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      What a mess. Paige grabbed her phone and walked out of the Red Star Division Precinct. Leaving right now was a bad idea. All of that hard work to put a paranormal police department in place, and now someone was framing her team— starting with Dexx, her lover and the father of her unborn child? Something major was going on, and she needed to stay.

      But, the elders had called, which meant she had to go.

      Well, this just might be the day she told them where they could stick it.

      This wasn’t what she’d expected her life to be like when they’d moved to Oregon.

      Paige had been on the run most of her career. Back in Texas, when she’d first started as a detective, she’d been chasing demons while hiding all evidence of it from the mundanes she worked with. But after making a really bad decision—trying to kill her mother for kidnapping her daughter—she’d had her memories wiped and her demon summoning ability revoked.

      In Louisiana, she’d been forced to face her past and reclaim her ability to summon demons, but then she’d had to run from a madman of a demon, Sven. He’d left the door to hell open in her soul.

      Then it was back to Denver, running from shifters and a war she’d never intended to unleash, and the witch intent on restarting it — Merry Eastwood.

      Afterwards, back to Texas—going back to old grounds all over again, but this time running toward something; toward her family, her friends, and her issues.

      Then, finally, she’d taken the fight to Merry Eastwood, in Oregon.

      And won.

      Yay her.

      Except, it hadn’t been all confetti and champagne. She was something of a bridge in the paranormal world now. She housed an animal spirit, which held the door to Hell inside her soul closed. Paige was ready to propose to the alpha of their “pack,” who was a saber-toothed cat, and much, much more. The Whiskey’s were gaining their stride in the community.

      And, now, she was somehow on the Elder Council’s radar. Dead center.

      Her entire life, she hadn’t even realized they were a thing. With good reason.

      For two hundred years, the Elder Council hadn’t included witches. They were the governing force that protected the paranormal community when it needed it, and guided it when it didn’t. Thanks to Merry Eastwood, all witches were now banned from the council’s protection.

      With her in jail, Paige found herself the new spokesman for all of witch-kind, and was trying to bring them back under the council’s guidance.

      Between them, the rising demon population, and the growing pack issues, Paige had next to no time whatsoever for the Red Star Division, which had been her dream child.

      A paranormal police force to protect the paranormals from the humans, and the mundanes from the things that went bump in the night.

      She didn’t have time for her kids either, but that was only a problem if she wanted to, you know, be a mom… or something.

      The kids were being raised by the entire Whiskey clan; Paige, her sister, her brother-in-law, Dexx, her brother and his boyfriend, and their grandmother. And that was just the Whiskeys.

      They were also being raised by Dexx’s pack and everyone at the Red Star Division. So, while there was a big wall of guilt wedged in her throat, it wasn’t the toughest thing she’d ever faced.

      Just a couple of days ago, Paige’d spent a week in Portland dealing with a demon problem. The demon population was on the rise, and she didn’t understand why. Something was going on, and she needed to get to the bottom of it, but how was she supposed to do that, when she had so much else going on?

      She knew Sven was up to something, but she didn’t know what. The only thing she knew was it had to be big. Borderline overwhelming. What she’d seen in Louisiana was just the tip of the iceberg. What about the things he’d let her see in Colorado? Did that even have anything to do with his plan? Or was he taunting her?

      That was what she should be concentrating on right now. That and the fact her team was being framed for murder.

      How had she been talked into this elder gig again?

      Paige propped her head against her hand and blew out her cheeks. Why did things always get complicated so quickly?

      The drive out of town and to the elder’s property wasn’t far. The highway wound up the mountain for several miles. She turned onto a small, blacktopped road before she finally made it to the top. The tall trees unwove, opening a scene before her that didn’t seem as though it belonged on this Earth.

      Whenever she thought of the elders, she always pictured square buildings and rigid rules. She didn’t picture this level of opulence.

      The elder compound—because honestly, Paige had no idea what else to call it—looked like a multi-million-dollar mansion she would only see in magazines. It was tall, wide, and had turrets. It looked like a frelling castle.

      Paige parked her car in the circular drive in front of the wide, dark hardwood door. She cut the engine to her silver Mazda, and got out. The front door opened before she made it to the stone steps.

      The man she had taken to calling Bart—she still didn’t know his name, because he had never given it—smiled at her. He was a tall man, with gray hair and aging skin, and he always wore a black suit. He was the quintessential butler. “Good day, Miss Whiskey.”

      “Morning, Bart.” She stepped through the doorway, walking past him.

      He winced at the nickname. But, it was his own damned fault. She’d asked, and he hadn’t given it. She understood wanting to keep some semblance of privacy, especially if he didn’t trust her, however, if he wanted her to call him by his real name, he was going to have to share it. Maybe, she should just pull a Dexx, and find him a more irritating name.

      Bart showed her to the library with a forced smile, slight bow, and then disappeared.

      Paige didn’t mind the library. It smelled like old books, and while she didn’t recognize most of the titles, she did enjoy running her fingers along the spines and imagining what some of the mysteries might be in those leather-bound volumes. In those moments, it was almost as if she could read via osmosis. She stopped when she saw Chuck Deluca, the regional high alpha, in one of the overstuffed leather chairs.

      Now that surprised her. Normally, when she was called in on elder business, she had to deal with it on her own. It was a rare thing for Chuck to be involved. He rose from the leather chair as a door closed at the back of the room.

      Had she interrupted a meeting?

      Chuck had a Mediterranean look to him, with his curly dark hair and bright blue eyes. He smiled and met her halfway, clasping her hand in both of his. “Have a seat,” his slight accent she still couldn’t place, floated through the room. She sat, laying her hands in her lap. Chuck draped his over the arms of the chair.

      This didn’t sound good. She smiled minutely. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I didn’t expect to be here.”

      Well, that was telling in so many ways. Not. “So then why are we here? We’ve got a huge investigation going on right now. Dexx and the team need my help.”

      “I am aware.” Chuck sank into one of the chairs, the leather creaking with his weight. “However, this new situation requires your attention.”

      She really didn’t want to hear it. All of her frustration of being pulled in so many different directions, while not being able to focus on the things that mattered to her, boiled to the surface. “What about my kids?” Her brow furrowed, and the words came out clipped.

      Chuck didn’t say anything. He just watched her as she sat opposite him.

      That was something he did, listen. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. However, in situations like this, she didn’t need him to listen. She needed him to act. “In the past several months, I haven’t seen my kids more than a few days. I just got my daughter back, and Dexx has seen her more than I have. Dexx is basically raising her right now. So, why the hell did I even fight to get her back, when I can’t spend any time with her?”

      Chuck rested his elbows on the arms of the chair, and steepled his fingers. “I… do not know what to say to that.”

      Huh. He didn’t know what to say to that. Again, that was so very helpful. “I have a brand-new baby boy. A brand-new baby boy, who’s walking now, and guess who missed his first steps.”

      Chuck was impassive.

      “Yeah. Me. His supposed mother. I missed his first steps. I missed his first words. What else am I going to miss? Oh, that’s right. His birth.” Because, technically, she hadn’t been there for that either. He was her adopted son.

      “Well,” Chuck pressed a fingertip into his chin, “you won’t miss the birth of this one.” He glanced at her belly.

      Paige frowned. How the hell had he known? She was keeping that information on the hush-hush.

      He quirked his lips with the affirmation of her silence. “I have been around many pregnant female shifters. There are changes. Smells. Moods.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Sex drive.”

      How the hell had he figured that out?

      He sat back. “Pheromones. When you release them into a pack, it’s called going into heat. All of the males notice.”

      Oh great. Just one more reason why she wasn’t overly thrilled with the possibility of staying around more shifters. She certainly hoped the next mission didn’t involve another pack.

      “I have concerns.”

      She settled back in her chair, glancing at the door in the back. “I don’t necessarily believe I want to have this conversation here.”

      “It’s the safest place in the area to have a conversation like this.”

      She certainly hoped so. “Okay.”

      “You are a very powerful witch.”

      “I’m impressed you noticed.” She had. Her power was growing. By leaps and bounds, and that wasn’t good. Who would keep her in check? And why was she getting so powerful so quickly?

      He ignored her snark. “And, you have a shifter spirit inside you.”

      “You just received the Crown of Obviousness.”

      He went still, piercing her with the power of his alpha gaze.

      Cawli stirred in the back of Paige’s mind. The power of the alpha’s gaze held her almost in thrall. When Chuck had her like this, she couldn’t disobey. She hated it when he did it, but oddly, it made her feel comforted. He had the power to keep her in check. She just had to make sure she didn’t outgrow him.

      He raised a dark eyebrow. “You have the potential to become a shifter witch.”

      “Except, I can’t shift.” Something she didn’t understand. But, Cawli was insistent, and she didn’t challenge it. She was already too strong for her own good.

      His eye twitched.

      That was almost confirmation. She’d suspected Cawli and he were lying to her.

      When they’d moved to Oregon, they’d been attacked by hyenas. She was almost certain she’d started to shift in that battle. She couldn’t say for sure, but it had felt like it. However, so many other things had happened that day. She’d nearly killed another shifter by using her magic. That had terrified her. She hadn’t even wanted to consider the implication she could do that and shift.

      But why would Chuck and Cawli tell her she couldn’t? Why would they lie to her? Chuck? Maybe, she could understand. But Cawli? He was like another part of her.

      Cawli rumbled in the back of Paige’s mind, shifting his soul’s weight uncomfortably in the back of her existence.

      “Are you like your sister?”

      Paige didn’t understand what Chuck was asking. She shook her head.

      “Able to use the gifts of your unborn child?”

      She shrugged. “I doubt it. I don’t remember raising the dead a single time when I was pregnant with Leah.”

      Chuck nodded, his expression relaxing minutely. “You have to be very careful, Paige.”

      No shit.

      “There has been a… shift in power.” Chuck sat up straighter in his chair. “Something has happened. The power of our pack has grown. I don’t know why. I fear it has to do with your child.”

      She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      He looked away as if trying to form his words. “Dexx is a very powerful alpha.”

      Well, that’s what everybody said.  What was Chuck getting at?

      “In order for him to remain in control of himself, he needs a pack big enough to sponge off some of his power.”

      That was a new one.

      “And that is something I did not take into consideration.”

      What was he talking about?

      “Bringing the Whiskeys, and Dexx, into my region has unbalanced our power.”

      “What do you mean?” Because this didn’t bode well. They’d moved to Oregon knowing Chuck would be there to assist them. While she’d fought it at first, Chuck had become an instrumental part of Paige’s team. She relied on him now.

      Would the kids be kicked out of school? They were finally making friends and fitting in for probably the first time since any of them could remember — and this was coming from the viewpoint they were witches in a shifter community that feared witches. So, that said a lot.

      “There is a regional pack in Utah,” Chuck said. “They used to be part of my region, before I went to Texas.”

      “Okay?”

      Chuck took a deep breath. “They are threatening to leave the folds of the Elder Council.”

      Which the elders didn’t want. She couldn’t tell if it was a power trip, or if the elders sincerely cared. They acted as a protective government, but like all governments, and religious bodies that held power, there was that threat of the power-hungry. And Paige couldn’t determine if that threat legitimately existed there or not.

      “The reason is because of you.”

      “Because of my family, or me?” Because that was a legit question.

      “You.”

      Crap. She’d faced this in Kansas, too. It had been a big deal until everyone there got to know her, and then it fizzed out. It had felt a little like de-energizing a nuke with a kitten. Lots of drama, then nothing. “Okay. Well, I’ll just kiss some babies and smooth things over.”

      Chuck drummed his thumb on his knee. “They want you to go through their trials.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      “They would challenge you, if you were a hundred percent in control of yourself.”

      “And you don’t feel I am now?” Because she needed him to believe in her. She was in way over her head, and she was pretty sure she was the only one who knew that. Everyone else just needed her to deal with her shit, and be done with it. Well, she…kinda needed that from everyone else in her family, too.

      He narrowed his blue eyes, setting his teeth. “I fear your child, if it is what I think it is, will unbalance you.”

      “And what’s that?” She almost didn’t want to know.

      “I fear you carry a shifter witch.”

      That wasn’t all. She could smell it on him. “You also fear I am one.”

      “Yes. But your child has the potential to be extremely powerful.”

      All the Whiskey kids were “extremely powerful.” The idea of attacking those kids was a terrible one. Especially, if they were together. Pity the fool who tried that.

      “Were you to shift during your trials…”

      A chill ripped through her body. Her first shift? In a foreign place? She really wanted Dexx and Chuck there if that happened. “Could we try it here?” her voice was just above a whisper.

      His lips flattened, but his eyes softened. “We don’t have time,” his voice was just as quiet. He scooted to the edge of his chair, and held out his hands, palms up.

      She’d seen him make that same gesture to other members of his pack.

      Of his pack.

      She’d “been a part” of his pack since Texas, but as a witch. A witch.

      She hadn’t even realized she’d leaned forward and placed her fingertips in his.

      The warmth of his hands as he curled his fingers around hers bolstered her courage.

      She hadn’t realized how terrified she was until the fear abated. So much hinged on her succeeding at all these things she sucked at. She wasn’t a politician. She wasn’t good at making friends, or smoothing things over. She didn’t have a silver tongue. She was a detective.

      Chuck brought his head forward, and clunked it lightly against hers in a very pack-like gesture of support. “I have faith in you, Paige. You can do this, but you must be careful. The trials will push you to your limits.”

      Paige took a shallow breath. “Will my baby be safe?” Saying the words out loud made her reality so much more real. Her baby. She was having another baby. Terror of losing this one like she’d lost her first rippled through her like an emotional earthquake, and her hands trembled.

      Chuck squeezed her fingers. “Should be safe. But you cannot use your witch abilities on these shifters, and you will want to.”

      Paige closed her eyes. “Do you want me to lose?” Because, without her witch abilities, she would.

      “Bring them back to the elders. And when you are done, I will arrive, and bring them back to our region.”

      Paige raised her head.

      Chuck met her gaze. “We need them, Paige. The safety of your family depends on it. If this child is what I think it is, we will need a very powerful pack to protect it.”

      Great.

      Just great.
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