more times, once getting nothing and twice managing a small stream of fiery light. Not much, but the streams sizzled in the damp grass. “Could it hurt someone?” Jazz asked.

“Well, you’d have to reach them first, but yes. It takes practice, not only to create the stream of power, but also to control and modulate it.”

Jazz flopped onto the grass and shook his head. “I think this is like trying to learn to ride a bike when you’re an adult. I’m too old. I should have been learning this shit when I was three.”

Dash shook his head hard. “Not true. Few mages come into their power until they’re full grown. You’re already way beyond where most wizards are at eighteen. You were only behind because you didn’t know magic was a thing. Now you do.”

Jazz propped his chin on his bent knees and stared at Dash. “Most eighteen-year-old wizards don’t have Supreme Leader Snoke after them.”

Dash scrunched up his face. Pretty adorable. “We don’t exactly know he’s after you. Or who ‘he’ is for sure.”

“Right. I’m sure he bespelled my drink and sent his goons after me for fun.”

“There is that.” Dash sighed. “Maybe you should consider staying out of harm’s way for a while. Forget the internship and stay home. I doubt he can reach you with a pack of alpha werewolves around you. Meanwhile, we can identify who he is and try to determine what he wants.” Dash glanced around and seemed to shiver.

“That pack of alpha werewolves you mentioned have very human jobs and responsibilities. They can’t be guarding me for some indefinite period of time. Plus, I have to go to school in the fall, so I can’t stay hidden forever.” Jazz slowly stood. “No, I’ve got to protect myself somehow.” He gathered all the desperation in his system, balled it up, and flung it from his fingertips in a huge blinding bolt of light that smashed into the trunk of a tree, leaving a huge black smoldering scar. “Holy crap! Did I do that?”

“Yep.” Dash smiled.

Jazz walked over and patted the tree. “Sorry.”

“You understand the principal, Jazz. Now it’s just a matter of getting to Carnegie Hall.”

“Practice.”

“Right.”

Jazz crossed back over and sat cross-legged in front of Dash. “As long as Nardo, or whoever he is, gives me time.”

Dash put a long-fingered hand on Jazz’s knee. It wasn’t exactly comforting since Jazz’s bouncy parts got bouncier. Jazz cocked his head. “Do something for me,” he asked.

“What?”

“Let me see what you look like.”

Dash frowned then smoothed it out. “You pretty much already know.”

“Yeah? Well, can I go the last inch?”

Dash laughed. “Okay. It’s hard for me to release control, but I’ll try.” He took a deep breath, and as Jazz stared, his features shifted ever so slightly.

Wow. Just wow. Dash went from near perfect to just plain amazing. It was hard to even describe the change. His luminous eyes became a little deeper, more emerald, and seemed to see farther; his porcelain skin reflected even more light; the midnight hair almost sparkled; and his full lips got… well, thinking about them was confusing. Jazz could imagine all the places he’d like to feel those lips, but they were so perfect, ripe, and delicate, it would be almost sacrilegious. He’d never wanted to describe something as dew-kissed before. He mouthed the words, “Ho-ly crap.”

Just that fast, as if he’d snapped his fingers, the changes vanished. If Jazz didn’t know better, he’d think he made the whole thing up. “Is changing the way you look one of your powers?”

“Yes. We call it Adonic power.”

“Adonic as in Adon—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Dash waved a hand, and Jazz laughed.

“Oh poor baby.” He sighed. “I guess I better get back before my brothers get worried.”

Dash took both his hands. “You don’t think we looked cute enough for them to give us more time?” He smiled, but it had sadness in it.

“They don’t know we’re doing anything besides making out, so they probably figure with eighteen-year-old hormones, we won’t last longer than an hour or two.”

They both chuckled, but Jazz glanced up and met that emerald gaze. Pounce! He leaped forward from sitting to push Dash to the ground. Landing on top of him, he squirmed until all their parts fit together like a perfect jigsaw.

He got a very nice moan for his trouble. Bull’s-eye. With that incentive, he thrust his hips forward. Dash gasped and pushed back. Oh yeah. Jazz tried it again and again, until they’d set up a rhythm, riding each other’s erections through their jeans while locking gazes.

Sweet gods, it felt so good. More than that, Dash’s response was amazing. Usually so cool and reserved, the guy under Jazz was some other Dash, moaning and writhing like the love god he was. Jazz stared at that exquisite face, eyes squeezed shut, perfect lips parted as he climbed higher and closer to the sun.

Whoa! Suddenly, Jazz realized he was right there with Dash, thrusting harder, gasping, his wolf prowling up his spine on hot, clawed paws. Shee-it! Jazz rode Dash hard and put him away wet. Very wet.

Dash yelled. His control of his physical body seemed to slip, and he began to glow like the moon as he cried out, “Oh goddess, yes, like that, yes!” Then he froze and trembled, his head thrown back as his mouth opened and soft, lilting cries poured out.

Too much. Jazz’s wolf grabbed him by the back of the neck and shook him like a piece of tinder until his whole body went up in flames. “Holy craaaap.”

For a second, the whole forest seemed to light up like daytime; then the darkness wrapped around them, soft as a blanket. Jazz released the weight he held on his arms and pressed down into Dash. It was one of the few times he was glad he didn’t weigh more.

Their hearts slammed together through their sweaters, and they both gasped for breath. As Jazz’s brain returned to normal, he felt the glowing joy that spread through every cell. Unfortunately, that was accompanied by a very sticky situation in his crotch. Yuk.

Dash’s breathing turned to hiccups, then to laughter. “Bet you’re really gonna be happy to hear that magic can clean two pair of jeans.”

Jazz wasn’t even ashamed to giggle.

It took another fifteen minutes to get themselves together, clean the jeans, kiss a few more times, and then persuade their southern parts that it wasn’t time for round two.

Jazz held Dash close. He’d always wondered if there was a chance he could have sex with someone who wasn’t a wolf. While they’d stopped short of full-on sex, he still knew the answer. As long as he was in charge, his wolf felt content and nurturing. True, he wasn’t exactly winning prizes for being starry-eyed and tender, but he could do it. Of course, maybe his wolf knew Dash could turn him into a hamster, and that backed him off. But man, being with Dash was lit, and he never wanted it to end.

Oh damn. That idea stopped him. They were eighteen, with totally different lives and futures laid out in front of them. Lysandra had to have big plans for Dash, and no matter what Jazz decided to do in his future, it probably didn’t have much to do with being a mage. He was an alpha werewolf and a Vanessen. Hell, those were plenty of choices for one guy.

The thought made his insides feel hollow.

He pressed his cheek against Dash’s forehead.

“You okay?” Dash asked.

Jazz pulled back and nodded. “Yeah. Just a lot going on.”

“Way true.” He did his uneasy glance again. “I think we’ve done this forest. For now, anyway.”

They linked hands and walked back to the estate, but despite his glow, ants of weirdness crawled up Jazz’s spine. He kept wanting to look back over his shoulder, but he knew he wouldn’t see anything.

At the garage, they paused. “I won’t bother your family. Please tell your mom I said thank you for having me,” Dash said.

“I will. We’ll do it again soon.” Jazz leaned in and touched his lips to Dash’s, then lingered because some part of him didn’t want to let go. “Maybe we can get together this weekend?”

Dash nodded. “Probably with Carla too.”

“Yeah.” He loved seeing his BF, but now that his and Dash’s relationship had taken a turn, the idea of some more alone time sounded real good. “We’ll see how it turns out.”

Dash touched Jazz’s cheek with two fingers. His eyes shone in the moonlight. “You’re magic.”

Jazz heard his own intake of breath as Dash walked around the side of the house toward his car.

 

 

DASH REACHED for the phone a second before it buzzed. He’d felt it vibrate earlier but hadn’t really been in a position to answer. He hit the phone button at the same time he pressed the starter on the Tesla.

“What the hell is going on?” Lys hissed.

“Forgive me, Mistress, but it’s none of your damned business.”

“What? What the hell– Oh.”

He smiled as she caught on.

“So I gather things have progressed with Jazz?”

“My previous answer stands.” He pulled out onto the road from the long Vanessen driveway.

The silence vibrated. “What do you have to tell me?”

Okay, time to take a step in this cat-and-mage game. “A lot.”

“I think you should come here.”

“Where are you?”

“Home, of course.”

“It’s a two hour’s drive.”

“Your point is?”

His point was he wanted to see Jazz the next day, and that would be hard if he was in New York City. “See you in two hours.”

 

 

JAZZ GAZED out his bedroom window at the deep dark forest beyond the cultivated areas of their back gardens and park. Just staring at it gave him both a warm glow and a spooky feeling—kind of like his whole relationship with Dash. How could he be so mad for the guy when he didn’t completely know his agenda?

He says he’s a part of the Superordinary Society, but how much does he tell Lysandra? Does every word we say make it to her ears? He protected me, kind of, but would he have done it if Khadija hadn’t been there? Still, he was teaching Jazz magic, and that had to be in opposition to Lysandra’s wishes.

Crap, I don’t want to believe anything bad about him.

He walked into his closet and changed into his sleep pants, then went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth before hitting the bed. He sighed. As Dash had said, it was really nice to be in his house tonight, surrounded by a pack of alpha werewolves who loved him and would do anything to protect him.

He turned on his side, took a deep breath of the mild air blowing in from the open bedroom window, and fell asleep.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

TIRED AND jumpy, Dash pulled into his parking space in the old, historic building where Lysandra kept her apartment. Their apartment. Few humans saw it, since she did most of her work from her offices in the Bronx. If they had, there’d be a lot more speculation about where a woman dedicated to world harmony got all her money.

He climbed out of the Tesla and took the elevator to the penthouse. His brain still buzzed as he tried to decide how much to reveal and how much to withhold. His bottom-line decision? To play it by ear, baby, as BeBop would say.

BeBop. Wonder what he’d learned about Nardo? Dash pulled out his phone and texted a question mark to BeBop. Though he stared at the screen, nothing happened.

The elevator opened at the door to the apartment. Originally, it had opened directly into the living space, but Lys had changed that years ago for security.

Dash waved a hand, and the door clicked open. He stepped inside.

“Good evening, Dashiell.”

He smiled at Lysandra’s assistant, Berengaria, she of the short black hair and glowing eyes. Glowing, but not necessarily in a good way. Berengaria seldom mixed in human society. She looked a little too much like what she was. A witch.

“Lysandra says get comfortable then come and speak with her.”

“Thanks, babe.” He grinned at her. It always flustered her since she half liked it and half didn’t approve of his modern, snarky ways.

She gave him a trying-to-be-haughty look, turned, and floated away. He knew there were feet under those long skirts somewhere; he just seldom saw them.

He walked down the hall past the office, Berengaria’s bedroom, the gym, and finally to his suite, which was next to Lysandra’s quarters. He “thought” the spell to open his door, then stepped inside and went straight to his closet. He wasn’t dressed up by much, but his well-pressed jeans and dress shirt with a sports coat had seemed good for a dinner at the Vanessens. Since he was stuck here, he might as well get comfortable. After pulling on some black silk lounging pants and a black sweater, he went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth, then pulled out his phone. To Carla, he texted,

Have to do stuff for Lysandra. Won’t be there tonight. See you tomorrow. D.

The reply came right away. Lots of driving! Get some sleep. C.

He texted back, Anything from BeBop?

Nada. Kind of worried.

Too early to worry. Later.

She texted him a smiley face, a unicorn, and a wolf. Hmm? Coincidence?

Well, he’d better get on with it. He left his rooms, sealed the door because that’s what he was trained to do—and wanted to do as it turned out—then tapped on the double doors of Lysandra’s inner apartment.

The doors opened, and he walked through. She sat at her writing desk—a simple, elegant little antique that contrasted with the modern look of most of her furniture. Her serious work environment was in her home office, a room beyond that room, double spelled. She waved a hand. “Get yourself some refreshment, dear. Be right with you.”

He walked to a sideboard, grabbed a plate, and dished a slice of quiche, some veggies, and hummus onto it before pouring a glass of mineral water for himself. A flash of longing for a vanilla cola shot through him, and it made him jump. It wasn’t just a desire for a drink, but more about the reminder of the friendship that went with it.

Man, that was a rare gift in his life. His parents were renowned teachers of magic in Europe and he was apprenticed to Lysandra, one of the most prominent Masters of the New World. That, plus having Adonic magic, had always made him an object of envy or devotion, but hardly ever real friendship. It was strange to have found exactly that in a mixed bag of misfit interns. He felt the smile before he realized he was doing it.

“What are you thinking about so hard?”

He carried his plate and water to one of the loveseats and set them on the coffee table. “All the things I need to tell you.”

“They make you smile?” She rose from her desk, brought the glass of wine she was drinking, and settled on the opposite loveseat.

He knew why she’d wanted him to come here. Over the phone, he could maintain some sense of his own identity, but in person, the impact of her power was greater. Far greater. “Quite the contrary.” He offered no explanation for the smile.

Her expression got serious. “Take a couple of bites, then tell me.”

“I ate dinner at Jazz’s, so I’m not too hungry.” He shoved a carrot loaded with hummus in his mouth, chewed, swallowed, then inhaled. “Nardo.”

Her eyes flicked up to his face so fast, he barely registered the movement. “What?”

“That’s who we think is behind the weird stuff going on with Jazz.”

Her throat worked. “We?”

“Jazz discovered the name.”

“How?” Did her voice sound a little shaky?

“He discovered that the man who’s trying to get Jazz to marry his nephew—and who is also a major shareholder in Vanessen—was being solicited to vote against Jazz’s family. The person doing the soliciting is named Nardo.”

Her frown intensified. “What does all this business nonsense have to do with Jazz and his power?”

He leaned forward. “Trust me, it all connects. Do you know who Nardo is? I looked him up, and he’s described as an entrepreneur with patents and family money, but no one knows who his family is.”

“I’ve heard the name.”

“In what context?”

Her jaw muscle tightened. “I’ll ask the questions here!”

He sat back. “Excuse me, Mistress.” But he could feel his own teeth grinding. The secrets she was withholding could threaten Jazz’s life.

She stared at him coolly. “What else do you have to tell me?”

“You mean aside from the fact that Jazz and most of his family are werewolves? Other than that, which you already knew?” He stared back. It was amazing how excellently he could throw away his future with both hands.

That did stop her. She stared at him, but her beautiful eyes were icy. “How did you learn that?”

“I saw him shift.”

“When?”

“A while back. I’m sure he does it all the time. Were you testing to see if I was smart enough to figure it out?”

She kept glowering, but he didn’t back down. What the fuck? Arcantaria was probably beyond his reach now anyway.

Suddenly she sighed audibly and sipped her wine. “Perhaps. My motives aren’t completely clear, even to me.”

His eyes widened. There’d been a price to that admission. “Do all master mages know about the existence of werewolves?”

“Many. Perhaps not all.”

“Why the big secret?”

“Wolves are powerful in very different ways from us. Ways that could be dangerous. They don’t know about magery, and that protects us. Gives us an advantage.”

“Except for creatures like Jazz, who are both werewolves and mages.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“I do, Lys. He’s got all kinds of power. Just no training.” He neglected to mention his earlier evening experience. “Are there others like him?”

She paused a fraction too long. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“So that makes him super rare.”

“Yes, I suppose it does.”

He had to choose his words carefully. “I’m assuming Nardo’s a werewolf. Maybe he knows about us, and so he’s crazy to have Jazz.”

“Have him for what?” Her hand gripped the edge of the couch unconsciously.

“A weapon? Someone he can use against us? Or to teach him about magic?”

“I doubt that? Mages aren’t human. One can’t learn wizardry like a parlor trick.” Her expression was calm. Placid. And that meant she was probably terrified.

“But it sounds like Nardo’s a werewolf, which means he’s already supernatural. Maybe that changes the rules?”

Her lips compressed, but she said nothing.

He wanted to tell her that the drink that had drugged Jazz had been bespelled, which meant Nardo already knew magic. Was magic. But the words wouldn’t come. “Does the Magicouncil know about Jazz?”

She just stared at him. Suddenly, she drew a sharp breath. “You’ve done well, Dash. I’m disturbed that you didn’t tell me about Jazz as soon as you learned it, but I forgive you. Please keep observing—”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I’m not here to answer your questions!”

He didn’t even feel himself spring up. “They could decide Jazz is too dangerous to let live. Fuck, maybe Nardo has already decided the same thing and—” A screaming pain stabbed Dash in the brain, and he doubled over, his head in his hand. Fear. It snaked through him like a conqueror worm. What?

“Dash?”

He gasped. “Jazz. Something’s wrong with Jazz!” He barely heard her yelling as he ran for the door. He flashed a hand, and it opened but started to close again. Damn. He slid sideways and raced through. She tried to stop him.

Instead of the highly vulnerable elevator, he ran to the stairs, wrapped his arms around himself to throw up shields, and raced down as fast as he could. At the same time, he grabbed his phone from his pocket, paused one second to find Carla’s number, then let his fingers text as he kept running. Jazz in danger. Tell others.

The tendrils of fear kept threading through his brain, but he suppressed most of it. It was Jazz’s fear, and that would make him crazy if he let it in.

His phone dinged, and he glanced down, grabbing the handrail to keep from tripping. On it. Texting BeBop’s address. Go there. Will meet you.

 

 

CAN’T MOVE. Can’t talk.

Like a wolf in a trap, Jazz’s mind shrieked and rebelled at his confinement. He was pretty sure he was still lying on his bed in his bedroom, but some horrible cloud had surrounded him like poison gas. My body won’t move. Fear, icy and sickening, spread up his arms toward his heart.

No! Fuck that. Think. You can do that.

This was magic. He’d been bespelled. It had to be that. I know about magic. I know. I can do this.

He focused his mind in his chest. When the heat started building, he almost cried. Yes! Breathing as calmly as he could, he let the fire grow. His mind flowed out, taking the heat with it. His thoughts, his intention, and every inch of his body it touched began to reanimate. Feeling, control, flowed back into his arms, fingers, legs—he leaped to his feet and fell right back down on the mattress.

“Damn you!”

The voice came from behind him near the windows, and Jazz spun to see the glowing, floating shape he’d first noticed at the pack meeting what seemed like so long ago. The form seemed to reek of anger and frustration. It—he—raised his arms, and tendrils of power seemed to wrap around Jazz’s arms.

“Get the fuck off me!” He clawed at his arms, and each swipe struck his own magic against the bindings of Nardo—because that’s who this must be.

“Oh hell, we’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.” The form became denser and waved a hand. Jazz backed away as two werewolves slid through his bedroom window. He started to scream, but a hand came from behind him and wrapped around his face, pressing a cloth with an acrid odor over his nose and mouth.

Old-fashioned for sure. Aside from a hope that Winter and Damon heard the ruckus, that was the last thing he remembered.

 

 

THE INTENSE fear had been replaced by the feeling of being all kinds of pissed off. Probably a good sign. At least it meant Jazz was alive.

On the drive from Lysandra’s apartment to the address Carla had texted him, Dash gradually accepted that he could feel Jazz. Maybe this was the way Lys always felt Dash. He didn’t know, but it sure was weird to have somebody else inside you. He grinned in spite of his worry. Not inside that way, damn it.

Now Dash walked up to the front of this superlit brownstone on Sixty-First Street. Whoa. BeBop hadn’t said his uncle was rich. This real estate alone had to be worth a bloody fortune.

Dash rang the bell. From inside came a soft bonging sound. In a row of elegant brownstones, this one was… odd. Not rundown, just old-looking, as if it belonged in a different time.

The door burst open and BeBop reached out, grabbed Dash’s arm, and yanked him inside. “Don’t stand out there all day, baby.”

Even with Jazz’s anger coursing through him, Dash managed a smile for the sassy kid who sported a pinstriped suit and a yellow vest with a watch chain dangling from it. “What have you learned?” Dash asked.

BeBop’s expression got unusually serious. “Come with me.”

BeBop led Dash into a high-ceilinged, dark-paneled living room with double sliding doors at the back wall. Khadija sat on an uncomfortable-looking maroon velvet chair. She rose as they came in.

Dash nodded, and she hurried to him. “How is Jazz?”

“At the moment, he’s pissed off. Before, he was scared shitless. I don’t know what caused the change, I just know he’s in trouble.”

“How do you know these things?” She spoke in that measured, serious way.

“I’ve developed some kind of psychic link with Jazz. It just happened.” Maybe because he’d become Jazz’s teacher in a way, but he didn’t offer that idea. “We’ve got to find out where he is.”

BeBop took his arm. “Come on.”

They walked to the double doors, Dij beside them, and BeBop slid them open.

Okay, new altitude of strange.

Inside the room, Dash might as well have been transported back to somebody’s idea of medieval Asia. Tatami mats covered the floors, scrolls hung from the ceilings, and on both walls, a scary collection of polished samurai swords rested lethally in their stacked holders. In the middle of the room, a huge polished table only a few inches high stood covered in scrolls that unfolded horizontally. Behind the table, working with a brush and ink on large strips of paper, sat a man wearing a full kimono. There, all Asian qualities stopped. The man was the image of BeBop, with short, dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses.

“Uncle, this is the person I told you about. Dashiell Mercury.”

The man looked up and speared Dash with fiercely intelligent eyes, the same look Dash had seen a hundred times on BeBop, but his friend’s was always disguised behind humor and snark. The uncle rose and slowly skirted the table until he stood in front of Dash, looking up since he was no more than five-feet-four or five. “I’m honored to meet you, young seeker. I am Xander Bopherson, arbiter of the Freeseekers of Fukurokuju.”

Dash bit his tongue to keep from asking, “Who?” He took a breath. “Lord of wisdom.”

“Indeed.” The man smiled at Dash’s awareness that he’d named the Japanese god of wisdom and intelligence. “But I am told we mustn’t linger. Your friend is in jeopardy.”

Dash wanted to ask a million questions, but he had to focus. “Yes. We think he’s been taken by a man named Nardo. We must find him.”

Bopherson smiled slightly. “I trust you use the term man conveniently, as Nardo is in no part human.”

“I figured that.” He glanced at BeBop and Dij, neither of whom looked surprised.

“Why would Nardo threaten your friend? He is not vulnerable to much opposition.” He squinted through his glasses at Dash.

“Uh, our friend’s special. I think maybe Nardo wants to use him in some way.”

“More special than Nardo?” He raised his brows. “Unlikely.”

Dash frowned. “In what way is Nardo special?”

“He’s unheard of. Amazing.” He shook his head. “Many of my fellows have attempted to study him, but he won’t allow it. He wastes his talents on human nonsense. Strange are the ways of the universe.”

“What nonsense?” Dash felt Jazz in his belly and his heart.

“Making money through inane human weaknesses like drugs, gambling, sex, and weapons.”

“Wait! You’re saying this Nardo is a gangster?” BeBop said.

His uncle shrugged. “No human agency has been able to associate him with his crimes, but I suppose that’s what you would call him if he were human.”

Dash’s blood was turning colder by the second. “What is he?”

Bopherson smiled. “Ah, a unique mixture of were shiftery and wizardry unheard of in the realms of the supernatural.”

“Not that unheard of.” He grabbed BeBop’s arm. “We’ve got to find this dude. I don’t think he’s planning to hurt Jazz, but who knows what he’ll force him to do?”

Bopherson frowned, folding his narrow hands in his kimono sleeves. “Why are you so certain Nardo will not hurt your friend. He’s quite capable of violence, I’m told.”

“Because, sir, they’re two of a kind.”

“Who are two of a kind?” Carla’s voice came from behind Dash.

He turned, surprised. She’d made fast time. But what the hell? They all needed to know everything, and apparently the only one in the dark was Carla. “Nardo appears to be a mage like me and, uh, a…. Like Jazz.” The promise not to reveal Jazz’s secrets tugged at his conscience more than his own oaths.

“Oh, wow, so Nardo’s a werewolf?”

Well hell. Dash crossed his arms. “How do you know that?”

“Well, if he’s the same as Jazz, he must be—”

“I mean how do you know about Jazz?”

She wrinkled her nose. “You don’t spend your whole life watching werewolf movies without being able to figure out that your best friend is one.”

“I’m not sure that follows.”

“When I got that supernatural was a real thing, my mind opened, and I realized the person most likely to be a wolf, except for maybe Lindsey’s husband, Seth, is Jazz.”

Dash shook his head. “Just so you know, Seth’s a regular human, but you’re right, Jazz is a werewolf—and he’s also a mage. What Mr. Bopherson here is telling us is that Nardo’s exactly the same.”

Mr. Bopherson clucked his tongue. “Amazing. Amazing. There are two. I can’t wait to meet your friend.”

Dash sucked in a breath against Jazz’s fear, anger, and confusion that sliced through him. “I’m afraid you’ll never get to, sir, if we don’t find him.”




Chapter Thirty

 

 

OUCH. JAZZ tried to open his eyes, but they felt glued shut; his mouth tasted like a bottle of piss; and every muscle in his body burned like shift fire. He tried to speak, but it came out a moan.

“If you hadn’t fought the magic, we could have done this far more easily.”

The voice that came from behind Jazz managed to be both rough and silky at the same time. Jazz went to look and—Well crap.

Pain flashed through him. He was bent backward like a bow, his ankles and wrists fastened together with plastic zip ties in some craptastic yoga pose. “What the hell have you done to me?”

“Well, my dear, shifting in that position would be so painful as to be lethal, since wolves don’t really bend that way. As for the magic, if I get so much as a tingle from your direction, I’ll instruct my associates to drug you again. So you see, it’s all up to you.” The voice came closer and Jazz forced his lids open to see a tall, imposing man—male—with a full head of brown hair that might be called leonine and piercing golden eyes.

“What the hell do you want with me?”

“Sir.”

“Excuse me?”

“What the hell do you want with me, sir?”

“Screw you.”

He chuckled. “You do have spirit. I like that in a devotee.”

“Devotee, my ass. Right after the Atlantic freezes in the middle of global warming.”

Nardo pulled a chair over and sat in front of where Jazz lay wrapped like a pretzel on a Middle Eastern rug. “Isn’t it time to stop feeling like a misfit?”

“What?” Jazz had to forcefully close his mouth.

He smiled. “Haven’t you spent most of your life feeling like you don’t belong anywhere? Like an outsider.”

Jazz’s heart slammed, but he kept his mouth shut.

“I’ll take that as a yes. The reason is simple. Another word for strange is unique, which is what you are. You’re practically one of a kind, an alien in both human and supernatural worlds.”

Well, that was fucking great. He really needed to lie there on the ground like a stuffed pig and be told he was 100 percent alone. Crap, maybe he’ll just kill me. “Thanks.”

“I said practically.”

“Asshole. You’re playing guessing games while you break every bone in my body?”

The pleasant expression on his face vanished. “The charm of your spirit only extends so far.”

“Come on. You’re going to kill me anyway. Do we have to do the whole James Bond explain-your-evil-plan crap first?” He shuddered.

“I’m not going to kill you.”

“Then why am I here?”

“I could have killed you in your bed.” He leaned his forearms on his knees.

Enough. “Then why the fuck didn’t you?”

“Because I’m tired of being alone too.” His voice was so soft, Jazz barely heard it.

Jazz didn’t want to reply. He didn’t even want to think. “What are you trying to say?”

“You already know. You and I are the same. The only two.”

A pain shot through his chest. Maybe it was from his wracked back—or the idea that he was the same as the creature in front of him. The one that had drugged him and dragged him here as if he had every right to do it. “Man, I hope you’re not married. You sure have a weird way of showing you want to hang out with somebody.”

Nardo smiled darkly. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t take a chance.”

“A chance on what? If you know we’re the same, that means you know what you are. I’m not even sure.”

“Of course you know. You practiced your magic in the forest with that boy.”

“You spied on us?” Anger warred with total humiliation.

Nardo waved a hand. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’ve had a few men in my time, although I prefer females.” He sat back. “But you catch on quickly. I can train you and put your talents to work for me. That’s far more than the Magicouncil will do. To them, you’re a threat.”

The idea gave him cold chills. “I don’t need your training. I’m going to college in the fall.”

“Nonsense. A waste. Who would send a mage to some human college? Arcantaria maybe, but I can’t spare you that long. Together, we can influence both the werewolf and human worlds, take over businesses, run packs. Hell, they’re practically begging you to take over Marketo now.”

Jazz controlled his breathing. Find out as much as possible. Right, James Bond, here I come. “But what about the wizards? Won’t they try to stop you?”

Nardo laughed. “Magery cares nothing for humanity, and most of them know nothing about the wolves. Before they even wake up, we’ll consolidate the packs. With that power, we can stand against the mages if we choose. There’s nothing the wizards fear more than a bunch of ravening werewolves.”

“But the packs are powerful. You have magic, but they have their own skills. You’d only be one against all those wolves.”

“Don’t be silly. I already have a small army, and I know how ordinary most rank and file wolves really are these days. Still, they’re useful, and in numbers they’re powerful, but now I need you. A wolf with wizardry, like me. And you already have a place in the wolf community and the human community. It’s perfect. We can use your credibility against them. Your reward will be more wealth and power than you could ever imagine.”

Images flashed in his brain of Nardo using magic against his brothers. He couldn’t even picture what Nardo might plan against Pop-Pop and his mom. “I’m already wealthy and powerful.”

Nardo waved a hand. “In the human world of business.” He snorted. “You have no idea what we can do with the raw power of werewolves behind us and our magic to control them.” He laughed, and it did sound way too much like a Stephen King movie.

He suddenly thought about Dash, Carla, Dij, and BeBop. Oh gods, where are they?

 

 

DASH, CARLA, BeBop, and Khadija all knelt on cushions and stared down at the large map Mr. Bopherson had spread across his low table. It looked very old. He pointed to a site in the exclusive Carnegie Hill neighborhood. “This is where Nardo maintains a home, according to our research, but he doesn’t appear to function from here often. He owns a number of large, unique warehouses on Second Avenue where he operates a storage facility for the city’s rich and famous. Of course, it’s a perfect cover for the storage of his ill-gotten goods.”

“How do you know this, sir?” Carla stared at Bopherson with that direct, challenging gaze.

Bopherson smiled slightly. “It is my job, I suppose you could say, Ms. Mendes. The Freeseekers of Fukurokuju are dedicated to research and codification of the supernatural in our worlds. We do not generally reveal ourselves to outsiders, but since you are all those we study—” He smiled and gracefully nodded his head toward Dash and Dij. “—I believe it’s within my purview to assist you in your quest.”

“Hang on.” Carla held up a hand. “First off, if you know this dude is a creep, why don’t you turn him in to the cops? Or the FBI or something?”

“Ah, it’s not my job. We study but do not interfere.”

“But if you know he’s doing evil stuff—”

“Then I can perhaps tell Benjamin or you.” He smiled. “And it can be your job.”

She seemed to think about that intently. “I don’t want to be here under false pretenses. I’m just a plain old human. No big.”

“Ah, I believe you’re as much a plain old human as Benjamin. Trust me when I say you have every right to be here.”

Khadija spoke softly, but every ear seemed to turn to her voice like flowers to the sun. “We’re all meant to be here, and we must move ahead. Shall we assume that Nardo is holding Jazz in his warehouses, not his residence?”

“I don’t want to assume that,” BeBop said. “I think we need a quick recon on the house and the warehouses. We should be able to tell what’s happening fast by who’s going in and out and the level of activity.”

“Jeez, BeBop,” said Carla, “there’re only four of us. That’s not a lot to take on Nardo and his band of happy henchmen, whoever they are.”

Mr. Bopherson nodded. “I assure you, he has attracted many followers, primarily from the packs of shifters who are distressed at what they perceive as their declining power. Nardo offers them wealth and influence, which they cannot achieve in their own communities.”

Carla glanced at Dash. “Do you think the whole marry-my-cousin crap Jazz has been going through is related to this?”

Dash nodded. “It’s probably a pack trying to stay out of Nardo’s grasp, although I bet they don’t know it’s Nardo who’s behind the mutiny and dissent.”

“Weird how it all ties together.”

“Yeah, but I’m guessing Nardo thinks Jazz can help him get more packs under his control, not keep them out of his reach.”

Mr. Bopherson gripped BeBop’s arm but looked at all of them as he spoke intensely. “I’ve told you the Freeseekers role is only observation. We don’t interfere. But I can tell you that if what you say is true, we could be on the brink of a serious realignment of power in the supernatural world that will influence all extraordinary beings and may greatly impact the human world as well. I fear there is much to lose.”

Dij leaned forward. “I suggest Dash and I explore the warehouses. There’s a small chance I may be able to solicit help.” She frowned slightly. “Don’t count on that. BeBop and Carla should go to the house and watch. None of us shall take action until we have determined where Jazz is being held. Then we shall plan our strategy.”

Dash glanced at her. Despite that calm face, he felt like she might be the most dangerous of them all. “Wouldn’t it be better for you and I to split up, Dij?” he asked.

She nodded. “Normally, yes, but I might need your help to persuade our possible allies.”

Dash nodded. “Okay. If we can trouble you for some food and water, sir, to take with us, we’ll head for our targets.”

“Of course. Benjamin, come and help me,” Bopherson said.

Dash put a hand on his chest, but couldn’t feel Jazz. That made him gasp. “We have to hurry.”

 

 

JAZZ’S EYES fluttered open again, but this time he knew where he was, or more accurately, who he was with, since he wasn’t sure where Nardo was holding him. The softness of the rug he’d been lying on earlier suggested maybe a house or a nice office. At this moment, he appeared to be on some kind of couch or daybed, and he didn’t feel so drugged, although he was pretty sure they’d sedated him to make him sleep. He was still tied backward, but the plastic zip ties had been replaced by a silky rope that didn’t cut into his skin so badly. Maybe Nardo was trying to impress Jazz with his compassion. Right.

Jazz twisted his neck and glanced around. He seemed to be in some kind of sitting room in an older home, elegant but kind of musty, as if nobody lived there much.

While Nardo had been talking to him earlier, several wolf males had come and gone, staring at Jazz with interest. So Nardo hadn’t been lying about his army. I wonder if any of his wolves come from Marketo or Harker? Jazz didn’t recognize anyone.

Okay, assess the situation. He wriggled and tested the ties on his wrists and ankles. They were tight, but at least it wasn’t quite the same agony to move because the silk ties weren’t buried in his flesh and his back. And while it hurt like hell, he wasn’t as bent as he had been. He must think I’m going to consider his offer.

Why? Why would he think I’d go for it? Jazz inhaled, and his hip joints stretched like acid-covered rubber bands. Because we all think we want to be unique, one of a kind. The reality’s a lot tougher. Nardo’s sick of being the only one who understands what it’s like to be two kinds of weird.

For a second his heart jolted, as if he felt sorry for the dude. Fuck that!

What happens if I shift? His wolf paws weren’t smaller than his hands. He could wind up bound as a wolf in a position that could break his back. That’s what Nardo was counting on. Still, Nardo might not know how fast Jazz could shift. Where could he have ever seen me do it? Even at Packarama, he’d shifted inside the tent or behind a blanket.

Jazz tucked that important knowledge away.

He flexed his back as much as he could to try and loosen the ties, but when his back sprang back, it did the opposite. Crap.

He heard the door opening, and he lay still.

A nasty chuckle came from near the door. It wasn’t Nardo. “I always said you were backward.” The guy laughed some more. “Man, you sure ended up where you belong, Vanessen. It’s about time somebody took one of you assholes down a few pegs. Think you’re such big shots. Guess you met a real big shot now, right?”

Jazz shifted his eyes upward and saw Radsy, Bill Radser, who he’d last seen at Packarama. In answer to his question about Marketos and Harkers, here was one who’d been converted to the dark side. Okay, play along. “Yeah, I’d say times have changed since Packarama, right?”

Radser laughed, all nasty again.

“Where’s Wreck?”

“Outside.”

“So, it looks like you guys have got me. What now?”

Radsy walked closer and stared at Jazz. He frowned. “No idea. Can’t imagine what the boss wants with a pansy-assed fag like you. Hell, he’s already got enough males to take out all of the Connecticut packs and then, with them, he can take on all of New England. He can even wipe out your so-called pack and all the weirdass homos in it, along with the humans, who never should have known anything about us to start with.”

Jazz’s heart slammed so hard, it felt like it could break his ribs. Calm down. Focus. That’s what the wolves think, but Nardo wants the alphas and the humans on his side, and he wants me to get them for him.

“Where’s Nardo? Maybe we can ask him what he’s got in mind for me?”

Radsy frowned. “Went downtown.”

“So why are you here?”

“I’m supposed to give you water. Fuck. I should let you dry up like a dead rat in the sun. That’s what guys like you deserve.”

 

 

THE SUPERORDINARY Society, minus Jazz, stood outside the Bopherson brownstone.

“Nardo’s home is only a few blocks from here,” BeBop said. “Carla and I can walk. You guys need to take the train to get to the warehouse.”

Carla raised an eyebrow. “Can’t you supes just wizard your way there?” She flicked an imaginary wand.

“It’s not impossible, but that kind of power is rare,” Dash said. He might have been able to learn to do that at Arcantaria, if he hadn’t decided to defy his mistress. Funny that when the moment of truth came, it hadn’t even been a decision. Man, he’d never have guessed that about himself. He’d always thought of himself as kind of ruthless. But when it came down to it, he’d oozed out of his creamy nougat center. He gave a soft snort. “You two just watch and call us with whatever you see, okay? No matter what it is. Got it? I mean, even if you see them carrying Jazz out of there, just call. Don’t try to take them on alone.”

BeBop and Carla both nodded.

Why did those nods give Dash an uneasy feeling?




Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

KHADIJA WALKED quickly down the narrow dank alley, and Dash followed, glancing over his shoulder. A sign on the side of the building said Sarpedon Street. Talk about feeling watched! Ahead, Dash could see a dead end looming. Just as he was about to yell, an invisible door in the brick wall opened, and Khadija stepped through it. What the hell? Dash followed.

Whoa! He stopped and peered into the vast space beyond. Like a combination basement and engine room, long rows of old, rusted machines snaked down corridors that disappeared into darkness, punctuated occasionally by lanterns. More fascinating than the space, however, were the people standing in the shadows in front of him. Females, like Khadija, all beautiful, dark-eyed, and wrapped in head scarves of various colors and styles. Fringe here, bangles there. There were perhaps five or six of them, though it was hard to tell who might be hiding in the nooks and crannies of the room.

Khadija stepped forward and bowed from the waist, her palms folded together. Her unique beauty seemed to glow in this odd place. “My sisters, this is Dashiell Mercury of whom I have spoken. Dash, these are my people.” She looked around.

“Make it short,” a cool voice said. “I won’t have my sisters in jeopardy.” An older but still startlingly beautiful woman wearing a head scarf in black with gold studs around the face stepped forward. “I am Lalita, the first among equals of the Drusans. If I were the leader, you wouldn’t be here, but my sisters have ruled against me. Do not betray their trust.”

Dash glanced around. Drusans? How many supernatural beings were there he knew nothing about?

Khadija nodded toward Lalita. “Older sister is kind and understanding.” She looked at the others. “As you know, I have undertaken the protection of the true and innocent by watching over the one called Jazz. Dash and two others have joined me in this dedication, but there are only four of us against a force of some magnitude and power. I ask for help from the keepers of the light.”

The room was silent except for the whirring and grinding of some machinery in the distance.

“Who are the other two?” Lalita asked.

There might have been a slight change in Dij’s calm demeanor. “They are human, but exceptional humans.” Her voice rose slightly. He’d never heard Dij sound even a tiny bit desperate. First time.

The word human had sparked a noise like wind among the sisters, hissing and whispering. Lalita frowned, and it was a scaryass sight. “We do not reveal ourselves to humans. You know that, Khadija! How can you put us in such danger?”

“I trust Carla and Benjamin with my life.”

“It’s a good thing, because they now own it. But you had no right to make that decision for us.”

Dij folded her hands calmly. “They know no more than that I am supernatural. That’s why I brought only Dash here today.” She bowed low. “No sister can tell another what to do. I honor your choices.” She gave Dash a nod and walked to the door.

At the door, a female stepped forward and folded her hands in front of Dij. “I’d like to help you.” The girl was almost shockingly beautiful and, amazingly, had clear blue eyes framed by a blue-green head scarf.

“I can’t let you do that, Fatima. It’s too dangerous.”

Those amazing eyes rose to Dij’s. “But were we not born to secure the righteous against the forces of dark?”

Dij just smiled. “No one can tell another sister what to do. I honor your choice.” She broke into a smile and hugged the beautiful girl.

Stepping into the alley, their small band was one gorgeous Drusan stronger—whatever that meant.

She bowed to Dash. “I am Fatima, and I am honored to accept your quest.”

He bowed back.

As they walked toward Nardo’s warehouse, Dij frantically whispered to Fatima in a language Dash had never heard, and that was saying something because he spoke a lot of languages.

Five minutes later, Dash peered around the corner of the alley toward Nardo’s warehouse diagonally across the street. A couple of big men knocked and then waited, looking around suspiciously. Dash glanced at Dij. “Take a look. I think they’re werewolves. Do you agree?”

She stepped in front of him and peeked, then lurched back. “One of them looked toward me. I don’t think he saw me. And I agree, they have a similar power signature to Jazz, though not nearly as strong.” She motioned for Fatima to look.

Dash nodded. “I’m not that good at reading wolves yet. I didn’t even know they existed until I met Jazz. Did you?”

She nodded. “Yes. I went to Vanessen Enterprises partly to watch over Jazz. Protection of the light is one of our functions.” Fatima smiled like she agreed.

Okay, well, that opened up a river of questions—for another time. Dash looked around the corner again. Wait. He held up a hand for Dij and Fatima. The door had opened, and the two wolves stood beside it. Just then, a high-end SUV pulled up and another big dude got out. He looked around like the other two, then nodded toward the back door of the vehicle. A tall man—Dash used the word “man” conveniently as Bopherson had said—emerged from the SUV, reeking of power that Dash fully grasped. His shaggy mane of brown hair caught the light, though his eyes were covered by sunglasses.

Dash frowned and held his breath as the male who had to be Nardo seemed to take in the scene, then walked straight into the entrance of the warehouse. The door closed behind him.

“Shit!” Dash looked at Dij and Fatima a little frantically. “He may know we’re here. If he’s anything like Jazz, he could smell us, or he might have sensed our magic. We need to get farther away.”

Fatima spoke softly. “We are well shielded.”

“You sure are. It took me a while to figure out Khadija wasn’t human.” He wiped a hand over his neck. “I’m shielded as well, but Nardo and I have the same kind of magic, so it’s harder to hide.”

“Since Nardo is in that building, there’s a good chance that Jazz is in there too,” Dij said.

Dash nodded. “I thought of that.” He closed his eyes and tried to tune into Jazz’s feelings. “Hell!”

“What is it?”

He shook his head. “Before, I got nothing, and I was really worried. But now Jazz’s feelings are all over the place. Total chaos.”

“Perhaps it’s because Nardo has arrived.” Dij pressed a hand to her lips.

“We must enter the structure,” Fatima said. “My sister and I can deal with the males if you can get us in.”

Dash nodded. “I can.” His voice came out breathy; he was still knocked around by Jazz’s wild feelings.

“But then we must deal with the mage,” Dij added. “I’m afraid we can’t catch him by surprise enough that he’d be susceptible to our power. It may fall to you, Dash. Are you his equal?”

Dash shook his head. “I doubt it. I don’t know for sure. But I’m not even a master mage. I’m told I’m good, but I’ve still got a lot to learn.” Great, just what he needed. A reminder of a chance he’d pretty much thrown away. He breathed. “But we’ve got to try—”

His cell buzzed, and he grabbed for it. “I’ll tell them to come here.”

Dij nodded as Dash clicked the phone. “Hi, we need—”

“Dash! Dash they’ve got BeBop! They took him.”

“Who?”

“Some big, burly guys. He said he wanted to get closer so he could see if Jazz was there. He climbed the building. Shit, man, I thought I was a good climber. Anyway, he peeked inside an upstairs window and called me to say he saw Jazz. Then he started down, and somebody grabbed him from a lower window and pulled him in. I saw it happen, but I couldn’t do crap!”

“Was he sure he saw Jazz there? Because Nardo’s here.”

“He said he saw him.” There was a pause. “Damn, Dash, if Nardo’s there—”

“Then we need to get our asses to where you are as fast as New York transportation allows.”

“I’ll meet you at the subway exit.”

Twenty totally frustrating minutes later, Dash, Dij, and Fatima ran up the steps of the subway to see Carla practically dancing at the top. She grabbed Dash’s arm. “Damn, man, will you please get some floo powder!” She cocked her head at Fatima. “Uh, hi.”

Fatima’s eyes widened. “Oh my. You are human.”

“Yes, ma’am. Gen-u-ine.”

Fatima bowed low. “I am Fatima, sister of Khadija. I’m honored to share your quest.”

Carla shook herself like a dog. “What the hell? We need all the help we can get. Come on. Hurry.”

High-tops pumping, Carla set a blistering pace. Fortunately, Dij and Fatima both wore jeans and sneakers, so they kept up. Dash’s heart kept beating way too fast, and he had to calm it down. We have a chance. We have a chance.

 

 

JAZZ GASPED for breath and watched BeBop’s eyelids flutter. The kid had fought so hard, the wolf who carried him in gave up and pressed a cloth over his nose that knocked him out. Now he lay in a heap on a big chair by the wall, wrists bound but nothing else. They knew BeBop couldn’t shift into something that might wriggle out of his ties like Jazz could.

Welcome back pain. When the wolf guard had dragged in BeBop, Radsy had freaked, then replaced Jazz’s soft ropes with the zip ties, doubled this time, and bound his wrists so tightly to his ankles that his back practically snapped in two every time he breathed. His back flamed from being bowed in an unnatural arch, his wrists and ankles, already rubbed bloody, turned to raw meat under the stiff plastic, and his neck felt like someone had broken it. Worse, he wanted to sink into an eternal hole full of crap. He’d gotten BeBop into this, and he couldn’t get him out. Some damned werewolf wizard I am.

He’d started sensing Dash in his mind, which just made it worse. Like he could see heaven but never, ever reach it. Knowing BeBop was here meant Dash and Carla and Dij were trying to rescue him, and that made him crazy.

“Man, you’re one sorry looking excuse for a werewolf.” BeBop’s snarky voice made Jazz crane his already straining neck to see his face.

“I know. How the furry have fallen.” He sighed. “So does that mean you all know? Carla and Dij too?”

“Yep. Can’t keep secrets from the Society, my man.”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Uh, riding to the rescue?”

“Total fail.”

“You noticed. How come they have you trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey and I’m sitting here jack free, relatively speaking?” He held up his bound wrists.

“To keep me from shifting.”

“Oh, right.” He got up and walked closer to Jazz’s cot, then plopped on his butt on the floor where Jazz could see him more comfortably. “That all looks hella painful.”

“You noticed.”

“So we’re in deep shit, right?”

“Yes. Nardo hasn’t killed me yet because he wants me to help him.”

“Yeah, that’s what we figured out. You’re both the same anomaly, right?”

“Crap, man, I’ll need to hear how you figured that out, but while this dude may be trying to recruit me, I’m not sure he’ll be motivated to keep you guys alive. Hell, once he knows he can’t have me, I’m a dead wolf too. We need to get out of here, but I’m not sure we can beat him.”

BeBop rested his head on his knees. “That’s crappy news.”

“Yeah.”

“Might as well try. We’re dead anyway.” BeBop raised his head.

“Yeah, you and a lot of other wonderful people will be dead because of me, a damned gutter rat you made your friend.” He shook his head against the heat that pressed behind his eyes, then wished he hadn’t, it hurt so badly.

“Come on. This isn’t because of you. Nardo would have done his shit with or without you. We would have fought him with or without you. Don’t get a swelled head.”

Jazz sucked in a little breath and let it out as a laugh. Maybe the gods gave him BeBop for perspective? “Okay, so how the hell do we get out of here?”

“That’s more like it.” BeBop leaned forward. “First off, you can bet the rest of the team has some plot afoot, but we can’t depend on that, so we better come up with our own plan, man.”

“Okay, but I’m a little tied up at the moment.”

“Couldn’t resist that one, could you?” He stared around the room.

“Nope.”

“Do you think the room’s bugged?”

“I’ve thought about it, but I expect Nardo figures he can just listen in or read our minds, so why bother with technology.”

BeBop spurted out a laugh. “You’re not comforting.” He glanced toward the door. “So those dudes who brought me in are wolves, right?”

“Most of them.”

“But not super cool, A-plus werewolves like you?”

“They’re not alphas if that’s what you mean.”

“What’s the big advantage to being an alpha?”

“Better hearing, sight, reflexes, the ability to shift at will, some other stuff.”

“Hmm. So if we can get you loose, you can shift?”

“Yeah, but Nardo’s a werewolf. I imagine he’s got his bases covered. That’s why I’m tied up like this.”

“Can’t you just spell those ties away?”

“Nardo said if he sensed a trickle of magic from me, he’d shut me down, probably permanently. I’m not sure I could do it anyway. I’m a real newbie magician.” Jazz gasped as his whole head lit up like a computer screen.

“What’s wrong?”

Jazz couldn’t answer. His brain filled with something between a thought and a feeling. Ready. Ready.

BeBop continued talking. “Yeah, so I think we’ve gotta figure out how to get you out of those ties so you can wolfize.”

Jazz nodded. “Right. It’s not much, but it’s our only hope.” He widened his eyes at BeBop. Was that message wishful thinking, or did it mean something?

BeBop got up and walked closer to Jazz, inspecting his bonds. “How the hell are we going to get these things off?”

Suddenly, his head came up like a meerkat’s. Yells and crashes exploded from outside the room. The Superordinary Society had arrived.




Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

A GUNSHOT! Fuck. Jazz wiggled to get loose. Maybe if I shift, it won’t kill me. He’d started gathering heat when all the screaming stopped.

BeBop looked at him, then ran over and managed to drag Jazz off the daybed.

“Ow! Shit!”

“I’m sorry, but I haven’t got a knife. We have to get you out of here.”

“You go. I’m going to try shifting.”

“In that position? Holy crap, can you do that?”

“Maybe.”

“What do you think’s going on?”

Running footsteps sounded from the eerie silence on the other side of the door. BeBop looked around frantically and settled on his shoe, which he ripped off. Holding it like a samurai sword, he poised beside the door. Jazz would have laughed if BeBop’s life wasn’t hanging in the balance.

The door flew open as if blown by a huge wind, and Dash ran through. With his midnight hair flying and green eyes glowing like jewels, he looked like a prince. Hell, he looked like a god.

BeBop threw the shoe. Dash flicked it aside with a tiny wiggle of his finger.

“Oh God, sorry, Dash. I thought you were a bad guy.”

Dash looked at Jazz. “Gods!” He raised a hand and the ties fell off. Literally flew off. Blood rushed into Jazz’s limbs, and he almost fainted from the pain. Dash yelled, “Get him!”

BeBop and Dash picked up Jazz under his arms and started dragging him toward the door.

Jazz drew a breath. “I can walk. I can.” He struggled to get his feet under him. “If I live through this—” He pointed at Dash. “—you’re going to teach me every damned trick and spell there is, from the beginning of time, including Merlin and Harry Potter. Got it?”

Dash wrapped an arm around Jazz’s shoulders, and they rushed into the hall, where a little light seeped in through the covered windows.

Along the ornate, antique length of the hallway, five huge wolves stood frozen like granite statues.

“What the hell happened to them?” Jazz asked.

Carla ran over. “Dij and Fatima happened to them. Let’s go.”

Confused, Jazz hobbled down the stairs, out the front door, and hit full sunlight. Whew. When had it turned to day? He blinked against the brilliance.

“Close your eyes. We’ve got you.” Dash held a palm in front of Jazz’s face as they paused in a stand of trees a couple doors down from Nardo’s house.

Jazz grabbed Dash’s arm. “We need to get to my house. It’s the safest place.”

Dash shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s two hours away.”

“If we can get to the Vanessen building, we might be able to fly home in the helicopter,” Carla suggested.

Dash frowned. “We’re not dealing with human violence or even werewolf power here. Nardo has big magic. If he showed up at the Vanessen building with his pack of wolves, think of all the innocent humans he can hurt. It’s too risky.”

“Do you think he’s willing to be so public?” Jazz leaned heavily on Dash.

Dash shrugged. “He doesn’t care. He can wipe people’s memories.”

Carla spread her arms. “So where the hell can we go?”

The beautiful woman in the head scarf spoke—who was she? Jazz wondered. “I think we must go to our sisters.”

Khadija shook her head. “They don’t wish to help.”

“They don’t wish to help one supernatural boy, but to prevent the decimation of humans, they must become involved.”

“Just tell me it’s closer than Connecticut,” Carla said.

Dij started walking at top speed toward the subway.

“Wouldn’t a cab be faster?” Dash asked.

Dij shook her head and kept walking. “There are six of us. Too many for one cab, and it’s unwise to split up.”

BeBop bounded in front of Dij. “Besides, when they tell this tale, and they will, they can’t say the heroes escaped destruction via Uber.”

On the partly empty afternoon subway, Jazz turned to Carla. “Can you call my family? Try to explain what’s going on without being too detailed?”

“Got it.” She pulled out her phone.

Dash’s phone buzzed for like the fifth time in the last fifteen minutes. “Who’s that?” Jazz asked.

“Lys. She can feel the magic.”

“Shouldn’t you answer?”

“No reason. She doesn’t want me here, but I plan to stay. What can I tell her?”

Carla stared at him wide-eyed as she slipped her phone back in her pocket. “Shit man, can you do that? I mean, isn’t she like your Obi-Won?”

“Yeah, but if I can mix my magic metaphors, I pretty much dropped out of Hogwarts, so I guess she’s not.”

He said it all snarky and full of attitude, but Jazz saw the sadness and loss in his eyes. Jazz slipped his hand into Dash’s and laid his head on his shoulder.

“Nobody answered on your brother’s phone, Jazz,” Carla said. “I’ll try again in a minute.”

Jazz nodded and drifted against the rocking of the train. He wasn’t sure how many minutes passed, but they were gently pulling at him as they piled off the subway. Jazz stumbled, but Dash caught him and hauled him along. All the drugs and pain had added up. He could barely focus.

The sunlight against his lids dimmed, and he opened his eyes wider. Alley. They were in a smelly alley heading toward a dead end— Oh.

The wall opened and Fatima and Khadija pulled Carla inside, BeBop behind her, and Dash and Jazz at the rear.

The darkness settled on Jazz with blanket-like comfort. He could use a blanket right then. Slowly he opened his eyes and saw deep, dark caverns, and closer, a circle of beautiful women staring at him.

The most beautiful one, who had been with them, said, “We haven’t met. I am Fatima, and these are my sisters. How are you feeling?”

“Thank you so much for rescuing me.”

Dash wrapped his arm tighter around Jazz’s shoulders, and it felt strong and warm. “I’m sorry we didn’t get there sooner.”

“But you got there.” He took a breath.

Khadija spoke intensely to one of the women, who clearly wasn’t happy to see them. The other four women, all in head scarves, looked curious.

“Carla, did you get a hold of my brother?”

“Yes. I told him we had trouble and gave him an address about a block from here. Sadly, he and Damon and your grandfather were all in Connecticut, so riding to the rescue’s going to take a little time.”

Dash frowned. “They don’t know what they’re up against.”

A cloud of cold fear filled the caverns like smoke, palpable and nauseating.

The sisters looked around with wide eyes.

The soft, rough voice like suede on sandpaper echoed from the caverns in front of Jazz.

“That’s true, young mage, they don’t. And neither do you.”

 

 

THE RIVULET of ice tracking down Jazz’s back should have been tears. He’d let them rescue him, had been grateful for their courage. And he’d repay them all by leading them to their deaths.

The women instantly formed a circle, back-to-back, facing out, their beautiful eyes actually gleaming in the dim light. A couple of them held their hands to their head scarves.

“Save your energy, Drusans of Sarpedon,” Nardo’s voice said. “You might bewitch my poor fool wolves, but I’m immune to your charms. You can’t bespell the bespeller.” He laughed softly.

Movement beside him made Jazz glance toward Dash who was slowly moving forward, putting himself between their group and the direction Nardo’s voice came from.

Nardo’s voice snapped. “So a champion rises among you. You think you’re up to the challenge, boy?”

Dash’s voice didn’t even quaver. “I think I’m up to giving it a damned good shot.”

“The overconfidence of children. They say adolescents feel invincible—so they make stupid decisions. You’ve just made yours, boy.”

“Why don’t you come out from behind the curtain, Oz, so we can see how great and powerful you aren’t?” Dash taunted.

Man. Jazz realized how much Dash disguised his true voice. Now it sounded like wind through the trees and deep chiming bells.

The voice sighed. “I have no need to kill you, Dash. I owe Lysandra your life. Just give me the wolf and go back to your mistress. She knows not to cross me. Do that. Walk away and surrender Jazz. I’ll leave you in peace.”

“And the others?” Dash asked.

“Give me Jazz. He’s mine by right. The Drusans can go with their gods. They know they cannot defeat me.”

Jazz glanced around. Drusans? The females stared toward the source of the voice with anger. Okay. They must be Drusans.

Nardo continued. “The humans, of course, must be mind-wiped, which due to his intelligence and her will is likely to be difficult. Failing that, they must die. They know too much by the standards of any community.”

Jazz heard the words burst out of his mouth. “And you take over everything?”

“Ah, little wolf. If you simply play the chessboard before you, you’ll know I already have.”

“Fuck that.”

Nardo sounded annoyed. “Gods, you’re a pain in the ass.”

Dash glanced at Jazz with a grin. “And proud of it.”

There was another sigh. “I feel I’ve been more than reasonable here. I can, of course, destroy you all. But I prefer mercy. So accept my offer. Dashiell, walk away and take the Drusans with you.” His tone hardened even more. “Leave New York, ladies. Go meddle elsewhere. I’ll take the wolf and try not to hurt him. I’ll mind-wipe the humans or dispose of them as needed. All will be well.”

Dash looked at Jazz, then turned in a circle toward Carla, BeBop, Dij, Fatima, and her sisters, who muttered among themselves.

Jazz held his breath. Do it, Dash. It’s not your fight.

Carla must have had the same thought. “Walk away, Dash. We got you into this. We need to get ourselves out.”

An older woman with the group called Drusans said, “We will walk away. This is not our fight.”

Dij replied sharply, which was seldom her way. “Speak for yourself, Lalita. This is my battle. I choose to wage it.”

The woman nodded. “As you wish.” She walked toward the door, and several of the other women followed her.

The beautiful one with blue eyes said, “I have thrown my lot in with Khadija. We will stand together on whatever ground she may choose.” She stepped beside Dij.

The door opened and closed behind the other females. The space felt bigger and lonelier. Then Dash gently brushed Jazz’s hand with his knuckle.

Jazz spoke softly. “They’re right, you know? It’s not your fight. The world needs you to be in it.”

Dash smiled softly. “Not my fight? It’s been my fight since the day I was born, and it doubled on the day I met you. I don’t know what that means for tomorrow, but today the only place I can stand is beside you.”

Nardo’s voice sneered, “Isn’t that sweet?” The sneer turned to thunder. “But there is no tomorrow for any of you unless I say so!”

As if manifested from thin air—hell, maybe it was—a person appeared at the end of the corridor leading off from the space where they clustered surrounded by old rusty equipment. Tall, thin, with a mane of shaggy brown hair lightened with golden streaks, his eyes glowed like a caution light. He was awesome! It was impossible to guess his age. He walked forward slowly, like some stalking cat and, no shit, electricity jumped out of his fingers as if manifested from a Marvel comic.

“Holy crap.” The soft exclamation came from BeBop.

Jazz grabbed Dash’s arm. “You should run.”

Dash didn’t reply, but the buzzing sound made Jazz look. Zaps of electrical energy seemed to jump between Dash’s fingers as well.

Jazz gasped and stepped back. “Who are you?”

Dash never took his eyes from the oncoming figure.

“How come you never told me you could do that?” Jazz asked, glancing at Dash.

The corner of Dash’s mouth tugged upward. “You never asked.”

Jazz barked a laugh, and every head in the room snapped toward him.

Just then, Nardo swished his arms around like giant sparklers, and patterns of energy flared through the near darkness of the hall.

Jazz murmured, “Wow. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

“You can?” He swallowed. “Can I?”

“Possibly. Probably. But it takes training.”

“Too late for that now.”

Like a prophetic response, a flash of what looked like lightning sailed inches above Jazz’s head, and he ducked. Holy shit, that would have taken my head off! Behind him, he heard Carla and BeBop gasping and running for cover.

Before Jazz could even process what was going on, another flash lit up the room, this time from Dash. As the blast left Dash’s hands, one more struck in front of their feet, leaving a charred, black scar on the concrete floor.

Gods, what can I do? Jazz was a wolf, or at least that’s what he’d always thought, but shifting now would leave Dash with a snarling animal beside him—one who, like most canines, didn’t much enjoy lightning.

Crash! Another hit, then another. Dash sent back what seemed like as good as he got, gaining some forward ground. But Nardo did too, and the two wizards got closer to each other with every strike. But no hits—until there was.

A bolt sailed at Dash and struck his cheek. The terrible smell of searing flesh filled the air.

“Dash!” Jazz reached for him, but Dash waved him away and sent another bolt toward the rapidly approaching Nardo.

“I was just toying with you. Toys are appropriate for children, don’t you think? But now it’s time for our little boys to learn their lessons for good.” A flash, and Dash’s T-shirt tore and burned, adding flamed cotton to the smell of burning body. Another tore his jeans, and this one burned Dash as well as his clothing.

Jazz shrieked, “No!” All the damage seemed to be happening to Dash and little to Nardo. A nick here, a little burning hair there.

“Wolf, tell your boy to give this up. To give you up and save himself and you.”

Jazz looked at Dash beseechingly. “What he said.” Jazz pressed a hand against Dash’s neck. “He’s too powerful. Stop and save yourself. I can’t do this to you. I can’t.”

Dash sent a huge bolt, and it hit Nardo square in the shoulder, spinning him half around. “That’s my reply.” He sent another, but Nardo blocked it and sailed one back that smashed into Dash with hurricane force and knocked him off his feet.

Jazz wanted to cry, to scream, to pull out his hair. He wanted Dash to stop. Please stop.

Dash leaped up and fired back, but a barrage soared toward him, bolt after bolt, and every one of them hit him, driving him back until he hit the brick wall, bounced off, and started to fold.

Carla and BeBop ran forward and grabbed Dash. Dash’s clothing was in tatters and streams of bleeding red marred his perfect skin. He raised his hands and fired, but the energy was so weak it didn’t even make it to Nardo. It fell short in a sad sputter.

Jazz stared at Dash, his fallen hero. Every cell in his being screamed out in horror. Who could do this to Dash, the beautiful, the perfect? He knelt down beside Dash’s sagging body. Pain seared through Jazz, so sharp he could barely stand. He sucked air like water into his lungs, hoping it might kill him and end this whole fool’s game.

But only one thought came to mind.

Fuck this.




Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 

JAZZ ROSE and turned toward Nardo.

“Had enough, Jazz? Is it time to save the life of the man you love? How sweet is that?”

The man I love. What an original idea. Was it true? Of course. And the fact was, living at any cost was a craptastic idea. Survival for its own sake was overrated.

He gathered his energy in his chest as he walked toward Nardo. Raising his hands, he asked them to please, please help him. I know I don’t deserve this. I know I’m a rank amateur. But please, just do what I say, okay? With an intense effort of will, he gathered a ball of energy in his palm and threw it at Nardo.

Nardo was so shocked, it hit him, but not nearly hard enough. He gasped and then laughed. “Well, I’ll be damned. Look what the little wolf can do.” Still, his expression faltered. “Where do you come from, wolf wizard?”

“I come from hell, and I want to send you there.” His anger turned to fire, and he rocketed it at Nardo.

This time he got a bolt back. It slammed his shoulder and hurt like a son of a bitch, but Jazz kept walking.

Nardo’s brows drew down over his slender nose. “My sentiment only goes so far, you fool.” He slammed Jazz again, then another time, right in the chest.

The bolt hit Jazz like a meteor. For a moment, his heart stopped from the impact, but when it started beating again, it was going at twice the speed. Jazz gathered it and threw his power, catching Nardo directly in the face and opening a wound on his cheek that started to bleed despite the cauterization.

“Go, Jazz,” Carla yelled.

Dij and the other Drusan female walked up on either side of Jazz. It was as if they were magnifying his power. He could feel it seeping through him, and he pushed another amp into his energy as he fired two more blasts at Nardo.

The first flew wide, but the second crashed into Nardo and threw him against the sidewall.

“Kick him in the balls, Jazz,” BeBop crowed.

But then, the games ended. Nardo’s anger filled the room, sucking up all the air. Jazz could see his intention all over his face. It felt as if a tidal wave had gathered, and then Nardo screamed, “You dare to defy me!” The scream was followed by a high-pitched shriek as Nardo pushed a mountain of power directly at Jazz. It moved so slowly and inexorably, Jazz could see it coming but there was nothing he could do. He and all his friends, the Superordinary Society that had started in such high-spirited jest, would now drown in this wave that should have been meant for only him. Going under. Forever.

“I love you,” Jazz cried, a sentiment that was meant for each of his friends.

And then he waited for it all to end—all the goodness that had become his life. His mom and Pop-Pop and his brothers. Carla, and the Society, and… Dash. Dash who had risked his life for Jazz. Jazz whispered again, “I love you.”

A wind blew across his face, and he looked up. For the first time, he totally believed that Moses had parted the Red Sea, because that’s what was happening to the wave of destruction powering toward them all. It parted and began to splash against the walls and the rusty old equipment, banging, crashing, and knocking parts to the ground. But it didn’t hit a single one of them.

Jazz knew his mouth was hanging open—but no more than Nardo’s. The wizard stared past Jazz as if he’d seen the devil incarnate.

Jazz turned.

Behind him, like the personification of an avenging angel, stood Lysandra, her face terrible in its awesome power. She threw her head back as she cast some vast spell of force that sailed toward Nardo. The great mage screamed, and she echoed it an octave higher.

But the wave dissipated under Nardo’s command.

She bent forward and cast her energy low, this time taking him by surprise and catching him in the gut. His oof of pain reverberated around the cavern, but it didn’t drive him down, and he retaliated, catching her in the breast. Her look of pain stabbed Jazz’s heart.

“You’re an idiot, Lysandra,” Nardo yelled. “You have no play here. Leave now and let this be over.”

“You try to take what’s mine? Never, Nardo! You’re a fool if you think I’ll just roll over and let you win.”

He smiled blackly. “I notice you’re alone. No council to back your play.”

“Do you think I need a council to beat you?” But her voice shook as she said the words.

He chuckled. “Yes, I do.” And he blasted her so hard, Jazz could barely believe she’d live through it. Nardo’s hands moved so fast they couldn’t be seen, flashing bolts and waves toward Lysandra, whose body trembled and shook like a voodoo doll. She was clearly injured and weakened.

Jazz watched her beautiful face set in lines of pure determination, and she seemed to reach into her soul as she cast what might well be her last wave of energy straight at Nardo, throwing him backward and slamming him against the bricks so hard, some of them shattered.

Nardo tried to catch himself and shook his head, and Jazz could see him rallying. He could feel Nardo drawing energy to himself, energy to finish off Lysandra and follow with Jazz, Carla, BeBop, Dij, and Dash!

Lysandra can’t beat him. Dash can’t beat him.

Energy filled Jazz’s chest and suddenly the heavens opened. I can’t defeat Nardo. Not with magic. Maybe I’ll never be able to. But while they say I’m a mage, I know who I am.

“Noooooo—ahooooo.”

In one huge leap, Jazz sailed through the air.

Jazz, Jazz, WOLF!

Jazz’s wolf slammed into Nardo, sinking his teeth into Nardo’s throat. The wolf growled low and full of pleasure as they hit the floor and the mage’s blood spilled over the wolf’s tongue.

“Nooo!”

The horrible gurgle in Nardo’s scream made the wolf’s heart smile.

Growling fiercely, he drank until he felt the fight leaching out of the body beneath him. Good. Save Dash. Good. Love.

Lysandra spoke softly. “If you don’t kill him, I’ll see that he stands trial before the Magicouncil.”

The wolf, still holding the mage by his neck, cut his eyes toward the beautiful woman. Woman. Know woman.

With a lot of reluctance, Jazz released the body, and it fell in a heap. Evil. Bad. Love.

“Woof.”

She patted his head. “I know. I share your sentiments, but I guess this is better. You’re a good, brave wolf, and an even better man.” She rose and walked toward the back wall.

“Dash, are you hurt badly? Dear gods, who takes on their first battle against the most powerful mage in the world?”

The Jazz wolf stared at the body of Nardo.

Should kill. Will be sorry.

 

 

WHEN DASH hobbled out of the warehouse into the alley with his arm around Jazz, his clothes were so burned and torn, he might as well have been nude. But he wasn’t quite as bad off as Jazz, who’d surrendered his clothing to the shift and now wore one of Khadija’s extra head scarves around his waist and nothing else. It didn’t matter. They were instantly covered in bodies. Jazz’s mom, grandfather, adoptive father, and brothers surrounded them, while a second row of miscellaneous in-laws and friends practically blocked out the sun.

Dash tried to wriggle away from the embraces and kisses, but they all included him.

Jazz laughed, but who knew a laugh could sound exhausted? Shifting on the fly after his body had been so beaten and abused seemed to have drained him. He’d earned every ounce of fatigue he was feeling. What a hero.

“How’d you find us?” Jazz asked.

Mr. Vanessen said, “A woman named Lalita called us to say you were all in dire jeopardy and told us exactly where you were. Cole and Winter ran ahead while we drove behind, but by the time they arrived, the crisis was over.”

Jazz shook his head slowly. “Thanks to Lysandra.”

From behind them, Lysandra’s melodious voice said, “Not at all, Jasper. Though I hate to admit it and never will again, Nardo was too powerful for me alone. If Dash hadn’t weakened him and you drained him of blood and life force, we wouldn’t be standing here now. You and your associates defeated him. I just provided backup, shall we say?” She laughed, and the birds in the trees wept in envy. The female did have the power. Dash smiled.

Jazz nodded toward Nardo, who lay on the pavement guarded by Winter and Matt. “What’ll happen to him? He looks bad. I guess my wolf really wanted to kill him.” He smiled tightly, but clearly the experience disturbed him.

Lysandra gave Nardo a disdainful look. “I have members of the council security arriving to take him into custody. He’ll be judged and incarcerated.” She nodded toward Winter. “I know the FBI would like to get their hands on him, but trust me, even with powerful marvelous males like these two guarding him, Nardo can’t be held except by his own kind.”

His own kind. Dash stared at the powerful mage, now laid low. What exactly is his kind? Are he and Jazz the only wolf wizards in existence, like Mr. Bopherson said?

“What about Evenride?” Jazz asked.

“We have that under control.” Mr. Vanessen waved a hand. “But right now, we need to get you all to your homes to rest and recuperate. Carla, I’ve contacted your parents and let them know that you and Jazz are together. I suggested you’d decided to stay with some of the other interns in New York. They won’t be worried about you, so best to act like you’ve been having a grand time with Dash and your friends.” He turned to BeBop. “Benjamin, I believe you live with a relative, is that correct?”

BeBop stared at his shoes. “Yes, sir. My uncle.”

“What if I were to contact him and ask if you can spend the rest of the summer with us?”

If conflicted had an expression, BeBop had it all over his face.

Khadija stepped forward. “Sir, Be—uh, Benjamin starts his NYU doctoral program in the fall, and he’s teaching a course in quantum mechanics this summer.”

“Ah, I see. So perhaps staying with your uncle is better.”

Dij glanced at Fatima. “I was thinking he could move in with me and Fatima. I mean, if you want to, BeBop. We’re too radical for our community, and you love your uncle but don’t like living with him. We can start our own outcast refuge.” She laughed. “We’ll all have to be careful, but Fatima and I are used to that. Despite our lack of impact on Nardo, we can protect you from most threats pretty effectively.” She smiled.

“You’d really want me?” BeBop looked amazed. Then his dimples popped. “I mean, I realize I bring a new level of awesomeness to the assembly.”

Fatima spoke gently. “Maybe you’d help me with my physics homework?”

BeBop flipped up the collar on his cotton shirt. “With pleasure, little lady. With pleasure.”

Everyone laughed.

Mr. Vanessen asked, “Will you have sufficient funds? I wouldn’t want you compromising your studies by having to hold down jobs. I’d be happy to help our brave interns who helped save Jazz’s life.”

“Thank you, sir.” BeBop smiled. “But I’m sure my uncle will help. He loves me but knows living with him isn’t quite my style.” He ran his fingers over his starched collar, which was now pretty limp. “Plus, I get paid for teaching, so that will help.”

Khadija nodded her head gracefully. “We also thank you for the offer, Mr. Vanessen, but my sister and I receive a stipend as part of our community. It won’t provide luxury, but we’ll have enough.”

Mr. Vanessen put a hand on BeBop’s shoulder. “It sounds like you’re well taken care of. But promise you’ll come to me if you need help.”

BeBop gave his sassiest grin. “Aces, Pop-Pop.”

Mr. Vanessen spurted out a laugh and hugged BeBop. Then they started dividing the group up so they could take each person to their own home.

A warm hand on Dash’s wounded shoulder made him turn. Lysandra smiled. “You’ve had quite an adventure.”

“Yes, Mistress. Thank you for saving me. I was out of my depth.”

“Dash, don’t you realize what you’ve done?”

He felt the sigh in his soul. “I know the council and the community must be finished with me. I understand. I’ve got a defiant nature.” He shook his head. “I’ll find a place of my own and live as humanly as I can.” He wanted to smile. With maybe a little werewolf thrown in.

“Have you lost your mind?” She turned. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

Why was it never a good thing when a woman said that?

 

 

JAZZ PARKED in front of the governor’s mansion feeling like half a new werewolf. Twenty-four hours had passed during which he slept, ate ravenously, and healed like a wolf, which meant fast. His body was doing great. His mind and heart? He wasn’t so sure.

The door opened, and Carla ran down the steps in her high-tops. She hurled herself at him from several feet away. He grabbed her and swung her around. Grinning, he said, “Why are you always so sure I’ll catch you?”

Her snarky Carla smile softened. “I’ve always known, since we first met. Before I knew there were things that go bump in the night living in my backyard, I knew you were a hero, Jazz. One who’d always be there for me.”

Heat pressed behind his eyes, and he grinned to cover it. “That goes both ways.”

She made a face and wriggled to her feet, so he let go of her. “I’m the weak link in this society,” she said. “All of you have these amazing skills and powers. I’m just a boring, weak, defenseless human.”

He stared at her and shook his head slowly. “Are you kidding? You heard what Nardo said. He couldn’t wipe your mind because of your will. The rest of us tremble and prevaricate, Carla. You’re the beacon we follow.” As he said it, he knew it was true.

She snorted. “Well, I’m going to choose to believe you because I really like being part of the Superordinary Society. I may not have the credentials, but hell, chance or fate or cosmic planning put me here in the middle of the most weirdass stuff anybody’s ever heard of. I mean, who could make this shit up? So I guess I’m a card-carrying member.” She pulled his arm. “Come on. The society’s gathered.”

Following Carla into the mansion, Jazz’s stomach flipped. Dash. He so desperately wanted to see Dash, and yet he was nervous about it. They’d skated around the edges of a relationship since they’d met, and it felt like decision time. And yet, what kind of decision could they make? They were eighteen, going to school in different places, members of different communities, saddled with epic weights of differing responsibilities. What kind of relationship could they possibly have?

Inside the mansion, they climbed the big staircase. “You’re awfully quiet,” Carla said. “Do you feel okay?”

“Yeah. I’ve just been through a lot.”

“Ya think?” She laughed, and the sound did his soul good. Having a BFF was a good thing.

Carla opened the door to her suite and stepped aside. “Ta-da!”

Jazz walked in and smiled. BeBop was curled in one corner of the couch, feet tucked under him, with the newest addition to their group beside him—the beautiful Fatima. Beside her sat Khadija, dark eyes glowing. They both wore their tightly wrapped head scarves, Fatima’s a brilliant white and Khadija’s a deep red. Precisely what these garments hid, Jazz still wasn’t sure, though he trusted he’d find out someday.

Jazz slowly breathed as he turned his eyes to the deep easy chair and looked at Dash—who didn’t look easy. In fact, his face seemed set in a semblance of pleasantry, but he didn’t quite meet Jazz’s eyes. Uh-oh. Jazz’s heart sank. Maybe Jazz hadn’t been able to picture the exact nature of his future with Dash, but he’d hoped to have one. Maybe not.

Carla flopped on her bed, and Jazz crossed to the other easy chair and sat, trying to show excitement at seeing them all and not letting being dashed by Dash eat him up. These guys had come to his rescue, risked their lives for him. “Who does that?”

All of them looked surprised, and he barked a laugh. “Sorry. I was just realizing how all of you totally risked your lives to save me. Who does that? The answer is here. Heroes do that.” He pressed a hand to his chest.

“Not heroes, you dork, friends,” Carla said.

He smiled from his heart. “Yeah. Superordinary friends.” He swallowed. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

Fatima said softly, “You don’t really know me, Jazz, but I hope to be your friend too. And it seems to me you saved us, so gratitude flows among us in all directions.”

Wow, what a nice way to put that. “Thank you. I already consider you a friend.”

“I’ve got snacks coming,” Carla said. “Meanwhile, why don’t you bring us up to date on what’s happening.”

Jazz glanced at Dash, who looked pleasant and attentive, but things didn’t feel right. “Your uncle was right, BeBop. Nardo wanted me. He figured together we could gather the packs and influence human society too. He had big plans and was assembling a werewolf army to help him—us—carry them out.” He glanced at all of them.

“I should tell you, the cardinal rule of my community is to never reveal ourselves to humans. Of course, they don’t know the rest of you exist, but they probably don’t want you to know about us either. So keep it quiet, okay?”

Carla frowned. “Funny how Evenride actually hit the truth with the whole werewolf thing.”

“Yeah, but with Nardo out of the picture, that deal should fade away. He was just trying to stir up trouble for Pop-Pop and in the packs to make it easier for him to take over.”

“So Vanessen’s secure?” BeBop asked.

“Yep. Lindsey’s doing a review of the board members to determine who was swayed by Orwell. They’ll be quietly replaced.”

Dij spoke seriously. “It’s not just you who have the need for secrecy, Jazz. Fatima and I are under oath to not reveal our, shall we say uniqueness, to others as well. I’m sure this is also true for Dash. Now we all know about each other—and, forgive me, two humans are included—which is anathema for each of us.”

BeBop stretched his arms in the air. “Hell, Carla, we may need to run from wolves, mages, and Drusans all at once.”

That made them all laugh.

Dash finally spoke. “What about your arranged marriage? Nardo may be gone, but the packs still need an alpha.”

Jazz shook his head. “Yeah, but they can damned straight find their own. Maybe without Nardo stirring up the young males with promises of wealth and power, the present alphas can get their packs under control.”

Dash glanced up and then at his hands. “That’s a big maybe.”

Jazz frowned. “I just had my life taken over by an expert. Marketo can suck eggs before I let him do it to me too.”

BeBop punched the air. “Go, Jazz!”

“How about you, Dash? What will your people do about having others know?” Dij asked.

“As far as my community knows, only Jazz and I were there. They believe Lysandra and I brought down Nardo. Nothing more will be disclosed.”

“Guess we have to stay away from the National Enquirer.” BeBop laughed.

The snacks arrived, and they all dug in, cramming pizza into their mouths and downing vanilla cokes until they were thoroughly sated with junk food. Dash ate, but not much.

Finally Jazz broke down. He leaned over and asked, “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” He finally met Jazz’s eyes, and he looked… what? A little sad? “I guess I’m still kind of shell-shocked.”

Carla barged in. “Hellfire, Dash, the dude nearly killed you. Who wouldn’t be? Even mages can get PTSD, I bet.”

His beautiful lips curved up. “You’re probably right, Carla.”

“You too, Jazz. This whole thing was nightmare city. I mean, we can all be grateful to be alive, but you two nearly killed a guy. That’s another level of shock.”

Jazz released a hidden breath. “Thanks, Carla, for knowing that.” He knew his brothers and brother-in-law and Cole and Paris had all killed in war or battle of some kind, but Jazz hadn’t, and the bloodlust his wolf had experienced would stay with him in his nightmares for a long time.

“So where do we go from here?” BeBop asked.

“We?” Dij said.

“The Superordinary Society, of course.”

“Well, we’ll all be together until the end of the summer, and then I think most of us are going to school somewhere in the northeast, right?” Carla looked around. Dash stared at his lap. “Dash?”

He glanced up, and the film on his eyes made Jazz’s heart sink. “Actually, I have to leave right away. I start school next week.”

“What?” Carla jumped forward to the edge of her bed. “But it’s not even July!”

“I know. I’ve been given a special scholarship….” He stared at the floor. Suddenly, he looked up. “Fuck it! Here’s the truth. I guess the fact that I got as far as I did with Nardo is some big fucking deal. The council for magery wants to send me in for special training. It’s like superwizard school.”

“Hogwarts!” BeBop punched the air.

“Yeah, well, it’s called Arcantaria. I kind of don’t want to go.”

Jazz gazed at Dash’s perfect face and tried so hard to want the very best for his friend, no matter what it was. “But you kind of do, right?”

Dash let out a long breath. “It’s what little boy wizards dream about. The alternative is that I give it all up.”

“All?” Carla scrunched her face. “Like your magic?”

“Yeah. I mean they can’t take my magic away. But they can police me so I don’t get to practice.”

“Oh, that would be awful!” Carla leaned her head on her hand.

Jazz agreed. It would be awful.

“So where’s the school?” BeBop asked. “Platform nine and three-quarters?” He smiled.

“No one knows. I mean, I’m sure lots of wizards know, but it’s not common knowledge. The rumor is it’s in the Himalayas.”

“Holy crap.” Carla sat up and downed the last of her vanilla cola.

Dash’s eyes crept to Jazz. “I don’t want to leave you all. I mean, for the first time in my life, I have friends. Real friends.”

“Didn’t you have friends in high school, Dash?” That was Carla again. “I mean, I sure didn’t, except for Jazz, but I know most kids do.”

“No. I never went to high school. I’ve been tutored while I apprenticed with Lysandra.”

“We’ll still be your friends when you come back,” Jazz said softly. “You’ll visit… often.” His voice sounded pleading.

Dash shook his head, and Jazz’s heart dipped into his stomach. “Once I go, I can’t come back until the course is done.”

“How long is that?”

“No one knows that either. I guess it varies from person to person.”

“You’ll be the quickest study ever!” Carla stated.

Dash said nothing.

“We sure will miss you.” Carla was tearing up.

Jazz wanted to cry too.

A half hour later, the food was gone, and the five remaining members of the Superordinary Society had agreed to get together on Monday. Dij was going to try to get an internship for Fatima, and Jazz assured them he’d put in a good word. They all hugged Dash and cried and pledged they’d be together forever, no matter how big a deal Dash became.

The governor’s chauffeur was scheduled to take Dij, Fatima, and BeBop back to New York, where it seemed BeBop already had a line on a perfect apartment for the three of them in Brooklyn, thanks to his uncle’s “connections.” They all stood around outside, not wanting to let go, but finally the limo pulled away, Carla waved and went inside, and Dash walked beside Jazz to the Prius.

Jazz stopped and swallowed to keep from bawling. “You’re going to be great at this superwizard thing.”

“I’ll miss you so much.”

Jazz nodded. “Likewise. We just got started getting to know each other.” He breathed deeply. “I know a lot will change, so just go with it. Suck up everything there is to know and have from the experience.”

Dash nodded. “You too. They’re going to want to make you an alpha. You deserve to be one, if you want to be, that is. You don’t have to marry anyone to do it, you know. Just tell them you’ll be alpha, and they’ll be so happy, they’ll pee their pants.”

Jazz snorted. “They’re going to miss you at Vanessen.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll bet Fatima’s better than me. Besides, she’s beautiful.”

“So are you.” Dash looked up and their eyes met. Jazz grinned. “Of course, you can’t turn guys to stone.” His eyes widened. “Wait. Maybe you can.”

Dash smiled. “Kiss me goodbye before I call Lys and tell her and the council to fuck superwizard school.”

“Yeah.” Jazz leaned forward and their lips met. Jazz’s heart slammed against his ribs, and his head filled with light. The touch of Dash’s lips was a magic he’d never overcome.

And then it was just too much. The magic turned to misery. Dash was leaving, and the reality was, he might never see him again. Even if he did, it wouldn’t be the same.

Jazz pulled away and smiled. “I better say goodbye before I show just how much of a wuss I am.” He leaned in and gave Dash another peck, then ripped open the car door, jumped inside, and tore out of there as if he was driving a Ferrari instead of a Prius.

The tears started before he even hit the gate of the mansion. On the expressway, he had to slow down because he couldn’t see well enough to drive. Some fucking alpha. It was stupid. He and Dash barely knew each other. They’d hardly kissed, barely hugged, made no promises, never really had sex, and yet Jazz’s heart knew. This is it. Some awful certainty said there was no one else out there waiting for him. No one he wanted. No one he could even see.

Oh, give it up, drama queen.

He sniffed, and when that didn’t do it, he wiped a hand over his nose. Yes, his mom would be ashamed.

Finally he pulled up to his home. Bigger than the governor’s mansion, actually, but the coziest place he knew. He hit the opener and drove into the garage, turned off the car, and started to cry again. He dropped his head on the steering wheel. Great, Winter and Cole would have his ass when they saw his red eyes. He wouldn’t ever live it down. But he couldn’t stop.

Eventually he gave up. Maybe I should shift and go for a run? The werewolf doctor who’d checked him over when he got home had advised not shifting for a few days after his experience, but hell, it wouldn’t kill him.

He climbed out of the car, tears still pouring down his face, and walked through the open garage door into the rising moonlight. The thought of the pain of shifting made him cringe, and he stopped and leaned against a tree on the other side of the driveway. He’d have to go far from the house before he changed. It sounded exhausting.

“Jazz?”

Jazz whirled, and everything in his being lit up. Dash. Here. Maybe he forgot to tell Jazz something or… hell, left his jacket in Jazz’s car. Jazz’s heart didn’t care. He took off like Carla in her high-tops at full speed and from several feet in front of Dash, threw himself into Dash’s arms. Since Jazz was bigger, Dash flailed a little trying to keep up his end of the bargain, but when he pressed his hot, wet mouth onto Jazz’s, Jazz didn’t care if they fell off the edge of the Grand Canyon.

Dash dragged his lips back, and Jazz reached for his head to change his mind, but Dash stopped him. “Wait for me. Don’t even think of dating any other guys, or kissing any other guys, or any of that shit. I know it’s totally unreasonable and unfair. I should never ask this, but I swear, Jazz Vanessen, if you look at another guy, I’ll come back and turn you into a toad, and not an alpha toad either. Am I clear?”

Jazz laughed, and it was as happy a sound as he’d ever made. “Yes, dear.”

“Nobody but me. Only me.”

“Only you.” He smiled from his soul, then sighed and melted into one long, soul-stirring, moon-howling, heart-satisfying kiss. “You’re perfect.”

Dash smiled and licked his lips. “We’ll see if we can’t exceed perfection in the years to come.”

Oh man, he liked the sound of that. “Want me to show you what you’ll be missing if you even think of somebody else.” He grinned as lasciviously as he could manage with stars in his eyes.

Dash stood and took Jazz’s chin between his long fingers. He gazed into his eyes. “There’s nobody else for me, Jazz. I know that for sure. Don’t ask me how. I’ve got no idea. But it’s like you’re programmed into my DNA. You’re my due north, and I’m organized around you. We’ve got so much to do yet in our lives, and we’ll grow and change, but I know it’ll be together. I’m happy to know that the day I die, you’ll be beside me.”

Those damned tears slid out of Jazz’s eyes again. “I’ll text you ten times a day.”

Dash shook his head. “No cell phones or computers.”

“Oh.” He snuffled.

Dash caressed his cheek. “Hey, remember that mind link?”

A smile slowly spread across Jazz’s face at the same rate warmth consumed his heart. “I can’t wait to wait for you.”

Dash kissed him deep and slow. “Until I see you again, my superwolf.”

Jazz kissed Dash back. “Until I see you again, my superwizard.”

“Is it too early to say I love you?”

“Yes.” Jazz smiled, and there went the waterworks again. “I love you too.”

“That’s all I need.” Dash backed away into the trees. “All I ever need.” And just like that, he was gone.

Jazz stared at the space where Dash had disappeared for minutes—the space into which he’d lost his heart. Then he turned and walked back to the house, into the garage, and through the mudroom to the hall.

As he passed the informal living room, his mom called, “Jazz, is that you?”

“Yes, Mom.” He stuck his head in and smiled at the whole family.

“How are your friends?” his mom asked.

“Well.”

Pop-Pop looked up from his tablet. “And you, Jazz? How are you?”

Jazz glanced around at this room full of people who cared about him. Loved him. He thought of the Superordinary Society and wondered what they might do together in the future. Then his heart and mind filled with Dash. “Never better.”

With a smile that wouldn’t budge, he walked up the stairs and into his suite. He flipped on the light and gasped.

Lysandra sat in a chair by the window. She stood. “I’m sorry to startle you, Jazz.”

“That’s okay.” At least he thought it was.

“Can we talk for a moment?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He walked to the other chair and sat.

She gazed at him with soft, beautiful, pale-gold eyes. Just when he thought she wasn’t going to say anything, she blinked. “Would you like to go to the, uh, same school as Dash?”

Jazz heard his gasp before he realized he was gasping. His heart swelled. Wait. He frowned. “I thought you were spying on me because I might be a danger to your community. Now you want me to go to superwizard school?”

She got a funny little smile. “I’m not completely sure why I spied on you, Jazz. You interest me.” She gazed at a spot on the rug for a long moment, and her eyes got glassy. Then she seemed to shake herself and smile. “I was so impressed with your untutored ability. I’ve told no one on the council about you, Jazz, beyond saying you’re a werewolf, but I’m prepared to do so. To share the entire story if you’d like to join Dash at school and hone your skills as a wizard.”

Dash’s words filled his head. Only you. Superwizard school. Every young mage’s dream. No computers. No text. In the Himalayas. No one knows how long.

“Will you make me stop practicing magic if I say no?”

She frowned. “He told you. I must explain, Jazz. Dash committed a serious infraction against his community by defying me. It turned out well, and he saved us all, but he can’t be rewarded for his defiance. If he chose you and his friends over the goal of his magery, he’d have to forfeit what he was rebuking. Can you understand that?”

Jazz took a breath to argue, but the word that came out was “Yes. He had to choose.”

“Not forever. Just for now.”

“I have to do the same. I’m an orphan who’s been given a life full of the most amazing love. I couldn’t leave my family, my pack, or my friends to polish a mere talent.” Or to chase his one true love.

She smiled softly. “Aren’t you amazing? It’s like I’ve known you forever. Thank you, Jazz. That’s a lesson we all have to learn.” She leaned in, kissed his cheek, and then she was gone.

Jazz gazed at the spot where she’d been.

Amazing. Magic.

He grabbed his phone and texted Carla. Hey, fam, any good werewolf movies in town?

The answer came back instantly. Yep. Let’s all go tomorrow night. Bet they have wolf heads and hunky human bodies. Makes sense. ROFL
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Two werewolf households, both alike in dignity….

Rome Siracusa, youngest son of the alpha of the nouveau-riche Siracusa pack, wants to be a faithful son and pack member, but he’s got two big secrets. One, he’s blessed with enhanced hearing, vision, strength, and the ability to shift at will. Second, he’s gay, a fact he can’t admit to his deadly homophobic father.

Rome crashes a party at the mansion of his pack’s greatest enemy, the ancient, pure-blooded Havillands. Jules, the gay son of the drunkard alpha, is being married off to a rich entrepreneur. Smitten and moved by the beautiful male’s plight, Rome tries to find a way to save Jules—while digging himself deeper into pack politics and navigating his own arranged marriage. Secrets climb out of the caves as the werewolf gods speak through the mouths of their children, and the two great families clash, suffocating the hopes of star-crossed lovers.
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An Aloysius Tale

 

When Killian Barth, history professor, meets Blaine Genneau, quantum physicist, they ignite their own big bang. But Killian can’t pursue a physics professor—or a human. As the most powerful male witch in ten generations, Killian must bolster his dying race by reproducing—despite the fact that he’s gay.

Even a fling with Blaine is out of the question, because Killian has been told sex with humans drains his power. But if that’s true, why can young human Jimmy Janx dissolve spoons with the power of his mind? If Killian can sort through the lies he’s been fed, he’ll still face his biggest obstacle—convincing rational scientist Blaine to believe in magic.

With his ancient and powerful cat familiar, Aloysius, on his shoulder, Killian brings the lightning against deceit and greed to save Blaine from danger and prove love is the greatest power of them all.
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An Aloysius Tale

 

Sammy Raphael is a crappy witch, and on top of that, he can’t seem to get a boyfriend. Where other supernaturals can bring down lightning and manifest wealth, Sammy can paint. Granted, the “prophetic” paintings he creates at night always come true, but they never predict anything important. Sammy feels like a total loser with a worthless ability.

One night he paints a gorgeous guy who turns out to be his secret crush, the human Ryder, but Ryder’s changed so much he’s almost unrecognizably beautiful. Then Sammy paints an angel who turns out to be a witch. But is that witch also a devil—a devil who can bring down Sammy’s whole community and everyone he loves? And why the hell does Ryder keep changing? Aloysius, the black cat familiar, always backs a winner. So why is he backing Sammy?
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An Aloysius Tale

 

Aloysius, the magical black cat and powerful witch’s familiar, isn’t afraid to go into battle to protect his master, but the outcome of the fight turns his feline world upside down. A direct hit of magic steals not only his memories and power, but even the body he’s lived in for several centuries. When he wakes up naked on the floor of a veterinarian’s office, it isn’t as the cat Aloysius, but as the sixteenth-century French gentleman Alain Bellarose. And when Alain sees sexy and enigmatic veterinarian Luke Elliott, he decides he’ll make the best of his time as a human.

Luke is a man with secrets who generally prefers the company of animals—though the flamboyant boy who washes his face with the side of his hand and tries to lick his own privates might prove an exception.

Meanwhile, Witch Master Killian Barth and his secret weapon, Sammy, struggle without Aloysius’s power to draw on. Two evil females are circling, and seeing the coven’s weakness, they’re about to move in for the kill. When Alain’s memories return, he’s faced with the ultimate dilemma: protect his community or stay with the man he loves.
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Tales of the Harker Pack: Book One

 

Cole Harker, son of an alpha werewolf, is bigger and more powerful than most wolves, tongue-tied in groups, and gay. For twenty-four years, he’s lived to please his family and pack—even letting them promise him in marriage to female werewolf Analiese to secure a pack alliance and help save them from a powerful gangster who wants their land. Then Cole meets Analiese’s half-brother, panther shifter Paris Marketo, and for the first time, Cole wants something for himself.

When Analiese runs off to marry a human, Cole finally has a chance with Paris, but the solitary cat rejects him, the pack, and everything it represents. Then Cole discovers the gangster wants Paris too and won’t rest until he has him. What started as a land dispute turns into World War Wolf! But the bigger fight is the battle between cats and dogs.
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Love You So Special

 

“This book was just as cute as the first and second book in the series. And for another couple of hours, I was transported to the world that the author has created….”

—OptimuMM

 

“It’s a wonderful contemporary romance, short and sweet and an easy evening’s read. I definitely recommend the book and the series.”

—Jessie G Books

 

The Case of the Sexy Shakespearean

 

“The Case of the Sexy Shakespearean triumphs, both as a mystery and a romance. Chalk up another successful start to a new series for Tara Lain.”

—Kimmers’ Erotic Book Banter

 

Love You So Madly

 

“It’s a lovely story, with great characters, very little drama, and a whole heaping of sweet romance….”

—Divine Magazine




TARA LAIN believes in happy ever afters—and magic. Same thing. In fact, she says, she doesn’t believe, she knows. Tara shares this passion in her stories, which star her unique, charismatic heroes and adventurous heroines. Quarterbacks and cops, werewolves and witches, blue collar or billionaires, Tara’s characters, readers say, love deeply, resolve seemingly insurmountable differences, and ultimately live their lives authentically. After many years living in southern California, Tara, her soulmate honey, and her soulmate dog decided they wanted fewer cars and more trees, prompting a move to Ashland, Oregon, where Tara’s creating new stories and loving living in a small town with big culture. Likely a Gryffindor but possessed of Parseltongue, Tara loves animals of all kinds, diversity, open minds, coconut crunch ice cream from Zooeys, and her readers. She also loves to hear from you.

Email: tara@taralain.com

Website: www.taralain.com

Blog: www.taralain.com/blog
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