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A King and a Pawn

 

By Liv Olteano

 

Leader Murders: Case 3

 

Bert Cooper’s life used to be great, until his sister turned out to be a traitor. Now Bert feels the whole pack looks on him with doubt and suspicion. To prove his loyalty, he volunteers to be the first ambassador at Fey Court, gathering information to finally solve the Leader Murders and punish those plotting against the Council and community. At least, that was the plan….

When Bert meets Sir William Matthew Sims, Court Interrogator, and one hell of a sexy man, life becomes a balancing act. And when the Fey King is assassinated, things become really messy.

Pack politics, fey politics, treason, suspicions of treason…. Bert has to choose between being ruled by his fears or standing up for what—and who—he believes in. And it might just break his heart.




Chapter 1

 

 

CALL ME Clueless. It’s not my name or my nickname—at least it wouldn’t have been until recently. But now I was the clueless brother of a pack traitor. Even worse, a clueless beta. You might think there are worse things to be than clueless. You’d be wrong. It was worse than being the actual traitor, in my mind: my sister, Tricia Cooper, had a plan, a sense of direction, an awareness of her goals and surroundings while she betrayed us. I’d just been clueless. Forever branded as a schmuck. The sky, the earth, the wind, the gazes of everyone in the Paranormal Bureau of Investigations—including nonpack—the universe screamed at me every time I took a breath: “Schmuck!” It was always there, throbbing in the back of my mind, running in the background of my every thought. It flavored the taste of everything I ate or drank. My pack had no use for schmucks. The PBI had no use for them either. I couldn’t stand to be one anymore. Couldn’t afford to. Our pack was no home for the weak, particularly not as a beta.

I looked at the ring sitting on the desk of Herman Weiss—PBI director, also my alpha. The piece of jewelry had one stone: an onyx set in silver. Not tacky or anything, but I wasn’t that much of a jewelry guy.

“Are we sure it works?” Weiss’s mate, Timothy Sands, asked as he stared at the ring.

Weiss nodded. “And it can’t be detected as a shield, I’m told. Came right out of a special vault of artifacts. It’s this or nothing, anyway. So let’s hope like fuck it works,” he added in a grave tone.

I swallowed hard. I volunteered for this, I reminded myself. Since my sister had been discovered as a traitor, my status as Weiss’s beta was a flimsy thing. Everyone in our pack stole glances at me when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. I knew what they were all thinking: Either he’s an idiot and he didn’t know, or he’s a traitor but he’s better at hiding it. Truth be told, I needed a short break from my pack. That thought scared me. Offering to be the first Council ambassador at the Fey Court was the right thing to do. And the only thing I could do.

It would prove my loyalty to my pack and alpha. And clean out some of the stain of shame from my family name. My poor dad would turn in his grave if he knew what my sister, Tricia, had done. As Weiss’s other beta, I should have been the first to figure out Tricia was a traitor. I should have defended my pack when it mattered, when the worms of betrayal were trying to chew us from the inside out. I had failed them. I had failed Weiss. I knew that.

This was my chance to prove I wasn’t entirely useless. My alpha wanted to figure out what the Fey King was trying to do to our Council and territories—what kind of bone the fey had to pick with him, too. I was going to find out from the inside or die trying.

I picked up the ring and slipped it on my finger. “It’s going to work just fine, I’m sure.”

Tim frowned. “I can’t sense it being a shield. I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing,” he muttered.

As a newly turned werewolf who used to be half-fey, half-elf, Tim had the emotional grid-reading skill all fey had. Officially fey weren’t allowed to use it within Council territories, let alone in the PBI HQ, but Tim had the Council wrapped around his little finger ever since the Amanda execution debacle. He was their golden boy, weighing in on all decisions regarding or involving fey. And a lot of them did, recently. We were in a state of cold war with the Fey King and his Court, pretty much. Minor details about Timothy Sands: he was the Fey King’s outcast son, and the King had tried to assassinate him and openly plotted against him. When he became a werewolf, the fey officially nonfeyed him. Nothing personal, it was fey policy: once bitten by any shift-inducing creature, you were no longer fey. The fey were stuck-up assholes—that was my take on it.

“Can you read my emotional grid?” I asked, playing with the ring on my finger.

Tim cocked his head to the side. “In a way. I can get some general sense of your feelings, some anxiousness, some excitement, some fear… vague, but there. It’s not throwing up a complete wall, which is smart. Nobody being able to read anything would alert fey something was wrong. We don’t want that.”

I looked down at the shiny black stone. “So it works more like a scrambler than a shield?”

“Well, that depends,” Tim said, blinking slowly. “Are you turned on right now?”

“What?” I snapped.

Weiss squinted. “Turned on? While talking to my mate? Are you?” he growled.

“No, man!” I squeaked. “Wanna cop a feel and see I’m not the least bit hard?”

Tim went to Weiss and caressed his shoulder, much like you would pet a restless puppy. “It’s the ring. I think it projects an array of feelings and moods in natural, random combinations. It’s a lot smarter than a shield or a scrambler. I’d like to know where that ring comes from,” he purred, looking up into Weiss’s eyes.

My alpha ignored that last part. He turned toward Tim and said instead, “Any last-minute advice for Bert?”

Tim walked over. He sat in the chair in front of me, then crossed his legs and leaned forward. “You’ll be confused about them. Figure them out as you go. You need to remember some basic things. One: Kingdom fey think of werewolves as inferior beings. Don’t rebel against that idea, because it’s useless. Use it to your advantage instead. Two: they expect you to be simpler, more on the brutish side, perhaps even less intelligent, and therefore less dangerous. Cultivate that. Present yourself as a simpler being than they are, but without making it obvious. Be carnal, superficial, fickle. Keep up those appearances. Three: whatever any of them might do or say, never forget there are two things fey will always do much better than you—lie, and know when someone is lying. I’m not kidding with this. They will always lie better and easier, and you will never see through it. We don’t know how the ring will work. So don’t go out of your way to test it. Stick to truths or relative truths as much as you can. It’s the easiest way to deceive them. Build contexts in which whatever you say is as true as it might get.”

I gulped. “How the fuck will I find the information I need, then? If I can never trust a single fucking word coming out of their mouths?”

Tim smiled. “Because they lie so much and easily, there’s an almost compulsive need to keep records about anything important. There are official fey records in the Fey Archives about anything even remotely relevant. It’s a place where you will surely find all the information ever deemed strategically important. You need to get inside there, then get oriented around the record-keeping systems and pull your info from there. You can trust whatever is written down there to be true, even if you find two accounts regarding the same thing that seem to clash. Don’t worry about making sense of it right then. Just get to it, obtain a copy of it, and deliver it to us. Always carry a flash drive on you and never part with it. Not even in your sleep. Never, Bert, do you understand me?”

I nodded. “Any suggestions?”

Tim grinned. “Oh, I have one. You’ll find it in your luggage. Leave with it… equipped. It’s the one thing they’d never dare to search, and passing you through a scan would break protocol. They wouldn’t do that so blatantly. But they might try to sneakily search any and all of your files, computers, phones. So never leave a trace of anything compromising.”

A sheen of sweat covered my forehead.

Weiss turned around, picked up a tennis ball, and started throwing it against the wall. There was a dent in the spot he was aiming at.

I leaned in closer to Tim. “New thing?”

He smiled. “Stress relief. It’s better than growling at everyone, right?”

I snorted. “Right. Not very Weiss-like, though,” I whispered as gingerly as I could.

There was a knock on the door, and then it opened. Travis Chandler and Rick Barton walked in. They were mated lycans, the PBI agents in charge of Abuse, our most recently top-busy team since the Anti-Abuse Act had come into play, imposing all kinds of rules on leaders—alphas, sires—in order to prevent abuse. If and when they did abuse someone, the victims had the Abuse team to complain to. So Rick and Travis were the peacekeepers of our community lately, righting wrongs left and right.

At least that was their official role. I liked to think of them as two lycan nutjobs. Being on twos instead of fours, like us werewolves were, seemed to make it easier for them to stick their heads up their asses. Rick, the nonalpha of the mated pair and our Bureau’s only tracker, was especially skilled at keeping his head up his ass. Despite Travis being an all-around ass and stepping on everyone’s toes, Rick was the one with a real grudge against Weiss and leaders in general; the lycan tracker didn’t seem to have forgiven Weiss for his involvement in Amanda’s fate. Amanda Weiss had been my alpha’s mate for years, had given him a lovely son—Alf, who I had been tasked with keeping safe for years until recently volunteering for this new spy gig—and had led a very good life among us as part of the PBI. She had decided it wasn’t good enough for her, though, betraying Weiss and the Council, plotting to unleash anarchy in our midst by trafficking marking hormones that would counter the natural hormonal effect leaders have on their pack or clan. My sister, Tricia, had gotten involved in Amanda’s plans too, turning against us, to my shock and horror. For some reason, Rick, who had been instrumental in actually catching Amanda, felt sorry for the bitch, no doubt due to some bullshit sob-story she had poured in his ear. I’m sure Rick had his reasons, sound ones in his own mind, to feel sorry for her. I, for one, thought Amanda was an ungrateful, manipulative, self-centered, traitorous bitch who had gotten what she deserved, but to each their own.

“Didn’t know you were into throwing balls around, boss,” Travis quipped.

Rick rolled his eyes, the general reaction he had toward Weiss.

Tim cleared his throat. “I’m sure there was something you came here to do aside from regaling us with your delightful presence,” he said, batting his eyelashes.

There was always some sort of teasing going on between Tim and Travis. They had been together for a while there, a couple years ago. But Tim was totally head over heels for Weiss, I could tell. Hell, the whole Bureau could tell. My best guess was Tim liked to yank Rick’s chain. I very much approved.

Travis smiled, unruffled. “Boss, if you could stop fondling that ball, we’d like to chat.”

The tennis ball flew the fuck through Weiss’s office door. We all stared at the round hole. Someone screamed somewhere down the hall, possibly where the end of the ball’s route lay. I hoped the screamer had managed to get out of the projectile’s way in time. Or at least managed to catch it with something other than their face.

Weiss cracked his neck and grinned. “Now that relieved some fucking stress.”

“That’s not how it was intended to be used,” Tim muttered, massaging the bridge of his nose.

Rick cleared his throat. “We need more agents for the Abuse team. Complaints about abusive alphas and sires are pouring in. We’re flooded.”

Weiss closed his eyes slowly. “How many agents would you need?”

“How many could you give us?” Travis asked, looking serious for the first time.

Weiss turned to face the window, looking away from the room. “I’ll have to take this up with the Council. Give me some fucking clue as to proportions.”

“Biblical,” Rick said.

“Biblical,” Weiss repeated, shaking his head.

Tim’s expression changed. Something dark slithered through his gaze, then disappeared. “Change is a Brownian movement,” he said. “It has a pace of its own. The process needs to be helped along. I’m sure the Council will feel the same.”

“It’s been tough on everyone since the Anti-Abuse Act became official law,” Travis said to cover the silence that followed. “There’s a matings-breaking spree going on, but hierarchy doesn’t seem to have suffered much so far. If anything, ex-mates work better as teams when there’s a leader involved. It’s a bit confusing, but things are better already, and it’s only been a couple months.”

Rick cleared his throat. “I’m more worried about Bert here.”

I smiled. “Oh, yeah? I’m touched all over.”

“I fucking hope not,” Travis said.

“Don’t worry, Chandler. I wouldn’t dream of going for your guy. I like ’em more spirited,” I said sweetly.

Travis snorted. “More spirited? Now that I’d like to see.”

“In a voyeuristic way, you mean?” I quipped.

“I take it you’re just about ready to leave?” he muttered.

“Going there this afternoon, in fact. Thought I’d settle in over the weekend. Be ready to face the music first thing Monday morning.”

“So just to make it all clear,” Rick said, sticking his hands in his pockets, “you’re going to be our Council’s first ambassador at the Fey Court?”

I nodded.

“And you’re going there to do… what, exactly?”

“I’m going to support the interests of the Council, of my pack and alpha.”

“That’s not at all vague,” he replied, frowning.

“Ambassador work, what can I say? Diplomacy is kind of a vague art.”

“Aren’t you worried pack members will think you changed sides while there? You know there can’t be much contact or visiting,” Rick persisted.

“I’ll come in to report regularly. I trust my pack, and I think the pack trusts me. Why else would I be chosen to go there as the Council’s ambassador?”

“True,” Weiss replied.

It didn’t sound convincing at all. I knew why I had been chosen: Weiss’s faith in me and Tim’s support. After mating Weiss and becoming a werewolf himself, Tim was deemed our Council’s greatest asset aside from Weiss. A magic werewolf too, thanks to his fey and elf heritage. He was the man, vetting people as trustworthy for the Council, putting in suggestions whenever there was a trickier decision to be made. To be honest, it showed he was the son of the Fey King; he had a kind of innate diplomacy and capacity for decision-making the rest of us couldn’t master quite so elegantly. I admired Tim and was very fond of him too. He loved my alpha to bits. It showed in how he seamlessly cared for him and protected their family—meaning Weiss and his now eight-year-old son, Alf. They were such an inspiration. I needed to make them proud. I needed to prove I deserved to be Weiss’s beta. That I deserved the trust of living with them in their home and caring for their kid. I wanted Alf to look at me with the complete trust and admiration he used to have before the whole goddamn Tricia ordeal had happened.

The fact she’d turned against our alpha, our pack, against me, and everything we’d known and believed in still sent shockwaves through me. I ignored it most of the time, or I would go nuts trying to make some sense of it. However severe her betrayal of our pack and alpha was, she had betrayed someone worse: me, her damn brother. She looked into my eyes, smiled at me, lied to me, and fucking stabbed me in the back every minute of every day for months, maybe longer. She betrayed me with every glance, every word, every breath of fucking air. And I had had no goddamn clue.

We were still unsure about each traitor’s involvement with the Leader Murders case. So far we had eight dead bodies and little clue about the real motives behind their deaths. In some cases we could guess the immediate, personal reasons. People wanted other people dead for the same reasons: jealousy, revenge, material gain. Three of the eight deaths could be explained by one of them. There had been no confessions, though. And without proof of family members being involved, we hadn’t taken anyone into custody. But we wanted to. The Council wasn’t famous for letting its community members off the hook when they disrespected their laws. In fact, it was famous for doing exactly the opposite. We still had to make the connections to prove anyone’s involvement with any or all of the murders.

So far we knew for sure Amanda had been involved. She hadn’t flipped on anyone while in custody, though, and now she was dead. Tricia was involved too, and she was still in custody. But she wasn’t talking either. Morris James, the used-to-be Downtown chief, was also involved.

While we could sketch some reasons for Morris hating Weiss on account of Morris’s brother being one of Weiss’s exes, and then committing suicide presumably because of the pain of losing Weiss, Tricia was a complete mystery. Was it some marking hormones-induced pseudo-alpha stupor aimed at maybe Amanda, the suspected leader of the rebels in our midst? Was there something else going on between the two women? An affair? Some money thing, maybe? No one knew. There was no way to find out for sure.

We had taken some people into custody after Travis and Rick broke the hormones trafficking case. None of them had spoken. The only potential source of information at this point was the former fey ambassador, Leonard Hughes, but he had been traded to the Fey King in exchange for him stopping the pretty much hostile takeover plan aimed at our current Council. So a new leaf was turned. In an attempt to strengthen the bonds between the fey and Council territories, the Fey King had sent in a new ambassador, and we were sending one of our own out there, in his Court. This ambassador was me.

It wasn’t the suicide mission my pack thought it to be, or the half admission I was a traitor too and that I needed to be punished by being sent away, like some suspected. This was my chance to prove to myself I wasn’t a fucking waste of space and air. That I wasn’t a phony, a useless pack member.

And I’d find out what Weiss and the Council wanted to know, even if it killed me. But I was honestly hoping it wouldn’t.




Chapter 2

 

 

LEAVING THE Council territories and going into the fey ones wasn’t as shocking a transition as one might expect. In fact, to the untrained eye, there was no difference between the territories, no landmark and no sign announcing the border. But to any of us Council territories inhabitants, the border felt almost physical, even if it was only an administrative delimitation. There was a sort of wall of energy that made the end of our zone, or rather the beginning of the fey one, almost a blunt thing, and going through it felt like swimming through molasses.

Most of my stuff had been sent over already. A truck had arrived in front of the Hollowstar Complex, my PBI-provided residence. The truck was of the fey-owned movers, Crystalin Transports. If I didn’t know the company name, the tiny fleur-de-lis contained in a hexagon would have tipped me off. All seats of power had a symbol everyone knew. Our Council’s was a four-leaf clover contained in a circle. Every Council-owned business had it in its logo. Every city we owned had it on its welcome sign. It was everywhere. The territory symbol made it easy for everyone to know exactly where they were. You couldn’t trespass and claim ignorance, that was for sure. Humans thought them cute little city symbols, if they even noticed them. It was shocking how much we could get away with because nobody was actually paying any real attention.

The car I was in veered off the highway and toward the main fey city. Its name was written in the same font and colors as any other, only beside the name was a tiny hexagon containing the fleur-de-lis. I was officially on fey ground now, and effective immediately, a Council ambassador with full diplomatic immunity and shit. Of course, as Tim pointed out, diplomatic immunity would mean dick squat if I seriously pissed off anyone powerful enough in the Fey Court. People disappeared all the time from all over the world; should I go the way of the dodo bird, the Fey Court could and would claim no knowledge of it. Which meant I had to watch my step and do my best to stay alive, all day, every day.

I enjoyed the tingle of adrenaline that went through my body at the thought. I might have been playing house as Weiss’s beta for a while, but I was a werewolf. By definition I loved a good fight and all the excitement it could bring. If anything, I loved it more than others, particularly because I’d been Alf’s guard-slash-nanny for so long. I loved the kid of course, but I missed a good fight-or-flight situation. Fey Court would undoubtedly bring some, I was sure. It didn’t matter that Tim constantly told me the thrills of court life weren’t the kind I was thinking about. I knew excitement was waiting to pounce on me.

My driver was a very fey-looking guy: smooth facial features, elegant bone structure, not a bulky body, though he was taller than Tim. And Tim was my standard for fey anything because he was the only one I’d known personally. This guy looked similar to Tim. But there was a definite sense of power about him, something almost slithering beneath the cool appearance. And he was just a driver, for fuck’s sake. What kind of impression would powerful fey make? Not that they would trust me or pay me much attention. This guy didn’t trust me much either, if the glances he was giving me via the rearview mirror were anything to go by.

Up yours too, sweetheart, I thought and smiled at him.

He blinked smoothly and looked away as if nothing had happened. I took a deep breath and tried to mentally prepare myself for the evening to come. After this asshole drove me to my new home, I had some time to shower and change, and then we’d be off again. The King was throwing me a welcome party, during which I half expected them to try poisoning me. But the Court was big on pomp and circumstance, Tim told me. They’d make an event out of picking their noses if they could. So they’d even throw a wolf a welcome party, though they generally looked on us as nasty beasts.

My driver kept throwing me glances, so I finally broke down and cried uncle. “Okay, what’s the deal? Find me so attractive that you can’t seem to look anywhere else? Like at the road, since you’re driving anyway?”

He half grinned. “I was hoping to introduce myself. But when you got to the car, you jumped in so quickly I didn’t have the time. Now I was debating if I should say something or not, because putting it off until we get to your accommodations would seem too rude. To be honest I was hoping you’d say something and take me out of my misery. I’d hate to make you feel anything but welcome,” he added almost sweetly.

I was sure all of that statement was utter bullshit of course, but I smiled anyway. “Sorry, I’m not used to this having-a-driver thing. I’m Bert Cooper.”

“Ambassador Cooper, then. A pleasure to meet you. Your name sounds familiar…,” he said, frowning. “Cooper… oh, I know! I read about a Tricia Cooper in the Daily Bite,” he added, smiling now. “Sad business.”

I gritted my teeth. The Daily Bite was the only nonhuman publication in the region, and it featured all the nonhuman news—coded of course. It was a discreet addition to regular human subscriptions, carefully inserted into “paranormal people’s” morning paper delivery. In this, at least, we were all as one. We got the paper, read our extra-special little addition, then had to burn it before leaving the house for work or jogging or whatever the fuck it was everyone did in the morning. Surprisingly humans had no clue. Of course they wouldn’t. The few who actually looked through it accidentally were homeless people, junkies, or deemed lunatics, anyway. So far so good. Of course the Daily Bite did a piece on my traitorous sister. A pack beta making an ass of herself was juicy stuff to sink your teeth into, after all. Not their fault she’d given them bullets to gun the pack down with, was it?

I shrugged. “Very sad. She was my sister,” I commented lightly.

He flicked his gaze back to me in the rearview mirror. “Oh my! Was?”

“She’s been executed for treason…. I didn’t get your name, sorry.”

“Will,” he muttered. “Execution, huh? Brutal.”

“Maybe,” I commented. She was alive of course, but there was no reason to share that kind of info with my driver. “But effective. Once a traitor, always a traitor, right?” I said, looking straight into his light green eyes.

He blinked but didn’t reply. If I had to guess, he was trying to do the math on me being as much of a traitor as she was, or not. Becoming the Council’s ambassador with their Court was probably as tough to figure out for them as it was for people back home. Was it a promotion or punishment? Was I a good little wolf wagging his tail all friendly-like, or the big bad wolf looking to tear their Kingdom down—like their former ambassador had been hoping to do with our Council, for instance?

“Do you believe people can’t change?” he asked, keeping his gaze ahead on the road.

“I’m sure they can. Maybe even fundamentally if something shocking or traumatic enough happens to them. But just as easily as flipping pages in a book, and on a whim? Not so much.”

“Hmm…,” he replied, nodding. “So does that make you a faithful subject of your Council, and thereby wholeheartedly dedicated to their interests? Or a through-and-through traitor wholeheartedly dedicated to his own interests instead? Sent on a mission, or more like sent away to be gotten rid of, Ambassador Bert Cooper?”

“Wow. You people really like to go at it, don’t you? What kind of question is that?”

“An honest one. I wouldn’t want to be my King’s ambassador with your Council, for instance.”

“But then again, your most recent ambassador did commit treason against my Council, didn’t he?” I asked sweetly.

His jaw muscles twitched ever so slightly. “Ambassador Hughes did us no favors, true. Why didn’t you execute him?”

“Not ours to put down, was he? The Council upholds their end of treaties, Will.” Too bad your King doesn’t, I mentally added. Though I was hoping he’d stick to some treaties, at least. Mainly those assuring my safety while on fey ground. “You’re pretty well-informed for a driver,” I commented, trying to catch his eye in the rearview mirror again.

He smiled this small, enigmatic smile and went silent for the rest of the drive.

 

 

ONCE WE got to my Court-gifted residence—a pretty snazzy-looking house with a slick, modern design, surrounded by a few trees—Will got out of the car and opened the door for me to get out too.

When I did I noticed he was about as tall as I was, shoulders as wide, though he weighed less. Definitely taller than Tim. The suit he wore was a flawless black. The driver hat was off and held under his arm. It seemed curious to me because he looked more like a soldier than a driver, considering the posture and everything. If I were to bet on anything, it would be that he was no simple driver. His posture was too obviously military, his gaze too searching and hard to read. Either he wasn’t just a driver, or I was royally fucked and everyone else higher up than driver was formidable. Well, I was hoping for excitement. I had a feeling I’d get even more than I was hoping for.

He went to the back of the limo and got my bag out, then handed it to me and smiled. “Would you like me to walk you in, Ambassador? I’m at your service until we leave for the reception.”

Shit, reception? Of course it couldn’t be a simple party, could it? I mentally rolled my eyes as I played with the onyx ring on my finger. “So what, you’ll wait in the car for an hour until we leave?”

“Sure. I’m your driver for the day. Someone else will be assigned to you starting tomorrow, a permanent driver.”

“Why wasn’t this permanent driver assigned to me starting today, then?”

That small, enigmatic smile showed up again. “There was a family emergency, I was told. She’s very sorry she couldn’t be here to greet you herself.”

I could just imagine how brokenhearted she was. “Sorry to hear that. Will you send her my best wishes?”

He nodded. I took my briefcase and fished out the house keys I’d been given. The house was considered Council territory, technically. A tiny bubble of home away from home. Though fey law and rules still applied, my Council’s went as well here. It gave me some comfort, though admittedly not a whole lot of it.

My main hope was no fey would frisk me or, more specifically, do a cavity search. The “safe place” I had my flash drive stuck into was throbbing already from sitting in the car. It was encased in a butt plug. And I was under clear orders to always keep it on my person. Right now it was blank, so it seemed more of a joke on me. But I guessed I had to be used to it when it contained some information. So I did my best to ignore the way it almost rubbed against my prostate. Of course this meant I was constantly horny and frustrated. Not exactly a clear state of mind to do spying in, but what the hell. I needed to get laid fast. Good thing I had that ring on, or my grid would be jumping all over the place with how anxious and pissed I was starting to feel.

“Come on inside,” I called over my shoulder. “Leaving you waiting outside like a dog would be barbaric,” I added, almost grinning.

He came in, a study in grace as he moved. I decided he was definitely military, or military trained at least. There was no way he was a simple guy, an off-the-street driver. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t send a regular guy to pick up an official, would I? But then again, we’d wait for their ambassador with a Council member, the PBI director, and other important institution representatives. Fey didn’t bother with that, it seemed. They were making up for it by throwing a reception to parade me like a prize pony in front of everyone, though. So I decided it would be actually better if this Will guy was military. At least he’d be somewhat official.

We stepped inside the house after I unlocked the door. The place looked great: minimalist furniture and design, clean lines all over the place, a lot of glass walls on the first floor, a glass-and-metal staircase going up.

“Awesome place,” I said, putting my briefcase down.

“You like it?” Will asked from behind me.

“Looks awesome. This level alone is at least twice the size of my apartment, that’s for sure,” I added, looking around.

The complex I’d been living in was great, but this was interior-design magazines awesome. Whoever paid for this baby sure didn’t go easy on the budget.

“I’ll go upstairs, probably where my bedroom is,” I said, heading toward the stairs. “Make yourself comfortable. Grab a drink or something. I won’t be too long. Just a shower and a change of clothes, and I’ll be ready to go.”

I felt his gaze drill into the back of my head and tried hard to ignore it. There was something about this guy that got me nervous. Something about the too-studious way he looked at me every time I said something, his focus. Maybe he was just curious about werewolves in general. Or he found me hot and wanted to try his luck.

Which he’d have plenty of, I thought as I found my bedroom and flopped down on the bed. I wasn’t used to fey, that was true, so perhaps they were all equally as gorgeous… but man, this guy was beyond delicious-looking. Something about the crisp, elegant lines of his body as he moved. The hairless body I could picture underneath that neat black suit of his… yum. Then again, it might just have been the fact I’d been single for way too long. And that I had a butt plug stuck inside my ass.

I shook my head and looked around the room. My bags were here, neatly piled. My suits were arranged in a nice traveling bag, all set on hangers and pressed to perfection. I decided I’d wear a dark green one with a black shirt and a brighter green tie, plus black shoes and belt. It would go well with those beautiful green eyes of his. Not that I was dressing to match them or anything. I just happened to like green, and that was all.

Half an hour later, I went down the stairs. Freshly showered, hair still damp, and perfect suit on. My ring looked kind of cool with the whole getup, and I sure hoped it worked to hide my emotions as desire tingled through me at the sight of him.

He was sitting on a couch. His long, shapely legs were elegantly crossed and giving me a tantalizing view of his thigh and the curve of his tight ass. He was leaning his arms along the back of the couch. His head tilted to the side as he checked me out slowly from head to toe, then back up again. I couldn’t tell what he thought of the view, but reading fey faces was a skill I definitely didn’t possess. I might with time. Apparently these guys showed few facial expressions, and faint ones at that. Probably because everyone could read what everyone else felt, so there wasn’t need for rudimentary stuff like expressing it with your face and body. Maybe not even with words.

I arranged my tie, a little agitated. “Works for this reception thing that we’re going to?”

He nodded once and looked up into my eyes. “You look good enough to eat,” he said in a cool tone that ruffled my metaphorical feathers. Then he went back to checking out my suit. Or me.

“Are you hitting on me, Will? I hope it’s not part of your job description.”

“Oh? Why would you hope that?”

“Because my permanent driver lady would be disappointed on a daily basis to see I’m not interested,” I said, trying to smile in a charming rather than lascivious way.

He seemed to search my face for something. “Not into drivers?”

I snorted. “Not if they’re lady drivers.”

“I see,” he said slowly, running his gaze up and down my body.

It made me nervous that I couldn’t read much into his tone, expression, or gaze. I realized the actual words could mean anything without hints to what the speaker felt.

Tim had warned me that body language, expressions, and tone were different with fey, and it might throw me off in the beginning. To be honest I had thought he was full of shit at the time because I could read his body language, expressions, and tone just fine. Come to think of it, maybe that was because he’d taken them up human style, not fey. We could all read the subtext of what everyone else meant because we used the same ways of expressing our feelings. This guy just… didn’t express himself in a way I could read right off the bat. I was hoping to practice my fey-reading skills on him before facing the whole cohort of them, but if things went as they had so far, I was kind of screwed—sadly not in the good way.

“So are you? Hitting on me?” I tried again, focusing on his face and eyes. Come on, man, give me something to work with, here.

“Would you report me if I were?” he asked, studying my face and body.

I swallowed. “You’re not allowed to hit on me? What, am I outside the law or something? I’d better buy a lot of hand lotion, if so,” I muttered dejectedly.

I was hoping for a smile, a grin, a laugh. He just looked up into my eyes. That focus of his was very exciting for some reason. It made me feel like I was the only important person in the world. It was the kind of gaze leaders got from their packs or clans, like the whole universe revolved around them. Like they were the sun, moon, and all of the stars. It was not how pack members looked at a beta, for instance. Nobody had looked at me quite like this. Like I was a much-coveted book, only written in a yet-unknown language. Like they were burning inside to read all of me, page by page.

None of my so-called boyfriends had looked at me like that. Maybe because I never looked at them like that either. I couldn’t afford to. As pack beta and Alf’s guard, I had to be available to Weiss and Alf at all times, any time. My loyalties could not be questioned or swayed, not even a tiny bit. And reading someone like Will was trying to read me, page by precious page, meant a sort of commitment I didn’t dare get into. A sort of connection I couldn’t afford. Much less now that my loyalty would be forever put into question. Loving someone would mean being loyal to them. And that could be taken as not being loyal to my alpha first. I would never give anyone reason to doubt my loyalty.

Besides, I was most likely imagining things. Maybe it was a sign of the same kind of curiosity I was experiencing. After all, if I couldn’t read him, maybe he couldn’t read me. And if that was true, then my ring worked like it was supposed to. Now if I could only get him to talk about reading my emotional grid….

“I’m not supposed to… fraternize while I work for you,” he finally said.

What the hell did that mean? That he wanted to, or that he was using the excuse to brush me off? The guy was starting to be irritating. I was suddenly terrified they’d all be this impossible to read, rendering me pretty much blind and dumb. Not much could panic a wolf more than taking away his senses.

“I see,” I replied in what I hoped was a cool enough voice. “Should we go, then?”

He nodded and got up, turned for the door, and walked out to the car. Then he opened the back door and stood there with his hat taken off and resting under his arm while he waited. I locked the front door of the house, walked up to him, and got inside the car without wasting time looking his way again.

I was busy enough without trying to figure out some cryptic, admittedly hot fey guy, at least for today. I might squeeze in the time to inspect matters further tomorrow, maybe.




Chapter 3

 

 

THE RECEPTION was being held in one of the protocol rooms at the Fey Court, which was housed in a tall, sumptuous building and looked something like a gigantic Georgian manor. Will opened the limo door for me, then waited dutifully for me to get out before he closed the door and got back into the driver’s seat, probably to park that monster of a car. I made a mental note to ask for another car, though I wasn’t sure who to ask. I didn’t like having a driver, and I sure as hell wasn’t the limo type of guy. Maybe I could roll with a top-end car, one that was ridiculously expensive, stylish, but just not an outright limo.

I got into the tall building and followed the line of guards to a huge set of double doors, from behind which some classical music drifted off into the halls. Once I walked through the doors, I took one look around and immediately felt underdressed and ugly—something like high school all over again. It was like having a hump, wearing braces, and sporting holes in your shirt while at a supermodels’ party. They were all ridiculously beautiful, slim, and wearing almost the same facial expression—or lack thereof—and I didn’t fit in or make sense among them at all. So I put on my smallest polite smile and started shaking hands here and there, introducing myself because I was a take-charge kind of guy. I was kind of looking forward to going back home already.

It took a while but I met and chatted with almost everyone around of reasonable importance. I knew the King himself and his High Court would come in a bit later than everyone else. That was the etiquette. I’d be introduced to them, especially since I’d fluttered about the room already and started schmoozing with everyone worth their salt. And many of them were. These kinds of receptions weren’t attended by just anyone, someone told me while I was schmoozing. All of these were important contacts, and an ambassador would get totally hard at meeting them all. I didn’t, but then again, I wasn’t a diplomat either; it didn’t stop me from faking it to the best of my abilities. I was good at schmoozing, cooking, and adapting to any circumstances, that much I knew for sure.

Everyone fell quiet when the King and his trusted High Court entered the room. They walked almost in step, all wearing beautiful suits and large chains around their necks, each with a pendant that showed their rank and order. The King himself had the hexagon with the fleur-de-lis in its center, but I would have known it was him even without it. He looked like the meaner, older version of his son. He wore his hair long, with the power-wielding sign—the braid—hanging over his shoulder and down to his chest. Everyone gave him a small bow, and I did too.

They’d make rounds around the room, going from closest to the King and most influential at Court down to the less interesting members, and then make their way to extras, like me. If what Tim had told me still held true, the Court Historian would walk around with the King and make introductions where they were due. Which was just as well for me because that guy was the only one I actually knew here. His name was Richard Warren, and he was my source inside the Fey Court. I’d never told anyone but Weiss about his identity, but I knew for a fact he’d help me as much as he could without endangering himself. Richard was a weasel that way, but I’d take any kind of help I could get. He was my source, but he always gave me stunted information, only bits and pieces of anything remotely important. Enough to keep me coming back for more, to keep fucking. That was our deal: I fucked him, and he gave me some info on the Fey Court.

Unfortunately, knowing him wouldn’t help me make sense of Court members, because he was so very, very atypical on top of being a weasel. He liked to fuck werewolves, or get very fucked by them, to be more exact. Sometimes by more than one at a time, and I had proof of that on tape, something both he and I knew. So I was sure he’d do as much of what I asked as he could without pissing me off outright, for fear of that proof seeing the light of day. But what had him coming back to me wasn’t that proof; it was the fucking. I enjoyed that part too. Being single was tough for a healthy thirtysomething guy. While my proof of his debauchery might not have been terribly important before, when I was an outsider, now that I was actually here on fey ground, it weighed a whole lot more. Fucking animals like us was very much frowned upon by high fey society, especially Court members. Richard’s wife was some bigwig at Court. He would do his best to keep me reasonably satisfied.

I watched the King and his High Court members making rounds through the room, greeting fey, chatting, and almost smiling. Fey mingling was a very fucked-up thing to see, I decided. There was so little feeling in everything they did, it was impossible to tell if one of them meant what they were saying or not. At least it was impossible for me, a nonreader of emotional grids. It made the whole thing very fucking irritating.

Richard walked over to me while the King was still chatting up someone.

“Welcome, Ambassador Cooper,” he said, inclining his head. “We’re happy to have you at Court.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Mr. Warren. I trust you’re well?”

He took a sip of champagne and then nodded. “Yes, thanks. How do you like your accommodations?”

“Charming,” I commented. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you where the restroom is, though.”

I looked into his eyes and dared him to say no. We both knew what I was really asking for: some alone time. Not the fucking kind, at least not this time. Richard owed me something. He nodded and led me out of the room, down a corridor, then opened a door and stepped inside a huge bathroom.

I looked around and paid a lot of attention to sounds. I couldn’t see or hear anyone around, and I didn’t think anyone had followed us. It was as much as I could hope for. I went into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. Speaking could still be dangerous, though. There was no way of knowing where and how their security system had bugs planted.

I smiled at Richard. “Thanks for walking me here. This place is way too big for me to make any sense of,” I added, reaching out to shake his hand.

He nodded and reached into his jacket’s pocket. I was sure he took out a flash drive, most likely pressed between the apex of his pointer and middle finger. He shook my hand and slipped the drive into my palm. “There’s no need to be this formal, Ambassador. Our Court is a large and sumptuous building. It makes sense that an outsider would find it confusing.”

I smiled and closed my fist, holding on well to that drive. I knew what I’d have to do with it to keep it safe, but I wasn’t looking forward to it. “I think I can make my own way back. I’d hate to keep you from the reception.”

He nodded. “Very well. Let me take your glass.”

It would have been creepy to leave the bathroom with a glass of anything, true. I handed it over and watched Richard walk out. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he was half hoping I’d ask him to stay. I was horny, and sexing him up would have helped my plan of leaning on him at some point. But it was too dangerous to do that here. It was probably why he didn’t ask to stay either. Richard was never shy about lust, but I was pretty sure he was determined not to endanger his position. After all, it was why he had gone to such lengths as giving me this flash drive.

The deal was he’d give me all the financial information on a list of people whose names were suggested by Tim. They were people who could have been involved in the research behind the pseudo alpha hormones Amanda had so generously spread around. The lab tech who prepared them was only applying a formula. Someone else had to be behind the research, and Tim was pretty sure who that someone might be. Especially considering the fey involvement in the pentagram murders Weiss and Tim looked into.
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