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  “I HAVE to talk to you about something,” Herman Weiss stated in his usual steely tone. “Something that should but can’t be reported to the Council. Nobody can find out.”




  I sighed. “I’m the Bureau’s counselor. Whatever it is that should be reported by the Council’s standards will be. I’m not going to—”




  “Doesn’t patient-therapist confidentiality apply?”




  “Of course. Unless whatever it is you’re telling me constitutes a risk to yourself or others, in which case, by the Council’s directives, it will be reported. I’m guessing it would fall under those directives, considering you think it does.”




  “You owe me,” he snapped.




  “I know.”




  “I saved your life.”




  I worked my jaw, then nodded. “You did.”




  “You do this and we’re even.”




  “The Council won’t tolerate—”




  He snorted. “The Council isn’t your fucking concern.”




  I lifted one eyebrow. “Pretty sure it is.”




  He leaned forward in the chair he dwarfed and narrowed those striking icy blue eyes at me. “Your real concern is pissing off an unstable werewolf alpha sitting a few feet away.”




  Well, shit. Now it was too late to deny any knowledge or involvement. Then a particular word from his little tirade registered. I blinked a few times and my stomach clenched tight. “Unstable? What are you saying?”




  Weiss ran a hand through the graying hair that had been neatly combed back just moments before. “Went to see Amanda yesterday. She pushed my buttons, and… it resulted in me breaking the glass divider and flinging five agents through the room when they tried to hold me back.”




  I scratched my chin. “The extra-strong, super-reinforced glass divider?”




  “Yes. They ended up shooting a tranquilizer dart in my ass to stop me. I would’ve killed her, Sands. Bathed in her blood, painted the walls with it….” He cleared his throat and looked away.




  I counted to ten in my head and ran a hand over my face. “Why didn’t I hear about this? Incident this big should’ve been reported by all involved, including the Medical Care Unit.”




  He smiled. “Hence my request to talk to you about something that should but can’t be reported.”




  I exhaled, counting to ten. “You had the five agents, the MCU personnel, and any possible witnesses to your temper tantrum not report the incident?”




  He grinned, glowing with pride. “I run a tight ship.”




  I squinted. “That’s one way of putting it. Another would be everyone covering your ass is defying the Council,” I hissed.




  He held a hand up. “Don’t go there. They’re protective of their alpha, that’s all.”




  “That’s a bit backwards, isn’t it? Aren’t you supposed to protect them?” I muttered.




  He growled. “Don’t piss me off, Sands. Won’t end well with my track record lately.”




  “Holy dangling lobes,” I whispered. “It happened more than once?”




  “I’ve been having… shitstorm temper tantrums in the last couple of weeks.”




  Dear gods and wings, no. “Temper tantrums?” I almost squeaked. “You should’ve reported that the moment it happened! Alphas don’t do temper tantrums out of the blue. That’s why you’re seeing me now.”




  “You know what happens to crazed alphas,” he said grimly.




  I shivered. “It was just a glass divider, Weiss. I’m sure the Council won’t put you down, considering the circumstances….”




  But I stopped myself there. Maybe they’d put him down especially because of the circumstances. After all, his mate, Amanda—who was going to be executed this week—had started up an antileader movement and killed one werewolf alpha and two vampire sires. Maybe getting rid of Weiss would help the Council place the blame on someone other than them—dead werewolves couldn’t really defend their name, could they? Of course, the Weiss family had been providing alphas to the only Council-sanctioned werewolf pack for two generations, so the Council wouldn’t go against them simply out of politics. Not when the Weiss of the day played ball with them. Not when the next Weiss in line was barely seven years old. But an alpha whose mate had been held in custody for a couple of weeks having “temper tantrums” now—anyone with half a mind would think it was rages. If they could claim just cause, and rages were that, then things might be different. I’d have to confirm if it was terminal stage or incipient. Incipient was easy to solve; terminal meant execution. If there was any chance of him not getting executed and me not getting blamed for either not knowing or knowing but not reporting, it had to be incipient.




  I crossed my legs and arranged my tie, hoping to exorcize some of the restlessness from my system. “Tell me about the… tantrums.”




  He looked down for a moment, then back up to me. “Happened five or six times since Amanda was taken in. They start out of the blue, and before I know it, I’m in red and itching to taste everyone’s blood, break their necks, crack their spines, and—”




  I cleared my throat. “I get the picture. Have you tried… diffusing the cause?”




  He frowned. “Doing what?”




  I squirmed in my chair. “I mean, you know… a conjugal visit. It’s why rages happen in mated couples, especially when one of the mates is a leader. They’re a side effect of, you know… being without your mate for a while.”




  Heat crept up my face as I pictured Weiss “diffusing the cause.” I swallowed thickly, hoping against hope my years-long teenagerish crush wouldn’t show. Not now, of all times. Sweet flapping wings, not now, I thought desperately.




  Weiss leaned forward and set his hands on his knees, shaking his head. I thought he was about to say something, but then he shook his head again, growled a little, seemed to want to speak—but didn’t.




  I frowned. “Weiss?”




  “Fucking shit!” he snapped.




  I froze for a moment. Was he going into a rage now? In a rush, I started to read his emotional grid. If he was going into a rage, I had seconds at best to drain the rage out of him. My skills were rusty, but I could do it if I had to. It went against my principles, though, which was why I’d become a therapist instead. Draining whatever emotional state someone went through was a momentary solution; it did nothing to help the underlying cause. But still, I’d choose being alive over being shredded to pieces by a raving mad werewolf of any kind—let alone Weiss, a mountain wolf, meaning one of the strongest and largest, and an alpha to boot.




  As I read his emotional grid, though, the mystery only got thicker. “You’re not going into a rage. You’re embarrassed. Why would you be embarrassed?” I asked, stupefied.




  Weiss was a lot of things, but shy was definitely not one of them. I couldn’t actually remember seeing him embarrassed since I’d started working as counselor for the Bureau of Paranormal Investigation, where he was director. I’d been here for about five years.




  He rubbed a hand over his face, then finally looked up. “You’re not supposed to pull any of that fairy shit,” he grumbled.




  I cleared my throat. “Fey.”




  He grinned. “I kind of like ‘fairy,’ though.”




  I squinted. “I kind of think I’ll report you to the Council if you use it again.”




  “You’re just pissed you can’t go tattle on me,” he grumbled.




  “You’re just pissed you go on all fours when you shift, Mister Wolfman,” I snapped.




  He snorted. “As opposed to staying bipedal, like the lycans? Sorry to disappoint, Sands. I’m very fucking proud of being a werewolf. I’m not saying lycans aren’t good, mind you. Travis and Rick are damn good guys, and they’ve proven that in my time of need. I don’t have an issue with my form when I shift, Sands. Need I remind you that it’s fey who have issues with us animal-like folks, werewolves and lycans alike?”




  “It’s not being animal-like that they have issues with. What Kingdom fey have a problem with is whatever they can’t control directly. Believe me, I know.”




  He nodded. “Yeah, you do.”




  I took a good look at him, noticing how he tapped his foot against the floor. Though it was subtle, the message was clear. He was on edge even now. But it didn’t make sense.




  “You’re asking me for a favor. Why push my buttons?”




  “Can’t help it,” he growled.




  I flinched. “Excuse me?”




  “Edelweiss,” he snarled.




  Was his brain so flooded by hormones that he was losing his mind entirely? “What does that have to do with anything?”




  “You reek of the shit,” he growled.




  I was still lost. “And?”




  “I’ll ask you just this once. Do you mean to convey the message that it conveys?”




  I widened my eyes. “I take health supplements with edelweiss. If the message is there are things that could be improved in my system, then yes, I mean to convey that message, I guess.”




  He snorted. “Bullshit. It means something else when a Weiss is sniffing it,” he snapped.




  Crap. Why did that never cross my mind? Of course edelweiss would somehow mean something to a Weiss. I hadn’t thought of checking the records for these kinds of links when I’d started taking my health supplements. Obviously, I should have. Though in my defense, I hadn’t expected to come anywhere near Weiss, since he and all of his agents generally avoided me like a pest. My pulse spiked. I really hoped the scent didn’t mean some sort of challenge, or I’d find myself on the receiving end of a prime beating in a matter of seconds.




  “What does it mean?” I asked as calmly as I could.




  If he were going to attack me here, his secret would get out. He wouldn’t do it, no matter what the damn edelweiss meant. That was if he were still sane, which was yet to be determined. Actually, him ever being sane was yet to be determined. And I was positively flipping out of my mind for having a crush on the wacko. I cleared my mind, redirected my focus on him.




  He looked up, searched my eyes. “Really don’t know?”




  I kept eye contact, though it wasn’t advisable with an unstable alpha. “I really don’t.”




  “Really?” he rumbled deep in his chest.




  Shit. I was starting to get a hard-on. Definitely not the proper response in this situation. I needed a distraction, quickly. “You were going to tell me about diffusing the cause of the maybe-rages.”




  He growled deep in his chest, the sound crawling up my bones and resonating in my head. “Lack of conjugal visits isn’t a factor.”




  “So you’ve been having them?”




  “No,” he snapped.




  I frowned. “You lost me. Mated werewolves get incipient rages when they haven’t… been with their mates for too long. If you have been, then you shouldn’t be having rages—so it’s some other cause, which isn’t good news, but at least we’ll know it won’t get you executed. If you haven’t been with your mate, then the rages are happening because of that. But they’re incipient, easy to get rid of, so you have a conjugal visit, and the problem is solved.”




  “If not fucking Amanda would’ve given me rages, I would’ve been having them for years by now. All right?” he said, looking away.




  What? “You mean you and your mate haven’t… for years?” I asked, flabbergasted.




  “Yes,” he growled, squinting at me.




  Shit, now I was feeling almost as awkward as he looked. “That’s… interesting,” I muttered.




  “Me not fucking my mate is interesting?”




  “No, I mean the fact you didn’t get rages because of it. So it’s not related to that now either, we might assume.”




  “Guess so.”




  I scratched my chin. “Uh-huh. Then where are these bouts of rage coming from?”




  “Fuck me if I know,” he grumbled.




  I kind of wished I could, though it was totally outside the realm of possibility. Crush on him or not, I had no reason to think Weiss was anywhere near a possibility. For all I knew, he was straight, in fact—also impotent or severely blue-balled, and possibly insane. I still wished I could run the tip of my tongue all over his chest and nibble his collarbone, to begin with. I shook my head to clear those thoughts away. “Everything we discuss is in confidence, and it’s important that you’re sincere with me on this. Rages aren’t something to play with,” I said as kindly as I could.




  He growled viciously. “I fucking know! Almost decapitated a guy on the street the other day. Don’t lecture me, fey prince. I’m not a patient guy on the best of days. This isn’t the time to goddamn test my patience.”




  I gulped, trying to ignore the prince jibe. “What I’m trying to get at is… you haven’t been with Amanda because you didn’t feel the physical need? Or have you been using… a replacement of sorts?”




  He lifted an eyebrow. “You asking me if I fuck around or wank?”




  My face heated up like crazy, enough to be sure I was blushing. “I’m asking if you’ve been repressing needs, or if you simply didn’t have them. It’s important. Hormones are the basis—”




  “Amanda and I aren’t up for discussion. I haven’t been repressing shit, but I do get hard if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not limp-dicked.”




  Of course I pictured him hard the next second, because my mind worked in visuals like that. Sweat bubbled up on my temples. He already looked like he wanted to cap me, those icy light blue eyes fixing me with murderous intent. My whole body was tense, muscles full of energy and ready to make a run for it. It was irrational of course, a fight-or-flight response brought on by the intense vibe of doom he was emanating. But if I ran, that would be the end of me. To werewolves, someone trying to run away was like catnip. It only made it that much more fun to catch and kill you, got them all the more excited. I needed to steer this discussion away from my impending doom and more toward safer, less scary topics.




  I cleared my throat. “Right. Would you be willing to have Dr. Black do your blood workup?”




  He glared for a few moments, then sighed. “As long as my name won’t be tied to the blood, yeah.”




  I nodded. “Don’t worry, he’s kind of a friend. I think I can ask for a favor.”




  “He found a replacement for that lab guy already?”




  “Show must go on, right? Not like he’s going to close up his practice because his lab technician strayed off the path.”




  “By straying off the path, you mean trafficking marking hormones and fucking with hierarchy,” he hissed.




  “Yeah. Dr. Black had nothing to do with that.”




  “I hope this time he picked a lab tech who won’t try to start the fucking apocalypse,” he commented spitefully.




  I wasn’t sure what the hell to say. Everything set him off, obviously. Any Amanda-related topic seemed to earn me extra murder points.




  He looked up, those gorgeous eyes focused on me like lasers. “Until we sort this out, Sands, you’re my new partner.”




  No freaking way. “What?”
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  “YOU HEARD me,” he grumbled. “In case I get a rage, you have to be there to prevent me from lashing out. We both know you can, as fey.”




  Of course he had to use the right word now that he was angling for something.




  “And we both know I’m not allowed to,” I added, shaking my head. “The Fey Act prevents us from exercising our… special abilities on Council territory. Going against that would make me a criminal before the Council. I might like you alive, but I like me alive even more.”




  Weiss stood to his full, impressive height and stepped close to me. I expected some sort of intimidation act. He was Weiss after all—that came to him naturally. His hulking shape loomed over me, his breathing becoming the only thing I could hear. I swallowed and fought the urge to run the hell out of there.




  “Look up, Edelweiss,” he almost purred.




  The tone was so incongruous with everything Weiss was that I did look up, wide-eyed. All the better, since him standing and me sitting gave me an almost cruel close-up with his crotch.




  “There’s an exception from the Fey Act,” he said, grinning crookedly.




  “What?” I screeched, shaking my head.




  “Think about it, it would fit. You’d watch over my temper, make sure I won’t do anything I’d regret later. Buy me enough time to find out what’s going on,” he added, his gaze turning sad.




  This was just too much. “Is this a prank?” I asked incredulously. “You can’t be asking me to hook up.”




  He grabbed my arms and pulled me to my feet. “Listen, Edel. If you report me, they’ll put me down. You know they will—it’s the law. The Council can’t afford to do me—of all people—any favors, not after Amanda. They won’t invest the time to look into it. What they will do is write it off as terminal rages and cap me. I’m not asking you to hook up. Just pretend that we’re together for a while… until we figure out what’s going on with me. If we can’t find anything that can be solved in a couple of weeks, I’ll go to the Council and turn myself in. Please,” he whispered. “Do it for Alf at least, if not as a favor to me.”




  I gulped. “That’s low, Weiss, bringing your seven-year-old into it.”




  His gaze darkened. “If I get a rage when he’s around….” He trailed off and shook his head. “I’m asking you to prevent me from killing innocents. Begging isn’t my thing. But I am begging you to help me now. I’m that desperate.”




  “Must be. Nobody ever comes through the door unless under dire circumstances,” I said flatly. “There are other fey around. You could hook up with one of them—for real. They’d level your emotional grid on instinct. Why do you need me?”




  “Because I trust you,” he stated simply. “And so does the Council. Trusting someone new would be… difficult right now, for everyone.”




  “I understand that, but if you got a fey to fall for you for real, then—”




  “Then I’d make the same mistake I did with Amanda,” he said, looking down. “I may have been an idiot then, but I’d like to think I’ve learned some lessons from the whole fucking ordeal. You’re my only option, Sands.”




  Weiss leaned in closer, too close. His scent invaded my lungs, the warmth of his body bringing sweat to my temples again. Blood pounded through my veins, the illusion I could somehow, by some miracle, get to touch his lips getting me high. I focused on my thoughts, ignoring my body. This was when it really mattered that I didn’t give myself away. This was when I had to stand my ground, not let my private desires get in the way of my ethics. Ethics were important for a therapist… but Weiss wrapped his arms around me slowly, as if giving me time to bolt. I didn’t try, I didn’t move… I didn’t even dare breathe, waiting to feel his arms close around me. I hated myself instantly for it, but after years of dreaming, and hoping, and stealing glances… the man of my hot, sweaty dreams was going to hold me.




  “If I have to actually seduce you, then I will, Edel,” he whispered with a grin in his voice.




  I flattened my lips. “Oh, because I’m that easy, you think?”




  He chuckled in a self-deprecating way. “Because I’m that desperate.”




  My heart broke a little. Of course he’d think seducing me was such a terrible task that he’d only resort to it out of sheer desperation. I tried to hide my hurt feelings, brush them under the carpet. I looked down, hoping my gaze wouldn’t give me away. “You’re not my type,” I stated coldly.




  “You were Travis’s boyfriend for a while there, so I know you like the leader type.”




  Shit, this was just what I needed. His mentioning Travis didn’t help at all with my conviction to not do this. I’d broken up with Travis because I’d realized I was actually pining away after Weiss the whole time Travis and I were together. Either Weiss knew, or his killer alpha instincts were pushing him in the right direction. If I balanced his emotions without us being a couple officially, the Council would find out. They had fey consultants to keep an eye out for anyone fiddling with emotional grids. They’d take me in, PBI counselor or not. And Weiss did have a point on the trust thing. He’d have to trust some stranger with a secret that would get him killed, were it to get out.




  When alphas got terminal rages, it wasn’t treatable. Their hormones turned them into wild, senseless monsters—they had to be put down, for everyone’s sake. A raving mad Weiss would be even more dangerous than anyone. His family was known for their incredible genes and strength. The thought alone gave me the chills. If the Council got wind of this, they’d put him down—no doubt about it. I couldn’t, in good conscience, turn down his plan, not under these circumstances. Not when a seven-year-old kid—whose mom was going to be executed this week—depended on him.




  Weiss was all Alf would have. I couldn’t allow the poor kid to become an orphan. Nobody would ever take in a Weiss alpha-to-be, and we all knew Alf had the alpha hormones. Weiss had gotten him tested. Only a matter of time before the kid reached adulthood and the hormones started flooding his system. I couldn’t just leave Weiss to his fate, not when he’d saved my life five years ago. Not when the thought of a world without him strangled me.




  I looked up. “Don’t try to pull that crap with me. I’ll help you because, despite this bastard move of yours, you’re a good guy. I’ll help because you have a seven-year-old son who’s about to lose his mother, and you’re all he’s got. I’ll do this because it’s scientifically interesting to explore the case. But don’t think you can sucker me into it with a grope or a fuck. I can help you right now because I’m half fey. That also means I know when you’re pretending…. I know what you feel as you’re feeling it. You can’t bullshit me, Weiss. And stop calling me Edel.”




  He chuckled darkly and took two steps back, assessing me with more interest than he’d ever shown. “Well, go figure. Little Edel has some teeth of his own, and he knows how to bite.”




  “I don’t think that pissing me off is what you should go for right now.”




  “Maybe not. But it’s fun.”




  “Get out of here, Weiss. Go home, think on this until tomorrow morning. If you’re set on going ahead with it, we’ll start this show then.”




  He stuck his hands in his pockets and cocked his head to the side. “Oh, no. You’re coming home with me. Don’t look so stricken, we’ll just pretend to be a couple. But we won’t pretend the being together part. We are going to be together, all the time, from now until we figure this shit out. I can’t take the chance of a rage happening when I’m at home.”




  I shivered. “You mean you want us to be nose to nose 24-7? Are you insane?”




  He snorted. “I don’t think therapists are allowed to use the word. Not nose to nose literally, unless your magic trick requires it?”




  “We don’t have to be too close, but in the same house for sure. I’m not strong enough to pull it off over long distances,” I begrudgingly admitted.




  It wasn’t something to be proud of. The whole couple dispensation had been given in the Fey Act because being involved with someone made fey balance their lover’s emotional grid on reflex. We couldn’t really help doing it for our lovers—those we actually loved, to be precise. It didn’t matter where they were. But for a long-term singleton fey like me, it was a rusty skill to balance emotional grids. My balancing muscles were dusty and flappy from lack of use. The fact I had a crush on him did help, though I hoped he didn’t know about it. But it would still be hard work for me.




  “There you go,” he said. “You’re coming home with me until we solve this shitty situation.”




  “You mean you want us to actually live together while we’re pretending?”




  He nodded.




  “Starting tonight?” I asked in a faint voice.




  He nodded again.




  “It won’t look good. You’re still officially with Amanda, even if her execution is just around the corner.”




  “You think anyone will be outraged because I’m betraying her? If anything, it will show my pack that I still have some sort of balls. They might start doubting that fact after what Amanda did. Besides, a mating is just like a human marriage. Putting an end to it officially is more of a technicality when it’s clear everything is over. It doesn’t keep some from moving on. It wouldn’t keep a werewolf alpha from moving on. It won’t.”




  “You’re going to use a fling with me as proof of balls? Seriously?”




  “Actually, I’ll be using it as my chance to keep breathing. But if my pack thinks I’m over Amanda, I certainly won’t mind it. Nobody will. And it won’t look like a fling at all.”




  “Sweet flapping wings, what have I gotten myself into?” I muttered, shaking my head and looking at him.




  “You’re saving my life, Sands. Shitting around aside, I’ll owe you big time. I’m sure it’ll come in handy to have the PBI director at your mercy,” he added.




  I breathed out slowly. “Yeah… I can just picture you being at my mercy, totally in character for you.”




  He laughed—loud, full, and rich. The sound made my heart jump in my throat, and I found myself shaking my head and smiling. I allowed warmth to spread through my heart for a moment. Looking on the bright side, I’d get to spend a lot of time with my crush. He was probably annoying, had smelly morning breath, and farted while he slept. After a week or two of that, I’d finally get over him. And I would earn a lot of favors from him in the long run, provided he didn’t end up dead during this experiment—and didn’t get me killed either. I knew just the thing his support would work wonders on. He wouldn’t like it, I was sure, but that was the funny part about favors: once you owed them, you had to deliver.




  All I had to do was spend all of my time with a man I’d been fantasizing about for years, balance his emotional grid, and not give away my stupid crush. How hard could that be?




  In my car, I followed Weiss to his home. My poor little car looked as tired and weary as I felt most days, but just like me, she did her job well day in, day out and didn’t make any fuss about it either. I tailed Weiss’s Beamer, listening to The Cure on the radio and tapping the rhythm on the steering wheel with my thumbs. I stopped at a red light and looked out at a couple crossing the street. They were young, probably in their twenties if I were to guess. Two beautiful young people, holding hands and smiling at each other as rain started trickling down from moody gray skies. It was one of those oddly harmonious moments, the kind that could go on a card and touch you after just one glance. Something about the warmth of their gazes seemed to light up the whole street. The subtle strength of their grip as they held hands created a kind of gravitational force all its own, and their smiles were so bright they merged into the glorious sun of this new planet of their togetherness. But then they melted into the crowd of pedestrians on the other side of the street, and the warmth left with them. Everything shifted, the memory of the harmony of their presence turned cold in my chest, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. I closed my eyes for a second, wanting to smile and hit my head against the wheel at the same time.




  After I opened my eyes again, the world looked different. I hated and admired it from my cold, lonely corner of the singledom universe. From my viewpoint, everything now looked gloomy and heavy as rain poured down in earnest, all the extra weight pressing down on my very soul and making it hard to breathe. The street looked like black waters eager to swallow us all down and feed us to the starving monsters underneath. There was no lifesaver, no ship to rescue me from these icy black waters, and I had no idea how to swim. And we hadn’t even been pretending to be a couple for a full hour yet…. The future looked bright right now—not.




  The light turned green, and I resumed tailing Weiss. This evening I wasn’t going to my empty apartment and my empty personal life. I was going to celebrate my lack of a love life by sleeping close to the man I wanked to—oh, the sheer joy. Sure, I had friends. We went out once or twice a month, and spent the time mostly talking about their boyfriends, girlfriends, wives and husbands, their kids, their in-laws, their vacations, or remodeling plans. I was the only single thirtysomething person in my group of friends, and considering my line of work, it often ended in freebie therapy sessions anyway. All friendships went that way, I guessed, only mine included considerably less reciprocity. I didn’t talk about my Weiss crush to anyone, not my human friends, not my supernatural ones—nobody. It would do me no good to get the condescending or commiserating glances it would earn me. I threw my own pity parties just fine by myself; no need to invite others to them too.




  We finally arrived at Weiss’s house. Of course he didn’t live in a complex, like the rest of the PBI personnel. The man had a house with gateway security and the works. It occurred to me that I should call the Moonglow complex, the building where my apartment was, compliments of the PBI. Security had to know I was going to spend time somewhere else. After Weiss got in through the gates, the guy covering security there waved me to stop.




  “Evening,” he said flatly. “PBI registration, please.”




  Well, wasn’t he bright as sunshine. I felt like a teenager caught with a tent in his pants during class as he wrote down my ID details and threw me a few curious glances.




  “Spending the night?” he asked, not looking me in the eye.




  I cleared my throat. “Yes.”




  “I’ll notify security at Moonglow. Good night,” he recited and held out my PBI registration.




  I didn’t make eye contact either as I took it. My face burned as I went through the gates. I watched in my rearview mirror as they closed. The guard shook his head, seemingly not impressed with his alpha’s choice for a fuck-toy. He’d sure be happy to know we were only pretending, but of course the whole point of this act was for everyone to think we were sleeping together. I was pretty sure that by the time I made it up the stairs into Weiss’s house, half the pack would know I was spending the night with their alpha. By tomorrow morning it would be official—Timothy Sands, Herman Weiss’s fuck-toy. I could just add that to my CV, it would be that widely known. Why the fuck had I agreed to this mess? So Weiss wouldn’t get killed and I’d get juicy favors from him, right. And he sort of saved my ass from getting Fey Court duty or getting killed. I owed the bastard. I had a feeling I’d need to remind myself of that often.




  After I parked, I got out of the car and walked to the front door, where Weiss was waiting for me. And as I climbed the three stairs that separated us, looking up into his bright blue eyes made my stomach clench tight and sent a pang through my heart. Just remember this is all a game, I reminded myself. Don’t get carried away. Don’t allow the disease of your crush to get any worse than it already is. Feeling sorry for myself didn’t help or change things, but sometimes I couldn’t stop that train. Didn’t mean I had to ride it for more than the one station, though.




  “Safe to talk here?” I asked, looking around.




  He nodded.




  “How will we do this?”




  “You get the spare bedroom beside mine. I’ve got a cook and a house caretaker, so whatever you need, tell them and they’ll get it. Of course, when we go to sleep we’ll spend some time together, sell it to the staff too. Then you go sleep in the spare bedroom. They already know I snore bad.”




  I frowned. “You snore so bad that the staff can hear it?”




  He shook his head and looked away.




  Oh-kay…. “What about your son?” I asked in a small voice.




  He sighed. “He’s seven. Don’t tell him anything unless he asks about it. And if he does, just tell him to ask me.”




  “But won’t he feel uncomfortable with a stranger in—”




  His gaze snapped to mine. “My family is none of your concern, Edel. Keep your eyes on the ball, and everything will work out just fine.”




  I lifted my eyebrows. “You do remember I’m the one doing you a favor here, right? What’s up with the tone and attitude?”




  He ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I’m just so pissed about it all.”




  “We could talk about it, if you’d like. I mean, I am a counselor,” I added, smiling.




  He snorted. “Right. Because on top of this clusterfuck, having a shrink poke through my head is exactly what I want.”




  The bitterness of his tone stung. “Excuse me for trying to help. Maybe I’ll just refrain from it and go home, how about that?” I snapped and turned to walk away.




  His arm shot out and grabbed me before I could even register the movement. “You’re staying right here,” he growled.




  It wasn’t a playful kind of growl either, not the regular one he regaled the Bureau with on a daily basis. It was the nasty, “I’ll go for your throat” kind of growl that meant business—at least that’s how it sounded to me.




  I flinched. “Weiss….”




  “Shut the fuck up and do your magic fey trick, Edel.”




  I scanned his emotional grid and the blood in my veins turned to ice. His rage was a monumental mass of bright red, burning hot—almost to the point of melting the eyes out of my head. I doused the mass with cool, blue, calming energy for a couple of minutes. I was rusty, that was true—but still, this kind of intensity… it was overwhelming. Frankly, I was shocked nobody had gotten killed yet if all of his rages had been like this. At least, I hoped nobody had gotten killed.




  “Done,” I said faintly. “Feeling better?”




  So much tension had drained away, his face looked relaxed. Fey exchange had that effect: loosened people up, relaxed them, balanced them for a while. How long it lasted depended on the level of skill and practice of the fey doing it, and I figured it would last him until tomorrow evening, more or less.




  “Wow,” he murmured. “If I’d known it’s this good, I would’ve gotten it done years ago.”




  “It’s not a facial,” I snapped as I swayed on my feet.




  He gripped me with both hands and held me steady. “You all right?”




  Was I? “Yeah. Sorry, it took the wind out of me because I haven’t been exchanging for a while.”




  He frowned. “Didn’t know it would hurt you. I wouldn’t have asked if I’d known.”




  I smiled. “I’m just rusty, don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine after some sleep.”




  “You sure?” he asked with what seemed like real concern.




  “Yeah. We going in or what?”




  He nodded.




  “You can let go now,” I said, trying to extricate myself from his grip.




  He snorted. “Stop squirming. I’m letting go when there’s a sitting surface under your ass.”




  “I’m not a child,” I said, squinting.




  “I know.”




  “Then don’t treat me like one,” I said, trying to get free of his grip again.




  He pulled me close and shook me a bit. “What, is the physical contact that unbearable? Afraid I’ll ruin your outfit? My paws aren’t muddy,” he gritted out.




  “This isn’t a rage brewing, it can’t be. So what the fuck is up with the attitude?” I asked, wide-eyed.




  He looked down into my eyes for a few moments, his icy stare giving me the chills and taking my breath away at the same time. He had that effect on me, like I was dropped under cold, cold water, and the air was slapped out of my lungs for a moment. My heart was beating violently, and I felt my bones almost go liquid.




  “Edelweiss,” he hissed.




  “You keep saying that. What the hell does it mean?”




  He let go of me, stepped back. “God fucking damn it, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”




  He stormed away, pushing through the front doors and exploding inside like a tornado. I only caught a few glimpses of his grid as he walked away, but what I did see was interesting to say the least—yearning and regret. I walked inside and closed the door behind me, going over the whole thing in my mind. Yearning? He didn’t want me. I was pretty sure of that much. Then why would he—?




  “You smell like tailup,” a tiny version of Weiss said from my left.




  Three
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  I JUMPED. The tiny figure that just appeared there had scared the crap out of me. “Ugh, hi there. Didn’t hear you coming,” I stammered. “Were you standing there for a while?”




  He shook his head of black hair. Weiss’s icy blue eyes looked up at me from the kid’s face, a note of meanness to them, even though the kid wasn’t glaring at me right now. At least I thought he wasn’t glaring; with Weisses it was hard to tell. For a tiny thing, he looked pretty impressive, I had to give him that. A tiny Weiss, already a striking appearance at seven. Wow.




  “What did you say I smell like?”




  He grinned. “Tailup.” Then he turned and ran away. “Dad’s home, diiiiinner!” he screamed.




  I wasn’t sure if it was for my benefit or someone else’s. I ran both hands over my face. How was I supposed to handle this? Alf was no ordinary seven-year-old, not that I had too much experience with those either. But still, someone just showing up like this had to be uncomfortable for him, seeing me around in his house…. Weiss didn’t strike me as the explaining type either. Didn’t he care about his son’s feelings? Tiny werewolf alpha or not, he was still a kid.




  A plump young man showed up from behind a corner. He frowned, looked at me for a while, then smiled. “You must be the guest Security called about?”




  I bit the inside of my cheek. “Yeah. I’m Tim,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand.




  He sniffed a couple of times, shook my hand, and smiled wider. “Bert. Any particular preference for dinner? You vegan or anything like that?”




  He said “vegan” like it was a disease, which would’ve been almost funny if it hadn’t been annoying. “No, I’m not. Why?”




  He snorted. “Thinking I should know since I’ll be feeding you. It’s good that you eat meat. I don’t trust anyone who lives off of grazing,” he muttered, walking away.




  I pinched the bridge of my nose. Brilliant, Weiss’s “staff” was just as delightful as he was. It made sense, but I’d been hoping to find easier people to get along with. Hope, it seemed, was foolish.




  Weiss walked down a flight of stairs wearing dark sweats and a black sleeveless shirt. His shoulders seemed wider than usual, his arms more muscled and tense, ready to do damage. The impressive length of his legs looked slick and strong even in those sweats, the floppy fabric accentuating the sturdy elegance of his every move. His hair looked wet, like he’d thrown some water over his face before changing. Dear magic wands, the man was gorgeous. My throat went instantly dry. I looked away quickly and visualized sausages—it was my antiboner tactic. No idea what it was about them, maybe the minced meat, but it always killed my friskiness.




  “Hope you don’t expect formal wear for dinner, your highness,” he grumbled as he walked by me.




  Yet another jibe at my unpleasant lineage, lovely. Easy to ignore at the moment, though—I swallowed thickly as I looked at his ass—sweet flapping wings, you could bounce quarters off of it. “Just occurred to me that I don’t have a change of clothes.”




  He sat at the dining room table and waved me to join him. “Good, you’ll show up to work tomorrow wearing the same clothes you had on today. If you’re worried about sleeping and shit, I’ll give you something. Not sure what, exactly, you’re smaller than Amanda,” he said, looking me over with too much attention.




  I cleared my throat. “I do have my gym bag in the trunk, don’t worry.”




  He lifted an eyebrow. “Gym? Seriously?”




  “What’s that supposed to mean?”




  “Sit down,” he barked.




  I did. Bert came out with a stack of plates, set one in front of Weiss and me and an extra three.




  “Didn’t take you for the gym type,” Weiss said as he stretched his legs under the table until his foot brushed mine.




  “What, because I’m not a pack of muscles like you?” I asked, irritated.




  He grinned. “Thanks, didn’t know you were paying attention. No, because I never saw you at the Bureau’s gym.”




  “I go to a regular gym.”




  He set his elbows on the table and leaned in. “Why the fuck would you do that?”




  “Because I like their equipment,” I muttered under my breath.




  Especially liked Sammy’s equipment. He was my personal trainer there. I liked human fuck buddies. They made me feel less like an outcast for some reason. Among the PBI crowd, I was always something of an odd duckling. Fey didn’t mix well with others, which meant they usually didn’t mix at all. Pretty much a closed-off community, save for some officials and diplomats. Most of the time, I was the only fey around the Bureau.




  Weiss frowned. “Some fuck buddy there I need to know about?”




  Crap. I widened my eyes. “How’s that any of your business?” I hissed.




  “Everything about you is my business from now on, Edel.”




  “Stop calling me that!” I said through gritted teeth.




  Alf ran in and plopped into a chair. “Is Tailup your friend?” he asked, looking at his dad.




  Weiss’s icy gaze landed on his son, and then a miracle happened. Those light blue eyes lit up with warmth as he gazed at his kid. He even smiled, which stopped my heart midbeat.




  “His name is Tim,” Weiss said, still smiling.




  “Tim Tailup?” Alf asked, fluttering his eyelashes.




  Weiss grinned. “Just Tim, to you.”




  Alf glared at me in his so-Weiss way and I wanted to giggle. “Smells like tailup to me,” the little guy said in a surprisingly firm tone.




  Weiss growled, or more like emitted a strange combo between a growl and a sort of purr. “Don’t make me come over there.”




  Alf grinned, apparently fairly proud of himself, then shrugged. “Okay, but he does smell like it.”




  To my utter surprise, Weiss snorted, then smiled wider. Alf blinked those long lashes at his dad, then grinned wickedly. The kid had him wrapped around his little finger. Weiss seemed almost like a different man, a softer, kinder version of him that was even more charming. It made me wonder how he might’ve been if he hadn’t been alpha, but then again the thought itself was silly. If he hadn’t been alpha, he wouldn’t have been Weiss—the Weiss I was so taken with. Watching him with his son didn’t help kill my crush, not at all. But it was a thing of beauty to observe them together; I could already tell. They just clicked in a way my dad and I never did, for instance. Remembering him brought me down, and that wasn’t a mood I wanted to be in tonight. Sweet gods and wings, this was just too much for a poor fey-slash-elf like me.
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