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About This Book



She’s half vampire, half shifter, and fully in trouble!

Martha

Growing up between two worlds wasn’t easy, that’s why I joined the military the minute I was old enough to leave home. Being part of an elite supernatural unit was a great experience, but when I retired and joined Sapphic Security, that’s where I began to shine. My ability to blend into any situation makes me a great bodyguard, until I meet the woman who makes me want to get noticed.

Emily

No one notices the mousy nerd working in accounting, which is how I happened to overhear something I shouldn’t have. It turns out our company’s CEO is part of the mafia, and he’s mixed up in some nefarious activities. I should have ignored what I heard, instead I did some investigating and shared my findings with the police. Needless to say, my old boss isn’t too happy, that’s why he’s got a hit out on me.

The FBI arranges for me to have my own personal protection detail to keep me safe until the trial. Martha is sexy and sophisticated and also not fully human. I thought vampires and shape shifters were just fairy tales, just like love at first sight, but when I meet Martha, I realize fairy tales can actually come true. But there’s no way a strong and glamorous security agent is going to notice someone like me. I just wish I could kiss her before I wind up dead…

“Guarding the Witness” is an instalove paranormal romantic comedy. This fun and lighthearted lesbian romance includes strong women, supernatural matchmakers, a touch of adventure, and a steamy but sweet happily ever after.

About the Sapphic Security series: They served their country as part of an elite force of supernatural soldiers. When their time in the military ends, these lesbians create Sapphic Security, providing protective and investigation services to those in need. They're fit, they're funny, and they're...vampires. And shifters too. There's only one rule: don't fall in love with the clients. Oops. They really need to change that rule, because these sexy women are finally finding love with their fated mates.

Be sure to check out a free preview of Reba Bale’s lesbian romance “The Divorcee’s First Time” at the end of this book!


Dedication



For all the nerds, all the unique people, and everyone who feels unseen.


Join Reba Bale's Newsletter



Want a free book? Join my weekly newsletter and you’ll receive a fun subscriber gift. I promise I will only email you when there are new releases, free books, or special sales you’ll want to see.

Visit my newsletter sign-up page at https://books.rebabale.com/lesbian to join today.


Prologue -- Emily



My hands shook as I waited for the files to download to the tiny flash drive I’d brought with me. What I was doing was risky, but I knew that the cops wouldn’t believe me without proof. I just hoped I didn’t get murdered for my trouble.

Vincent Rossi was a respected businessman. A well-known philanthropist. A patron of the arts. And, as I’d discovered completely by accident, a local mob boss.

I glared at the computer screen, hoping that would make the files download faster. While I waited I couldn’t help but think about how much my life had changed in the course of a week.

I’d been working as an accountant here at Rossi Industries for a few years now, laboring in quiet obscurity in a cubicle farm, staring at spreadsheets and running various types of analysis. Until the day I realized that something wasn’t right. My boss, a cranky old white guy named Herbert, had sent me some files to analyze, but something wasn’t right with them.

Always interested in a puzzle, I began comparing them to the files that I already had. Files that should have matched but didn’t. That’s when I realized that Rossi Industries was keeping two separate sets of books. With a little more digging I realized the files that I’d been sent by my boss included significantly more income than what was reported to the IRS.

At first I thought it was a mistake, but the more I dug into it, the more I realized that it had to be on purpose. There was no disputing what the numbers were telling me: the company appeared to be involved in a myriad of illegal activities. When I brought my suspicions to my boss’s attention, he laughed it off, telling me I was being silly and to get back to work.

I was normally a rule follower, so I’d got up to leave and go back to work as instructed, but three steps into the hallway I knew I needed to try again. Something wasn’t right here, I could feel it in my bones. I just wasn’t sure if my boss was involved in it. Pushing Herb’s office door open a bit, I stopped when I realized he was on the phone.

“Yeah, it’s Herb. I, uh, there’s been a fuck-up. One of the girls in accounting got the wrong files. She saw the real books, and now she’s asking questions.”

There was a long pause before he continued, “Yeah, I know the boss is going to have my ass for this…yeah, I know, I know. No, she doesn’t know about the other side of the business, she just thinks we’re cheating on taxes. Don’t worry, I can keep her quiet.”

After another long pause he added, “Of course, sir. The family is my priority too, I swear it. I’ll take care of this.”

When he hung up the phone I’d sprinted down the hallway, escaping into the ladies room as I tried to process what I heard. I locked myself in the handicapped stall and debated my options. I’d seen enough crime shows to realize two things: my boss was involved in something illegal, and now I knew too much.

My fingers closed around the flash drive I’d shoved in my purse before heading in to speak to Herb. Some instinct had told me to keep proof of what I’d found. The drive contained both the real and fake versions of the books, but after hearing Herb’s conversation, I suspected there was more information somewhere. Like on my boss’s computer. I glanced at my smart watch, wincing when I noticed how high my heart rate was.

Everyone on this floor left at the stroke of five o’clock, which was ten minutes from now. Did I dare wait around and see what other evidence I could get? I had a bad feeling I wasn’t going to be working here any longer anyway.

I huddled in the ladies room until long after I was sure everyone was gone, then crept into Herb’s office. Fortunately, the door was unlocked. Keeping the lights off, I sat in his chair and booted up his computer, then cursed under my breath as I realized it was password protected.

Strumming my fingers on the desk, I looked around for clues. Herb’s desk was tidy, with a picture of his wife and daughter in a frame on one side of the desk, a pen cup and stapler on the other.

I had no idea what Herb’s family’s names were, but I knew he wasn’t too bright, and he complained constantly about ‘so many damned passwords for everything’. Would he…no, he wouldn’t be so stupid as to have his passwords written down would he?

Cautiously I lifted his keyboard, and sure enough, there was a sticky note underneath with a series of letters and numbers. I typed them in and bingo! I was in.

“Stupid bastard,” I muttered as I waited for the computer to boot up.

Since I didn’t know what I was looking for, I just highlighted the list of files dating back to the beginning of the year, clicking the button to copy them to the drive. I watched the visual of the files flying from one folder to the other until it finished, then pulled the drive out of the computer, sticking it in my bra for safekeeping.

I’d just turned the computer back off when I heard footsteps in the hallway. Shit!

I looked around, searching for a place to hide. There was a couch in the corner of the room, and as quietly as I could, I sprinted towards it, climbing over to hide behind it. My breath came in short pants as I waited to see if the voices were coming this way.

Two minutes later the door opened with a bang, the overhead lights coming on and making me squint. I pulled my knees up to my chest and tried not to breathe.

“Herb, you fucked up.” I didn’t recognize the voice, but then again, I didn’t really know anyone outside of the accounting department. We were pretty segregated up here.

“I know, but the girl didn’t know what she was looking at. I told her it was old records that I’d sent her by mistake and I’m sure she believed me. She’s not very smart anyway.”

None of those things were true.

“What’s her name?” the man asked.

“Emily.” I noted that Herb didn’t even pause before giving me up.

“Emily what?” the man asked.

I could practically hear Herb thinking from here. “Oh yeah, it’s Meyer, Emily Meyer. She sits in the back corner of the accounting area. She’s young with brown hair and glasses. Mousy little thing, but she’s got a great rack.”

Like he had room to talk. Herb wasn’t exactly a good looking guy himself.

“Yeah, it’s Micah,” the man who was talking to Herb said, apparently making a call. “We got a problem we need to take care of, name of Emily Meyer. Works here in accounting and our buddy Herb here fucked up and gave her the wrong information. Uh huh. Uh huh. Yeah, just find her tonight and eliminate the problem, got it? Yeah, I’ll take care of things here, but I’m gonna need a cleaner.”

Herb made a choking noise. “Cleaner? Wait, please don’t--.”

I heard a weird popping noise, then his words broke off into a gurgle.

“Stupid bastard,” Micah muttered.

Heavy footsteps crossed the room, then I heard the door close. I sat immobile, trying to decide what to do.

Make a run for it, dummy! my brain encouraged.

Slowly I pushed up just enough to see over the top of the couch, then clamped my hand over my mouth. Herb was slumped in his desk chair, blood seeping from a bullet wound in his forehead. Holy fuck, they’d killed him!

I vaulted over the couch, and after checking the hallway, ran down the stairs as fast as I could. By the time I got to the parking lot I was gasping for breath, but there was no way I wanted to end up like Herb, so I jumped in my car and flew out of the lot, trying to decide what to do next.

Should I go to the police? What if Mr. Rossi had informants there? I couldn’t go home. It was clear that they were going to be looking for me. Shit, why didn’t I just mind my own damned business?

I pressed the button on my phone.

“Siri! What’s the location of the nearest FBI office?”


Martha



Iwalked into the conference room and slid into a seat next to my friend Angie, smiling in greeting. Our boss Lois was right behind me, so there was no time to chat. The wolf shifter who was in charge of our office at Sapphic Security ran a tight ship. When I was in the military I had drill sergeants who were more easy-going than Lois.

“Listen up people, we have a lot to get through this morning.”

Everyone at the table fell silent, waiting to see what Lois had for the Monday morning meeting. We were a close-knit team, with several of us serving together in the military before coming to Seattle to join the company. Sapphic Security was a leader in security services including personal protection.

The company was founded about ten years ago by a group of lesbians who wanted to create a life for people like them when they exited the military. By ‘like them’ I meant people who were not quite human. Sapphic Security employed shifters, vampires, demons, and a variety of hybrids, almost all of whom were lesbian, bisexual, or trans.

Our reputation grew quickly, and we’d expanded to six cities across the U.S. while winning contracts with the U.S. government and other organizations that needed our services. We were one of the companies important people relied on when they needed something that required a gentle touch – or an ‘off the books’ project.

Most of the vamps in the company ended up here in the Seattle office. I was a hybrid, but I loved it here. My vamp side liked the lack of sunshine, and my wolf side reveled in all the woody areas outside the city where we could run. It was the perfect place for us.

As someone who grew up never fitting in or feeling at home anywhere, this job and my found family were very important to me.

“Gunderson!”

I resisted jumping at the alpha tone in her voice. Deep inside me my wolf side rolled over to show her belly, recognizing Lois’s dominant nature.

“Yes?”

“I have a case for you. Personal protection.”

I sighed softly. Personal protection was not my favorite. We guarded a lot of famous people, like Wanda’s mate, rock icon Tasha Blue. Unfortunately, Tasha was the rare exception in that she was a decent human being, unlike most of the rich and famous assholes we guarded. I preferred to stay in the background, working investigations and providing back-up for the other bodyguards.

Lois slid a folder across the table.

“This is an assignment from the FBI. Some low-level accountant accidentally stumbled upon information that can help take down Seattle’s biggest mob boss.”

“Seattle has a mob?” I asked in surprise. The city didn’t seem big enough for that. Then again, I’d grown up in Chicago, and few cities seemed big enough for me.

Lois gave me a look that clearly conveyed she thought I was an idiot. “Of course Seattle has a mob. Christ on a cracker Gunderson, did you just fall off a turnip truck?”

I had no idea what that meant but I knew better than to ask.

“Anyway, the woman was able to download a boatload of evidence before witnessing a murder. The mob’s put a hit out on her, and the feds want us to keep her safe until they can get an indictment.”

My gaze snapped up from the folder. “That could take years!”

“No, as it happens they’ve been building a case against this asshole for a while now. They were already on track to go before a grand jury in a couple of weeks, but the woman got enough good evidence that they’re requesting a thirty day continuance while they comb through everything new. We’ll also be helping with that part of the investigation.”

“So this is a month long assignment?” I said, unable to hide the lack of enthusiasm in my voice.

“Yeah, give or take. But I heard the FBI safe house has a nice gym, so at least you’ll be comfortable.”

I opened the folder and pulled out the pages inside, including a picture of mob boss Vincent Rossi and the witness, a woman named Emily Meyer. It was a head shot pulled from her driver’s license, the picture kind of grainy, but something about her looked familiar. I studied the picture, trying to figure out if I’d met her before.

“She’s cute,” Angie said as she looked over at the file.

“I’m sure your mate would like to hear you say that,” I snapped, which was weird because I was usually pretty even tempered.

“Suzie and I are very secure in our relationship, thank you very much.”

She looked over at Wanda. “What do you think Wanda? Will they fall in love? What’s the over-under?”

“What are you going on about Diaz?” Lois barked.

“Don’t you remember that time Wanda went on and on about how she didn’t want to pretend to be Tasha’s girlfriend while on protective detail, because she was convinced that meant they’d fall in love like in all those bodyguard romance books she reads?”

“I don’t read romance books,” Wanda argued. “I was referring to what happened with you and Suzie. And Lois and Monique. And a bunch of other couples we’ve encountered.”

“I’m not going to pretend to be her girlfriend,” I said firmly. “So I think I’ll be safe.”

For some reason, my inner animal made a little whining noise at that.

“I hope so Gunderson,” Lois said. “I’m running a security company here, not a god damned supernatural matchmaking agency.”

“Don’t worry boss, I know better than to mix business and pleasure.”

“Unless you meet your mate on a job,” Angie added. “Then you won’t be able to help it.”

I shook my head. “You people are ridiculous.”

Turning my attention back to our boss, I asked, “Where is our witness stashed, Lois?”

“She’s at an FBI safe house in Renton right now, but they’re eager to off-load her. The feds don’t like babysitting, it takes them out of the field. Teresa, you’re on back-up. You two are excused to go guard the client. The address is in the file.”

Everyone started pushing back from the table, but stopped as Lois yelled, “The rest of you idiots stay put, we have work to do here.”

Teresa and I grabbed our ‘go bags’ and headed down to the basement. The agency had several bulletproof SUVs we used for protective detail. I tossed her the file to review while I slid behind the steering wheel and pulled out of the underground garage.

She input the safe house address into her phone, then read the file to me. Details were sparse, but we’d get more information at the hand off.

The safe house was a nondescript ranch in the middle of a residential area. Teresa called in to let them know we were here, then the garage door opened and I pulled the SUV inside next to a bland government sedan.

Two agents that we’d worked with before met us at the door, briefing us in the kitchen about what they knew about the case.

“She’s a feisty one,” Agent Harris said admiringly. “Waltzed right into the FBI office on a Friday night demanding to speak to a senior agent. Then she dug a flash drive full of good evidence out of her bra, all casual like, and demanded that we keep Rossi from killing her to thank her for bringing us evidence. We brought her here for the weekend, but we don’t have staff to do a longer term babysitting job.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of your witness,” I promised. “Where is she?”

I was eager to get settled in. I’d been off balance ever since we walked in, and my inner animal was pacing back and forth restlessly the entire time. I had no idea what was wrong with her.

“She’s in the back bedroom, end of the hall.” The agents stood up. “We’re gonna bounce outta here.”

“I’ll go talk to her,” I said. “Teresa, you scope the area. We’ll see you guys later.”

Harris and her partner exchanged a look I couldn’t interpret, but it looked like amusement. Humans were so weird. Ignoring them, I walked to the end of the hall and knocked on the door. My wolf side sat up excitedly.

The door opened and before I knew what was happening, something flew at me, claws extended. I let out a high-pitched scream and jumped backwards, landing on my ass in the hallway.

“What the fuck?”

Something that looked like a giant rat narrowed its eyes at me and hissed. Realizing it was some weird type of hairless cat, I let my wolf out enough to growl lowly at the creature. The cat made a screeching noise as it removed its claws from my shirt and raced back into the bedroom.

“What did you do to my poor kitty?” the woman said indignantly.

I hopped to my feet then got my first look at the woman who’d taken on the mob. My breath caught in my throat and my fangs pressed against my gums as both my vampire and wolf sides spoke in unison for the first time in my life.

“Mine!”


Emily



Iadjusted my glasses on my face and took a minute to check out the woman at my door.

The first thing I noticed about her was that she was super pale, the only color in her face coming from her bright blue eyes and blood red lips. A blonde with one of those fishtail braids pulled over one shoulder, she was thin but muscular looking in black jeans, boots, a black shirt, and black leather jacket. Apparently she was a fan of the monochrome look.

“Who are you?” I asked suspiciously, hiding part of my body behind the door in case I needed to push it shut quickly.

“I’m Martha Gunderson. Your new bodyguard.”

She was giving me the most disconcerting stare, almost as if she could read my mind if she tried hard enough. Something about her seemed really familiar.

“Have we met before?” I asked.

Martha shook her head, but something about her expression made me think she was pleased by my question for some reason. “No, I’m sure we haven’t.”

“Where are Agents Harris and Benson?” I asked, hoping this woman wasn’t someone sent to kill me. “And do you have ID on you?”

Martha looked amused. She held up her hands, then said, “I’m going to reach into my back pocket to get my wallet.”

I moved farther behind the door, even though I was pretty sure a bullet could easily pierce the thin wood. I felt Cairo rub against my legs protectively. I’d had him since he was a kitten. A neighbor had spent of fortune on a fancy purebred hairless sphinx kitten, then gotten pissed at how “aggressive” Cairo was. Poor thing, he wasn’t aggressive, he was just protective of the things he loved. Like me, and tuna.

It had been a whirlwind weekend. I’d spent hours at the FBI office Friday night, giving statements and going through the information I’d found on Herb’s computer. I’d agreed to testify in exchange for protection. What else could I do? If I stayed on my own I was a dead woman, I was certain of that.

When they told me they were bringing me to a safe house, I’d insisted we go get Cairo. They’d refused, but I’d kicked up enough of a stink that they’d finally agreed to send a team of agents over to pick him up while I stayed behind. Then I gave them a packing list, much to their consternation.

The minute the agents returned I knew something was wrong. For one thing, they both looked like they’d been to war. It turned out they interrupted a pair of thugs ransacking my apartment. The guys got away, but not without a fight.

Then there was another fight when they tried to get Cairo in his cat carrier. Poor little thing was scared, I’m sure. Fortunately, the agents got him cornered and into his carrier before they kindly grabbed my clothes and some other belongings that I’d requested they bring.

I slept most of Saturday but by Sunday I was already bored with my confinement. I knew I’d need to figure out how to deal with it, because if I left FBI protection I wouldn’t live long enough to be bored someplace else, I was sure of that. The guy who put a bullet through Herb’s forehead hadn’t seemed like the forgiving type.

Martha slowly reached for her wallet, her eyes amused like she was just humoring me. She handed me her wallet and I looked between her and her driver’s license. It looked legit, but then again, what did I know?

“Harris and Benson are going off duty. I’ve been assigned as your main bodyguard for the duration,” Martha told me as I handed her wallet back. “My colleague Teresa is here too. She’ll be taking the night shift so we can rest.”

“So you guys are FBI?” I asked.

Martha shook her head. “No, we’re personal protection agents with Sapphic Security. We contract with the government for special projects.”

When I didn’t say anything else, Martha asked, “How about you come out to the kitchen and brief us on what happened? Then we can figure out a plan for however long we’re here.”

For some reason I felt like I could trust her, and I always trusted my instincts. Leaning down, I picked up my cat and cradled him in my arms.

“Come on baby, let’s go meet the new bodyguards.”

I’m fairly sure I saw Martha roll her eyes next to me. I followed her to the kitchen where another woman sat at the table, drinking a glass of what looked like thin tomato juice. Seeing my eyes on her glass, she asked, “Y’all want some blood? I just opened a fresh bottle.”

I laughed awkwardly. That was a weird thing to joke about.

Martha sighed. “Don’t tease the human.”

I’d just sat down on one of the chairs, but I popped right up again like I’d sat on a tack. Cairo made a squeaking noise.

“Human?”

The two women looked between each other, then Martha went to the refrigerator and brought out three bottles of water.

“Sit down Emily. We’ll explain everything.”

When she walked closer to hand me one of the bottles of water, Cairo hissed at her. Martha made a growling sound deep in her chest – one I thought I’d imagined before – and narrowed her eyes at my cat. Cairo slunk down on my lap and hid himself under the hem of my shirt.

“Did you just growl at my cat?” I asked incredulously.

Martha nodded. “My wolf did.”

“Your…wolf?”

My eyes bounced between her and Teresa, then bounced back again when Martha said, “Do you know about supernaturals?”

“Um, well, I’ve seen the show before.” I was confused by the apparent change of topic.

“Not Supernatural, actual supernatural beings like shifters and vampires.”

“Where did you say Agents Harris and Bensen went?” I asked nervously.

Across the table, Teresa sighed.

“Vampires are real. Shapeshifters are real. Fae and demons are real. And they live alongside you.” She made a jazz hands motion. “Surprise! Now can we move on? We’ve got work to do.”

“You’re telling me what? You’re a shapeshifter?” I asked, staring at her like she was crazy.

“God no,” Teresa said in disgust. “I’m a vampire.”

“The vamps are all snobby as fuck,” Martha said.

Teresa didn’t deny it.

“But you’re not because you’re a…wolf?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, technically I’m a vampire wolf hybrid. The best or worst of both worlds, depending on what side of my family you ask.”

Seeing my confused expression she said, “My dad is a vampire, and my mom is a wolf shifter. I’m what they call a hybrid because I have the features of both species in one animal.”

“You haven’t seen anything until you see a wolf with vampire fangs and the ability to fly,” Teresa added, sounding amused.

“I don’t fly,” Martha corrected. “I just levitate when I run or jump fast enough.”

I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. There was only one explanation.

“I’m sorry, but are you two on drugs? Are you both high right now?”

Martha and Teresa exchanged a look then they both changed in front of my very eyes. Teresa seemed to grow taller, white fangs descending as her lips darkened to a deeper shade of red. Power seemed to surround her. Meanwhile, Martha spouted fur on her arms, then growled as long fangs popped down over her lower lips and her hands were replaced by claws.

Cairo screeched and ran out of the room right before I fainted.


Martha



“Damn it, I’ve never had a human faint on me before.”

I looked up from where I was sitting on the floor with Emily cradled in my arms. My mate. As impossible as that seemed, my wolf was quite adamant about it. And the fact that my vampire side was staring longingly at the pulse throbbing in Emily’s neck and begging me to mark here there was another clue.

I’d never been so glad for my vampire reflexes before. Right as the cat ran off, Emily’s eyes rolled back in her head, then her body sagged to the side, and she’d gone down like a sack of bricks. I’d dove for the floor and eased her down on top of me before she could hurt herself.

“Just get a cold washcloth, would you?” I ordered.

Teresa was back in an instant, running a washcloth under the faucet before handing it to me.

“Emily,” I said gently. “Wake up.”

I set the cool cloth on her forehead. “Emily!”

My mate startled, her eyes snapping open and fixing on my face. “What ha—?” she paused as it came back to her. “Oh. OH!”

“It’s okay Emily, not all humans are aware of the supernatural world, but we’re not going to hurt you. Our species all signed a joint treaty with the humans many years ago, and we do our best to live in peace.”

“Where did the blood come from?” she asked, her gaze turning back to Teresa’s glass. “Do you drain humans?”

“We’re not allowed to feed off humans except in certain situations. Vampires use blood like humans use insulin,” Teresa explained. “Usually we just need a little bit every day. It’s mostly made in a lab, but in a pinch we can use pig’s blood.”

“And you drink blood too?” Emily asked me.

“Only if I’m feeling peckish,” I answered. “My wolf likes a lot of meat and that usually satisfies my nutritional needs and keeps me strong.”

Emily nodded, then took a shuddering breath. “I think I’m fine now. Sorry about fainting that.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I said gently. “I should be the one apologizing. We kind of sprung that on you.”

Across the room Teresa raised her eyebrows. I could tell she was suspicious about my tender attitude. I was generally all business, no emotion. I was still reeling from finding my mate, and while I knew I’d need to tell her and my boss Lois the truth soon, for now, I just wanted to be alone with this momentous news.

As a hybrid, I grew up feeling like a freak. My parents never married, and somehow I never fit on either world. When I visited my dad’s vampire family, they all treated me like I had mange, calling me “mutt” behind my back when they thought I couldn’t hear. When I was with my mom, the wolves all judged me for not being as strong as them, as well as for my appearance. In my animal form, my wolf was leaner and shaped differently than most shifters, and my fur was totally black, where my family was all grey. Between that and my long vampire fangs, it was obvious to every shifter I encountered that I was a freak.

The minute I turned eighteen I joined the military. I didn’t even wait to graduate high school, instead opting to get my GED while I was in the service. As soon as they realized what I was, I was sent to a special boot camp for supernaturals, then assigned to an all-supe unit. In the Army I finally felt at home and free to be myself.

I did my twenty years in the service, then retired with full benefits. Sapphic Security recruited me as soon as I put in my retirement papers, offering me a position in any of their six locations. I opted to come to Seattle and joined Lois’s team about two years ago now.

Long ago I’d resigned myself to living the single life, figuring that no wolf or vampire would want me as a mate. But somehow I never considered that fate would send me a human instead.

And a cute one at that. Emily was average size for a human female, probably about five six, with curvy hips, muscled thighs, and large round breasts. Her skin was olive colored, and her long brown hair hung straight to her shoulders, framing her heart shaped face. Behind her square tortoise shell glasses, her brown eyes were wide and intelligent looking. She definitely had the ‘hot nerd’ look going for her, right down to the tee shirt she wore emblazoned with the logo from a popular science fiction television program.

“Are you okay to get up now?” I asked Emily. “Or are you still woozy?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine, I was just startled. I never saw anyone’s body transform in front of my eyes like that.”

She pushed to her feet, then sat back down on her chair, taking a long gulp of water.

“I have questions. Is it okay if I have questions?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s okay. Get them all out now so Teresa and I can figure out a plan to keep you safe.”

Her eyes pinned to the glass of blood in front of Teresa.

“So unless I’m having some kind of a psychotic break brought on by the stress of the last few days, there’s basically a parallel world alongside my own.”

“Yes.”

“And vampires are real. And shapeshifters. And…other things too?”

“There are many different types of supernatural beings walking on the Earth, that’s correct.”

“Why isn’t this public knowledge?” she asked.

Teresa jumped in with an answer. “It’s not like it’s a secret, but all the species basically agreed to a ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ kind of relationship a long time ago. It’s not that the supes are hiding, but it’s better for all of us, supernaturals and humans alike, if we don’t draw too much attention to our existence.”

Emily stared into space, but I could practically hear her brain working, thoughts flashing in rapid succession across her face.

“And are either of you going to eat me, bite me, or turn me into a supernatural creature while we’re together?”

“No, of course not. We’re charged with protecting you.”

I resisted adding that she looked delicious.

“But you could. If you wanted to, I mean?”’

“Our laws strictly forbid that kind of behavior,” I said firmly, wanting to put her mind at ease.

“How do I know you two aren’t rebel law breakers?”

Teresa sighed impatiently. “Can we please discuss our plan so I can get a nap before I’m on duty tonight? Otherwise I’m going to have to kill you just to shut you up.”

Emily scoffed. “You’ll have to get in line for that.”


Emily



Just as I’d done with the FBI, I went over the weird events of the last few days, starting with reviewing the spreadsheet I was sent by accident, to investigating the discrepancies, to my harrowing visit to Herb’s office to steal evidence and then inadvertently witnessing his murder.

As I spoke, my gaze kept turning to Martha. Both of my bodyguards were strong and beautiful women, but there was something about Martha that I couldn’t quite define. I felt drawn to her and I had this deep sense of awareness as if I somehow knew her. Her beauty was captivating, and I felt more attracted to her than I’d ever felt to anyone, man or woman, in my life. Coming awake from my fainting spell to find myself in her arms hadn’t been a hardship, that’s for sure. I’d been too turned on to be embarrassed.

“Okay this is what we’re going to do,” Martha started. “We need to stay inside the house at all times. Don’t go into the yard. Don’t open the drapes.”

“But I need some sunshine.”

I hesitated, then felt a flush rise up my face.

“Oh, I’m sorry, you’re trying to avoid turning to dust, aren’t you?”

I saw the instant my comment registered with Martha.

“I am not going to turn to dust if I see the sun, Emily. We just don’t want anyone to see us in here. We’re supposed to be hiding in here, remember?”

“Is it because you’re part wolf?” I asked.

“What?”

“Is that what protects you from the sun?”

“Vampires turning to dust in the sun is an old wives’ tale,” she said with what sounded like overexaggerated patience.

I turned to Teresa. “So you won’t crisp up then either, Teresa?”

“No, but I get a hell of a sunburn if I’m not wearing SPF 50 sunscreen every day.”

“Oh, that’s why your skin is so beautiful and smooth,” I said. “I’ve been dying to ask you about your skincare routine, but I didn’t want to be rude.”

Across the table, Martha made a growling sound. Teresa and I both looked at her, but she only got up from the table and started scrounging through the cabinets.

“I need more coffee.”

I noticed that Teresa seemed to be studying her curiously.

“So we’re just going to hang out here for four to six weeks doing nothing?” I asked. “That’s not going to work for me.”

“What do you suggest then, Emily?”

Just then Cairo walked in, hissing menacingly at Martha before climbing into my lap.

“How about this? You can teach me self-defense.”

“I can, can I?” Martha sassed back.

“There’s a huge gym and a bunch of mats in the basement, and if my life is at risk, I should really learn stuff like how to throw a punch or break out of a hold, right?”

“You won’t need to do that,” Martha said firmly. “We will protect you.”

Ignoring her, I turned to Teresa. “How about you? Will you teach me?”

“Yeah sure, I could use a challenge.”

Martha made that growling noise again, which made Cairo dig his nails into my lap, and glared at her partner. Teresa just smirked.

“She has a point, Martha.”

“I’ll teach her myself,” Martha snapped.

Teresa laughed out loud. “I had a feeling you’d say that. Okay people, I’m going to go take a nap. Wake me up when it’s time for dinner.”

Martha and I sat in silence for a few minutes after the other bodyguard went to rest in one of the bedrooms.

“Well Martha, how about you tell me about yourself,” I said to finally break the silence.

“How about you tell me about yourself first?” she countered.

“Well, I’m thirty-four, born and raised here in Seattle, and as you know, I’m an accountant. I like sunsets and long walks on the beach.”

Martha’s brows lowered in confusion. “What?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “People usually tune out once I say I’m an accountant. I was just seeing if you were still with me.”

“So that’s a no on sunsets then?” she said, her voice almost teasing.

I shrugged. “I really prefer sunrise, but then again, I’m an early bird. I do like walking on the beach though. Okay, your turn now.”

I was completely fascinated with Martha, eager to know everything about her, although I couldn’t say why.

“I, um, grew up in Chicago.”

“Were you close with your family?” I asked.

She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “No. My parents never married, and even though I grew up spending time with both of them, neither of their families ever really accepted me.”

“Why not?”

“Vampires like to keep their bloodlines pure, and they felt my father having a child with a wolf was polluting things. And wolves hate vampires because they’re too snobby, so neither side of my family was thrilled about my presence.”

“But your mother and father…?” I trailed off, unsure how to ask my question.

“My mother was pissed that getting pregnant ruined her life and my father was pissed that he had to pay child support for a kid he never wanted. I grew up being an inconvenience to both of them, so I joined the military the day I turned eighteen and got the hell away from both of them.”

She looked surprised, like maybe she hadn’t meant to tell me all that.

“How long were you in the military?” I asked, hoping that was a safer subject.

“I did my twenty years, then I retired with full benefits. I loved it, but I was ready for a change at the end. I’ve been with Sapphic Security for two years now.”

I did a quick calculation, determining that she was six years older than me. Not that it mattered. She was supposed to be my bodyguard, not my new girlfriend. But I couldn’t help but wish maybe she could be. I’d never felt so drawn to a person in my life.

“Do you like it? Being a bodyguard I mean?”

She nodded. “Yeah, the bodyguard part has its ups and downs, but that’s not my whole job. Most of the time I’m doing other security work, like research and surveillance. I like that better, to be honest.”

“Have you ever lost someone?”

“Lost someone?” I had the sense she was stalling for some reason.

“A client,” I clarified.

“I will protect you with my life, Emily. I promise you that.”

“I appreciate that, but that wasn’t my question.”

I wasn’t sure why I was pushing this point, for some reason I really wanted to know.

“I had one client who got kidnapped while under my protection, but we got her back pretty quickly, and before she was hurt. But I won’t let that happen to you.”

“Even if it does, you’re going to teach me to protect myself so I’ll be able to fight back.”

She sighed deeply, like this conversation pained her.

“We can start in the morning when we’re both fresh,” she finally said. “Right now I want to eat lunch.”


Martha



My conversation with Emily rattled around in my brain for the rest of the day. I’d almost forgotten about the time some kidnappers had gotten the drop on me and snatched my client literally right out from under me. It took us less than an hour to find her and get her back, but Lois had been pissed.

Then again, it happened. Angie’s mate Suzie was pulled away from her on the street while Angie was her bodyguard, and Wanda’s mate Tasha was kidnapped by an employee while both Wanda and the Belarusian bears who sometimes subcontracted with us were watching her. In both cases, things ended well, but none of us liked it when someone bested us.

Lois was adamant that in both cases, my coworkers were distracted by finding their mates, and maybe she was right. Now that I’d found mine, I could see how it turned your head around. Then again, there was no one I wanted guarding my mate. I’d damn near attacked Teresa in a jealous rage earlier when Emily complimented her skin.

I’d seen the look Teresa gave me. There was no way that Lois wasn’t going to hear about me acting weird. I was generally chill. Quiet and serious, with occasional bouts of silliness, like when I first met our client Tasha Blue, the rock superstar. I’d been gushing over her until Wanda put a stop to it.

Emily and I worked together to make grilled cheese sandwiches and a salad, and after we ate lunch I told her that I needed to get some work done. She headed into the living room, settling in to play some kind of video game. My mate looked adorable, sitting cross-legged on the couch, her hair twisted up in a messy bun, glasses slightly askew as she focused on the television screen, her fingers flying across the controller.

I found my phone and headed into my bedroom to call Lois.

“Gunderson, whatcha got for me?”

My boss wasn’t one for social niceties like saying hello.

I briefed Lois on our conversation with Emily this morning, including her fainting when I partially shifted, but leaving off any details about her psycho attack cat.

“And, um, there’s something else I need to tell you, boss.”

I paused, and I could practically hear Lois vibrating with impatience on the other side of the call.

“Well?” she snapped.

“I think Emily is my mate.”

Lois sighed deeply, as if I’d greatly disappointed her.

“You think?” Lois bellowed. “Christ on a cracker, what is it with your generation? She either is your mate or she isn’t, which is it?”

“She is. My mate, I mean.” The surety of that statement filled every cell in my body.

“Let me guess, you don’t want me to take you off this case.”

“That’s correct. Besides, Wanda and Angie guarded their mates, remember?”

It was the wrong thing to say, and I knew it the minute the words left my mouth.

“They both also came close to losing their mates because they were distracted,” she said sternly. “Are you gonna be distracted, Gunderson?”

“No. I’ll stay focused, I promise. Besides, Teresa is here too, remember?”

Lois grumbled like that didn’t comfort her, but I knew that for all her blustering, she trusted her team. What’s more, she respected us. I appreciated that about her, and it made me determined not to let her down.

After ending the call, I pulled out my laptop and did some work, running some background checks and completing a report on a case I wrapped up last week. Before I knew it, a few hours had passed. I got up, stretching my back as my wolf whined about wanting to go for a run. Promising her we’d at least check out the treadmill tomorrow, I headed back into the main part of the house.

My nose twitched as I smelled something delicious. I headed towards the kitchen, then stopped dead at the sight in front of me. Emily was wearing earbuds and clearly listening to some peppy music as she stood in front of the stove, swaying her round hips and waving her hands over her head. Her head bobbed to the beat as she squatted down to check something in the oven.

“That’s right, come to mama,” she said softly, pulling out a pan of cookies and placing them on top of the stove. “Mmm, yeah.”

“What are you doing?” I asked, raising my voice so she could hear me.

She gasped, then whirled around with a hand to her chest. “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me.”

Nodding towards the stove, she added, “I hope you guys like cookies, because if you don’t, I’m not above eating them all myself.”

I stepped closer, crowding behind her a bit and looking at the cookies. Subtly I inhaled, noticing how her hair smelled like coconut. I loved coconut.

“Damn those look good. What kind are they?”

“Peanut butter chocolate chip,” she said proudly. “My specialty.”

She turned around, then her eyes widened as she realized how close we were. I knew I should step back, but I was glued to the spot. She was about two inches shorter than me, and I tilted my head slightly so I could look at her eyes. Her brown eyes looked huge behind the frames of her glasses, and this close I could see lighter flecks of gold in the iris.

“Your eyes…” Emily paused, her gaze bouncing back and forth. “They seem like they’re glowing or something. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s my wolf. She’s looking out at you.”

I didn’t add it’s because the wolf wanted me to mark her as our own. Last time she got a dose of shifter reality she nearly fainted.

“What about your vampire?” she asked curiously. “Is it inside you too or are they kind of merged?”

“Merged. My inner animal has traits of both a vampire and a wolf, although the wolf part of me is more dominant. Sometimes each side has different opinions about stuff though.”

Both sides had been in complete agreement since we first set eyes on Emily. Mine! Mark our mate.

We continued staring into each other’s eyes for a long moment. I bit my lip to keep from kissing her, and Emily’s eyes bounced down, following the movement before returning her gaze to mine.

“What’s happening right now?” she whispered. “I feel…weird.”

It was at the tip of my tongue to tell her the truth. To tell her that we were fated mates. To share the fact that no matter what happened now, I’d never be able to look at another person romantically again, because she was it for me. My one and only. But she’d been through a lot the last few days, and I’d made a vow to protect her. My focus needed to be on keeping her safe. Everything else could wait.

So I stepped back, breaking our stare off.

“Sorry, the wolf, uh, gets a little intense sometimes.”

She looked like she didn’t believe me, probably because it was hard for shifters to lie, but thankfully she didn’t question me. Instead she reached for a paper towel, wrapped up two cookies, then picked up a water bottle she’d left on the counter.

“I’m going to go read until dinner,” she said quietly. “Help yourself to some cookies.”

As I watched her leave, I had the oddest feeling like I’d disappointed her. Deep inside me, my wolf whined in protest, sad that our mate was moving away from us. I knew exactly how she felt.


Emily



As soon as I flopped down onto my bed, Cairo raced over and settled himself on my belly. I stroked his neck absently as I replayed what had happened in the kitchen. I’d put in my headphones to listen to music while I baked cookies. With Teresa sleeping and Martha working, I didn’t want to disturb them. When I realized that Martha was behind me, I’d almost jumped out of my skin.

There was a minute there when she was standing behind me looking at the cookies that I could have sworn she’d been smelling my hair. Then I’d turned around and our eyes met and, well I wasn’t sure how to describe what had happened. I’d found it impossible to look away, like there was some invisible tether between us. Her brown eyes had turned an iridescent shade of gold, glowing the longer she looked at me, the way Cairo’s did sometimes at night.

For a minute I thought she was going to kiss me. I’d hoped she was going to kiss me. But then she’d pulled away and I called myself all kinds of a fool. I was a job to her, nothing more, I was sure of it. Besides, women who looked like Martha did not go for women who looked like me.

I’d always been a nerdy girl, an image I embraced proudly, especially as I got older. I wasn’t a troll, but my ‘nerd next door’ looks didn’t typically attract the super hot chicks. Which was fine, they were usually jerks anyway.

Like a lot of people, I’d come out as queer in college. A drunken kiss with a friend had gotten a little too serious, and it was like a lightbulb going off. I’d felt a more intense physical response from that one kiss than I had from having sex with any of my boyfriends. I’d exclusively dated women since then, most of them nerdy and quiet. Gamer girls. Tomboys. Science geeks.

Martha was so far out of my league it wasn’t even funny. I needed to get my head on straight, not stare into her eyes like a teenager with a crush.

A little while later Martha knocked on my door to let me know that dinner was ready, then I heard her knock on the door across the hall where Teresa was sleeping. We all met in the dining room, Teresa looking remarkably alert for someone who’d just woken up from a midday nap.

“I made pasta,” Martha announced. “I hope that’s okay.”

There was a huge bowl of spaghetti noodles in the middle of the table, tossed with a light coating of red sauce. A bowl of salad sat on one side, a loaf of toasted garlic bread on the other.

“Smells great,” I said.

“I asked Lois – that’s our boss – to send over some groceries and prepared meals tomorrow, so if we don’t want to cook we have something we can just pop into the microwave.”

“I don’t mind cooking,” I said. “I like it.”

“Cooking and baking? Wow, you’ll make someone a great wife,” Martha teased.

Our eyes met for a couple of breaths, and I resisted the myriad of inappropriate things racing through my brain. No sense making it awkward. When I looked away, Teresa was looking between us speculatively.

“Does Lois know?” she asked Martha.

Martha shot her a look I couldn’t interpret. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “We checked in earlier.”

I was dying to know what they were talking about, but I didn’t want to be rude and ask. If I was meant to know, I assumed they’d tell me.

“I guess we’re three for three now,” Teresa said jokingly.

“Maybe you’ll be next,” Martha shot back.

“God no, perish the thought. Besides, I’ve given up.”

I wasn’t sure what Teresa was being so dramatic about, but she clearly felt strongly about whatever they were discussing.

“My, uh…I mean Emily baked cookies,” Martha told her.

Teresa’s gaze snapped over to mine. “Really? That’s great. I love cookies.”

“They’re peanut butter chocolate chip,” I told her. “My grandmother’s special recipe.”

“Dogs love peanut butter, don’t they Martha?” Teresa teased.

“If you’re too good for cookies, vamp, there’ll be more for us,” Martha shot back.

I watched them tease each other, wondering if they were together. For some reason, the thought bothered me. I couldn’t resist asking, “Are you two a couple or something?”

Martha choked on the water she was drinking, hitting herself on the chest to clear her throat.

“No sweetie,” Teresa laughed. “We are definitely not a couple.”

My cheeks heated in embarrassment. “Sorry, y’all seem…cozy.”

“It’s because we’ve known each other for a long time,” Martha explained. “We served together in the Army, then we both moved to Seattle to join Sapphic Security. Teresa is like a sister to me, right Teresa?”

“An annoying sister,” Teresa agreed. “Let me take your plates, and I’ll come back with the cookies.”

The next morning I slept in a little later, coming out to the kitchen in search of coffee just after seven o’clock. Martha was sitting at the kitchen table, looking at something on a laptop.

“Good morning.”

I hadn’t bothered to clean up before coming out, figuring if we were going to be living together for four to six weeks, Martha and Teresa were just going to have to get used to seeing me the way I really was. If they looked at all. I was wearing faded pajama pants and an ancient tee shirt. Martha’s eyes fixed there and when I looked down, I realized that my nipples were hard points poking through the thin fabric. Ooops.

I grabbed a cup of coffee, setting it on the table, then headed back to my room to grab a sweatshirt. I could have sworn Martha looked disappointed when I returned. I scrolled through social media on my iPad while I drank my coffee, perfectly content with the silence of the morning. I’d lived alone for a long time and liked the quiet.

“Anything happen last night?” I finally asked.

Martha shook her head. “No, it was a quiet night. Teresa just went to bed, but she let me know that she’ll be wearing earplugs so we don’t need to tiptoe around all day.”

“Great.”

After a few more minutes of silence, Martha spoke up. “Do you still want to start self-defense lessons today?”

“Absolutely.”

“Great. I need to work out today before my wolf rebels on me, so feel free to come down to the basement whenever you’re ready,” she said. “I don’t know if I mentioned this, but supes have much better hearing than humans, especially shifters. Just call out if you need me, I’ll hear you in the basement just fine.”

I made a mental note not to masturbate while I was here. The last thing I needed was the mortification of my bodyguards hearing me get myself off.

Martha got up from the table, and this time it was my turn to stare. She was wearing black tights that hugged her strong legs, running shoes, and when she stood up, I realized she was only wearing a sports bra under her zippered jacket. My eyes fixed on her taught stomach, noting that I could actually see the ridges of her abdominal muscles. My mouth turned dry as I imagined running my tongue over those ridges.

Then I remembered that Martha was here for work, and she’d never be interested in me anyway. With a sigh, I turned back to my iPad. As Martha left, I pulled up the local newspaper, scanning the listings to see if there were any stories about a murder at Rossi Industries. Just like the last three days, there was nothing. A review of the obituaries also turned up nothing.

I wondered what those thugs had done with Herb’s body. I never liked the guy, but he had a family. I wondered if Mrs. Herb, whoever she was, even knew that her husband was dead.

I sighed as I wondered if I’d ever be free from what happened, or if my knowing too much would eventually lead to my death, no matter how much Martha promised to keep me safe. Then I straightened my spine and reminded myself that the best thing I could do right now was learn how to protect myself. I’d learned long ago that the only person I could truly rely on was myself. Nothing had changed.


Martha



Ibumped up the speed on the treadmill, wanting to get my heart rate up. Or maybe just outrun my conflicted feelings. I’d been awake most of the night last night, alternating between worrying about keeping my mate safe, and obsessing about the fact that I had a mate.

I’d woken up restless and cranky. As much as I would have loved to head into the woods and shift into my wolf form, running on a treadmill in a suburban basement would have to do.

As I ran I looked around. The basement was nice. There was a single door that led to the utility room where the washer and dryer, water heater, and furnace were. There was also an empty wine cellar that could probably be used as a tiny panic room in an emergency, although there was a larger and more secure option in the kitchen.

The rest of the room was one large space. At some point it had been furnished, probably to be someone’s ‘man cave’ based on the custom made bar complete with bar stools in one corner, a Ranier beer sign bolted to the wall. In the middle, there was a giant projection screen, and I could easily imagine people hanging out down here to watch football games or play elaborate video games.

Fully a third of the room was a gym that included a treadmill, elliptical, weight benches, and racked weights. In the middle there was a large padded mat, a punching bag hanging from a hook. Maybe after I gave Emily her self-defense lesson I could punch the shit out of that thing for a while. Hitting things always made me feel good.

Emily came down about twenty minutes later. She’d pulled her hair back into two long braids that looked adorable on her. She’d put on a pair of yoga pants and a tank top with a sports bra underneath it, her feet shoved into an old pair of runners.

“Did you bring clothes with you?” I asked curiously, wondering how the feds would have picked such perfect clothes for her.

“A couple of the agents packed up some of my stuff when they went to pick up Cairo for me.”

“I can’t believe they let you bring your cat. I’ve never seen them do that before.”

I was also surprised that they’d survived the experience of picking up the cat, but I decided not to mention that. Every time Martha or I got anywhere near Emily when the cat was around, it attacked. He was a protective little asshole.

“They had no choice,” Emily told me. “I threatened to back out of the whole deal if I couldn’t have my baby with me.”

Again I was surprised. They must really want her cooperation.

“What were you going to do if they refused?” I asked curiously. “It wasn’t like you could go back home.”

“I would have snuck back to my apartment and gotten Cairo.”

“And gotten killed, more than likely,” I reminded her.

She shrugged. “I escaped them once, maybe I would have been lucky a second time. I’d gladly risk my life for Cairo. Do you have any pets?”

“No, shifters don’t believe in pets.”

She looked sad. “Then you’ll never understand the love of an animal.”

I was tempted to tell her I was starting to understand it very well, but I kept my mouth shut. Meanwhile my wolf was urging me to tell her everything. Tell her she was my mate. Tell her that I wanted to mark her and keep her forever. And for once, my vampire side was in complete agreement.

Emily jumped onto the elliptical, pressing some buttons to get the machine moving.

“What are you doing?” I asked, somehow surprised that she knew how to use the equipment.

“I thought I’d elliptical while you finish your run,” she said, giving me an odd look. “Unless you’d prefer to start the self-defense lessons now?”

“No, let’s get some cardio in first.”

“Do you mind if I turn on the TV then?” she asked.

When I looked over she had the remote in her hand. Someone must have left it in the tray of the elliptical.

“Sure, go for it.”

She flipped through the channels. “Ooh! House Hunters! I love this show.”

I watched the show for a few minutes as I ran. “Is this just people shopping for a house?” I asked in confusion.

“Yeah.”

I rolled my eyes and popped up the speed on my treadmill. Humans were into the craziest shit.

Emily got to thirty minutes on the elliptical just as I hit an hour on the treadmill, so we both stopped. She lifted the hem of her shirt to mop the sweat off her forehead, then gave me an irritated look.

“Shifters don’t sweat?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Not usually. And vamps never do.”

“Because they have no breath?” she asked.

“No, because they run cold. Where do you get this stuff?”

“Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

“Never heard of it,” I said.

“Oh my God, it’s a great TV show,” she gushed. “Very girl power. Although the last season kind of sucked, it was so dark. Of course now that we know there were shenanigans on the set by the guy in charge, it probably puts all the girl power stuff in a different light. But anyway, you should still watch is some time. It’s a classic.”

When she finally paused to take a breath I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again, unsure what to say. Emily was kind of cute when she babbled, but I wasn’t sure why the fates thought she was a good match for me. We couldn’t be more different.

“Are you ready to practice?” I asked.

“Looking forward to it,” she said enthusiastically.

I spent the next hour teaching her some basic moves. Throat jabs. Eyeball gouging. Back of the knee kicks. Throughout it all, I tried my best not to touch her unless it was absolutely necessary. Every time our bodies connected, like when she nailed me in the windpipe with her tiny little fist, my body exploded with a primal urge to claim her.

“We should stop now before you get too tired,” I finally said.

Emily shook her head. “At least show me how to break out of a hold,” she asked. “Then we can practice it tomorrow.”

These lessons were going to kill me, I could tell.

“Okay, I’m going to grab you from behind and you try to break my hold,” I instructed. “Let me see what you’ve got, then I’ll give you some pointers.”

I moved behind her, wrapping one arm around her waist and one around her shoulders. The movement brought her ass in contact with the top of my thighs, and I bit my lip to keep from groaning as she lifted on her tiptoes, the upper slope of her butt sliding against the front of my pussy.

I was way too distracted, enough that I didn’t read her intentions. I expected her to try to pull forward to get away from me like most beginners would do. Instead she went slack, bending her knees deeply and sliding her head through my upper arm. Then she leaned forward over the arm around her waist and slammed her body back up quickly. I was looking down at her when it happened, and her head made contact with my nose.

I groaned and released her as I felt my nose break.

“Fuck!”

I dropped to my knees, holding my face. I had a high pain tolerance, but that had really hurt.

“Oh my God! Did I hurt you?” she asked earnestly.

“You broke my nose,” I mumbled.

“Let me see,” she said, pulling my hand away and hissing when she saw all the blood. “Wow, I didn’t think vampires would bleed.”
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“That’s another myth,” Martha said, squeezing the sides of her nose together and looking upward. “Plus, I’m part wolf remember?”

“Crap, I’m so sorry. Let me get a towel or something,” I offered, before thinking better of it. “Actually, can you walk? We should go upstairs so we can put some ice on it.”

I felt terrible about hurting Martha, but some part of me was pretty pleased about the way I surprised her. I knew she figured I’d be some wimpy girl, but there was more to me than met the eye.

After getting her settled at the kitchen table, I filled a Ziploc bag with ice, then wrapped it in a towel. The bleeding was mostly stopped, but I knew the ice would help reduce the swelling, which was good, because if Martha happened to look in a mirror, she was going to kill me. Her nose was swollen and crusted over with blood, bruises blooming on either cheek.

“Hey, is the mirror thing a myth too?” I asked. “Like can you see your own reflection.”

“Yeah, why?” Her tone was part amused, part exasperated.

“Just wondering.”

When I handed her the ice pack, our fingers brushed against each other and I felt that same zing I felt every time it had happened while we were practicing self-defense. There was something so compelling about Martha, but I had no idea why. Every time she touched me I had the strangest urge to rip off our clothes.

The rest of the day was relatively uneventful. After we iced her nose for a while, Martha went into her room to change clothes. A few minutes later I heard the shower running. I wasn’t used to not working for so many days in a row, so I was feeling a little bored. I could only do so much reading and gaming before I started obsessing about how there were people out there looking for me so they could kill me.

Then I lucked out and found a box of knitting supplies in a box in the closet. Looking through the assorted yarns and needles, I decided today was the perfect time to learn how to knit. I stuck in some headphones and cued up some knitting videos on YouTube. The feds wouldn’t let me use my own devices in case someone was trying to hack me to determine my location, but they’d provided me with a secure iPad I could use for watching videos, anonymously searching social media, and downloading books to read.

I spent most of the afternoon teaching myself how to knit. At one point I popped out to grab some lunch, but there was no sign of my protective detail. For some reason, I didn’t doubt they’d come running if I needed them though.

I made myself a bowl of cereal and a couple of pieces of toast with peanut butter, eating them at the table while watching video tutorials. Cairo slept on a chair next to me, seemingly content in his new home.

When Teresa came out into the kitchen I was still practicing knitting at the table.

“How’d you sleep?” I asked.

She stretched her arms over her head, revealing a taut belly that did absolutely nothing for me. “Good, thanks. What have you been up to today?”

I lifted the knitting needles. “Teaching myself how to knit.”

There was a rush of air, and suddenly Martha was there, as if she’d appeared from thin air. She looked suspiciously at her coworker before looking at me.

“How’s your nose?” I asked.

She touched it, and I was shocked at how much better it looked. The bruises that had been a dark purple and blue this morning were already fading, and even though her face was still a little puffy, most of the swelling was gone already.

“It’s better. Shifters heal super fast.”

“I guess so,” I said, still gaping at her face.

“What happened?” Teresa asked as she made herself a pot of coffee.

When Martha didn’t answer I said, “Martha was showing me how to break out of a hold and I headbutted her and broke her nose.”

“On purpose?” she asked drily.

“No!” I gasped. “It was an accident.”

“All I’m saying is no one would blame you.” She sent a teasing look at her coworker. “I’ve wanted to break her nose a time or two over the years.”

“Haha.”

The three of us worked together to make dinner. Martha heated five of the prepared meals that had been delivered at some point today, two for each of them and one for me. I’d only been with them for two days and I was shocked by the amount of food these two women put away, particularly Martha. Apparently shifters needed a lot of calories.

I whipped up a salad for us, and Teresa baked some crescent rolls to go with our meal. By the time we sat down to eat, I was hungry again. Funny how doing almost nothing made me hungry.

“I was thinking, Teresa should help us with your lessons,” Martha announced seemingly out of the blue.

Both of us turned to look at her. “Why is that?” Teresa asked.

“One of us can watch and critique her form,” Martha replied, as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

But for some reason I had the feeling that something else was going on, and I could tell by Teresa’s response she did too.

“Use your phone to take a video,” Teresa replied. “I’m not giving up my sleep for that. No offense,” she said to me.

The two coworkers seemed to have a silent conversation before Martha sighed. “Fine, we’ll just record it.”

“Do you not want to teach me anymore, Martha?” I asked. “I know you’re probably upset about me breaking your nose. What if I do lessons at night with Teresa when she’s awake instead?”

“She’s not…teaching you alone,” Martha grumbled.

I had the feeling she wanted to say something else.

“Are you sure, Martha? I would be glad to show her how to get out of my arms while I’m holding her close to me.”

Teresa’s tone was mischievous, making Martha growl at her again.

“Why do you do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Growl at people. And Cairo.”

“I growl at Cairo to show dominance,” she said quickly.

“So you were showing dominance over Teresa just now?” I asked.

“No!” both women said in unison.

“It’s a little complicated to explain,” Martha evaded.

Teresa looked entertained.

“You’re going to have to tell her eventually,” she told Martha.

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“It’s nothing,” Martha said quickly.

“Let me guess, it’s a supernatural thing, right?”

“Uh. Yeah.”

I stood up and gave her my best glare. “We’re going to be stuck together here for at least four weeks. I know you’re not here to be my friend or something, but it also wouldn’t hurt to let me in on what’s happening.”

I grabbed my dishes, rinsing them and setting them in the dishwasher before grabbing a bottle of water and the last three peanut butter cookies. When I walked back out into the dining room, Martha and Teresa were sitting quietly, apparently lost in thought.

“It’s been a long day. I’m going to watch a movie in my room and then go to bed. See you two in the morning.”


Martha



The next week passed quickly as we all got into a routine. Teresa took the night shift, despite my offering several times to alternate with her, and I was on days, which gave me plenty of time to get to know my mate better in between work assignments for Lois.

Emily and I generally woke up about the same time, and we shared a cup of coffee and a small snack before we headed downstairs. Then we’d watch House Hunters while she worked out on the elliptical and I ran on the treadmill. When we were done, we’d practice self-defense together.

The self-defense lessons were going to be the death of me. There was too much close contact with Emily while we practiced, and it was becoming harder and harder not to kiss her or mark her or ask her to live with me forever. My entire body vibrated any time we were near each other, and my inner animal was whining at me incessantly to mark her.

Teresa of course found the entire thing amusing. Bitch. I couldn’t wait for the day she found her mate. I only hoped it was someone technically off-limits, the way Emily was for me.

After our workouts, I went to my room to work while Emily occupied herself with her various projects. She seemed to have a lot of interests. She baked, played games, read, and since we’d been here she’d taught herself how to knit and do origami. Now the entire house was filled with little animals made out of folded paper.

In the evenings, the three of us would work together to make dinner, and after we finished we fell into the habit of hanging out in the living room together, reading or watching a movie while Teresa did perimeter checks. It was all very domestic.

Midway through our third week at the safe house things took a turn none of us was expecting.

The day started like normal. Emily and I went through our morning rituals of coffee followed by cardio in the basement. Things went a little sideways during the self-defense lesson though…

“Let’s practice throwing,” I suggested.

I hadn’t expected to teach Emily this more advanced move, but she’d insisted that she wanted to learn to “hurl people over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes” and I couldn’t deny my mate anything.

We’d been practicing this part for a few days now, with me teaching Emily how to use momentum and leverage to knock people off their feet. When she first asked about learning self-defense, I’d assumed that Emily was going to be one of those wimpy girls who couldn’t do more than get an eye gouge or a well-placed kick in.

I was wrong. Despite her nerdy persona, Emily was religious about her workouts, incorporating both cardio and weightlifting. It made her stronger than the average human female. She was also smart and wily, and with her quick reflexes she’d caught me off guard more than once. Fortunately she hadn’t broken my nose again.

I raced toward Emily like I was going to grab her, and just like I’d taught her, she lowered her shoulder and grabbed my arm, sending me flying over her and landing on my back. This time she didn’t release my arm fast enough, and when I fell to the floor, she came with me, landing on top of me with a soft ‘oomph’.

Reflexively, my arms went around her, holding her close.

“Are you hurt?” I asked, looking up at her.

“Only my pride. Although if you weren’t so fit I would’ve had a softer landing. You probably should gain some weight. Get a belly like a normal middle aged woman.”

I just stared at her as she giggled. My mate said the strangest things. But she was adorable, and I wouldn’t change a thing about her – although everything would be much easier if she was a shifter. Or some kind of supe.

Before I knew what I was doing, I rolled her over the on the mat so I was on top of her, my weight braced on my elbows on either side of her head. The feel of her soft curves beneath me made my nipples tighten.

“What were you saying?” I teased.

Behind her glasses, Emily’s pupils dilated, and I heard her breathing change. When I looked down, the pulse in her neck was beating fast. We stared at each other, neither of us saying anything as the air around us seemed to heat. Emily licked her lips, and I groaned. I couldn’t help the flex of my hips against hers.

Suddenly the sweet scent of her arousal wafted in my direction. I lowered my head slowly, desperate to kiss her even though I knew I shouldn’t do it. Surely just one kiss wouldn’t hurt anything. I just wanted to taste her. My lips moved closer, but then I heard a hissing noise. I rolled away from Emily right before her stupid cat slashed his paws at me. I showed him my fangs and growled.

Stupid pussy blocking pussy.

My mate looked a little discombobulated as she sat up, hugging Cairo to her chest protectively. The cat continued to extend its neck in my direction, hissing angrily while I growled low in my throat.

“Put your teeth away,” Emily chided. “You two aren’t going to fight. That goes for you too, Cairo. Retract your fangs like a good boy.”

I swear that cat sent me a triumphant look as it snuggled against her breasts. Asshole cat.

“Martha! Get up here! I think we might have company.”

Teresa hadn’t even finished her sentence before I was on my feet, tugging Emily up behind me and dragging her up the stairs as fast as she could go.

“What’s going on?” she asked breathlessly.

I pushed her towards the pantry, noting that she still had the cat gripped tightly against her chest.

“Do you remember the instructions we gave you for the safe room?” I asked urgently.

“Yeah.”

“Get in there now. Don’t come out unless it’s me or Teresa on the other side. And for the love of the goddess, you and the cat need to stay completely quiet.”

I closed the pantry door behind her, listening for the little snick of the button that opened the wall of shelves in the back, revealing the bullet proof safe room. It was basic, just a room with a mattress on the floor, a touch light, and a landline phone for an emergency call, but it would protect her from stray bullets and make her more difficult to find if something happened to me and Teresa.

When I heard the door close behind her, I grabbed one of the guns we’d stashed in the kitchen and crept out into the living room to see what was happening.

Teresa was crouched under the front window. Keeping to the inside wall, I came around behind her and lowered to a squat beside her.

“Report,” I whispered.

“Someone’s nosing around the front yard,” she said quietly. “Tall guy, looks human, wearing a generic utility uniform and holding a clipboard.”

I lifted my head just enough to see for myself. Sure enough, someone was pretending to be a utility worker, making his way along the front of the house. It was an old trick, fortunately we were smart enough not to fall for that.

“We should check what’s happening in the back,” I said, moving away from the window. “You watch the front.”

Just then the back door blew open with a crash. The guy in the front yard was clearly a distraction. The backyard was surrounded by a tall concrete wall, but it wasn’t impenetrable. There were security cameras scattered all along the perimeter of the house, but since I was downstairs getting distracted with my mate, I hadn’t been monitoring the cameras.

“Fuck.”

I ran to the side of the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, holding my gun and waiting for whoever had entered to come deeper into the house. Teresa gestured that she’d go in to try to flush them out.

“Drop the guns,” she ordered.

I heard a scuffle, then ran into the kitchen to help. Teresa was rolling on the linoleum floor with a human the size of a linebacker. Two more human guys were opening cabinets, ignoring the fight right behind them. Like their friend, they were tall and wide and slow moving.

“You guys looking for something?” I asked in a deceptively calm voice. “Need to borrow a cup of sugar or something?”

They both turned towards me, guns drawn, their eyes darting to where their buddy was fighting with Teresa before returning to me.

“Give us the girl and nobody gets hurt,” one of the guys ordered.

“What girl?” I asked.

“Don’t play dumb, blondie. We know you have the bitch who stole our boss’s files.”

“You know that how?” I asked, wanting to get information before I killed them.

“My boss has got ears everywhere,” one of the goons said. “Funny thing about these FBI guys, they’re easily bought since they make such shitty pay. Especially when you add a bit of pressure.”

I heard a growl as Teresa released her fangs and tore the thug’s throat out. She slurped loudly, taking a few drinks of his warm blood before his heart stopped pumping. Normally vamps couldn’t feed off humans, but in cases like this, the government permitted us to indulge while the blood was fresh. It was like when a human got an infusion of B-vitamins, we instantly felt better and more energized.

Teresa hopped to her feet, blood dripping down her chin. The two thugs were staring at her in horrified fascination.

“His blood was delicious, nice and thick.”

“What the fuck is wrong with that bitch?” one of the thugs asked me.

“She didn’t have breakfast yet,” I said.

I held my arms out so they could see the fur sprouting from my skin, then gave them a fangy smile as my teeth descended. “Neither did I.”

Before they knew what happened, I was on them. I slashed one guy’s throat with my claws, then turned to the one who’d called my mate a bitch and kneed him in the nuts so hard he dropped to the floor.

“It’s not nice to call women bitches,” I said sweetly as he stared at me, grimacing in pain.

“Stop playing with the prey, Martha,” Teresa said sharply. “We need to get out of here now that we know that the safe house is compromised.”

Sighing, I grabbed him by the hair and used one of claws to slit his throat, putting the asshole out of his misery. It was a much kinder death than he deserved.

“Let’s call Lois.”

“We can call her from the road. We need to keep your mate safe.”


Emily



The safe room was small and claustrophobic. I sat on the floor on the mattress, my back pressed against the corner of the room, knees drawn up to my chest while Cairo prowled back and forth restlessly. I couldn’t hear what was happening on the outside, but Cairo seemed to be able to.

When he walked towards the door and meowed, I knew that someone was outside the door. I hoped it was Martha or Teresa, otherwise my cat had just tipped someone off that we were here. Just in case, I grabbed a baseball bat that was propped up in the corner of the space, pressing my body against the wall on the side of the door. As it swung open, I gripped the bat, ready to swing.

“Emily, it’s Martha.”

I lowered the bat and moved into the doorway, then gasped when I saw that Martha was covered with blood.

“Oh my God! Are you okay?”

She looked confused until I gestured to her shirt. “Oh yeah, this isn’t my blood. Come on, this house is compromised. We need to move. Grab anything you need, we’re bugging out in three minutes.”

I stepped out into the kitchen, wincing as I took in the scene. Two men lay on their backs on the floor, both surrounded by blood, their throats ripped out. A third man looked unharmed other than the fact that his head was at a weird angle.

Cairo stalked over to smell one of the dead guys, and I quickly grabbed him, hugging him to my chest.

“No drinking the bad guy’s blood,” I chastised.

Just then Teresa came into the room, her mouth and chin smeared with blood, bright white fangs pressing against her red lips.

“I guess I should have told Teresa that,” Martha joked.

I couldn’t decide if I was troubled or impressed that they were making jokes after whatever happened here while I was in the safe room. Whatever happened, I didn’t want details. All that blood was making me kind of queasy.

I took Cairo upstairs, shoving him into his crate before he realized my intention, then quickly packed up my clothes and personal items, as well as the knitting supplies that I’d found in my room. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but I had a feeling I was going to need something to keep myself occupied.

It would keep me from doing something weird, like kissing the wolf vampire hybrid that I had a huge crush on.

We packed up the SUV that we’d come here in, then Martha slipped behind the wheel and backed out of the driveway slowly, like we were just going on a grocery run. I sat Cairo’s carrier on the backseat next to me and strapped him in. He peered at me through the wire door, looking very unhappy about this turn of events.

“Still no sign of the fake utility guy,” Martha said as her head swiveled back and forth.

“I searched the block and found nothing,” Teresa reported. “The dude is gone. I doubt we would have gotten much out of him anyway. These guys are just hired hands.”

“Okay, let’s get Lois on the phone then.”

I listened quietly from the back seat as the two bodyguards told their boss about what happened. I tried not to wince as they explained about killing the three guys and requested that their boss send ‘a cleaner’ to dispose of the bodies. I mean, sure they were bad guys, but like Herb, they probably had families who’d wonder what happened to them when they didn’t come home tonight.

“Damn those feds, they can’t keep a safe house confidential to save their damned lives,” Lois groused. “Lemme call you back, I have an idea. Just head towards the I-ninety.”

Martha and Teresa exchanged a look but didn’t say anything out loud. Less than five minutes later the phone rang. Martha hit the button to put the call on speaker.

“I cleared it for you to go to Tasha’s cabin in the woods,” Lois said. “She’s beefed up security there since the last time. I also put a call into the bears, they’re available for back-up.”

“They were back-up when Tasha got kidnapped, remember?” Martha asked.

“Are we gonna have a problem here, Martha?” Lois growled. “That was Wanda’s fault for leaving Tasha alone with people she thought were innocent civilians, even she admits that. Those guys have been valuable partners on several missions now and you damn well know it. Plus, we need their muscle.”

“No, we’re good, Boss, I just want to make sure my m—client is safe.”

“Who’s Tasha?” I asked after they ended the call.

“Tasha Blue, the singer.”

“Y’all know Tasha Blue?” I asked, impressed.

“She’s mates with our coworker Wanda,” Martha answered.

“Is Tasha a supernatural?” She seemed so normal when I saw her on television shows.

“No, she’s a full human like you.”

“And mate…is that like a partner?” I asked.

Another long look passed between the two women in the front seat. Teresa slid down in the seat, like she was checking out of the conversation, but she kept her eyes on the road.

“A mate is more than a partner,” Martha explained. “It’s kind of like a soulmate thing. Well, not kind of. Many supernaturals believe that they have one fated mate, a person who’s the other half of their soul.”

“So what? A shifter meets their mate and then they fall in love or something?”

“Yeah, it’s love at first sight. As soon as you see your mate, your supernatural side, whether it’s a demon or a shifter or whatever, it knows immediately that this person is the one. And from that moment on, for the rest of a supe’s life, there’s no one else they’ll ever be interested in.”

“No one?” I asked.

“Nope. Once you’ve met your mate, no one else seems remotely attractive. Touching other people is repulsive. Your mate’s happiness and well-being are all that matters. Then you feel this drive…it’s almost like a sickness, to mark your mate and make sure everyone knows they’re taken.”

“Wow, you shifters really are kind of old-fashioned, huh? That possessive stuff is okay in fiction, but no one wants a jealous possessive person in real life.”

“It’s hard to explain, but it’s not as bad as it sounds,” Martha said. “It’s a very loving thing, like your mate’s happiness is even more important than your own.”

“What about you?” I asked.

“What about me?” she replied.

“Have you found one of these soulmates yet?”

She hadn’t mentioned having a partner, but then again, other than explaining about her hybrid animal and briefly touching on her military experience, Martha hadn’t shared anything personal about herself. For all I knew, she had a wife and three kids at home. She certainly sounded like she had experience with a mate.

There was a long pause before she answered my question. “Yeah, I did.”

For some reason that acknowledgement gave me a sharp stab of pain that nearly took my breath away. I mean, I could have sworn that Martha had been about to kiss me in the basement before Cairo interrupted us. If she had a soulmate, what the hell was she doing thinking about kissing me? I was ninety-nine percent sure I hadn’t misread that signal.

“If you can’t stand to be apart from them, then what are you doing with me? You should have asked Lois to send one of the single shifters so you could be with your mate.”

Martha made a choking noise, but whatever she was going to say was lost when the phone rang with another call from Lois.


Martha



Icould practically hear Teresa’s thoughts. She’d told me multiple times that I needed to tell Emily that she was my mate, but I hadn’t been able to get the courage up. It was probably better not to tell her anyway. I’d come dangerously close to kissing her in the basement earlier, and if I had, it would have been game over.

Kissing would have only made me want Emily more. I’d been around enough supes to know that once you were able to claim your mate, you literally couldn’t think about anything else but fucking them for the first few weeks. Biology was a hell of a thing.

After what happened at the safe house, I was even more determined to wait before I talked to Emily. She was my fated mate, that wasn’t going to change if I waited another month to tell her. If I told her the truth and, assuming she even accepted me as a mate, I’d be distracted.

Distractions were deadly in my line of work. We were lucky that something had woken Teresa up this morning, or I might have been fending all those guys off by myself in the basement, with Emily right in the line of fire. Just the thought of her getting hurt made me want to throw up.

Cairo whined plaintively, trying to sucker Emily into letting him out of his crate. I could hear her in the backseat whispering words of comfort, and damned if I didn’t feel jealous that she was whispering sweet things to a damned cat instead of me.

I could practically feel the cat lording it over me. You didn’t need to be a supernatural to see that Cairo thought that Emily was his property.

“How long is the drive?” Emily called from the backseat. “I’m gonna have to pee soon.”

I exchanged looks with Teresa, who pulled out her phone and poked around on the maps app for a minute.

“There’s a forest service road coming up in four miles, we can pull off there for a couple of minutes.”

“Or we could stop at the McDonald’s at the next exit,” Emily countered as we passed a sign for the fast food place. “I would kill for some fries. Besides, you can’t just expect me to pee on the side of the road. I get performance anxiety.”

“Fine, we’ll stop at the next exit,” I sighed. “But take care of everything you need to while we’re there, because we’re not going to stop again.”

“Man, you supernaturals really suck at road trips.”

When I looked over at Teresa she was biting her lip, trying not to laugh.

We pulled into the parking lot of the McDonald’s, Emily grabbing Cairo’s crate and bringing it with her. She shoved the crate into my hand as we reached the bathroom.

“Here, watch him for me, would you?”

Cairo hissed loudly while I waited outside while Teresa and Emily went into the small bathroom. A few minutes later Teresa came out and I switched places with her, taking care of my own bio needs before heading up the counter with them.

“What do you guys want?” Emily asked. “It’s on me.”

“We can charge it to the…people who hired us,” I said, not wanting to mention the FBI in public.

Emily slammed her hands on her hips. She looked so cute when she did that. “Let me do this one thing for you, okay?”

“Fine, but you need to use cash.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not a total idiot.”

Now that we were here I was starving, so I ordered three Big Macs, a large order of fries, and a coke the size of my head. Teresa went with two quarter pounders, a filet of fish, fries, and a drink.

“Oh wait, I want one of those apple pies,” Teresa said as she perused the menu.

“Me too. Add another one to our order,” I told the kid at the register.

Emily watched us with wide eyes. “I’m glad we’re at Micky D’s because I could never afford to feed you two at a regular restaurant.”

My mate ordered food for herself, then we took our order out to the car to eat in case we needed to make a fast getaway. I was ninety-nine percent certain we hadn’t been followed, and I knew that Lois would not tell the feds where we were going to stash their witness given that they had a leak problem, but then again, I couldn’t be too careful. Not with my mate in the car. And her annoying cat.

The good thing about us eating in the car is that it didn’t take too long before the smell of fries permeated the car, masking my mate’s tantalizing scent. I could think a lot clearer without the smell of coconuts all around me.

It took another hour for us to get to Tasha’s “cabin”, which was really a multi-building fortress in the woods. We followed the long, winding road to the security gate, punched in the code, then headed towards the garage. A garage that was larger than my house and the neighbor’s house put together.

“Holy crap, this place is like a mansion!” Emily exclaimed.

“Wait until you see the river behind it,” Teresa said. “It’s really pretty.”

Tasha had hosted our team for a weekend retreat a few months ago, so Teresa and I were pretty familiar with the place. We’d just walked in the door when we heard the rumble of a large vehicle coming down the road.

“The bears are here,” Teresa noted.

We headed back outside with Emily on our heels.

“Why do you call them the bears?” she asked.

“They’re all bear shifters,” I said. “You’ll be able to tell when you see them.”

The vehicle stopped and a few seconds later three giant guys rushed out. Boris, Yuri, and Alexei were each six and a half feet tall with bodies nearly as wide, all muscle. They were good looking guys with brown hair, brown eyes, and chin dimples.

They’d left Belarus years ago and had worked for the CIA for many years before moving to Seattle to open a restaurant of all things. In between eating their profits they did contract jobs for a variety of government agencies, and helped Sapphic Security when we needed extra bodies.

“Teresa! Martha!”

The guys hurried forward, one by one pulling us into bone-cracking hugs. They were sweethearts, the big brothers none of us knew we were missing until they came into our lives. We’d all committed to trying to help the brothers find their mates, although so far none of us had any luck.

“Who is this?” Boris asked. As the oldest of the brothers, he was their de facto leader.

“This is our client Emily,” I said.

“Emily,” I continued as I pointed to the brothers one by one. “This is Boris. Yuri. And Alexei.”

Alexei stepped forward and kissed Emily’s hand like she was a queen or something.

“It’s a pleasure to meet such a beautiful woman,” he said, batting his ridiculously long eyelashes at my mate.

To my shock, Emily giggled and gave him a flirty smile. I couldn’t help the deep growl that rose up from my chest.

Alexei immediately stepped back, holding his hands up. “My apologies, I did not know.”

“Know what?” Emily asked, looking between us. “And why do you keep growling at people like that?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said.

“No, you’ll tell me now.” She waved her hands at the rest of the group. “I’m tired of being left out of the loop. If you’ll excuse us please, Martha and I need to chat. Alone.”


Emily



Something was going on here, and the more time I spent with Martha, the more obvious it became that she was keeping something from me. I waited for everyone else to go into the house before I rounded on Martha.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “I feel like you’re hiding something that everyone else knows except for me.”

“Why do you think that?” she asked, not meeting my gaze.

“Oh I don’t know. Maybe it’s the growling and all the weird comments. I heard Teresa telling you that you needed to tell me something. What is it? And what did Alexei mean when he said he didn’t know and moved away from me like I was contagious?”

Martha stared at her feet for a long moment, her usual blonde braid sliding forward to brush the top of one breast. I waited, determined to get to the bottom of whatever was creating this sense that everyone else was in on the same secret except me.

Finally Martha took a deep breath and looked up to meet my gaze. Her eyes shone bright with her wolf.

“Remember when I told you about supernaturals and fated mates?” she asked.

I pushed my glasses up my nose and gave her an incredulous look. “Of course I do, it was like two hours ago!”

“You asked if I had a fated mate and I told you that I did…”

She paused and I rolled my hand in the ‘come on’ gesture. Martha took another deep breath.

“It’s you.”

“What’s me?”

“You’re my fated mate,” she said. Her voice was calm, but her expression said she was waiting for me to freak out.

“Huh?” It wasn’t my most eloquent response.

“You’re my fated mate,” she repeated like maybe she thought I hadn’t heard her the first time.

“How is that possible?” I asked. “You and I have nothing in common.”

She shrugged. “Fate works in a very mysterious way.”

“And you knew this when?”

“The first time I laid eyes on you. And it was confirmed for me when you shook my hand that first day.”

“Confirmed how?” I asked.

“I felt this kind of…connection. A strong urge to bite you. And my wolf kept saying ‘mine’ whenever I saw you.”

“Let me get this straight, you think that I’m some kind of soulmate to you because of a message from a wolf, and everyone around us knew about it before me?”

“I know it sounds ridiculous…”

“Ya think?” I asked.

My mind was racing as I replayed every interaction we’d had over the last week and a half.

“What if I don’t want a soulmate?” I asked.

Martha grimaced, as if I’d punched her in the stomach.

“I’m not going to force you if that’s what you’re asking. If you don’t feel the same as I do, it’s fine.” She sucked in a breath that sounded shaky. “Well, it’s not fine, but if you’re rejecting me, then we’ll go our separate ways. You’ll be free to live your life.”

“What about you?” I asked, catching her odd wording. “Would you be free to live your life too?”

She shook her head. “The instant I found you, I lost all interest in anyone else. I’ll never have anyone else.”

“What does it feel like for the humans when this happens?” I asked. “Meeting a fated mate, I mean.”

“I’m not really sure,” she said. “I know it’s different though. I heard some of the human mates talk about a sensation like they already knew their mate, as if they’d been together in a previous life or something. And that there’s a strong attraction, stronger than anything they’ve felt before.”

That sounded about right. I just thought I was being a horny weirdo, but instead I was feeling this mythical bond between us? I wasn’t sure if I believed it.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice was soft, and I realized I was hurt. “Is it because you don’t want me as your mate? I know I’m probably not your type.”

Martha took both of my hands in hers and gave me an earnest look.

“You’re perfect for me Emily. My exact type. I didn’t tell you because I need to focus on protecting you, not mating you. And also because you passed out when you learned about supes. I wasn’t sure what you’d do with this piece of news.”

“You’re going to hold that little fainting spell over my head for the rest of my life, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I promise not to mention it again if you promise not to tell people about how you got the drop on me and broke my nose.”

I didn’t respond to that, not wanting to make a promise I couldn’t keep.

“This is a lot to take in,” I admitted. “Two weeks ago I was the woman no one noticed. Now I’ve pissed off the mob, witnessed a murder, learned that vampires and shifters are real, and found someone who’s supposed to be my soulmate.”

“Just take your time,” Martha instructed. “Let yourself get used to the idea of us being together.”

“I’d rather do this.”

I surged forward, gripping her shoulders and popping up onto my tiptoes so I could press my lips against hers. Martha stood completely still as I gave her a close-mouthed kiss, but when I pressed my tongue against the seam of her mouth she came to life. With another one of those growls, she turned me around and pressed me against the wall as she took control of the kiss.

I sighed as she shoved her tongue into my mouth, giving me a kiss that was hard and claiming. My entire body was vibrating with energy, something that had never happened before. I kissed Martha back, tangling my tongue with hers, giving as good as I got.

She pressed me more firmly against the wall, and lifted one of my thighs in her hand, pressing it against her hip. The movement made my pelvis tilt, and Martha ground against it, making me groan against her mouth. Never one to be passive, I gripped her ass cheeks in my hands, pressing her closer to me.

The entire world faded away, leaving just me and this woman, kissing like it was the one thing that kept us tethered to the Earth.

When Martha finally pulled back I was gasping for air. She kissed her way down my neck and over to the juncture of my shoulder, sucking a bit of skin into her mouth for a moment before kissing the sting away.

“This is where I’m gonna mark you,” she whispered roughly against my neck. “When this is all over, if you accept me as your mate, this will be the spot.”

I couldn’t help the wanton moan that escaped my mouth. I wasn’t sure I totally believed all this mate stuff, and I really wasn’t sure I wanted a relationship with Martha or anyone else, but damned if this wasn’t the hottest experience of my life.

Martha suddenly stiffened, as if remembering where we were. Why we were here.

“I know we have a lot to talk about,” she said, pressing a quick kiss to my forehead. “But I have a job to do here, and I don’t want to let myself get distracted by you. Your safety is my top priority.

She lowered her head to my shoulder and pulled me into a tight hug. “As much as I’d love to be distracted by you.”

Martha stepped back and gave me the most intense look I’d seen in my life. “When this is all over, we’ll hash this out.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her towards the door. “Come on, we need to strategize about how we’re going to keep you safe.”

We spent the next hour or so working out details. Who was going to take the night shift. Who would be inside and who would watch the perimeter. Who would sleep when and where.

“Is there any chance of them actually finding me all the way out here?” I asked. “You said the leak was with the FBI. If they don’t know where I am, how can the mob?”

“We are not going to leave anything to chance,” Boris said firmly. “We got too complacent here once, and it almost ended badly.”

We all fell silent as we stared at the schedule that Teresa had drawn up on a whiteboard. After a while, the quiet started to make me nervous. And there was one thing that always helped me feel less stressed…

“So, who here likes cookies?”
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“How did it go with your mate?” Teresa asked as we walked around the property, looking for any signs that someone had been there who shouldn’t. “How did she take the whole ‘tied to you for the rest of her life’ thing?”

The bears were all in the house, ‘helping’ Emily make cookies. Odds were good most of her dough wouldn’t even make it to the oven. Those bears all had huge sweet tooths.

“I wish I’d had a chance to ask Wanda or Angie for some pointers on how to explain fated mates to humans,” I said. “I kind of blurted it out. She seemed kind of skeptical at first, but after we talked for a bit she seemed almost okay with it.”

“Of course she’s okay with it,” Teresa responded. “She feels the mate pull too, even if it’s not as strong as what you feel. And you’re not exactly a troll. A lot of women would be glad to be your mate.”

Her tone was kind of wistful, catching me by surprise. Teresa was normally very pragmatic.

“You’ll find your mate someday too Teresa, don’t worry.”

She sighed. “For years I’ve dreamed about her, you know? She’s strong and tall, a badass vampire who likes to do all the things I do. I imagine us traveling the globe climbing mountains and bungee jumping off cliffs. But now I wonder if it’s all just a fantasy and I’ll never find her.”

I almost felt bad for Teresa. Here was a woman who really wanted a mate and while I was thrilled to have found Emily, I’d never expected to find a mate. I hadn’t even particularly wanted a mate, although that changed the instant I met her. Being with a human was going to be complicated, particularly with the nature of my job, but I was determined to make it work.

“It’s going to happen for you Teresa, I promise.”

I spent the rest of the day reliving that kiss. It was, hands down, the best kiss of my life, but it was more too. It felt like coming home and a promise for the future all at once. The only problem was now that I knew what it felt like to kiss Emily, I wanted to do it again. And again. And again.

By dinner time I couldn’t take the restlessness anymore. Emily and the bears had cooked a huge meal that only made me want to exercise more. My inner animal was clawing at my insides, desperate to get out.

“You guys okay if I go for a run?” I asked the group as we finished dinner.

Teresa sent me a sympathetic look.

“You go ahead. Yuri and Alexei are going to take the night shift so I can get some rest.”

It was a good thing the bears were here. Poor Teresa had been up for twenty-four hours now, thanks to her sleep time being interrupted by Rossi’s goons. She headed down the hallway to the first floor bedroom she’d claimed as her own, telling us she’d see us in the morning. Leaving my mate in the care of the bears, I headed outside.

Tasha’s property included about twenty acres of land, mostly forest, and I couldn’t wait to get my paws wet in the creek that ran along one side of the property. I took off my clothes and folded them neatly, leaving them on the back porch, then dropped to hands and knees, calling forth my inner animal.

As always, there was a brief flash of intense pain as my bones broke and changed, my muscles growing thicker and stronger. Fur sprouted from my skin, quickly followed by my tail, then sharp-tipped claws replaced my hands and feet.

In this form, I mostly looked like a wolf. As a shifter, I was larger than a full wolf, but my vampire blood kept me leaner than most full blooded shifters were. I ran colder than a wolf, and my fangs were longer and curved like a vamp. But really only another shifter would be able to tell I was anything other than wolf, and that was because they could smell my dual nature.

As soon as my metamorphosis was finished I took off at a run, desperate to burn off some of the nervous energy I’d felt since I met my mate. Running on the treadmill had helped take the edge off when we were at the FBI safe house, but letting my animal out and off the leash was something else altogether. Out in the woods I felt in tune with nature, able to hear the smallest sounds and smell the most subtle scents in the woods.

I ran for at least an hour before I wound my way back, stopping at the creek to grab a drink and wet my feet before walking back to the house. I was almost there when the wind shifted, bringing me the sweet scent of coconuts, and when I looked around, I saw my mate sitting on the back stairs.

Yuri sat on the porch swing behind her, and I caught a glimpse of one of his brothers patrolling the property in bear form.

My ‘wolfire’, as my mother used to call it, picked up the pace, eager to greet our mate in this form. I didn’t see the harm in letting Emily see us like this. If she accepted our mating she’d have to get to know me in both forms.

“Martha? Is that you?”

My wolf yipped, happy that our mate had recognized us. Unlike a lot of shifters, I didn’t generally hear my animal side talk. Other than a word here or there, the creature was generally silent, something I chalked up to the vamp side of me, and she communicated mostly in images. But as soon as our mate spoke to us, my wolf started chattering in a way that shocked me.

“Mate! Mark her! Mate!”

My animal went right up to her, nudging Emily’s hand with her head. My mate tentatively touched the top of our head.

“Oh, wow,” she said wonderingly. “Your fur is so soft.”

I sat at her feet while she rubbed between our ears. If I was a cat shifter, I’d be purring right now.

“Who’s a pretty wolf?” Emily said in that voice that people used with babies and puppies. “You’re a pretty wolf. Aren’t you?”

My animal preened happily, and Yuri chuckled. “I leave you two alone now,” he said in his accented voice.

Once he was gone, I took a few steps back and called forth my human side. In an instant, my fur and fangs were gone, replaced with skin and human teeth. Emily watched with her mouth wide open, fascinated.

“Whoa, that was amazing,” she whispered. “Hearing you could change into an animal and seeing it are two different things.”

I dropped on the step next to her, unconcerned about my nakedness. Shifters weren’t modest as a rule.

“Is it too much for you?” I asked.

My mate shook her head. “Not at all.”

I reached out my hand and tucked her hair behind her ears. As usual, her glasses were askew.

“Why do you wear glasses?” I asked.

She squinted at me. “The usual reason – so I can see. Let me guess, your kind doesn’t need glasses?”

I shook my head. “It’s pretty rare. Sometimes when we get very old we might get cataracts, but for the most part, all supes have perfect vision. Better than humans, for sure. But I was actually wondering, why glasses versus contacts or surgery?”

“Are you saying I’d be prettier without glasses?” she asked hotly.

I leaned back a bit, surprised by her burst of anger. “Not at all. You look adorable in glasses. I was just curious how one made the decision.”

I was regretting my curiosity now though. It really had been an innocent question. I wanted to learn all I could about my mate.

“I tried contacts before,” she said, “mostly because I had an ex who insisted that I try them. But they made my eyes too dry, and it felt like I had plastic glued to my eyeballs. And I don’t believe in unnecessary elective surgery.”

“What else don’t you believe in?” I asked, leaning back on my hands.

I couldn’t help but notice her gaze was locked on my bare breasts.

“Um. Not to be a prude or anything, but do you think you could put on some clothes? I’m not used to having conversations with naked people.”

I smirked. “Is my nakedness distracting you?”

“I don’t want you to get a splinter in your ass sitting on these wooden steps,” she said primly.

I took my time getting up and making my way to the other side of the porch where I’d left my clothes. Emily averted her eyes, staring at her knees, but I could see her eyes darting in my direction every few seconds like she couldn’t help herself. The scent of her arousal floating towards me confirmed that she liked what she saw.

When I was dressed again, I sat back down next to her.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“This.”
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Given Martha’s little speech earlier about not giving into the mate thing until I was safe, I was kind of surprised when she leaned forward and kissed me. Surprised, but not disappointed.

I’d replayed our kiss from earlier in my head over and over again until I’d almost convinced myself that I’d imagined the surge of what I could only call joyful passion that flooded me when Martha and I first kissed. But there it was again. The instant her lips touched mine, I felt simultaneously happy and horny.

I wrapped my fist around her braid, holding her closer as our tongues tangled. As much as I’d hated to ask her to get dressed, I was glad I did because hiding that perfect body from me was the best way to keep me from pushing her down onto the porch and shoving my head between her legs.

While I wouldn’t say I was normally passive during sex – I was no pillow princess or anything – I also wasn’t usually aggressive. Yet I found myself biting Martha’s lip and tugging on her hair and when we broke apart for breath, I wrapped my mouth around her collarbone and bit down softly.

“Emily. Mate. We shouldn’t…”

Her words broke off as I squeezed her breast with my hand while increasing the pressure of my teeth on her collarbone. I had the strangest urge to mark her so that everyone knew who she belonged to. It was unnerving.

Dimly I heard the back door bounce open, then someone swore in a foreign language that I assumed was Belarusian or whatever the bears spoke. Martha and I broke apart, both of us breathing heavily. Her normally pale cheeks were pink, and when I looked down I could see her nipples pressing against her shirt.

“I am sorry,” Alexei called. “I thought I could run.”

I stood up, brushing off my shorts. “You go ahead, Alexei. I need to find my sweet kitty.”

“Sweet kitty?” he repeated incredulously. “Does this mean something different in English than I think it means?”

“No. Why?”

“We are here only one day and already your cat has attacked every person in this house. He hates everyone but you. He acts like he wants you to give him a pet then he bites you when you do it. And, meaning no offending to you here, he looks very creepy with no hair.”

“Did you just call my cat creepy?” I said, slamming my hands on my hips.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Martha shaking her head and slashing her hand in front of her throat. Alexei gulped.

“I am sorry. My English is not good. I mean cute not creepy. Very similar. Start with same letter.” He backed away as if he thought I’d hit him. “I go run now and check property safety.”

He leapt over the porch rail, landing on his feet, then took off into the woods. I watched him until he faded into the trees, then turned to Martha.

“I’m heading to bed. Good night.”

“Do you want to work out together tomorrow morning?” she called after me. “Tasha has a sweet gym here.”

“Yeah, sure, okay.”

I knew my response wasn’t as enthusiastic as she probably hoped, but I had a lot to think about. The entire day had been crazy, what with dead men in the kitchen, our rushed road trip, the mate conversation, and two kisses that threatened to ruin me for any other woman in the future.

Cairo was waiting for me in the bedroom when I got there. I filled up his water and opened the can of cat food I’d brought up with me, then I put on my pajamas and dropped into a ridiculously comfortable chair that faced the window. It was big enough to fit two people, and softer than any piece of furniture I owned.

I pulled my knees up to my chest and stared out into the darkness, letting my thoughts wander.

Did I really want to be the ‘mate’ of a wolf who was also part vampire? It sounded ridiculous. I couldn’t deny my strong feelings for Martha, but was it love? Could I be with her forever? I knew that intense situations often magnified emotions. Would either of us feel this strongly about the other if we met under other circumstances? What if instead of being my bodyguard Martha and I ran into each other at a coffee shop? Would she even have given me a second look?

If this mate thing worked like I understood that it did, I guess she would have. Yet I still had doubts.

As I peered into the darkness I wondered how this was my life now. Running from murderers, staying in a mansion owned by the biggest rock star in the world, hanging out with hulking men who turned into bears. It was like something out of a movie.

At some point things would go back to normal, and then what? I’d have to get a new job, that was obvious. But when I went back to being a boring accountant who liked gaming and playing with my cat, could I even keep someone like Martha’s attention? She’d traveled the world. Her life was full of adventure and excitement, where mine was quiet and localized – just the way I liked it.

Cairo jumped on my lap, sticking his head under my hand for attention. I petted his head until I felt sleepy enough to go to bed, where I tossed and turned for a while before I fell into a light sleep.

I woke up a little later than usual, feeling kind of groggy. After a long and eventful day, I’d expected to sleep well, but instead I was up every couple of hours for no apparent reason. When I got downstairs, Martha was at the kitchen table, looking adorably rumpled.

I glanced down at her cup, expecting to see coffee, but the contents were red.

“Need a shot of blood this morning?” I asked, amazed that this was a conversation I was having with people now.

“Yeah, I didn’t sleep well.”

Whatever I was going to say was interrupted by Teresa coming into the room with her laptop.

“Lois wants to conference call us,” she said. “Do you want to get the bears while I set things up?”

Teresa connected her laptop to a projection screen in the living room, and the group of us settled on the enormous semicircle couch to take the call.

“I see you’re all here,” Lois said by way of greeting. “I’ve got big news for you.”

She paused for dramatic effect. “Vincent Rossi and five of his top guys were arrested this morning.”

She pulled up some photographs showing an FBI raid. In one of them I saw Rossi and a guy I recognized as our Chief Operations Officer being led away in handcuffs. I let out a breath of relief.

“They caught two of his guys red-handed as they were torturing someone. A search of the house found evidence of money laundering, sex trafficking, and drug sales. The organization is in disarray. They made over a dozen arrests in one bust. None of those guys are coming back anytime soon.”

“What does this mean?” I asked, looking around at my team of bodyguards.

“It means the danger to you has passed,” Lois said. “The feds will still want you to testify of course, but with Rossi and his team all behind bars and no one to take his place, you’re free to go back to your normal life until the trial.”

I should have been relieved, but somehow I wasn’t. In my normal life I was unemployed and my apartment was trashed by thugs. I couldn’t ever feel safe there again. Without a job or a house, there wasn’t much to go back to, really.

And what about Martha? Would we see each other again after we got back to Seattle? Or would this mate thing just fade away once I wasn’t staying in the same house as her?

“I don’t buy that she’s really safe,” Martha said.

Everyone in the room nodded in agreement.

“Well, the feds say she is, and they’re no longer paying for protection. You guys can all come on back to Seattle now. I expect your report on my desk in the morning.”
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Iexchanged glances with Teresa, knowing that she was thinking the same thing I was. Emily was still at risk. The feds were delusional if they thought that there wasn’t some mob underling waiting in the wings to get revenge on Emily as a way of earning a higher position if Rossi was acquitted.

I didn’t care what Lois said, my mate still needed protection, and if I had to do it myself, I would.

“Boss, I need to talk to you. Alone.”

Lois moved closer to her computer screen as if that would help her see us better. Instead it had the unfortunate effect of giving us a clear view up the woman’s nostrils.

“Does everybody know?” Lois asked.

“That Emily is my mate? Yes.”

“I know where you’re going with this Martha. And I think you’re right, we should keep an eye on Emily until we know for sure that she’s safe.” My boss leaned back and sighed. “The FBI are cheap bastards and stupid to boot. But I can’t afford this much manpower if no one’s paying the bills. How about y’all head back to the office and we’ll figure out a plan? Meanwhile I’ll ask Wanda to do some snooping online.”

As glad as we were that the imminent danger was apparently over, we all were a little reluctant to leave Tasha’s. Her place was incredible, with all the best amenities, and being here almost felt like a vacation. I hadn’t even gotten to use the hot tub yet.

But we had our orders, so we loaded up the SUVs, said goodbye to the bears, and headed back to Seattle.

“Boris said there’s an apartment available over the bakery down the block from their restaurant,” Emily told us as we pulled away. “He says the owner will give me a good deal. I’m going to go check it out when we get back.”

“You’re not going anywhere without me,” I growled.

“Well, you’re welcome to come with me, but if the FBI says I’m out of danger, there’s no sense of prolonging things I guess.”

Her words felt like a knife to the belly. Teresa sent me a sympathetic look. Every supernatural being understood what it meant to be rejected by your mate. What I didn’t understand was why Emily suddenly seemed so eager to get rid of me. Last night she’d been kissing me like it was her job.

In the car with Teresa spectating wasn’t the place for us to discuss it though.

We drove straight through, not stopping until we pulled the SUV into the basement garage of Sapphic Security. We had an entire building to ourselves just outside of downtown Seattle, the public spaces carefully decorated to appeal to our higher end clients.

I placed my palm on the scanner and the elevator took us up to the top floor where my boss had her office. The receptionist, an older cheetah shifter named Minnie, greeted us with a smile as we passed.

“Minnie, how do you feel about house cats?” I asked.

“Love them why?”

“Can we keep Cairo here with you for a while?”

I was getting sick of that damned cat hissing at me every time I came near him. Also, as embarrassed as I would be to admit this to anyone, I was the tiniest bit jealous of the sweet way my mate spoke to him.

Minnie leaned forward to look inside the carrier, then jumped back, hissing.

“Oh no, that’s no cat Miss Martha. Get that thing away from me.”

Emily sighed and grabbed the carrier from my hand, stomping down the hallway even though she had no idea where she was going. I caught up with her and led her into the conference room closest to Lois’s office, Teresa on our heels. My boss joined us a few minutes later, our resident hacker Wanda at her side.

“I’ve been monitoring the chatter,” Wanda said. “There’s no heir apparent for the Rossi family right now. The old man kept most of the power consolidated amongst his lieutenants, all of whom were arrested with him. These guys can’t organize a potluck right now, let alone carry out a hit on anyone.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t trust the FBI, but I trusted my sister in arms without question.

“Great, I guess I can go figure out where I’m going to live then.”

“You’ll move in with me,” I said firmly.

Emily’s head whipped around so fast I was surprised she didn’t get whiplash. “I’m sorry, was there a question there that I missed?”

My coworkers all pushed away from the table and hightailed it out of the room like the chickenshits they were.

“Emily,” I said in a voice that sounded overly patient even to my own ears, “be smart about this. You could still be in danger. I can’t let you be alone right now.”

“You can’t let me?” she screeched in a high-pitched voice that made me want to cover my ears. “You don’t get to kiss me a couple of times and then act like you’re the boss of me. That’s not how it works.”

“You’re my mate,” I said stubbornly. “It’s my job to protect you.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be a job to someone,” she shot back. “We haven’t even had sex yet. Don’t pretend that we’re a couple or something.”

I winced, knowing that every single coworker in the building could hear her yelling at me.

“Emily, please. I know what’s best for you. Let me just…”

She put up a hand in the ‘stop’ gesture. “No, I’m going over to see the bears. They said they’d hook me up with a place.”

“But what about us?”

“If you want to date or something, then approach me like an equal. Otherwise, don’t bother.”

She stormed out of the room, taking her ridiculous cat with her, and I couldn’t do anything but watch her go.

Teresa stuck her head in the conference room. “Don’t worry,” she said quietly enough that Emily wouldn’t be able to hear her. “I’ll offer her a ride and tell the bears to babysit her.”

“Thanks.”

I lowered my head to the conference room table and smacked my forehead against the surface a few times. I wasn’t totally sure what had just happened, but I’d clearly messed things up. Wanda walked in a few minutes later.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

I shook my head, then nodded.

“We were getting along really well, and then we get here and she kind of freaked out. She acts like it’s a crime that I want to protect her.”

“Humans are different from us,” she said. “They like to think they have control of their lives and their destinies. Emily’s life has been out of control ever since she realized she was working for a mob boss. Now that the threat is over, it’s natural for her to want to get things back under control.”

“I should have marked her when I had the chance, then she wouldn’t have wanted to leave me.”

“You were smart to wait,” my coworker disagreed. “Take it from me, you don’t want to be distracted and have your mate kidnapped. Plus, now when you convince Emily to take a chance on you, she’ll know that you mean it, that it wasn’t just your inner animal pushing you. Give her some time, she’ll be okay.”

I sighed deeply. “I hope you’re right.”
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“This is the last of it.”

I smiled as Alexei brought in a stack of boxes.

“I can’t believe you guys packed up my stuff for me. That was so nice of you.”

“Is no problem,” the Belarusian responded.

After I stormed out of the conference room, Teresa brought me here to the bakery where I met Suzie, a human who was mated to another one of the Sapphic Security team members. Suzie and I immediately bonded over ‘bossy supes’ and she agreed to rent me her apartment on the spot, not even batting an eye when I told her that I was temporarily out of a job.

I wanted to go back to my old apartment to get some more of my stuff, but Teresa insisted that it would just upset me to see my apartment destroyed from the mobsters tossing it and then having a battle with the feds inside my space. Instead she asked the bears to go, and they gladly agreed, returning in record time with most of my stuff boxed up and packed into a truck.

From what they told me, my apartment was in bad shape. I guess there was no way I was getting my security deposit back. Fortunately, Suzie didn’t ask for one for my new apartment because I didn’t have a lot of savings.

“Any friend of Martha is a friend of mine,” was all she said.

I wondered if she knew that Martha said we were mates. I wanted to ask her how it felt to be mated with a vampire, but I also didn’t want to be rude.

Now I needed to unpack and start looking for a job.

“Thanks for all your help,” I told Teresa and the bears. “I promise I’ll buy you dinner to thank you sometime soon.”

When they made no move to leave, I added, “Thanks again, I guess I’ll see you all around.”

This time they all took the hint, filing out of my apartment after extracting a promise that I’d call them if anything went wrong. That was a couple of hours ago, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me. I looked out the windows a couple of times, unsure if I was just being paranoid or if there really was someone keeping an eye on me.

I only hoped it was one of my new supernatural friends and not someone who wanted to kill me.

At precisely six o’clock there was a knock on the door. I wasn’t surprised to see Martha on the other side. I felt slightly bad about how things had gone down with her this morning, but on the other hand, she’d been unnecessarily bossy and high-handed with me.

“Hey,” she said, holding up a large paper bag. “I was hoping we could have dinner. I brought Chinese.”

We’d had a long conversation back at the FBI house about how much I loved Chinese food, and I was touched that she’d remembered. She’d changed since I saw her this morning. Her hair was down, the edges damp, and instead of her usual all black outfit she was wearing faded blue jeans and a scoop necked pink tee shirt, both of which hugged her tight body.

“Sure, I could eat.”

I opened the door and when she didn’t enter I asked, “Do I need to invite you in?”

She nodded. I guess that was not one of the vampire myths.

“Come in, Martha.”

I opened cabinets until I found the dishes that Suzie promised me were here, setting them out on the small kitchen table along with silverware and napkins. Before she left, Teresa and I had made a quick trip to the mini mart on the corner, picking up soda, coffee, a six-pack of beer, and some snacks.

“What do you want to drink?” I asked, jumping as I turned around and realized that Martha was right behind me looking over my shoulder into the fridge. She was the quietest walker. It was kind of creepy.

“How about a beer?”

I handed her a bottle, then took one for myself, using the bottle opener on the fridge to flip the cap. We sat across from each other at the table, passing the white containers back and forth as we filled our plates with food.

“I owe you an apology,” Martha finally offered, an egg roll halfway to her mouth.

“What are you apologizing for?” I asked, wanting to see if this was a perfunctory apology or if she understood the problem.

“I shouldn’t have bossed you around like that,” she clarified. “I was pushy and rude.”

“Yeah, you were.”

“I was worried about you,” I said. “I should have been more tactful about it.”

“Look, if we’re going to date or be mates or whatever, I need to be an equal. I might be quiet, but I’m no submissive flower. I’m used to living my life on my own terms.”

Martha’s lips quirked like I’d said something amusing.

“Who told you that you were quiet?” she teased.

She reached her hand across the table, twining her fingers with mine. The instant she touched me, Cairo came out of nowhere, leaping up the side of her leg with a loud hiss.

“Ow!” She growled at Cairo who gave her another long hiss before prancing away from us with his tail up high in the air.

“Your cat has a jealousy problem,” she said.

“Yeah.”

We were both quiet as we ate our food. It was…nice. Even though we’d only been separated for a few hours, I’d still missed her today.

“Do you want to hang out for a while?” I asked. “We could watch some House Hunters and talk.”

“I would love that,” Martha said happily.

We cleaned up from dinner and grabbed two bottles of water out of the fridge before moving to the couch. Suzie had left a smallish TV with a streaming device, so I cued up an episode of the show and moved closer to Martha on the couch. After a long pause, she lifted her arm, placing it around my shoulders tentatively, as if she expected me to push her away. Instead I snuggled closer, placing my hand on her strong thigh and giving it a little squeeze.

I liked this. It felt domestic. It felt right.

As we sat there pressed up against each other, the air seemed to become warmer, the atmosphere charged. Soon I wasn’t paying any attention to the program, all I could do was notice all the points where our bodies connected and listen to my pulse that was thrumming so quickly I could hear it in my head and feel it in my vagina. Martha sniffed the air, and I knew when she smirked that she could smell my arousal.

Before she clocked what I was doing, I pushed myself up and around until I was straddling her lap. Gripping Martha’s shoulders, I watched in fascination as her brown eyes lightened to gold, letting me know that her inner animal was watching me as well, waiting to see what I would do.

They didn’t have to wait long. I shuffled closer, then lowered my head, pressing my lips against hers. We both stayed still for several long seconds, savoring the sensation until I couldn’t wait anymore. I sucked her lower lip into my mouth, nipping at it gently, then pulled back slowly.

“What are you doing?” she asked softly.

“What we couldn’t do in a house full of people with supernatural hearing.”

This time when I lowered my head, I thrust my tongue into her mouth, giving her a kiss that was hard and claiming. Martha moaned against my mouth, her fingers coming to grip my hips so tightly I was sure that she’d leave a bruise. I didn’t mind.

We kissed for a long time, like we were teenagers trying it out for the first time. At some point I pulled my glasses off, tossing them on the table so I could get a better angle. Without the correction, everything around me was a little fuzzy except for Martha, who was close enough for me to see clearly.

I slid my hand underneath the hem of her shirt, sliding over the silky soft skin of her stomach until I reached her breast. Cupping her over her bra, I squeezed and released a few times, then moved onto the other one while I continued to kiss her.

I’d never felt so desperate before, like if I couldn’t have this woman, I would somehow die of horniness. I wasn’t sure if this was some mate-related supernatural magic or just something unique to the two of us, but my entire body was shaking with a need that only Martha could relieve.

“You’re so damned beautiful,” she gasped, licking along the shell of my ear. “If you don’t want this, I need you to say something now, because otherwise I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop.”

“Don’t stop.”


Martha



“Don’t stop” was all I needed to hear, because as incredible as making out was, I needed more. I needed to calm my inner animal who was once again scratching at my insides, demanding that I mate Emily and mark her as ours. I needed to ease the desire that had all the blood in my body pooled in my core. I needed Emily. Now.

With a growl I surged to my feet, holding Emily close to my body with my hands around her ass. She squealed, wrapping her arms and legs around me, and I marched down the hallway to what I knew was the only bedroom in this apartment.

I got halfway down the hallway before I couldn’t take it anymore. I swung around, pressing my mate against the wall, and kissing her until we were both breathless. The air around us was filled with the sweet perfume of her arousal.

When we finally reached the bedroom, I slid her down the front of my body, forcing myself to go slow. My mate was a human, I didn’t want to injure her. Emily didn’t want to go slow though. She practically ripped off her clothes, and when I just stared at her, her frantic fingers came for my shirt.

When we were both totally naked, we stood about a foot apart, staring at each other. Emily was smaller than me, shorter, less muscular, but she was also curvier, with larger breasts, rounded hips, and a cute little belly button that I already knew I needed to lick. Her hair was messed up from our kiss, and when I looked at her pussy, I was pleased to see that she wasn’t bare like so many human women today.

“I can’t decide if I want to lick your pussy or make you come on my hands.”

Emily gave me a saucy look. “Why not both? We have all night.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to remind her that we had the rest of our lives, but I didn’t want to freak her out. Not when she was letting me back in.

“On the bed,” I ordered.

She arched one eyebrow. “Did you learn nothing today about trying to boss me around.”

I couldn’t decide if I wanted to smile or spank her. I settled for saying, “How about we move to the bed now?”

“Sounds good.”

She sashayed over to the bed, confident in her own skin, which was a turn-on in itself. After dropping her glasses on the bedside table, she boosted herself onto the mattress. Giving me a sexy smile, she laid on her back, bent her knees, and then, while staring directly at me, let her knees open to the side, baring herself to my gaze.

Even from here I could see that she was dripping with arousal.

I took a flying leap towards the bed, scooting upward until I was positioned with my face right next to her cunt. I blew on it, making her shiver, then gently spread her open with my fingers, revealing the soft folds within. My fangs were pressing against my gums, and I fought against the image my wolf was sending me of us digging our fangs into the creamy skin of her inner thigh.

Instead, I gave her a long lick from bottom to top. Emily cried out, and I did it again. Over and over again, I licked her with leisurely strokes, like I had all the time in the world even while my body was shaking the need for more.

Emily suddenly gripped my hair, making me wish I’d worn it in my usual braid.

“Martha, for fuck’s sake, that’s enough foreplay already.”

I grinned up at her, resting my chin on the top of her mound. “Are you feeling a little needy, baby?”

Suddenly she jackknifed up to sitting, dislodging my head.

“Get up here,” she ordered, patting the mattress next to her hip.

I pushed onto my knees, moving to her side, and she gave me a hard shove. The movement caught me by surprise, and I tipped backwards. Emily was on top of me immediately, shoving one thigh between mine.

Lowering her head, she caught one of my nipples in between her teeth and bit down as she began grinding her pelvis against mine. She changed nipples and shifted positions until she found the perfect angle to rub her clitoris down against mine. Then she dug her toes into the mattress, gripped my shoulders, and started grinding against me until I was seeing stars.

“Mate!” I gasped.

I felt like we should probably slow down and savor each other, but there was no way I could focus enough to do that when my clit was throbbing in time with my heartbeat, each slide of Emily’s hips over mine bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

I fell first, calling out her name as I started to shake with the force of my orgasm. Emily was right behind me, getting herself off then clamping down on my breast with her teeth hard enough to leave a mark.

My fangs descended then, pressing against my lower lips as I resisted marking her as well. She was my mate, but she didn’t know the significance of my bite. I couldn’t mark her until she understood. Until she gave consent.

We rubbed against each other as we rode the waves of our release and when we were finally sated, Emily collapsed on top of me, her head on the front of my shoulder right above the breast where she’d marked me. Unlike the mark I would eventually give her, the bite marks from her tiny human teeth would fade, and that thought made me sad.

“Tell me more about this mate thing,” she whispered.

She’d been quiet for so long I thought she was asleep.

“Well, what do you want to know?” I asked.

She shifted so she was on her side, and I rolled over to face her, our heads so close together we were sharing the same breath.

“Everything.”

“Well, it’s a big thing in the supernatural world, particularly with the shifters. There are fated mates in all species, but the vamps and the fae are a little more laissez faire about it. The shifters though, they will search the world looking for their mates. It’s the most important thing to them.”

“Were your parents mates?” she asked.

“Goddess no. They had a torrid three day affair at a work convention that ended up with them having to navigate having a hybrid kid. Honestly, I don’t even think they liked each other.”

“You lived with your mom?”

“Yeah, mostly. I spent every other Christmas and a month every summer with my dad, at least until I was fifteen and I refused to go anymore.”

Shifting the topic, I said, “Back to the mate question. Supes believe that there is one person in the world who is perfect for you. The other half of your soul. And while we can be with other people, even mate or marry them, there is no bond stronger than a fated mate bond.”

“What exactly is the fated mate bond?”

I moved my hand between us. “Do you feel the way we are drawn to each other, like there’s an invisible string between us?”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Yeah, you feel that too?”

I nodded. “More than you, actually. My inner animal has been pacing around inside me since the day we met, insisting that I mark you and make you mine.”

“Mark me?”

“Usually we bite our mates right here,” I said, pointing to the juncture between her neck and shoulder.

“Oh, that’s what you meant when you said you’d mark my neck. Back when we were at Tasha’s house.”

“Yeah, although technically we can do it anywhere. Over the breast…,” I touched the top of my finger to the soft skin over her left breast, “or even on the thigh.” My finger slid down her body, dipping between her legs to trace her inner thigh. “It’s a permanent mark, like a supernatural tattoo.”

“But what does the marking do exactly?”

“It’s the supernatural equivalent of getting married. It’s a sign of commitment. It blends our scents. It gives a warning to other supes that you’re taken.”

“What if their mate is human?” she asked. “We can’t mark you the same way, right?”

“It’s true, but even with only one person being marked, the bond between them strengthens. We become more aware of each other’s moods and emotions. For shifters, we can track our mate by scent after we’re bonded.”

“Like some kind of a stalker?” she said it like a joke, but there was something there, something that bothered her.

“No, not like that at all. When we mate, it’s not some kind of creepy possession. It’s more like the other person makes us complete.”

“What happens if the other person doesn’t want to be your mate?” she asked sleepily.

“We mourn the loss for the rest of our miserable lives.”


Emily



Iwoke up wrapped in Martha’s arms. In sleep, her body seemed softer, absent that coiled energy that she always had when she was awake. As gently as possible, I slid out of her arms and left her to sleep while I headed to the kitchen. I put on a pot of coffee, then washed up in the tiny bathroom.

When I returned to the kitchen, I dug out my cell phone that the feds had returned to Sapphic Security. I was eager to check messages and email after such a long absence. I wasn’t close enough with my family that any of them likely noticed I was gone, but I have friends who were probably wondering where I was.

While my phone powered up, I sipped my coffee and thought about last night. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this whole mate thing. I had feelings for Martha, that was for sure, but tying myself to her for life made me feel like I was breaking out in hives. I came from a long line of people who got divorced and remarried as if they were trading in cars for new models. My mother was on her third husband and my bio dad was on wife number four. Neither of them had exactly been role models for long-term monogamy.

Somehow I was able to sense that Martha believed what she said, but I wasn’t sure I did, and that was the problem. I couldn’t deny that I felt the connection between us, but I wasn’t ready to believe it was this mythical mate bond.

I didn’t want to hurt her, but I also didn’t want to rush into anything either. I needed to slow things down somehow, but also keep having sex with her, because last night had been hands down the best sexual experience of my life. We were totally in sync, somehow able to wring the maximum pleasure out of each other’s bodies.

God only knew how good it would be with some practice.

After the mate conversation we’d both fallen asleep for a while, but Martha woke me up in the wee hours with her head between my legs and her tongue buried in my pussy. Not a bad way to wake up. After she’d made me see stars, I returned the favor, and we’d both fallen back asleep.

After responding to some texts from friends – all with vague answers about my whereabouts – I toggled over to my email. It was the usual assortment of newsletters from authors I followed, advertisements from stores I’d purchased from in the past, and spam.

Except for the one that popped up as I was reading. “You will pay” was the subject line, and when I opened the email, it was blank. I looked at the empty email for a long moment, wondering if I should wake Martha up and show it to her.

But then it was too late.

I heard the door opening, and before I could turn around, an arm came around my shoulders, holding me in place while something was shoved against my mouth and nose. Before I could try any of the self-defense moves I’d learned, everything was dark.

When I woke up I was in a moving car. Everything was totally dark, and I realized that I was in the trunk. Who the hell put people in car trunks in this day and age? This wasn’t some bad movie. Plus they had releases inside trunks now in case you got locked in. Oh, except I couldn’t do too much with that given that my hands were tied together behind my back.

I had no idea how long I’d been passed out, or how far we’d driven. I debated kicking and screaming to see if I could draw attention to myself, but I needed to be smart. I wasn’t sure where I was going or what was happening. It would be best for me to save my strength in case I had the opportunity to make an escape.

Suddenly I wished I’d gone along with that mate thing last night, because it would be super handy if Martha was able to track me right now.

I wondered if she even knew I was gone yet. She’d been sleeping like the dead when I left the bed this morning. Judging by the glimmer of light seeping through the cracks in the trunk, it was still daytime, so that was good. Also good, whoever nabbed me hadn’t killed me on the spot. That meant they wanted something from me. Or they wanted to torture me before killing me. I really hoped it was the former. If they wanted to kill me, I hoped they’d make it quick.

A few minutes later the car pulled off onto what felt like a gravel road. I bounced around in the trunk for a few more minutes before the car came to a halt. Then the trunk opened, and I was blinded by sunlight.

“Look who’s awake,” a man with a gravelly voice said sarcastically.

His big body blocked out the sun, giving me a glimpse of his face. He looked familiar. That’s when I realized he was one of the security guards from my office. Well, my former office. Another guy I’d never seen before was with him. He was bigger and meaner looking than the security guard, with a scar down the side of his cheek like someone had tried to cut off his ear sometime.

They each grabbed an end and pulled me out of the trunk, setting me on my feet. My legs were asleep from being stuffed in the trunk, and they immediately buckled. Security Guard Guy grabbed my shoulders to keep my upright.

I started to thank him but then I remembered that he’d kidnapped me.

“Where are we?” I asked instead.

“Someplace where no one will find you,” Scar Guy sneered like he was some kind of cartoon villain.

They perp-walked me into a nice little housed that was made to look like a log cabin but was the size of a mcmansion. The house was surrounded by beautiful old trees, and in the distance I could hear water running. At least if they were going to kill me, I’d be in some place pretty before I died.

“Why am I here?” I asked the guys.

“Because the boss wants to talk to you,” Security Guard Guy said.

“I thought your boss was in jail.”

“Not anymore he ain’t.”

He directed me down a long hallway to the back of the house. If I wasn’t terrified I would have admired the tasteful decorations and comfortable looking furniture I saw as we passed through the rooms.

“I don’t understand.”

“Let’s just say that the county jail isn’t what it used to be,” Scar Guy said. “It’s just so easy to break out these days.”

At the back of the house there was a study with floor to ceiling windows looking out into the mountains. The rest of the room was dark paneled wood and rows of bookcases, with a giant oak desk in the center and a black leather couch along the back wall. It looked like the mountain hideaway of a successful trial lawyer, not a gang of criminals.

“Here’s the girl,” Security Guard Guy said unnecessarily as he practically shoved me into the room.

Vincent Rossi sat behind the desk, tapping on a laptop, an unlit cigar clenched between his teeth. He wasn’t particularly tall, maybe five foot ten, but his broad shoulders and barrel chest made him seem bigger. He was wearing a suit that cost more than my car.

“Well, Miss Meyer, you’ve been a hard woman to find.”

“How did you? Find me I mean?” I asked.

He made a tskng noise with his mouth. “It’s incredibly easy to track smart phones these days. The minute you turned your phone on, it pinged the closest tower and notified us.”

Damn me and my compulsive urge to check my cell phone. I should have let the Sapphic Security people look at it first. I wonder if someone from the FBI had helped them track me.

“May we offer you a drink?” Rossi’s voice was smooth and urbane, as if he was talking to a guest in his home instead of his latest kidnap victim. “We have tea, bourbon, water, well, pretty much anything you’d like.”

“No thank you.”

“Well, sit down then. We have a lot to talk about.” He nodded to one of the two leather chairs in front of the desk.

“Hard to sit down with my hands tied behind my back,” I said coldly.

These guys were probably going to kill me no matter what. There was no need for me to be nice.

“Untie her hands.”

When my hands were released I shook out my arms and rubbed my wrists, trying to get the circulation back again. I waited until I had some feeling in my fingers again before I sat back down. Rossi watched me without emotion.

“Let’s get down to business, shall we? You took some files from me. I’d like to know what they are.” He leaned forward menacingly. “Tell me everything you saw in those files.”

I’d thought they were after me just for the files that Herb had inadvertently shown me, but now I realized that they knew I’d also downloaded additional information.

“How do you know that I have other files?” I asked.

“Let’s just say I have friends in law enforcement.”

It must have been the same FBI person who’d given up my location. The fact that Rossi was trying to discern exactly which evidence of his crimes I’d stolen told me that there was much more than I knew going on here.

“And your friends didn’t tell you what the files were?”

Rossi shook his head. “That’s above his level of clearance. What was in those files, Miss Meyer?”

“I have no idea.”

Before I took my next breath, Scar Guy was in front of me, cracking me across the jaw with one meaty fist. If I’d been standing, he would have knocked me to the floor.

“Hey! Watch the glasses! My insurance won’t approve a new pair until next year!”

“You’re testing my patience,” Rossi said.

“I really don’t know,” I said quickly. “I copied the entire folder on a flash drive, but I never looked at what was there. I don’t even know if I gave the feds anything helpful.”

He studied me for a long moment, trying to assess if I was lying.

“Well then, if you don’t have any information for us, you’re not useful to me.”


Martha



“We have to go in now!”

As soon as I reached for the car door, a giant hand clamped onto my forearm.

“We wait for back-up Martha,” Boris said sternly. “Many men with guns. The four of us can take them, yes, but your mate might be hurt in the process.”

I sighed deeply. “Yeah, I just wish they’d get their asses here already.”

I’d been in a sound sleep when Cairo came into the room, screeched in my face, and snagged his claw on my shirt. For some reason, I could read the hairless asshole’s mind that he wanted me to follow him. What I found chilled my blood. A kitchen chair was tipped over, and the door to the apartment was wide open.

I knew immediately that someone had taken my mate. She would never be so careless to leave the apartment open and risk Cairo escaping and getting hurt. I ran outside in time to see a dark colored sedan screeching out of the parking lot. I vaulted over the stairs onto the concrete just as the bears pulled up behind the building in their SUV.

“What is happening?” one of them called, understanding that something bad was going down.

“They got Emily!” I said, pointing to the street. “We have to follow them.”

I hopped into the back seat with Boris and we took off after them. Yuri was driving, following far enough behind to avoid detection. We followed the car until they pulled off onto a gravel road that our GPS told us dead-ended at a house about a quarter of a mile away. There was no other way on or off the property, so we pulled over to the side and waited for my team to arrive.

Ten minutes later two Sapphic Security SUVs screeched to a halt behind us, Lois driving one and Angie driving the other. The bears and I got out to meet them and work on a plan.

“What the hell are you wearing, Martha?” Lois boomed at me.

I looked down, surprised to see I was wearing what I’d slept in: panties and a tight little tank top that did nothing to hide my protruding nipples. I hadn’t even stopped to find my shoes before I’d taken off after Emily.

“I was in bed when they took my mate,” I said defensively.

“Christ on a cracker, grab some clothes from the back.”

Our SUVs were kitted out for any emergency, so I was able to find a pair of black cargo pants, a Sapphic Security tee shirt, and a pair of boots that was only one size too big.

“Happy now?” I said sullenly, stretching my arms out.

“Now that your nipples aren’t popping out like headlights?” Lois grunted. “Totally. Nobody needs to see that!”

“You might want to get a wax soon too,” Wanda muttered out of the side of her mouth, nodding towards my waist. “Or at least do some grooming.”

“Can we focus on rescuing my mate please?” I said impatiently. “Just because they didn’t kill her on sight doesn’t mean they’re not going to do it soon.”

“Okay people, this is what we’re going to do.”

My boss pointed to us each in turn.

“Boris, you and Teresa wait halfway up this road. Don’t let anyone in or out that’s not us. We’ll execute plan seventeen: Storm the Castle. Angie and I will take the front door. Wanda and Martha, you take the back of the house. Yuri and Annabeth will take the south side and Alexei and Brooklyn will take the north side. Everyone get into place and stay out of sight until you hear my order, then get in, disable anyone who gets in the way, and find Emily.”

We all nodded. “Oh, and the feds want us to bring in Rossi, but they don’t care if he’s dead or alive. They don’t take too kindly to jail breaks these days.”

We dispersed, each of us moving silently. Our team had worked together closely for a while now, and many of us had been in the military together too, so we were able to communicate solely with looks and hand signals.

As I moved into position in the bushes behind the house, I saw my mate sitting in a chair in front of someone at a desk. Rossi, I presumed. Two goons were behind her standing guard. I felt a rush of relief that she was still alive, even though I knew I would have felt it if she wasn’t.

Suddenly one of the guys walked up and punched her, making her head snap back in the chair. Wanda grabbed my arm just like Boris had done earlier.

“Wait,” she murmured. “I’ll save that one for you, I promise.”

A few seconds later we heard a wolf howl. Lois. We all began a countdown from three, surging forward on one. Wanda and I smashed our way through the sliding door, and we heard the sound of glass breaking from other parts of the house.

“What the hell?”

Rossi was on his feet, moving faster than I would have expected the old bastard to move, sliding across his desk and pulling Emily out of her chair in the space of two seconds. He pulled her back to his front, using her as a human shield with one arm around her waist and a gun pointed at her head with his other hand.

Coward.

Wanda and I pulled out our guns as we rolled to our feet, mine aiming at Rossi’s head while Wanda focused on the thugs.

“You okay, baby?” I asked Emily.

“Just peachy,” she said, sounding almost cheerful despite the large bruise rising on one side of her face. “This reminds me of the basement at our first house.”

I gave her an imperceptible nod, understanding her plan. My mate was a hell of a woman.

She took a deep breath, then she was in motion. Her body went slack, bending in half over Rossi’s arm, throwing the mob boss off balance for an instant. Then, just like she’d done to me the very first time we’d had a self-defense lesson, she whipped her body upward and slammed her head against Rossi’s face.

“You bitch,” he yelled, letting go of her to grab his nose.

Emily rolled to the side of the desk, getting out of our way so we could take these assholes down. I jumped in front of Rossi and quickly snapped his neck, sending him down to the floor in a heap.

Behind me, Wanda was in hand-to-hand with the two thugs. I joined her, focusing on the guy with a scar. My fangs descended and I let myself go into a partial shift, releasing my claws.

“What the fuck?” Scar Guy gasped, his eyes fixed on the fur that had sprouted from my arms.

My transformation drew the other guy’s attention as well, giving Wanda the opportunity to snap his neck the same way I’d done with Rossi. But that was too simple of a death for the man who’d kidnapped and hit my mate. I leapt on him with a roar, and tore his throat out with my fangs, not relaxing until his body stopped twitching.

I was just getting back on my feet as the door of the library burst open, revealing Lois and Angie. Their eyes swept the room, lingering for just an extra second on the guy bleeding on the floor, before landing on me. I wasted no time in crossing the room towards my mate, who met me in the middle.

I pulled her into a long hug, not wanting to kiss her when my mouth was dripping with some dude’s blood.

“Everything good out there?” Wanda asked.

“Mission accomplished.”

As usual, Lois sounded one hundred percent pragmatic. “All these assholes are dead. Now let’s get the fuck out of here.”

“I was so worried about you,” I said softly, my mouth near Emily’s ear.

“I knew you’d find me,” she replied just as softly. “How about you take me home now?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”
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Even though I believed in my heart of hearts that Martha and her team would somehow find me, being kidnapped put a lot of things in perspective for me. All my doubts about Martha, about what it meant to be a mate to a supernatural, and whether things were going too fast between us disappeared the instant I regained consciousness and found myself tied up in a car trunk.

Martha and I walked hand in hand down the gravel road to where all the vehicles were parked. I slid into the backseat of an SUV with her and Boris, but as soon as I hit the middle of the bench seat Martha grabbed me and pulled me into her lap, dragging the seatbelt over the both of us.

I rested my head on her shoulder, ignoring both the throbbing on the side of my face where Scar Guy punched me, and the blood and gore splattered all over Martha’s shirt.

“Where to?” Yuri asked from the front seat.

“My house please,” Martha said. “I live in the Coronado Townhomes, same as Annabelle.”

“What about Cairo?” I asked.

“We take care of cat,” Yuri assured me. “You come tomorrow and pick up.”

Okay, I guess I was going to Martha’s house. We arrived at a cute little townhouse about forty-five minutes later. After we both thanked the bears profusely for helping rescue me, Martha led me into her place. I had a quick impression of a large, open concept living room and dining room before I was led upstairs.

“We need a shower,” Martha said, heading directly into the master bathroom.

Her shower was a dream. Large, tiled, and equipped with one of those overhead rainwater shower heads as well as several adjustable jets set up at waist height. We both undressed without a word, getting under the spray. Martha started to wash my hair, then we both laughed as we realized that I still had my glasses on. She took them off my face, setting them outside on the sink, then lovingly worked shampoo through first the long strands of my hair, then her own.

I let Martha take care of me, washing my body gently, because I sensed that it was something she needed to do. I knew her well enough to know that she was probably blaming herself for my kidnapping.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered as she washed my hips. “I turned on my cell phone. They tracked me that way.”

She turned me around to face her. “I will never recover from coming into that kitchen and finding you gone. Thank the goddess that Cairo woke me up.”

“He did?” I laughed. “Was he hungry?”

She shook her head. “No, he was trying to tell me something happened to you.”

“What a good boy,” I said. “We need to buy him some fresh fish.”

“I’ll buy him all the fish he can eat,” Martha agreed. “Once I’ve reassured myself that you are safe.”

She turned me and pressed me against the wall, my back pressing against the hard tile, then claimed my mouth in a rough kiss that left me needy and panting for more.

“As much as I want to fuck you against this wall,” she said. “We need to talk.”

My eyes opened in confusion. “What?”

Martha turned off the water, then helped me step out onto the bathmat. I grabbed my glasses, then followed her into the bedroom. After rummaging through some drawers, she tossed me sleep shorts and a tee shirt, then grabbed another set for herself.

“We should be dressed for this,” she said.

“You’re freaking me out here,” I replied.

Was Martha going to ditch me or something? Now that the case was truly over, was she losing interest? She hadn’t been kissing me like someone who’d lost interest.

Martha walked over to the bed, sitting against the headboard and patting the mattress next to me. I sat next to her, but then I turned around to face her, sitting cross legged on the comforter.

“I thought I lost you today,” Martha started, her voice the tiniest bit shaky. “Remember when you asked me what happened if a shifter was rejected by their mate?”

I nodded.

“I wasn’t completely truthful. It’s more than just being in love with that person for the rest of their life. It’s like a death sentence almost. Shifters in particular, they can go crazy, retreat into their animal forms, stuff like that.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, not understanding why she stopped what we’d been doing in the shower for such a dark conversation.

“I don’t want to pressure you Emily, but I need to know where your head is. If you think there’s no chance for us to have something long-term, if you don’t want to be my mate, I need you to tell me.” Her eyes looked anguished. “Because it’ll be easier for me if we make a break now before our bond grows even stronger.”

I stared at her for a long moment.

“When I woke up in that trunk, knowing that whoever had grabbed me likely wanted to kill me, do you know what I thought?”

She shook her head.

“I thought to myself, damn it Emily, you never even told Martha that you love her.”

Her eyes widened.

“You love me?” she asked hopefully.

“I thought maybe it was just one of those adrenaline things from being in a dangerous situation, or a crush or something,” I explained. “I mean, I’ve known you for less than a month, how could I possibly be in love with you? It seemed ridiculous. Until I thought I might not see you again, then suddenly you and me, we made perfect sense.”

We flew towards each other, meeting in the middle of the bed, both of us sitting up on our knees as we kissed each other like we’d never get enough.

“When you’re ready, I want to mark you,” she said softly when we pulled apart. “My inner animal is already frantic about it.”

I cupped her cheek with my hand. “Tell that girl to settle down, I want the same thing.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you sure? There’s no going back once I do it. We’ll basically be married.”

“As long as we have a human wedding later, I’m perfectly fine with it.”

Martha ripped off the shirt I’d just put on over my head, then did the same with hers. She pushed me onto my back, then slid the sleep shorts off, tossing them over her shoulder. Moving her body between my thighs, her mouth went right to my vagina, licking the outside, then sliding inside to explore my folds.

My hips rocked against her face as I felt myself grow wetter and wetter. Then Martha tapped her tongue on my clitoris until I was panting and begging her to do more. She complied, licking her way up my body. When she got to my mouth and kissed me again, I could taste myself on her lips.

Martha slid her hand between my legs, spearing me with two fingers, the feeling of fullness making me cry out. She began fucking me with her fingers while grinding her pussy against my thigh, increasing both of our excitement. Meanwhile, she continued kissing me, mimicking the motion of her fingers with her tongue.

“I’m so close Martha,” I gasped as I pulled away.

I slid my hands between us to pinch and pull on her nipple, wanting her to be as excited as I was. I could feel her dripping moisture on my thigh as she got herself off, but I wanted more.

I wanted it all.

When Martha curled her fingers deep inside me, finding my G-spot, I shrieked as my orgasm hit me. She increased the pressure against my thigh, and when I looked down at her, I could see her fangs pressing against her lips.

Bending my head to the side, I bared my neck, and Martha clamped down on my skin with a deep growl. Her teeth punctured my skin, giving me a moment of pain before the most blinding pleasure I’d ever experienced filled my body.

“Martha! I love you!”

“I love you too, Mate,” she grumbled against my neck, right before her own orgasm hit.

When it was over, we lay wrapped in each other’s arms for a long while, basking in the afterglow.

“So am I moving in here or what?” I finally asked.

I was surprised how much I wanted her to say yes. I wasn’t usually a clinger, but after what we’d just shared, I couldn’t fathom the idea of spending even one more night apart from each other.

“You definitely are,” Martha said. “I already have the girls packing up your apartment.”

“What about Cairo? We’re a package deal, you know.”

“I know,” she said, pressing a kiss against my temple. “Don’t worry, I think we have an understanding now. I bet we’ll get along fine from now on.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’ll get along fine as long as you remember he’s the alpha.”


Epilogue – Martha



Five years later…

“Rawr!”

I smiled as our daughter April chased after her brother, her fingers bent into claws as she growled at him. Our kids were full humans, just like their mother, but we were raising them to be fierce. Especially our little girl.

Simon stopped dead, spinning around and putting up one hand like the school crossing guards who used to help us cross the street when I was a kid.

“Stop!” he ordered, making his voice as deep as a three year old could do.

April rolled her eyes. “I’m a lion. Lions don’t hafta stop. I’m the queen of the jungle!”

Cairo strolled into the room then and seeing the kids, walked right back out. But not before giving me a little hiss.

My eyes went to my mate. My wife. Emily was just as beautiful today as she was the day I met her, even after five years and raising two young kids. We’d had a human-style wedding six months after we mated, and we’d both been eager to have kids. With Emily being a couple of years younger than me and fully human, we both agreed that she would carry our children. I wouldn’t have minded having little supernatural kids, but I knew from my own experience that growing up as a hybrid was hard. I never wanted my kids to not feel like they fit in.

To our surprise, Emily got pregnant with our first fertility treatment, and nine months later we had our little April. We’d decided to have two kids, and ideally we would have spaced them out a bit more, but Emily was nearly thirty-six when April came along, so we didn’t want to risk waiting too long to try for the second one. Eighteen months later Simon joined us, and our family was complete.

Having two kids under five in the house was a bigger logistical challenge than I’d ever expected, but Emily and I worked together to keep things running smoothly. She’d started her own freelance accounting company after she moved in with me, and that gave her the flexibility to be home with our kids while I was at work.

My boss Lois had been very kind about my request to limit assignments that were out of town or involved nighttime work. For as tough as she was, she also had a soft center, and as more of her agents were settling down into relationships, she worked hard to manage assignments to give them some family time.

There was a loud knock on the door.

“The bears are here,” I told Emily.

We went together to the door to greet Yuri, Boris, and Alexei. They were the kids’ favorite babysitters, and while it took all three of them to corral two small children, they insisted that they loved the assignment.

“Unca Bear! Unca Bear!”

Simon called all three of the guys “Uncle Bear”, which we all found endlessly entertaining. The Belarusians had a strong family resemblance, which made it difficult for our little guy to tell them apart.

“Hello Simon!” Boris picked him up and tossed him up in the air, catching him on the way down. Emily winced as she watched our son shoot up towards the ceiling but didn’t say anything. We both knew the Belarusians would protect our children with their lives.

Meanwhile April was hugging each of the bears’ legs in turn. It was sweet.

“Are you ready for your date night?” Yuri asked. “We have brought many things to entertain the children in your absence.”

“We’re ready.”

After hugging our kids and admonishing them to behave, we headed out to the car. We were meeting Angie and Suzie for dinner, then I planned to take my date out to a little jazz club we both liked.

We got into the car, but before I could start the ignition, Emily put her hand on my arm. I turned in my seat to face her.

“Do you know what today is?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“It’s the anniversary of the day we met.”

I did the math in my head and came up empty. “Really?”

She gave me a smile. “It’s also the day I fell in love with you, even if I didn’t realize it at the time.”

“Was it the way I screamed like a little girl when Cairo attacked me?” I joked.

She shook her head. “No, it’s the way you looked into my eyes and for the first time in my life, I felt seen.”

I couldn’t resist pulling her into a kiss. “You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, Mate.”

“You’re not too bad yourself,” she teased, her lips touching mine.

I gave her a kiss that left us both panting with desire.

“I wish we had time for a quickie,” Emily said breathlessly.

“We have all the time in the world.”

***
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Special Preview of The Divorcee's First Time

A Contemporary Lesbian Romance by Reba Bale


“It’s done,” I said triumphantly. “My divorce is final.”

My best friend Susan paused in the process of sliding into the restaurant booth, her sharply manicured eyebrows raising almost to her hairline. “Dickhead finally signed the papers?” she asked, her tone hopeful.

I nodded as Susan settled into the seat across from me. “The judge signed off on it today. Apparently his barely legal girlfriend is knocked up, and she wants to get a ring on her finger before the big event.” I explained with a touch of irony in my voice. “The child bride finally got it done for me.”

Susan smiled and nodded. “Well congratulations and good riddance. Let’s order some wine.”

We were most of the way through our second bottle when the conversation turned back to my ex. “I wonder if Dickhead and his Child Bride will last for the long haul,” Susan mused.

I shook my head and blew a chunk of hair away from my mouth.

“I doubt it,” I told her. “Someday she’s gonna roll over and think, there’s got to be something better out there than a self-absorbed man child who doesn’t know a clitoris from a doorknob.”

Susan laughed, sputtering her wine. I eyed her across the table. Although she was ten years older than me, we had been best friends for the last five years. We worked together at the accounting firm. She had been my trainer when I first came there, fresh out of school with my degree. We bonded over work, but soon realized that we were kindred spirits.

Susan was rapidly approaching forty but could easily pass for my age. Her hair was black and shiny, hinting at her Puerto Rican heritage, with blunt bangs and blond highlights that she paid a fortune for. Her face was clear and unlined, with large brown eyes and cheek bones that could cut glass. She was an avid runner and worked hard to maintain a slim physique since the women in her family ran towards the chunkier side.

I was almost her complete opposite. Blonde curls to her straight dark hair, blue eyes instead of brown, curvy where she was lean, introverted to her extrovert.

But somehow, we clicked. We were closer than sisters. Honestly, I don’t know how I would have gotten through the last year without her. She had been the first one I called when my marriage fell apart, and she had supported me throughout the whole process.

It had been a big shock when I came home early one day and found my husband getting a blow job in the middle of our living room. It had been even more shocking when I saw the fresh young face at the other end of that blow job.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I had screeched, startling them both out of their sex stupor. “You’re getting blow jobs from children now?”

The girl had looked up from her knees with eyes glowing in righteous indignation. “I’m not a child, I’m nineteen,” she had informed me proudly. “I’m glad you finally found out. I give him what you don’t, and he loves me.”

I looked into the familiar eyes of my husband and saw the panic and confusion there. I made it easy for him. “Get out,” I told him firmly, my voice leaving no room for argument. “Take your teenage girlfriend and get the fuck out. We’re getting a divorce. Expect to hear from my lawyer.”

The condo was in my name. I had purchased it before we were married, and since I had never added his name to the deed, he had no rights to it. There was no question he would be the one leaving.

My husband just stared at me with his jaw hanging open like he couldn’t believe it. “But Jennifer,” he whined. “You don’t understand. Let me explain.”

“There’s nothing to understand,” I told him sadly. “This is a deal breaker for me, and you know that as well as I do. We are done.”

The girl had taken his hand and smiled triumphantly. “Come on baby,” she told him. “Zip up and let’s get out of here. We can finally be together like we planned.”

“Yeah baby,” I had sneered. “I’ll box up your stuff. It’ll be in the hallway tomorrow. Pick it up by six o’clock or I’m trashing it all.”

After they left my first call was to the locksmith, but my second call was to Susan.

That night was the last time I had seen my husband until we had met for the court-ordered pre-divorce mediation. He spent most of that session reiterating what he had told me in numerous voice mails, emails and sessions spent yelling on the other side of my front door. He loved me. He had made a terrible mistake. He wasn’t going to sign the papers. We were meant to be together. Needless to say, mediation hadn’t been very successful. Fortunately, I had been careful to keep our assets separate, as if I knew that someday I would be in this situation.

Through it all, Susan had been my rock. In the end I don’t think I was even that sad about the divorce, I was really angrier with myself for staying in a relationship that wasn’t fulfilling with a man I didn’t love anymore.

“You need to get some quality sex.” Susan drew my attention back to the present. “Bang him out of your system.”

“I don’t know,” I answered slowly. “I think I need a hiatus.”

“A hiatus from what?” Susan asked with a frown. “You haven’t had sex in what, eighteen months?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but I just can’t take a disappointing fumble right now. I would rather have nothing than another three-pump chump.”

I shook my head and continued, “I’m going to stick with my battery-operated boyfriend, he never disappoints me.”

Susan smiled. “That’s because you know your way around your own vajayjay.”

She motioned to the waiter to bring us a third bottle of wine.

“That’s why I like to date women,” she continued. “We already know our way around the equipment.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “You make a good point.”

Susan leaned forward. “We’ve never talked about this,” she said earnestly. “Have you ever been with a woman?”

For more of the story, check out “The Divorcee’s First Time” by Reba Bale, available for immediate download at https://books2read.com/Divorcee.
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