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        Eleven Years ago (3 months after Great Reveal)

      

      

      

      If anyone asked, my wife was driving us to the Elite Interviews because it was her SUV. In reality, I was a jittery mess she didn’t want behind the wheel. Jittery in a good way, of course. Excitement had my body electrified and I could barely hold still in the passenger’s seat.

      “I hope they give you a desk job,” Shannon muttered, signaling to turn onto the Elite base.

      My leg stilled its movement as I stared across the console at my mate. “I hope you’re joking.”

      “Quit fidgeting already. You’re making me nervous.”

      “You nervous? You’re the one who’s going to ace this thing. I’m the one who has to pull my weight.”

      Shannon sighed and followed the signs for the Elite Interviews after a soldier at the gate directed us. We ended up in the small parking lot of a random one story building and watched as more people joined the line. There had to be twenty-five people lined up already. My sensitive nose couldn’t quite pick up their scents yet, but I was itching to find out who our competition would be.

      This is going to work, Shannon encouraged through our telepathic connection that we shared as Witch and Familiar.

      Turning to her, I gave her a wide, toothy grin. Why of course it is, Witch. You doubt me?

      She rolled her eyes. “Some days.”

      “Cruel, woman. You wound me with your words.”

      “I’m going to wound you with more than that if we don’t climb out of this car and head over there before another person joins the line.”

      My wolf growled at me. Even he could feel her tension through our bond. I’d been trying to ease it, but apparently I was off my game today. Or Shannon was just that nervous...but not for herself. I could feel it through our bond. She was nervous for me.

      It was no secret between the two of us that this was my dream. I’d be crushed if I wasn’t accepted into the Elite, but I wouldn’t give up my dream of law enforcement. After being the helpless ones in the past, I had a duty to help those in the same position now that I was stronger.

      “Shan,” I pried the Witch’s hand from off the steering wheel and kissed the back of it. “We’ll be fine. We’ve practiced together for years now. If anyone has a shot at this, it’s us.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.”

      “Get out.” Her tone may have been exasperated as she growled at me and opened the SUV door, but her eyes smiled and her humor drifted through our connection. So, I’d managed to ease her tension a little after all.

      Feeling a bit smug, I hopped from the car and rounded it as Shannon closed her door. Hand in hand we strode toward the line, which had grown by a few hopeful people. Now that I was outside the car, their scents all mingled on the breeze, but it was easy to separate them and know exactly who was what supernatural.

      The young woman almost as tall as me in front of us was a wolf. Local pack, probably. I was the rogue wolf on a different pack’s land, but since I was Shannon’s Familiar, any rules about joining the pack were negated.

      There were a few Warlocks in front of her. A man and woman followed in behind us, and I shuddered. Necromancers. I wasn’t a fan.

      Along with all of them, I could scent a Witch, a pair of tiger shifters, a rabbit shifter of all things, a few Others that I wasn’t quite certain about, and a bear shifter. Now that one made sense. Someone was going to eat that rabbit if it decided to shift during his Interview.

      As per my usual, I filled Shannon in on all that I smelled around us. We bantered back and forth in our heads, making sure not to react too much so no one would become suspicious of what was happening. The fewer people who knew our connection, or how deep it went, the better.

      At ten o’clock on the dot, a man stepped from the building and stared at the line. His face held no reaction. As we were the fifth Interview being held in this place, he’d likely seen it all already. Still, we were fifty strong in the line now, so that was impressive.

      “Listen up. As I direct, four of you will enter at a time for your Interview with General Davis. Each of you will stand on one of the yellow X’s on the floor. You’ll be asked questions about yourself and then will demonstrate your abilities. It’s straight forward. First four, inside.”

      The soldier disappeared into the building with the first four Interviewees, and like several others, I leaned away from the line to determine who I’d be facing. When the four count ended at me, with Shannon number one in the next group, I lifted wide eyes to her. Of course it would work out this way.

      We’ll have to see if they’ll take us together. We’re a team after all. Shannon’s lips thinned as she made the comment, like she didn’t believe her own words for a second.

      It’ll be okay. Either way, we’ll do our best.

      I know.

      My wolf and I sent a wave of comfort through the bond, and I hoped it felt like a hug. I couldn’t show that type of affection amongst the current crowd. It would make us appear weak, and I didn’t want to give the people in charge any appearance of weakness.

      Group by group was led inside and slowly the line started to move until finally it was my turn. Shannon stayed back as I walked toward the door. However, I wasn’t about to give up without trying.

      “Excuse me,” I started drawing the man’s attention, and his irritated stare. “The woman behind me is my Witch. I’m her Familiar. We’re a team, a partnership. Is there any way we can do this together?”

      “The rules are four at a time. If you have a problem with that, then get out of here.”

      “No problem,” I stated, almost cutting him off. “I was just curious if it was possible.”

      “No.”

      Well, that was plain enough.

      I followed the she-wolf in front of me into the building, swallowing a growl. Neither me nor my wolf liked the idea of leaving our mate outside without us, and to Interview without us. In the end, I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep the rumble from escaping as I moved to stand on the yellow X on the far left side of the space. Men and women with a variety of scents lined the walls on either side, watching us.

      The man sitting behind a table in front of us had to be General Davis. He was huge, and definitely a grizzly shifter. Bears were always large, but this one was even more so. Also their foul moods were renowned, though I’d never met one in person. This one didn’t appear too friendly, but I needed to take a chance that I was misjudging him.

      Lifting a pen, the general stared at me before dropping his gaze to the paper in front of him. “Let’s get started—”

      “Sir, we have a problem.” My wolf growled at me for interrupting the man who’d be determining our fate today.

      The general lifted his gaze to me and arched a brow. “What kind of a problem would that be?”

      “I’m a Familiar to a Witch, and while I can perform this Interview without her, we’re a fighting pair. Our strength lies in fighting together, not separately. Because of the four person rule, she was left outside.”

      The general studied me, eyes narrowed. “It’s rare to find a Magic User and Familiar, and a pair who want to join the Elite is even more rare. I’d like to see the two of you work together. Sergeant, let the Witch in, please.”

      He’s coming for you, Shan.

      You’re amazing. Her words were full of relief as more tension eased away from her. It all wouldn’t fade until this was over, but less was better.

      The second the door opened, a breeze entered the building and I caught Shannon’s scent. It was still the most delicious smell in the entire world. And her skin, it tasted just as amazing.

      Keep it in your pants, wolf. Shannon’s warning made me grin as she crossed the room to stand beside me on my yellow X. I’m not sure what’s gotten into you, but focus, and not on me.

      Yes, my love.

      If you fail this because you can’t keep your head out of the gutter, you’ll be sleeping on the couch for a year.

      And because I knew Shannon well enough that she wasn’t bluffing, I straightened my back and let my humor die. The general was watching us, scrutinizing our every move. And likely Shannon’s tiny form. The Witch may not have looked like much, but she was a force to be reckoned with. Her size threw her opponents off guard.

      And I loved it.

      The general lifted his pen and set it against the top sheet of paper. “Let’s start this again. Name.”

      “Jackson Lathe.”

      “Species.”

      “Wolf Shifter.”

      He went down his list asking question after question. None of them were too personal, but I did have to fudge a few answers. Okay, I full out lied about my marital status, but unless they had someone around who could tell lie from truth, I was safe. Plus, I considered myself a pretty good liar...which may not have been something to brag about. It just came with the territory for me and Shannon’s life together.

      Once my questions were answered, General Davis moved on to Shannon. “Name.”

      “Shannon Dart.”

      “Species.”

      “Witch.”

      The questions continued again, and like me, Shannon fibbed on a few of her questions. Then the general continued down the line and I was happy to find my nose was still on target. Wolf, Warlock, and Panther.

      “Now that the tedious portion is out of the way, it’s time to show off your physical prowess.” General Davis stood up and eyed our group. “We usually do this two on two but since we’re odd numbers, Witch and Familiar will be one team and you other three will be their opponents.

      The she-wolf standing on the other side of Shannon cast us a wicked grin, and me being me, I smiled wide and cocky at her. Meanwhile, Shannon rolled her eyes, her focus on the Warlock. He’d be no challenge for her.

      I get the wolf, you take the Warlock, and we’ll both go after the panther?

      Shannon’s answer smirk sent a wave of giddiness through my belly. My Witch was about to show off, and I liked it. This was who I claimed as mine, and no one was going to dare mess with her. Not even me.

      Striding to the edge of a large mat behind us, I started to strip out of my clothes as Shannon took her place on the edge, matching the Warlock, whose eyes lingered on her, measuring her up. He gave a small snort, like he couldn’t believe a tiny Witch like her would dare to go up against him. Well, he couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Take whatever extra power you need from me. My wolf will be focused on you and your needs, just like we practice. My direction came as I stripped out of my briefs and shifted to my gray wolf on the spot.

      The she-wolf was nearly stripped naked and ready to shift, as was the panther, but my only instinct was to rip them apart. If I didn’t, they’d go after Shannon. She could take them both, but I’d never let these two get close enough to attempt to harm her.

      Once everyone was in fighting positions, General Davis rounded the table and stared over each of us. My gaze never left the white wolf across from me, and I kept my peripheral vision on the black panther. He was the wild card in this scenario.

      Don’t worry, Jacks, I’ve got him taken care of, Shannon all but giggled in my mind. She was up to something, and I liked it.

      “This will be a clean fight,” Davis warned. “No killing or seriously maiming. No broken bones if you can manage it. There are no rules beyond these, but stay on the mat if possible. Start.”

      I dove at the she-wolf at the same time she lunged at me and the Warlock gasped. The panther charged past me and it was all I could do not to turn and stop him as I ducked a paw from the she-wolf. If Shannon wanted to take the feline, I’d let her.

      And I was glad I did as the panther leaped into the air only to slam into Shannon’s golden shield and fly backward with a hiss. I didn’t have to ask Shannon what she’d done to the Warlock as he gasped over and over and lifted his hands out. She’d blinded the man. Well, that was now my advantage.

      I hadn’t made an attack against the she-wolf yet, and I grinned. She was wearing herself out, already tired from her constant attempts to bite or claw me. Well...this was about to get interesting.

      Leaping away from another strike, I took off, and the little she-wolf followed without thinking, only acting on instinct. Since he was blind, the Warlock never saw me coming, but he sure felt it when I raced between his legs, my larger form sending him flying forward...right into the oncoming she-wolf. They collided, him landing on top of her, and before either could recover, I stepped onto the Warlock’s back, adding more weight to the she-wolf so she couldn’t move, and snarling next to the Warlock’s ear and rubbing my lower jaw against his neck. We were both fully aware I could kill him before he attempted magic, especially when Shannon crouched beside me, having tied up the panther with thick vines.

      “Perhaps the two of you should yield,” my Witch stated in a no-nonsense tone, one she used on me when I wasn’t being serious enough for her.

      The she-wolf attempted to free herself, but when Shannon created a magic knife in her hand and stuck it to the wolf’s throat, the she-wolf stilled and all fight left her. It was done. The Warlock yielded last and growled an order to give his sight back. Thankfully my Witch had perfected that little trick—on me no less—so she was easily able to return his sight when we were a safe distance from them. Most were unable to do so, having to let the spell wear off. Shannon—also with my help—had perfected the blinding magic, no longer needing a spell to accomplish the task. It was a true measure of how powerful she was. With my help, of course.

      “Well, that was impressive, I must say,” General Davis stated after we’d all returned to our places and we shifters had pulled our clothes back on. The general eyed both me and Shannon, more likely Shannon because she was the more impressive of either of us. “I’m going to forego the usual steps with you two. You other three can head out the back door and wait with the others to be brought back in. You two, just stay here.”

      The three supernaturals across from us did their best not to sulk as they headed out the indicated back door. I watched them go, ever more aware of the men and women that surrounded us in the Elite uniforms. Black would definitely look good on me.

      “Congratulations, you two, and welcome to the Elite,” the general stated, leaning against the table so he was almost sitting on it. I was impressed the table even held his weight. “You’re quite a pair working together like that, and I’ve never had a fight end that quickly, especially with the outnumbered team winning. So, it’s time to find you a team. Who wants them?”

      As hands went up and calls of “I do” echoed in the room, a man near the front of the room stepped forward, his presence commanding silence to fall over the room. He couldn’t have been more than middle-aged, but his black hair was already starting to gray around his temples and in his goatee. And he most certainly smelled like a Warlock.

      “They’ll come with me, General. With what I saw today, my team could use them more than anyone else.”

      General Davis nodded as he thought about the other man’s words. Standing straight a minute later signaled he’d made his decision. “Shannon and Jackson, this is Major Nathaniel Brody. You’ll join his team.”

      “What exactly will we be doing?” I asked before thinking better of it.

      Major Brody’s lips twisted in a sinister smirk. “Vampire hunting, wolf. Your first shift is tonight.”
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        About four months after the events of Fourth Bunker

      

      

      

      I was living proof that someone could come back from the dead and still be as healthy as a horse—or a wolf in my case. I was also living proof that someone could lose all sense of smell and taste by taking a direct hit to the face by a skunk shifter’s spray. Thankfully my eyes had been saved as I’d dived into the bush with them squeezed shut, already prepared to be sprayed with the skunk stench.

      Do you know a spell to rid me of skunk aroma? I asked my mate through our Witch/Familiar bond as I tried not to gag…or swallow.

      Her giggle was like tinkling bells as a flicker of sympathy leaked from her into me. Please tell me you didn’t get sprayed by a skunk. I thought you were smarter than that, wolf.

      I rolled my eyes. It was on my bucket list. Checked it off. Now, can we save me from this torture or am I sleeping outside for a month?

      Let me see what I can find. Are you on your way back?

      Peering over at Torque and his team, I met the eyes of the rogue skunk shifter we’d been tracking. It curled in on itself as I growled low at it. Her. Not it. Apparently the newest social media “challenge” for the skunks was to spray as much as they could without getting caught, so all over the country, teenage skunks were going on a spraying spree. This was our third in the city, and since Torque’s team had been called to take this case and they didn’t have a Shifter on the team to track the skunk down, they’d called on me to help. Not that it should’ve been hard to find in the first place.

      I was never volunteering to help on a skunk case again. Ever. I stunk enough on my own. I did not need help.

      Torque and his team are packing up now and taking the kid in so her parents can pick her up. I’m not sure if she’ll get off with just a warning or if they’ll charge her with something. Attacking an Elite soldier is high on my list.

      Continuing to pant so I didn’t have to stick my tongue back in my mouth, I watched Maise, Torque’s team’s human member and best markswoman, take the skunk from Torque and lock a small collar around her which wouldn’t let her shift. Torque, a Warlock, had already spelled the skunk so she couldn’t spray anyone else. That spell had been handed from base to base as the skunk cases had risen.

      I’ll try to have a spell ready when you get home. All the ones I know probably aren’t strong enough for what you’re describing. Shannon was trying so hard not to keep giggling at my situation. I couldn’t blame her. If it was me, I would’ve been rolling on the floor howling with laughter.

      I took a direct hit to the face, Shan. It was like someone bottled the stuff into a squirt gun and aimed right for my mouth.

      She snorted. No kisses for you for a while.

      Excuse me, I’m going to kill a skunk.

      You are not.

      I am too, or should I start describing what I had planned for tonight’s date night?

      I could see Shannon roll her eyes at me. Nothing had changed between us since we met. She still cringed, and I still had no filter. It was perfect.

      Keep it in your pants, Jacks. You’re still on duty.

      My wolf and I grinned, already knowing how she’d react to us. My dear mate, I’m not wearing pants. Or a shirt. Not even underwear. Intrigued?

      This time, she slapped a hand over her face. You’re insatiable.

      Of course I am. I’m a mated wolf and a married man.

      You’re also ridiculous.

      I grinned as I trotted after Torque’s team toward their SUV. That is also an accurate statement. We’re heading out now. I think I’m going to have to walk home. No one else got hit but me.

      If they stink at all, you should be able to ride with them.

      Shan, I can’t smell anything but me. I have no idea if they stink. It’s only a few miles.

      She almost growled through our bond. I can rid their car of the smell.

      I’m fine, Shan. Work on finding that spell to help me.

      On it. I’m not going to let a rogue skunk ruin date night.

      Grinning wide, I let a bit of my seductive edge mix with my voice. I should hope not. I’ve made some pretty fun plans. Hint, hint.

      I hope you planned more than baby making.

      Just the idea of Shannon pregnant with my pup sent heat to a few awkward places, so I didn’t bother bidding Torque farewell but trotted down the sidewalk toward home. After waking up from a month-long coma by being brought back to life by a Necromancer, Shannon and I had decided to come clean about our real relationship and our past. Not all of it, but a good chunk. We’d also decided that it was time to settle down and have a baby.

      I’d also made a decision to take her on a date every Friday night. That meant I really had to get this skunk smell gone because I couldn’t go where we needed to go with me smelling like something died in my mouth. There was also most certainly baby making on the agenda after the date. Now that we’d come clean as mates and a married couple, I’d moved in with Shannon. That was much better than having to sneak into her room every night because I couldn’t stand to be away from her. It wasn’t from being mates, but the Familiar bond.

      On my way, love, I told her, keeping a steady pace as Torque’s SUV drove past me. He waved and I woofed, not that he’d hear it. Still, I was being polite.

      I’m researching now. If I don’t find what I need by the time you get home, you’ll have to stay outside. There is no way Raven wants that smell in the house.

      As long as I’m not sleeping outside, I can live with some fresh air. Love you, babe.

      Love you too, wolf.

      A half mile later, an SUV identical to the one that had passed me not long ago pulled up beside me and slowed as the passenger window rolled down. I didn’t have to smell the man behind the wheel to know that it was our team’s SUV and Raven was driving. He stared over at me and waved a hand in front of his face.

      “Shannon called and told me what happened. Since I was on my way back from the base I figured I’d swing by and pick you up.”

      Since I was in my fur, I couldn’t speak with him, which made it difficult to ask him if he was sure because I wreaked of skunk stench. He could smell it. Why would he want that in the SUV? Without shifting to skin, I was limited in my response, so I cocked my head, an odd look with my tongue still lolling out of my mouth.

      Raven chuckled and shook his head. “She said she knew a spell to rid the car of the smell. Get in here.”

      Well, I didn’t have thumbs or fingers, so that left one option. Raven wasn’t usually up for this sort of thing, but he hadn’t reached over to open the door for me either. Backing up a little, I rushed forward, leaping through the open window. Since I was huge, I had to aim just right or I’d never make it. However, I’d done this far too many times on my first Elite team with Brody, so I was pretty much a pro even though it had been several years since I’d made the attempt.

      I landed perfectly on the seat, my muzzle in Raven’s face. It was almost comical to watch the Vamlure’s face go a sickening shade of green as he covered his nose and mouth. His senses weren’t quite as heightened as mine, but they far exceeded that of human’s, so he was surely dying from my wreaking self.

      “Next time I open the back door and you sit in the trunk,” Raven muttered through the hand still over his face.

      It wasn’t my fault. He’d known I got sprayed. When I whined and flattened my ears against my head, appearing like the very essence of innocence, Rave rolled his eyes and took his hand away from his face to shift the SUV into gear.

      “If Shannon’s spell doesn’t work, you’re both fired,” Raven grunted before cringing and sticking his shirt over his face.

      How did he think I felt? Did he think I liked having my tongue hang out of my mouth? Okay, that wasn’t such a rare occurrence in this form, but did he think I liked being surrounded by the aroma of skunk? It was not my first choice of cologne. I’d definitely be using some tonight. There was that one that Shannon just couldn’t resist, the one she’d bought me for our first anniversary, the one I only used for special occasions…and to get so—

      Why are you getting so aroused again? Isn’t Raven there to pick you up yet? Don’t even tell me what you were thinking.

      She knew me too well. I was about to spout it all off to her. Maybe she was right and I really did need to calm down sometimes, but could she blame me? I’d almost died. I’d almost lost the chance to ever love her again, emotionally and physically. Every time she thought about that day, I felt it through our bond. Every time she dreamed about it I had to wake her and hold her until she calmed down and no longer shook, and half the time she had to change out of her sweat soaked clothes.

      I looked out the window, ignoring Raven. Yeah, Raven picked me up. We’re almost home.

      Good. I found the spell I needed.

      Bless her. I’ll be ready.

      The second Rave parked our SUV in the circular driveway of our mansion, I leaped back through the window—landing on the blacktop—and raced over to Shannon. However, I stopped about ten feet in front of her, which was still close enough for her to cover her tiny nose. Okay, all of her was tiny.

      “Jacks, oh my gosh, you stink.”

      I growled and glowered at her. Hadn’t I said over and over that I got sprayed in the face by a skunk? Did she think I smelled like roses?

      “Don’t forget the SUV,” Raven reminded her, walking toward the front door while giving me a wide berth like I’d be the one to turn tail and spray him.

      Shannon…

      “Okay, okay.” She lowered her hand, and through our bond I could feel her magic stir.

      While I didn’t know the words of this spell to help her out to my fullest abilities, my wolf essence traveled our bond until it joined with her magic. It was likely overkill to make this spell so powerful, but I wouldn’t risk it not working for any reason. The words and rhythm were new to my ears, but as Shannon finished the spell, the magic went to work.

      In seconds, I was skunk-scent free. No more disgusting taste in my mouth. No more inability to smell anything. No more fur stench.

      Wasting no time, I bolted for her, almost knocking Shannon over in my excitement. I yipped and wove around her until she did lose her balance and fell onto her butt. Then I started licking her face, not something she preferred from me in this form.

      “Jacks, I’ll start your tail on fire,” Shannon warned, followed by another female snicker.

      Peering up, tongue lolling out of my mouth—for fun this time—I met Luella’s stare as she shook her head. The Naiad was dressed for clubbing, and her boyfriend, Tanner, was right behind her. Wasn’t it a little early to be heading to the club? Maybe Tanner had a better idea of what time a date should start.

      Then again, that mission had taken longer than expected, and I’d had my issues, so maybe it was closer to dinner time? Excitement rushed through me again, and I yipped louder and bolted past Tanner into the mansion and thundered up the stairs and into our second floor bedroom. In minutes, I was changed into casual clothes, not my Elite uniform. Speaking of which, mine was still sitting in Torque’s SUV. I’d have to grab it later from them.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Shannon when she appeared in the doorway, a grin lifting her perfect lips, lips I so desperately wanted to kiss. However, if we were going to make it to dinner, then I needed to do what she always told me to do and keep it in my pants. That was her mantra for me. It honestly wasn’t that hard, but I loved how it riled her up, and usually there was a slight blush along with the warning. Even after all this time, I could still bring that out in her.

      “I’m ready,” she giggled, already dressed in a thick sweater, skinny jeans, and boots.

      Crossing the room, I grabbed my keys and planted a kiss on her lips. Energy buzzed through my veins as she let me drag her downstairs and out to the garage where our little beat-up SUV sat with the much newer and nicer cars of our teammates. Shannon had wanted to replace it, but I wasn’t ready. It was our first purchase after running away, and I couldn’t bear to part with it yet. I did everything I could to keep it running.

      After opening the door for Shannon, I rounded the SUV and climbed behind the wheel. Since this was my night to plan our date, which we’d had far more of in the last few months than in years past, I was the driver. On Shannon’s date nights, she drove because they were always secret from each other.

      “Hold it,” Rave barked from the house doorway as the garage door finished lifting out of the way and I’d barely started the car. He was on his cell phone but his eyes were on us. “I need you two back inside.”

      “What did you do now?” Shannon groaned, unbuckling herself as she opened her door, not even waiting for me to open it for her.

      I rolled my eyes, grinning. “Why is it always me?”

      “Statistically it is always you.”

      “But this one time it’s not me. Did you destinkify the SUV?”

      She closed the door with another eye roll and headed toward the house, calling over her shoulder as I climbed from the car. “Of course I did.”

      Then I had no idea what my boss wanted. He hadn’t been in a grumpy mood, so we hadn’t done anything too terrible. However, as I headed toward the house, I caught sight of Luella’s little car pulling back into the driveway. Had Raven been on the phone with her when he’d called us back in? Did we have a new mission?

      Crap, not on date night. I had plans.

      Oh well, duty called.
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      Inside the house, Raven waited with Shannon and Lee, our human teammate and Raven’s brother-in-law. No one spoke as we waited for Luella to join us, which she did with all the flourish of a disappointed Naiad. The water bottle she carried exploded, drenching all of us. While everyone else grumbled, groaned, and shrieked, I laughed. A big, deep belly laugh that drew too much attention.

      “What’s your problem?” Luella griped, using her magic to gather the water from the floor, air, and our clothes so that it formed a ball of liquid in front of her.

      “Shannon already used a spell on my skunk stench. I don’t need a bath.”

      Luella rolled her eyes and tossed the water outside into a flower bed, which was just about dead since the November frosts had already started freezing the ground. “You can be such a moron. So, Raven, why am I back when I already had permission to go? If this was a mission, I assume you would’ve started yammering about it already.”

      Ouch, someone was sassy tonight. Those two usually butted heads, but not this bad. The way Raven eyed her, he had to be wondering what was up with Luella as well. Were things in her relationship with Tanner heading downhill? She’d just been snickering at me on the front porch with him and now she was royally ticked off.

      Oh well, not my problem. That was Raven’s mess to deal with. My job was comedic relief, and I played my part well. However, I was also smart enough to know when to keep my yap quiet, and this was one of those times.

      “Something has come up,” Raven stated, voice cool and remarkably controlled for responding to Luella’s attitude. “First, I’m speaking to Jackson and Shannon. The rest of you will wait until I’m done for further instructions.”

      Muttering under her breath about finding something chocolate to eat, Luella stomped toward the kitchen while Lee followed us to the game room where he grabbed up a pool cue. If he had half the nerves I did running through his gut, a distraction would help him. Rarely did Raven call us to his office, and today had an unpleasant flavor to it as I followed him with Shannon right behind me. Unlike me, she was fairly calm. Then again, she didn’t have to worry about her mouth getting her into trouble.

      At the bottom of the stairs in the basement where Raven lived with Koda, his wife, he led us toward his office. The light was already on, which meant that he’d come from here to find us. So much for hoping that this was some sort of weird way of asking us all on a group date.

      Calm down, Shannon grumbled. You’ll give me an ulcer with your worrying.

      Why does he want to see us? He’s acting weird, Shan.

      I noticed. We’re about to find out.

      Raven closed the door behind us and motioned toward the conference table in his office. “Take a seat.”

      “Am I in trouble?” I blurted, unable to handle the stress anymore, causing Raven to chuckle as he rounded the table to sit across from us.

      “No, Jacks, you aren’t in trouble. In fact, you are far from it.”

      “That’s a miracle,” Shannon muttered, earning a playful glower from me as she giggled. “What? It is, and you know it so don’t even deny it.”

      “The reason I asked you to meet with me,” Raven hedged to gain our undivided attention, “is because I’m being promoted. My position is changing, leaving a vacancy for team leader, and I’ve chosen Jackson to replace me.”

      What? Had I heard him right or was their fur in my ears?

      My jaw dropped, and for once, I was speechless. The brain had short circuited and left me high and dry. Nothing worked. Okay, I was breathing. Barely. Otherwise, no rational thought, or thought at all, passed through my brain as shock shut everything down.

      “What position are you moving to?” Shannon asked as I tried to pull myself together. A gentle comfort crossed our bond, snapping me out of the shocked haze.

      Raven rubbed his face, shoulders slumping as he groaned. “General Davis has been promoted to the regional council and he’s chosen me as his replacement. It takes effect in a month, so during this time, he’ll be training me and I’ll be working with Jackson to make sure he’s prepared for this.”

      Well, I had to admit that I had the better end of this deal. I would not want to run an entire base. A team would be bad enough.

      “Why me?” Maybe it wasn’t the best first question to ask, but it was all my brain could spit out. In fact, I should’ve commented on his new position, but my brain was a little occupied with mine.

      Shrugging, Raven leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table. “Why not you? You and Shannon are the senior members, and of either of you, you’re the one with the personality that this team needs.”

      My personality?

      I shook my head. “I’m a comedian, Rave. There’s not a serious bone in my body.”

      “Not true,” Shannon argued, taking my hand. “You’re serious when the time requires it, and Raven’s right, you’ll do better at the position than I would. Plus, this is your dream. You’ll do great, wolf.”

      “You said you’ll train me?” I asked Raven, who nodded. “So this takes effect in a month?”

      “Actually, no. This takes effect tomorrow morning.” The worm didn’t even bother to hide his mischievous grin while my stomach plummeted. Joke was on me this time.

      This was…not what I’d expected. Gah, and of all the…Luella was now my problem. Completely my problem.

      Raven cleared his throat as I flopped back in my chair, rubbing at my temples as the headache those thoughts brought on threatened to thump like a bass drum in my brain. “You’ll also be promoted to Captain. That will also take effect tomorrow. I have your officer band with me. You’ll want to start thinking about adding some people to your team, but I can help you with that in my new role if you require the assistance.”

      This wasn’t helping my headache. I pressed my fingers harder into my temples. “Is this my new office?”

      “No.” Raven chuckled and stood up. “No, this will remain my office. Your office will be on the first floor. That study no one uses.”

      “Because it’s haunted.”

      “It’s not haunted.”

      “It’s haunted.”

      Shannon slapped my arm. “Grow up. It’s not haunted.”

      “It is haunted,” I grumbled under my breath as I crossed my arms like a two-year-old throwing a temper tantrum. After the bomb Raven had just dropped on me, I deserved a little time to act immature. It was how I dealt with life, after all.

      Ignoring me, Raven opened his office door and disappeared, only to yell for Luella and Lee up the stairs. Great, now we’d have to tell them. Luella, though a good soldier, was not leadership material. Even I saw that. Lee was far too new to take on the position. That left me or Shannon unless they brought someone else in.
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