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When the topic of grandchildren comes up during a weekly sewing circle the matriarchs of the founding families seek out the witch Elder to scry to see if their sons have mates. They are shocked to discover that many of their son’s mates are out in the world and are human!Fearing that their future daughter in laws will end up dead before being
claimed and providing them with grandchildren to spoil, they convince their own mates that something must be done. After gathering all of the warriors together in a fake award ceremony the witch Elder casts a spell to pull the warrior’s mates to them, whether they want it or not.Aiden McKenzie is adamant that he doesn’t need a mate and that she
would only get in the way. He doesn’t have time to coddle a female. He likes his world run with military precision. Little does he realize, Fate is sending him his mate first! He meets his destined mate Meryn Evans and things go downhill from there. She is the embodiment of chaos. In the first twenty-four hours she kicks, screams and knocks her bear
shifting mate unconscious. Eventually they discover that life before finding each other may have been good, but life afterwards is perfect, even if it involves super soaker battles and accidentally discharging hand grenades.Unfortunately the joy of their mating is overshadowed when Aiden and Meryn find themselves embroiled in a missing persons
case assigned to Aiden by the Lycaonian Council. By assisting Aiden, Meryn finds herself the focus of a demented killer.Can Aiden and the elite warriors from the Alpha Unit keep Meryn safe? Or did Fate bring her to Lycaonia to die? PROLOGUE "Aiden, come find me!" The soft voice teased. Aiden looked around, he was in the forest between the
Alpha and Beta barracks. Stumbling blindly he couldn't see where she was hiding. A growing sense of dread had his heart beating out of control. "Quit playing and come out." He yelled. "Sourpuss!" Her feminine laughter echoed off the trees. "Come on now, no more playing." He called out. There was nothing but silence. "That's not funny, come out!"
"Aiden!" Her scream shattered the silence. He ran toward her voice. When he got to the clearing he bellowed out his rage. She was lying in a growing pool of blood. Her long, brown hair framed her petite body on either side. She wore a delicate white lace summer dress and was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was his mate, and she
was dying. He raced over and dropped to his knees, lifting her small body into his arms. "Stay with me baby, please!" He begged. "Why didn't you look for me?" Her large green eyes held so much pain. "I didn't know." He choked on the words. "I would have loved you forever." And then her eyes closed. **** Aiden sat up in bed clutching his chest. He
had been dreaming of this woman for the past two weeks, with her long, soft brown hair, expressive green eyes and pale skin. She looked so innocent and fragile. Most nights the dreams were wonderful, but the nightmares had started three nights ago and he was scared to death that his mate was out there and he had no idea where to find her. He
swung his legs over the bed and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, face in his hands. He tried to shake off the feeling that something was terribly wrong. Sighing he sat up and scrubbed his hands over his face. He stood and decided against taking a shower, they were doing drills today, and he would be sweaty and rank in less than an hour anyway.
He put on his training gear and went downstairs. Gavriel was at the table frowning into his coffee mug. "You too?" Aiden asked. Gavriel looked up and nodded. So far they were the only two in their unit who had started dreaming of their mates. In theory he understood the Elder's concerns for the next generation. At first casting a spell to bring their
mates to them seemed extreme, but with his nightmares came a growing sense of urgency. Maybe they had been right after all. Damn. "Bad?" Aiden asked turning his attention back to his second in command. "I think my mate may be mentally retarded, either that or she has a severe inner ear imbalance. Every night it's as if I watch her from afar, I
have never seen a more accident prone person in my life. I fear she will get herself killed before I can find her." Gavriel scowled. Aiden winced. Gavriel was one of the most elegant, graceful men he knew. What could Fate be thinking pairing him with a woman like that? "You?" Gavriel asked. "She was murdered again. I didn't get there in time." Aiden
whispered. Gavriel set his cup down. "Aiden, you say the word, we'll begin looking for her." "Thank you, I would accept, but [ have no idea where to start." "You two look especially gloomy this morning." Colton breezed in and immediately went to the coffee pot. "Had trouble sleeping." Gavriel said smoothly, nodding at Aiden with a knowing look.
Aiden smiled back, he was grateful that he didn't have to discuss his nightmare further. "So what's on the agenda today?" Colton turned, holding his favorite mug. It was a caricature of a busty beer maiden holding two beer steins, the caption read "I like big jugs and I cannot lie". Aiden felt himself begin to smile. Only Colton could pull him out of his
bad moods so easily. "We're doing drills." Aiden sipped his coffee. "Which ones?" "All of them?" Colton choked on his coffee. "All of them?" "All of them. Every mother's son of you. We go until we drop." Aiden figured that if he had to push himself to exhaustion to avoid dreaming, he was dragging the men along for the miserable ride. "Can I call in
sick?" Colton faked a cough. "No. Call Lorcan and Sascha, we're training with Beta and Gamma today. Let them know we'll be using our facilities." Aiden drained his coffee cup as Gavriel finished what was left of his. The both of them headed out to the unit's training grounds, leaving Colton to moan and groan behind them. Aiden began calling out
drill exercises to the early arrivals. He turned to stare at the woods. It was just a dream. She isn't real. Aiden exhaled and concentrated on the men. He didn't need a woman cluttering up his life and he sure as hell didn't need the distraction. CHAPTER ONE "I love rock and roll so put another coin in the jukebox baby." Meryn turned up the volume to
her iPod and jammed along with the B52's. She had woken up to an overwhelming need to go exploring. So she had shoved her laptop into her backpack and jumped in her car. Thirty minutes later she parked on the side of an old country road and head out on foot. She was now staring at a high, very official looking chain link fence. Her inborn sense
of curiosity which had gotten her into more than one scrape in the past coupled with the strange feeling to go forward, was pushing her to scale the fence and see what lay beyond. Shrugging she started to climb. She quickly came to the conclusion that climbing fences was much harder than it looked on TV. She cleared the top, climbed down a few



feet and then jumped the full length of the fence down. Bopping her head to the music she looked around and began to walk forward. Page 2 It was October and the crisp autumn air that smelled of leaves and earth made it a perfect day for hiking and exploring. She zipped her hoodie closed when a cloud passed over the sun lowering the afternoon
temperature. She always wore her hoodies three sizes too large which made them comfortable and snuggly like a blanket. She had been waiting for fall weather all summer so she could begin wearing her hoodies again. The only thing she didn't like about wearing them was that they usually covered up her favorite tee-shirts. Today she was sporting a
vintage Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle tee she had found at the thrift store. She had layered that over a white thermal and was happy with the result. Graphic tees were her weakness. As the wind picked up she started to second guess cutting her hair. She ran a hand over the short, pixie cut and grinned. She loved how easy it was to take care of, and it
was a fun, sassy look. But damn if the back of her neck wasn't getting cold. Note to self. Buy more scarves! She was about to continue with her walk when movement out of the corner of her eye had her freezing mid-step. She turned to see a tall, blond man with green eyes staring at her with an amused look as he leaned against a... was that an assault
rifle? She pulled her earbuds out of her ears. "Um, hello." "Hello little one. Did you know you're on private property?" "Really? I had no idea." Meryn fudged. He raised an eyebrow. "The ten foot fence right behind you didn't give it away?" Meryn turned to look at the fence. "How'd that get there?" She pretended to be shocked. "You're funny. But not
funny enough to avoid trouble." He took a step forward and she took a step back. "I was just curious about what was back here." More men began to pour out of the woods on all sides. Panicked she turned and ran for the fence. Large hands grabbed at her and pulled her backward. "Put me down you asshole!" She screamed as the men looked at each
other in shock. "Quit squirming. Ow! Stop trying to kick me in the balls!" The blond man yelled as Meryn flailed uselessly. "This is assault and battery!" "You're the one assaulting me, you crazy female! I think you broke my nose!" Finally, he gained control and held her out in front of him, grasping her upper arms. Meryn looked around helplessly as
she dangled in his grasp. Her hopes for escape plummeted when she saw that they were now completely surrounded by no less than twelve huge men all carrying weapons. "Okay, I saw this movie and I didn't like it. Can I just go home now?" She took in their military gear and closed her eyes. "I didn't see anything I swear." "Who sent you?" Meryn
opened her eyes to see another blond man stepping forward. At first she thought he might be related to the guy holding her, but this man had amber colored eyes, not green. He also had higher cheekbones and fuller lips. It was a gorgeous combination. "No one." "So you just decided to climb a random fence, just to see what was on the other side?"
There was no hiding the sarcasm in that question. She nodded frantically. "Actually, yeah. I just moved to town and today when I woke up, I had this overwhelming urge to go exploring. It pushed me here." She noticed how the men gave each other meaningful looks. "So are you guys like paramilitary? Secret CIA training base? That would be cool."
Meryn asked. All eyes turned back to her. She flinched and closed her eyes again. "I mean, I see nothing, I hear nothing and I most definitely won't say shit." The man behind her snorted as the sound of men approaching had her opening her eyes again. Out of the woods two more men appeared. One looked like he glided over the fallen leaves; the
other trampled through them recklessly his deep blue eyes hard. He looked like he was the type of man who wore a perpetual scowl. The angry one looked her over. "What's your name?" "These are not the droids you are looking for." She said. The smaller auburn haired man to her left cracked up. The hulking man glared at him. "Quiet Keelan." He
turned his gaze back to her. "Come on, that's Star Wars." Keelan explained. "She fights star type wars?" He asked concerned. She looked up at him. "Seriously?" He opened his mouth to answer and froze. He closed his eyes and dropped his head back. His muscled chest expanded as he took a deep breath. His entire body shuddered. His head snapped
back and when he looked her up and down he had a stunned expression on his face. "You cut your hair." He whispered. She nodded, then froze. How in the hell did he know that? Meryn began to struggle to get down. Something freaky was going on and she had to get out of there. "So, what do we do with her?" Her captor asked, shaking her small
frame as if she were a rag doll. The large man's eyes turned solid black and a low rumble emanated from his throat. Growling he stepped forward and pulled her from the blond man's hands and into the curve of his body. He snapped and snarled at the other men. "Get back, that woman is his mate! Back off, that's an order Colton!" A dark haired man
yelled. Meryn felt the huge man rub his cheek on the top of her head almost as if he were trying to get his scent on her. She felt a rush of panic when the men began to move away. They looked normal. They weren't snarling and growling. She reached a hand out to the blond man. "Please! Don't let him take me!" Page 3 The blond man looked torn.
"Aiden she's scared! Calm down!" He yelled. A roar from the man holding her nearly burst her eardrums. He slung her over his shoulder and she thrashed to get down. Her stomach was killing her from where his shoulder kept squashing her insides as he ran. Grabbing his waist she bit his back over his kidney. Roaring he flipped her around cradling
her in his arms. His pace quickened as he turned and darted through the trees. "Neanderthal! Put me down! Put me down now!" Her tiny fists beat on his chest and head. He ignored her efforts. When a large house came into view, she struggled more, knowing that if he got her inside she would never be able to leave. It had zero effect on the man. He
kicked the door in. The downstairs became a blur as he moved through the house. He ran up the stairs and down a long hallway. Too soon he was opening a door. He quickly closed it behind him before setting her down. He stood back smiling down at her. He was still smiling when her fist connected with his nose. He shook his head looking like he
was trying to focus. "Let me go!" Her foot connected with his shin and he let out an undignified yelp. "Woman, quit hitting me!" He bellowed. "This is kidnapping and false imprisonment!" She slung her backpack forward and pulled out her phone. He plucked it from her hand. He grabbed her backpack to take it from her, but she held on tight with
both hands. Frustrated, he lifted it over her head but she still didn't let go she simply dangled from the straps. He shook it and finally she lost her grip and fell to the floor. She scowled up at him from a sitting position. "You're the soft, feminine woman from my dreams? My delicate innocent? You, with your short hair, dirty sneakers and preadolescent
male clothing?" He sounded confused. He leaned forward and inhaled again. "Why are you sniffing me?" She scooted away, crabwalking backwards on her hands and feet. "Oh God, is this like Silence of the Lambs?" Tears flowed down her face. "I don't want to go down the hole! I won't put lotion on the skin! Look at me, you won't be able to wear my
skin, I won't cover your huge ass!" She wailed. He took a careful step backward. "I'll be back." He turned and fled from the room. She heard the sound of a small metal click as the door was locked. She then heard something that had her brain working overtime. "My mate is fucking nuts!" ***** Meryn jumped up when the door shut and tried to open it.
Dammit, she was locked in. Mate? What did he mean by mate? She ran to the window and looked down. She was at least three stories up, so jumping out was impossible. She was about to turn back to the room when she saw the man who had grabbed her from the fence run into the backyard. The huge one Aiden had called the blond man Colton. She
watched as Colton began to strip out of his clothing. She tilted her head to admire the view. He had a great ass. A moment later she started to think that one of the military guys had slipped her some hallucinogens, because one second Colton was a man with a fine ass, the next he was a huge dog running into the woods. She stumbled back from the
window, tripped over an expensive looking rug and fell flat on her butt. She was in a world of shit now. Fact one: the big guy that growled and brought her back here had to be one of the sexiest men she had ever seen in her life. Actually, all of the men were gorgeous, but there was something about that hulking brute that just made her want to
snuggle up and take a nap...after a long afternoon of hot sex. Fact two: at least one guy here turned into a dog. Fact three: no one seemed all that concerned that she had been taken, so help was probably not on its way. She was on her own. Why did all the crazy stuff happen to her? Did she just attract crazy shit? She heard the door open and the big
guy walked in slowly before shutting the door behind him. She stood and backed up until she hit the wall. He held up his hands. "Your name is Aiden right?" She asked. Somehow giving him a name made him slightly less scary and more likely to be reasoned with. He nodded. "I'm not going to hurt you." His deep, sexy voice should be outlawed. "I'm
sure that's what all the serial killers say to their victims." She eyed the lamp on the nightstand. "I just want to talk." His words were careful and he spoke in gentle tones. "I suppose you want to talk about your dog people." She edged closer to the nightstand. "Dog people? Oh, you saw Colton. Right. How do I explain this?" He rubbed the back of his
neck, his face taking on a sheepish expression. If he weren't her abductor, she would say he looked adorable. "Start with the dog thing." She suggested. "Colton is one of the men in the unit that I serve with. Each man in the unit is a little ... different than most people. Colton happens to be a shifter. He can turn into a wolf." Meryn blinked. Then
blinked again. Without looking away from him she ran her fingers over the heavy looking lamp base. "So you're a wolf?" She asked, not really wanting to know the answer. He looked offended. "Of course not." She let out a relieved breath. "I'm a bear." She closed her eyes. "Why me? Why does this shit always happen to me?" When she opened her eyes
he had moved a little closer. She tensed. He leaned in and sniffed her hair. "Are you sniffing me?" She asked incredulously. "I want to be sure. Let me ask you something, are you drawn to me?" His eyebrows were bunched together as he frowned down at her. Page 4 "Do you mean do I want to have hot, sweaty sex with you?" She asked. "No! Wait. Do
you?" "Not answering that." "Do you know about animals?" "I guess I know what most people know." "Do you know that wolves mate for life?" "So do swans." She had seen that on National Geographic. He looked surprised. "They do? Really?" "Yup." She nodded. "I never knew that." "What was your point?" "Sorry, got distracted. The point is that
people like me and Colton, we get one mate in life, like wolves in the wild. You are my mate." He smiled down at her. Oh God, he wanted to mate with her! She grabbed the lamp and pulled the wire from the socket. "Is this some freaky ass cult?" She threw the lamp as hard as she could at him. She smiled in satisfaction when it bounced off his head.
The satisfaction was short lived when he turned his irritated gaze her way. She jumped on the bed and kept going until she backed into the corner with the second nightstand at her back and the king size mattress between them. "I won't become part of the collective. I refuse to have your babies. Resistance isn't futile!" She screamed and picked up
the second lamp. He turned and fled the room. Breathing hard, she put the lamp down with shaking hands. He seemed to run from objects thrown at him. She decided she needed to search the room and bathroom for more projectile objects. Feeling better now that she had even a small plan she got to work. ***** Aiden sat downstairs with his men
around him. He let Lorcan's unit set up patrols in case any other women decided to scale their perimeter fences. How could one tiny woman cause so much damn trouble? "She's lively." Darian said consolingly. "I have no idea what she is saying half the time." Aiden groaned. "She's female of course you don't." Keelan said. "Let her calm down. She's
been up there for the past of couple hours, she should be getting hungry. Maybe by providing food, you can show her that you mean to take care of her and be a good mate." Gavriel suggested. "That's not a bad idea. I know food always makes me feel better." Aiden nodded. Maybe a nice quiet dinner where they could get to know one another was just
the thing they needed. "Do we have any food here?" "Leftovers from that Italian place we went to the other day, it should still be good." Keelan reminded him. "Okay. I'm going to try to feed her and get her to listen." Aiden stood with a renewed sense of purpose. His men on the other hand, looked worried. "I'm sure everything will be okay." He smiled,
feeling more and more confident. He could after all handle one small human female. ***** She heard him at the door and jumped up. Grabbing the heavy porcelain toilet back she ran over and climbed up on the long dresser next to the door. She held her breath when the door inched open. He had only taken a single step inside the room when she
brought the toilet back down on his head as hard as she could. He fell to his knees with a loud crash. Two styrofoam containers dropped out of his hands and landed on the floor. He floundered around on all fours before falling forward. Shaking, she dropped the toilet back, hopped down and ran out of the room. She sprinted through the hallway and
down the stairs. If she could just get outside, she could make her way back to the fence and find her car. She was about to open the front door when she was grabbed from behind. The blond man, Colton held her again. "Let me go!" "No way small fry." A pain filled roar echoed from upstairs. "Okay, I know I pissed him off, please let me go." "What did
you do?" "Hit him over the head with the back of the toilet." She whispered. "Seriously?" Colton began to shake with laughter, never loosening his grip. She twisted and turned in an effort to get away. Loud footsteps had her looking up. Aiden, looking furious stomped down the stairs cursing and rubbing the back of his head. Not stopping, he grabbed
her by the arm, swung open the front door and dragged outside. "What are you doing Aiden?" Colton asked, jogging behind them. Aiden was taking such large strides he was literally dragging her along. They didn't stop until they came to a car. He opened the back and threw her in. He got in the driver's seat and she began to kick at the back of his
head. When her sneaker bounced off for the second time he got out, opened the door and grabbed her again. When she saw where he was about to put her she began crying. "Please, don't!" He tossed her in the trunk and slammed it shut. Darkness began to close in on all sides. "Dammit! She's human Aiden, you can't drive around with her in the
trunk." She heard Colton yell. "I'm not going far." "Where are we going?" The voices were getting further away. "My parents' house." The two car doors shutting vibrated the frame of the car. Seconds later the engine started and she could feel them moving. Crying softly in fear and frustration she prayed he wouldn't kill her. CHAPTER TWO When the
car stopped Meryn was exhausted. She had been kicking the roof of the trunk the entire trip. She heard the doors open and shut, then male laughter. "You're going to have to get that hammered out." She heard Colton say. "Goddamn woman!" The trunk flew open and she scowled up at the men. Their bodies were black silhouettes blocking out the
brightness of the sun. His hands pulled her from the trunk and half dragged, half carried her up the path to a very expensive looking mansion. The front door opened and a man in butler attire, without batting an eye, stepped aside for Aiden to enter. Page 5 "Shall I inform your parents of your arrival sir?" Meryn stared, he was the quintessential
butler. Perfectly combed grey hair. Clean shaven. Crisp collar and well knotted tie. She looked down. Yup. Even his shoes were polished to a glossy black. "Is your name Alfred?" She asked, unable to help herself. He winked at her, his eyes kind. "My name is Marius Steward, and you are?" He asked, eyeing Aiden who held her upper arm nearly over
her head, which had her lurching around on tiptoe. "My name is Meryn Evans, I've been kidnapped by this crazy asshole, who wants me to join his cult, have his babies and wear my skin. Can you call the police please?" Bushy grey eyebrows shot up, though his facial expression never changed. Aiden snarled down at her. "He what?" A female voice
demanded. Meryn looked up the grand staircase as the most elegant couple she had ever seen descended towards them. The woman wore her honey blonde hair up in a Victorian style bun. Her light brown eyes flashed as she moved forward. Her lavender dress was layers of lace and satin, cinched around a tiny waist. The man at her side wore a dark
suit and cravat. They looked like they had just walked out of a scene from Pride and Prejudice. Meryn couldn't help the tiny sigh of envy. Never in a million years could she look like that. "Aiden what have you told this poor child? And let go of her arm, you'll pull it out of the socket like that." The woman admonished. Aiden immediately released her
arm. Meryn eyed the woman with new respect, if she had Aiden hopping to, then maybe she could help her get out of here. "She is a menace! She gave Colton a bloody lip, threw a lamp at me, knocked me unconscious with the back of my toilet, kicked me in the back of the head... twice and dented the roof of my trunk!" Meryn noticed that he roared
the last grievance, trust a man to be more worried about his car than his possible concussion. "And how did she dent the roof of your trunk?" Meryn heard the edge to the woman's voice and answered quickly hoping to garner sympathy for her situation. "He threw me in the trunk of his car. I was kicking it from the inside trying to escape." She sniffed
dramatically and glared at Aiden. She noticed that he had suddenly paled. "Oh, son." The handsome older man covered his face with his hand and the woman stared at them in shock. "You locked her in the trunk?!" "She was kicking me." Aiden protested. "She is human and half your size!" "You don't understand, she is a terrorist!" "She is your mate
isn't she?" The woman asked. Meryn started to feel uneasy. There was that mate word again. "Maybe." Aiden muttered under his breath. He stuck his hands in his pockets and stared at the floor. Meryn looked over to see Colton grinning like an idiot taking the whole thing in. She frowned at him. He winked at her. Yup, an idiot. "You couldn't explain
things to her in a normal way? You had to kidnap and assault her?" The woman demanded her hands on her hips accentuating her tiny waist. Meryn looked down at the puffy layers of her extra large hoodie, worn jeans and dirty sneakers. Yup, no comparison. "I tried to serve her dinner and that was when she hit me over the head." "I was trying to
escape, you had me locked up for hours." Meryn clarified. "That's because you threw the lamp at me and were screaming about cults. I was letting you calm down." Aiden glared down at her, she glared right back. The sound of hands clapping together had them both looking at the woman. "This is what we're going to do. We're going to go to the
kitchen and let Marius make us a nice pot of tea. We'll sit down and I'll try to answer your questions. Please know that you are not in any danger. In fact every single person in this room would gladly defend you against any possible threat. You're in the safest place you could be." The woman stepped forward and looped an arm through hers. They
walked towards the back of the house. Meryn hoped that after their explanation maybe they would just let her go. The woman leaned forward and whispered. "His bark is worse than his bite. He's a good man. He has dedicated his life to protecting our people." The woman patted her arm. "He doesn't like me." Meryn whispered. "Why do you say that?"
The woman asked. "Because I don't look like you. He knew I had cut my hair, I don't think he likes how I look with it short. He said I look like a boy." Meryn ran a hand over her short cropped curls and the woman laughed. "Trust me dear, he wouldn't want a mate that looked like his mother." Meryn stopped and stared. There was no way this woman
was his mother! The woman pulled her along until they were in the kitchen. Meryn momentarily forgot about Adelaide's age and gawked at the room in front of her. The magazine cover worthy kitchen had warm, light brown, stone countertops, industrial stainless steel appliances and even a brick oven. This was every chef or bakers dream kitchen.
They all sat down around a large, dark wood table. The woman's words started to sink in. "You're his mother? No way! You're not old enough to be his mother." "Thank you for that darling, but I'm older than I look." Meryn edged away in her chair. "You're dog people too, aren't you?" The woman looked at her confused. "She means shifters. She saw
Colton shift in the yard." Aiden explained to his mother. "Sweetheart, Aiden is a bear, we're his parents, that makes us bears as well. My name is Adelaide McKenzie and this is my mate Byron McKenzie. You of course have met Aiden. The blond man who looks entirely too amused at my son's discomfort, is his childhood best friend Colton Albright, and
the delightful man who is making our tea for us is my squire, Marius Steward." Adelaide made the introductions and Meryn nodded and kept her mouth shut. The less they knew about her the better. Page 6 "I hope you like Earl Grey little miss." Marius set a fragile looking china cup and saucer in front of her. As he poured the dark liquid in her cup
the floral scent of bergamot filled the air. She inhaled deeply, Earl Grey had always been a favorite. He held up a sugar bowl filled with tiny white cubes and a pair of tongs. "Four please." He nodded and with practiced ease dropped four of the sugar cubes in her cup. She picked up a tiny silver spoon and began to stir. "Four?" Aiden stared. "I like it
sweet." "So do L." Byron smiled at her kindly and took three cubes. "Now, in all the ruckus, did my son explain that you were his mate?" Adelaide asked sipping her tea. "He said we were mates, but I kinda freaked out after that." "That's understandable, considering the situation." Byron shot an amused look at his son. "How could he know that we are
mates? We've just met." Meryn asked. She still didn't quite believe this was happening, but seeing Colton shift had definitely swayed things in her mind. Either they were telling the truth or her genius mind had finally cracked. She personally didn't think that she was that weak, that only left the explanation that they weren't lying and really were bear
people. "Being shifters we know by scent." Adelaide explained. "So that's why he kept sniffing me." Meryn mused out loud and Byron laughed. "A mate's scent to a male is like catnip to a cat, we can't get enough of it." Aiden's father leaned over and buried his nose in Adelaide's neck breathing deeply. He smiled at his mate as if to make the point. "So
Colton, with the great ass, is a dog shifter?" Meryn asked. Aiden growled loudly. "I do have a great ass." Colton admitted beaming. Aiden's father ran a hand over his mouth smiling. Aiden stood, sending his chair flying backwards. "You shouldn't be looking at anyone else's ass!" He bellowed chest heaving. Thirty minutes ago, she would have been
terrified, but he had kidnapped her, stuffed her in a trunk and manhandled her. She had met his parents and saw their love for each other and their son and it had changed her perception of him. She was no longer afraid of him. He was just a grumpy, spoiled-ass bear and she was tired of his growling. She stood, ready to bellow back when she noticed
that he towered over her. Grumbling, she climbed onto the chair. She was still only about chin level. He smirked down at her. Seething in frustration she climbed on top of the table and put her finger right in his face. "Don't you dare tell me what to do! I am a grown woman, if I want to look at naked men I will!" She knew she was screeching, but
couldn't help it, this man drove her nuts. "You want to look at naked men, start with me!" Aiden whipped off his shirt and stood in front of her his hands on his hips. All coherent thought flew from her mind. Meryn felt her IQ dropping along with her eyes as she took in every ... single ... inch of him. The man was a work of art. Never before had she
seen something so perfect. He was built, but not bulky. His muscles had definition and she appreciated every dip and ridge. Her eyes moved down his body and the view only got better. Mentally she traced each rigid valley that made up his eight pack. Her eyes followed the smattering of dark hairs down until she was looking at where his pants
began. She couldn't help her physical reaction to him if she tried. Groaning, he pulled her off of the table and into his arms. His lips found hers and her world changed forever. She had never felt such need, such urgency as she did when his tongue twined around hers. It was as if he was inhaling her, absorbing every breath and drop of sweat. He fed
from her lips as if he was dying and she was his last meal. Vaguely she was aware of everyone quietly leaving the kitchen, but she didn't care. All she wanted was this man, forever. She had gone her entire life without ever experiencing this drowning need, and now that she had, she would never let it go. It was as if her body was coming alive for the
first time under his touch. She wrapped her legs around his waist and practically climbed up his body. She buried her hands in his hair and allowed him to dominate her mouth. He pulled away and she whimpered. His lips traced her ear and her breath caught, when his soft lips trailed down the slope of her neck she moaned. He pulled away again and
she noticed that his eyes were different now. They were no longer a bright blue, but an unreadable black. She tensed. She had forgotten that he wasn't human. The black eyes were eerie. She was trying not to be afraid, but it wasn't something a person could exactly control. He must have noticed the change in her ardor because he blinked and closed
his eyes. Pulling her close he buried his face in her neck. "Please don't be afraid of me. Not me. We may have had a rocky start, but I would never hurt you. Never." He whispered harshly. It was his desperate request that swayed her. It touched her very soul. It was filled with raw sense of loneliness that she understood all too well. In that moment she
knew that she would never be afraid of him again. Hesitant at first, she wrapped her arms around his head and stroked his hair. A shudder went through his body and his arms tightened. "I'm sorry I hit you with the toilet." She whispered. He chuckled and she felt a sense of accomplishment. It was the reaction she was hoping for. She pulled back
suddenly, desperate to see his smile. He looked down at her, his eyes blue again. Laugh lines creased the corner of his eyes and a gentle smile greeted her. There would be no other man after him, how could any other compare? In less than one afternoon he had changed her life forever. Yet it felt so perfect she was scared to trust it. Page 7 "I'm so
fucked." She exhaled and glared up at him. "Not yet." He winked and in that moment he reminded her of his father. Maybe there was something about shifters that meant that they would never grow up and stay little boys forever. Looking up at his smiling face, she couldn't really find anything wrong with that. ***** She and Aiden joined the others in
what Adelaide called her drawing room. She sat next to his mother and he took a seat in one of the many wingback chairs. Aiden kept staring at her as if seeing her for the first time. She felt conflicted. This man was a growly, horrible brute who had manhandled and kidnapped her. But he was also gorgeous, pouted adorably and lit her body on fire. To
call the police or not call the police that was the question. "Do you like baking?" Adelaide asked, her eyes alight with enthusiasm. Meryn shrugged. "I guess, I mean, who doesn't like homemade chocolate chip cookie dough?" "You eat the dough? You don't bake it?" Adelaide asked eyes wide. "Wait, you've never eaten cookie dough before?" Meryn
couldn't believe this crazy talk. Poor woman. "Marius, do we have the ingredients for chocolate chip cookies?" Adelaide turned to her squire. He nodded. "Of course, my lady." She squealed happily and turned back to Meryn. "I've always dreamed of making cookies with a daughter." Her eyes were shining with unshed tears. Meryn sighed. Yup, so not
calling the police. This woman was too sweet. She couldn't have her son arrested. Her stomach chose that moment to growl loudly. She flushed with embarrassment. Marius leaned forward. "What would little miss like for supper?" "Anything would be great, I'm not picky." "Sirs?" Marius turned to Aiden and Colton. "One of your famous sandwiches
would be amazing right now Marius." Colton licked his lips. "Yeah, that sounds perfect." Aiden nodded. "Are they that good?" Meryn asked curious. Both men nodded. "Can I have one too?" "Of course. I'll be back presently." Marius gave another half bow and left the room. "He is so cool!" Meryn smiled at Adelaide. "That he is. He was a gift from my
mother." Meryn turned. "Huh? Like you own him? Isn't that illegal?" Adelaide gave a tinkling laugh. "No darling, he is my employee, but it goes beyond that. When I mated to Byron my mother knew I would assume the role of Lady McKenzie since Byron as Unit Commander was anticipated to become the Council Elder for shifters and lead our people.
She knew I would need an ally, someone to help me run the household. Things were different then." She sighed. "My mother arranged for one of the most highly trained squires to take the position. He has been with me ever since." Adelaide explained. "We couldn't do without him. He helped run the house, raise the boys and assist with social
functions. I was leery at first, after all there was another man helping to take care of my mate, but looking back we never could have made it this far without him. It helped that he soon found his own mate. A lovely woman who took on the role of keeping the other servants organized. It has allowed me to concentrate on council work and Aiden's
mother to assist with various charities." Byron explained. Meryn shot a scared look to Aiden. He looked back at her in concern. "What is it? What has you looking so terrified?" He asked leaning forward. "I can't do the social thing or the charity thing. In fact, I can't do the servant thing either. I can't be like that." Meryn felt her breathing pick up. She
hated being around a lot of people. There was no way in hell she could become like Adelaide. "It's okay darling, breathe. It won't happen overnight, you and Aiden have plenty of time before Aiden takes over for his father. By that time you'll be more comfortable with our society, even the social parties and backbiting." Adelaide rubbed her back
soothingly. "Backbiting?" "Oh my, yes. Society here can be very cruel. There is a lot of keeping up appearances if you know what I mean." "People are mean to you? Why don't you just punch them in the face?" Meryn asked. Adelaide looked at her appalled. Colton chuckled. "We definitely have time before you take over dear." Byron laughed. "Have you
never had a circle of girlfriends where one friend would deliberately invite another to spite you? That sort of thing?" "Nope. I didn't have friends growing up, I mostly stayed to myself." Meryn shrugged. Adelaide chewed on her lower lip in consternation. "She'll be fine darling, a breath of fresh air." Byron nodded at Meryn encouragingly. "Little miss,
sirs, your supper." Marius announced from the door before wheeling in a large cart. He lifted the silver domed lids and Meryn gasped. Marius placed a napkin in her lap and handed her a plate. The sandwich looked scrumptious. The vinegar and oil glistened from the lettuce mix, the ham and turkey looked fresh cut and he had added two different
types of cheeses. "Thank you Marius." Aiden accepted his plate. "Thanks Marius, as always, this is amazing." Colton had already inhaled half of his sandwich. Meryn took a bite and practically moaned. "Nummy!" "Glad you think so." Marius smiled down at her. "Marius, can you arrange for squire interviews for Meryn? I think having someone at her
side showing her society would help her acclimate to our world." Adelaide snagged a chip from Meryn's plate. Page 8 "Of course my lady, I'll get word out immediately." Marius bowed again and left, taking the cart with him. Meryn was munching away on her sandwich when she realized what Adelaide said. "What do you mean world?" "You're not in
Kansas anymore Dorothy." Colton chimed. Meryn looked to Aiden who nodded. "Where exactly am I then?" Meryn set her sandwich down. "May I be the first to welcome you to Lycaonia, one of four hidden paranormal cities in the United States." Byron placed a hand over his heart and gave a half bow from his seat. "One of?" Meryn squeaked. "There
are four major paranormal cities, we call them pillar cities. Lycaonia is the shifter city; Noctem Falls is the vampire city; Danu Eire is the fae city; and Storm Keep is the witches' city. Each city is home to a four person council that rules our people. The council in each city has one council member from each race represented." Byron began. "Lycaonia
protects the Southeast and Mid-Atlantic region. Danu Eire protects the Northeast and Midwest region. Noctem Falls protects the Pacific Northwest region and Storm Keep protects the Southwest region." Adelaide continued. "So four cities, four council members per city. That means you have a twelve person council that rules your people. What do
you do in the instance of a tie?" Meryn was fascinated. This was better than watching the history channel. "I am the tie breaking vote as Unit Commander." Aiden said. "What are units?" "Colton and I are part of a unit. Units are made up of five men. For Lycaonia that means a shifter leader, a vampire as second in command, a shifter as third in
command, a fae and a witch." Aiden explained carefully. Meryn could tell that he was watching for signs of eminent freak out. "Okay, so shifters, vampires, witches and fae, oh my!" Meryn grinned at Colton, who gave her a mock salute for running with the Wizard of Oz reference. "You're the leader?" She turned to Aiden and he nodded. "You must be
third in command since you shift into a dog." Meryn grinned at Colton. "I am not a dog! I am a wolf!" Colton protested loudly. "Mangy mutt." Aiden laughed and punched Colton in the shoulder. Meryn liked this side of Aiden, he seemed almost normal. "How many units are there?" "There are six units per city." Adelaide answered. Meryn looked down
at her fingers. "So there are one hundred and twenty unit members? Who's in charge of all of them?" Meryn asked. "I am." Aiden's smile was somewhat sad. Meryn couldn't tell if he was unhappy with being the Unit Commander or if there were just some aspects to the job he didn't like. "You're doing a fine job son." Byron clapped a hand on Aiden's
shoulder. Aiden nodded and his face cleared. Meryn stared at him thoughtfully. "And that is why he needs you." Adelaide whispered in her ear. When Meryn looked up she could tell the older woman had caught that sad look too. "What?" Byron and Aiden asked together. "Nothing." Meryn and Adelaide answered in response. Meryn looked at Adelaide
and they both started giggling. "So what do you have all of these warriors for? Keeping humans out?" Meryn bit into her sandwich. She chewed and noticed everyone got quiet. "Wha?" She asked, her mouth full. "Unit warriors are needed to protect other paranormals and humans from something we have always called ferals. Ferals are men and
sometimes women who willingly give up their souls for the rush of the kill. They give in to their dark nature. For shifters, they lose the ability to shift, but retain an unnatural amount of strength and revel in brutality. Vampires lose their great speed and the ability to manipulate minds, and their bloodlust compounds. The fae lose most of their magic
except for some illusion spells, which they delight in using to drive people insane. Witches lose all of their magic, but gain something like a demon familiar, but without the religious context. The exist only to kill, to create chaos and to destroy lives." Aiden spoke in soft tones as he tried to break this upsetting news to her gently. She turned to him. "Is
it safe here?" She whispered. He nodded. "There's no safer place to be, than here in Lycaonia with the Alpha Unit." He winked at her trying to get her to smile. She immediately frowned. "You jokers?" She pointed to him and Colton. "Hey!" Colton protested. Aiden laughed and nodded. "We are the best of the very best." "Well, I'm reassured. I knocked
your ass out with your own toilet today." She sighed and resumed eating the rest of her sandwich. Someone snorted. Meryn thought that it was Colton but to her surprise Adelaide gave another undignified snort and laughed loudly. This of course set off her mate with Aiden and Colton following suit. "Ferals better watch out for you then." Aiden
grinned at her. Meryn grinned back before a yawn escaped her. "Oh my, look at the time. Aiden can you show Meryn up to your old room?" Adelaide asked, winking at her son who blushed furiously. "Of course." Meryn stood when Aiden did and set her empty plate down on the table. "Colton your room, as usual is ready for you. I swear you spend
more time here than you do at your parents' house." "Thank you Mother." Colton kissed Adelaide on the cheek and left the room. Meryn turned to Aiden's mother. "Thank you for making this not so crazy." Meryn didn't know how to thank someone for easing her into this freaky life. Page 9 "It gets better, dear, you'll see." Adelaide kissed her cheek and
picked up the empty plate. Byron kissed her forehead and followed his mate as she headed towards the kitchen. "Shall we?" Aiden asked offering her his arm. She smiled at him. She could get used to this treatment. It was a damn sight better than being locked in a trunk. ***** "What do you mean you're sleeping in here too?" Meryn demanded. She
should have known he was being too nice. "This is my room for when I stay here." "Fine, take me to a guest room." Meryn fumed. "We don't have guest rooms." Aiden muttered under his breath. Even Meryn knew that was a lie, this house had to have close to a hundred rooms. "I call bullshit! Fine, I can sleep on the couch!" "No way in hell. I'm not
letting you out of my sight." He crossed his formidable arms over an even more formidable chest. A girl could really get in trouble with those muscles. "Fine, but there are rules." "Rules?" "Yes, rules. Rule number one: stay on your side of the bed. Rule number two: don't touch me, breathe on me or do anything weird to me in my sleep. Rule number
three: don't cross the Great Wall." She counted off each rule on her fingers. "Great Wall?" He looked puzzled. She walked over and pulled the bedding down. She then proceeded to pile every extra pillow in the room down the center of the bed. She pointed to one side, then the other. "My side, your side. Capiche?" "Fine, let's just get some rest. I
didn't get any sleep last night and we did drills today, I'm exhausted. You want the shower first?" He asked. She shook her head. He shrugged. "Suit yourself." He walked into the bathroom and shut the door. She flung herself on the bed. Oh Meryn girl, what are you doing? Breaking and entering, getting kidnapped, assaulting your abductor with a
toilet lid and then sexually assaulting said abductor. What sane person does this? She rolled over and stared at the ceiling. Funny thing was that this was the first time she had felt calm in months. She had moved to the nearby town two weeks ago. The sudden desire to live somewhere new had driven her crazy. Finally, she had thrown a dart at a map
and ended up here. That's when the strange dreams started. At first they had been pleasant, her Prince Charming would find her in a clearing and they would laugh and chat. Some nights turned down right steamy, she enjoyed those dreams. But then they started getting scary. Someone was moving in the shadows in the woods and every night for the
past week she was murdered. She couldn't help but notice how much Aiden resembled her Prince Charming, though he was nicer in the dream. She smiled. Even if he was, evidently, a bear shifter, she felt safe with him. She liked the feeling. She would ride this out and see where it took her. She was still grinning up at the ceiling when Aiden walked
out with a towel slung low on his hips. "Did the ceiling say something funny?" He asked, towel drying his hair. She was too busy trying not to swallow her tongue to respond. She rolled onto her stomach. "You okay?" He asked. She nodded, still staring. "Shower's free." She nodded again. "You getting in?" He asked, looking amused. She nodded then
shook her head as if to clear it. "Yup, be right back." She hopped off the bed and as she passed him she couldn't help herself. The devil made her do it. She grabbed the edge of the towel and yanked. He gave a yelp and covered his groin with his hands. Laughing, she flung his towel at him. "You have a great ass too." Giggling she ran into the
bathroom. Once inside she leaned against the door. She took a deep breath, she was in trouble, because that man really did have the most perfect ass. ***** Meryn stared at the ceiling. She could practically feel his body heat radiating from his side of the bed. Was he awake? She turned over on her right. The image of his naked body teased her. Why
did she think she was being clever when she yanked that towel off? She was paying the price now. She turned over to her left. "Can't sleep?" Aiden sounded amused. She returned to her back. "No. You?" "No, it's the first night with my mate, I find that sleep is last thing on my mind." He teased. Meryn didn't want to think about what he implied, she
might jump him. To get her mind off of her wanton thoughts she changed the subject. "What was it like growing up here?" "Fun, they're lots of ways for a little boy to get into trouble, especially a little boy trying to emulate his brothers and father." "Like what?" Meryn was intrigued. "One night Colton and I snuck out to watch the unit warriors patrol
the perimeter, but got caught. I actually had to hide behind my father to stay out of reach from my mother for that one." Aiden chuckled. "What about you? I know you had to have gotten into trouble as a youngster." "Not really. I stayed to myself mostly. I was raised by my grandmother and didn't want to make her mad." Meryn sat up in bed and
peered over her wall. "Hey Aiden." He turned to her. "Yeah?" "Can you shift for me? I've never seen a bear up close before." He sat up. "Sure, but you'll have to cover your eyes, I have to be naked to shift." Meryn shook her head. "Not on your life." Aiden hesitated for only a moment then shrugged. He slipped from the bed and stood. He dropped his
pajama bottoms and deliberately turned to face her. Her mouth went dry as she stared at his perfect body. It took every ounce of self discipline not to tackle the man to the floor. It took her three tries to clear her throat. Page 10 "Go on." She tried to sound indifferent but knew she failed when he winked saucily at her. One second he was her every
fantasy come to life, the next he was an extremely large, dark brown bear. Laughing with excitement she hopped off the bed and walked over to stand in front of him. She reached out a hand and he head butted her palm. She pulled his shaggy head to her chest and buried her hands in his fur. "You're not so scary, just a big ole teddy bear." She kissed
the top of his nose. He buried his muzzle between her legs and she gasped, the damn thing was cold! Giggling she raced back to her side of the bed and climbed in. Seconds later she heard the rustle of clothes and the bed dip. "Do you think you'll be happy here Meryn?" He asked. "I think so. I'm not going to lie, everything is strange and scary, but
also fun and exciting." "You know I'll be with you every step of the way right?" "Yup, I don't know if that is the scary part or the exciting part." She yelped when a pair of fingers appeared from under the wall to pinch her butt. His deep laugh was contagious and she laughed along with him. "Ow! Definitely scary." She swatted at his hand as it reached
for her again. "Goodnight Meryn." "Goodnight Aiden." Meryn was smiling when she turned back over. It was nice to have someone to say goodnight to. CHAPTER THREE Aiden woke the next morning and found himself smiling. He hadn't slept so soundly in weeks. When he went to turn his head he felt a hand against his face. He sat up and looked
down at the small body in the middle of the bed. Meryn for all her rules the night before had sought him out in her sleep. Like a stealthy assassin she had tunneled under her 'Great Wall'. She lay on her back, sprawled arms and legs akimbo. Her mouth was open, she snored lightly and a thin line of drool traced down her cheek. His heart swelled in his
chest. He had never seen anything more adorable in his life. Grinning from ear to ear he went into his closet and got dressed. When he saw the towel hanging from the door knob he chuckled. His mate so far had surprised him at every turn. He quietly opened the door and snuck downstairs. When he walked into the kitchen, four sets of eyes turned to
look at him. With the biggest shit-eating grin he could muster, he swaggered to the coffee pot. His men had decided to visit for breakfast. "Glad to see you got through the night without being knocked unconscious again by your tiny mate." Colton teased. Keelan chuckled and Darian laughed outright. "She is a delicate flower, she was scared." Aiden
protested. "Where is the fucking coffee?" A gravelly voice demanded from the doorway. Colton lost his composure and began laughing. Even his second in command looked away trying not to smile. Aiden hesitated at giving his mate coffee. She had been pretty high strung yesterday. "How about some juice?" He offered. "How about you shut the fuck
up and give me some coffee?" Meryn stumbled through the doorway and collapsed into a chair. "Oh yeah, she's real scared." Colton hooted and pounded the table laughing. "Why are you being loud? Is it fun being so loud, this early in the morning? Do you know what happens to loud morning people? They die. They die horrible deaths, mutilated in
their sleep and are then buried with their balls in their loud fucking mouths." Meryn glared at him through half shut eyes. The men gulped. "Here you go baby, one extra large mug of coffee. Here's the sugar and cream. Refills whenever you want." Aiden placed the coffee on the table in front of her and backed away slowly. Colton turned to him, his
face pale. He shrugged. He had no idea what to do either. Slowly, as Meryn sipped her coffee, her eyes opened. She yawned and then stretched her arms up over her head. By her second cup she was looking around the kitchen. By the third cup she was smiling at everyone. "What's for breakfast?" She asked brightly. "Whatever the fuck you want."
Keelan said, a look of amazement on his face. "Really? I'd kill for some pancakes." She sighed wistfully. Colton shot out of his seat like a jack in the box. "No problem. I know where Marius keeps stuff." He hurried over to the pantry and began pulling out ingredients for pancake batter. Aiden sat back in his chair and sipped his coffee. Served the man
right for poking fun at his commander. "Do y'all have an espresso machine?" Meryn turned to him. "You know what? We'll head to town and get one, just for you." Aiden offered. He never wanted to see what his mate would be like without caffeine. "Really? They can be kinda expensive, it's why I haven't gotten one yet." She chewed on her bottom lip.
And despite the dismemberment threat she had just made to his best friend, he thought she looked cute with her lip between her teeth. "We'll all chip in, right guys?" Darian said. The men all nodded. "Y'all are so sweet. Thank you." She smiled shyly at them. Gavriel met his eyes over Meryn's head across the table and raised an eyebrow. Aiden
grinned back. She may be nuts, but she was all his. "By the way. Who are you all?" Meryn took another sip of coffee. "This is my unit. You've already met Colton; this is Gavriel Ambrosios, Keelan Ashwood and Darian Vi'Alina." Aiden pointed to each of his men. She eyed the other three men. She pointed to Darian. He had delicate features but would
never be called beautiful. He was too masculine, but there was something about him that was ethereal. His long blond hair was looped and braided down his back. His eyes were a soft lavender that you just didn't see in humans. He was built but not as thick through the chest as Aiden. Page 11 "Vampire?" She asked. He shook his head and stood to
his full height. "Holy shit! You're taller than Aiden and he's like freakishly huge." The difference between her own five foot three height and his made her feel like a toddler. "I am not!" Aiden protested. Darian grinned and sat back down. "Fae. We're all between six and seven feet tall." "I thought fae we the "wee" folk." "Yeah, not so much." Darian
shrugged. "Vi'Alina?" Meryn spoke it slowing to get the pronunciation correct. "Yes. The 'Vi' prefix indicates that I am the heir for my family line. 'Alina' is the name of my house. If I had brothers, the second born would be Ri'Alina and the third born would be Li'Alina." Darian explained. "What about the fourth born?" Meryn asked. Darian shook his
head. "We are so long lived that unless a tragedy occurs, no one after the third born inherits. They do not get a prefix for their name." "So if I were fae I would be Meryn Vi'Evans?" Darian nodded. "That's cool." Meryn turned to Gavriel. She took in his dark hair and brooding grey eyes. Gavriel was less ethereal and more dark and dangerous. He was
exactly the kind of man you would want to run into on a dark and stormy night. "You must be the vampire then." He inclined his head. Keelan frowned. "Why couldn't it be me?" He demanded. Meryn smiled and pointed to Keelan. He had a short auburn ponytail and amiable brown eyes. "Because you look too nice and are nowhere near as elegant. He
just exudes dark prince." She sighed, Aiden growled. She punched his thigh. "Ow!" "She has violent tendencies just like you." Colton joked. Aiden flipped him off. "So that means you're the witch. What can you do? Can you fly?" Meryn leaned forward, eyes shining. "I get premonitions sometimes and I work best with fire and air. My brother Kendrick is
stronger, he can manipulate all four elements, but he decided to be an archivist instead of a warrior." Keelan looked down at the table. "It's a respectable profession Keelan, we have a rich history that must be maintained." Aiden gently reminded the young witch. He knew that had been a point of contention between the two brothers. "I know. It's just
frustrating that I'm struggling to learn the spells we need and he can do them without thinking about it." Keelan turned his coffee cup in his hand slowly. "And he's about three hundred years older than you are. Cut yourself some slack." Colton pointed out. Keelan brightened. "I guess you're right." Aiden sipped his coffee and enjoyed the sight before
him. He couldn't ask for more than his friends and mate sitting together at the breakfast table. Maybe this mating thing would work out after all. ***** "Hello boys, how nice of you to visit for breakfast." Adelaide and Byron entered the kitchen. Marius walked in behind them and immediately got to work on preparing breakfast, taking over from Colton.
The unit members, including Aiden stood. Meryn looked around wondering if she should stand too. Byron walked over and kissed her forehead. "They are standing out of respect for Aiden's mother. They were raised in a time where a man stood when a lady entered the room." Byron sat next to her and Adelaide next to him. "They didn't stand when I
entered the room, but then again, I guess I'm not a lady." Meryn poured herself another cup of coffee. When she looked up, she noticed that Byron was shooting daggers at the other men at the table who all looked properly chastised. Byron raised her hand and kissed it. "Forgive them sweetheart. It speaks to their characters not yours that they failed
to rise when you entered the room. I'm shocked that my son would fail to do so. It's a basic lesson in etiquette that I know was drilled into him when he was a boy." Byron patted her hand and continued to glare at the men. "Father, I'm sorry." Aiden immediately apologized. "It's not my forgiveness that you need." Byron nodded his head to Meryn.
Aiden turned to her. "I'm sorry my mate. I was still floating around from the great night's sleep I had last night and wasn't thinking properly this morning. Please forgive me." Meryn was surprised at how truly sorry he sounded, like he had committed some great offense. "Considering you kidnapped me, locked me up, threw me in your trunk and
dragged me around by my arm yesterday, not standing at the breakfast table doesn't seem so bad." She smiled brightly at him. "You're not going to let me live that down are you?" Aiden groaned. "Nope." "What if I take you out and show you the city? We can go shopping. I know where we can get your espresso machine." Aiden took her other hand
and brought it to his lips. Now here was the charming man from her dreams. "Then of course I'll forgive you, now that you're acting like your dream version. I like you better this way. More charming and less growly." Aiden's face froze his eyes became haunted. "You dreamt of me before coming here?" "Yup. For weeks I fought against the urge to
move. But it was like something was driving me forward. So I threw a dart at a map and ended up in Madison. After I moved into my apartment, I started having dreams. At first they were nice. You were wonderful and sweet. We would lay under these trees and talk. But then they got scary. Last night was the first night in weeks where I haven't
dreamt at all. I hated getting out of bed this morning since I slept so well." Meryn was reaching for her coffee cup when Aiden pulled her onto his lap. He held her so close she could feel his heart beating out of control against her cheek. Page 12 "Son, what's the matter?" Byron demanded. "I thought they were just dreams." Aiden buried his face
against her neck. "You've been having nightmares too?" She whispered. He nodded. "Nightmares? I thought you said they were nice dreams." Adelaide asked sounding worried. Aiden lifted his head. "It's like Meryn said. At first they were nice; we'd meet in a clearing in the woods and talk. But then the dreams turned into nightmares. In the dream I
would search for her, but couldn't find her. She would call out to me, teasing me and then it would get quiet. Then I would hear her scream, but I'm too late, she..." He faltered. Meryn pulled away and looked around the table. "I'm murdered. A man that isn't Aiden comes out of the woods and stabs me repeatedly, like he enjoys it." Meryn shuddered.
In her dreams she could clearly feel the cold steel in her body. Gavriel stood, chest heaving. "They cannot be prophetic. You have found your mate. She is safe." Gavriel's normally grey eyes began to glow red. Aiden stood and placed Meryn in his seat. He hurried over to Gavriel. "Breathe my friend. Meryn is safe. So is your mate. Fate will find a way to
bring her to us and then we'll guard them both." Aiden had his hands on Gavriel's shoulders. Keelan reached up to place a hand on Gavriel's forearm. "Suadet, frater meus. Be at ease, my brother." Keelan whispered the phrase over and over again until Gavriel took a deep ragged breath. "Thank you Aiden, Keelan. I too have been having nightmares. I
have to put my faith in Fate and pray my mate is delivered to me in time." Gavriel hung his head. "She'll make it to Lycaonia and then the Alpha Unit will keep her safe." Aiden stood back and helped to ease Gavriel into his chair. Meryn stood to return to her seat, but Aiden pulled her back into his arms and sat down, placing her once again in his lap.
She was going to protest, but after seeing how affected Gavriel was, she knew that Aiden just needed to hold her. She looked at the elegant vampire and wanted to alleviate his worry. "Aiden is right, you know. I had no choice in coming here. I thought I had a bad case of wanderlust but now I know what it was. It was a relentless driving force. If
something like Fate took the trouble to uproot me and move me here I doubt she would let anything happen to your mate before getting her here." Gavriel looked at her his eyes unreadable. "Do you really think so?" Meryn didn't hesitate before nodding. "Absolutely. Especially considering how many books and DVDs I had to pack. My sci-fi collection
alone was like ten boxes. Trust me, you have no idea how hard Fate had to work to keep me focused long enough to pack my shit. I kept wanting to stop and read a book or watch a movie I hadn't seen in years." The strain lifted from the vampire's face. "Thank you Meryn. I do feel better knowing what Fate must have gone through to get you here."
There was a trace of a faint smile on his lips. "You're welcome." Meryn smiled, then thought about it. "Wait. Was that a compliment?" She frowned. Colton swallowed a chuckle. Gavriel smiled at her. "I believe it was a compliment my dear. Fate, after all, has decided you were worth the effort." Adelaide injected. Gavriel nodded. "Oh, okay." Meryn
turned so that she was facing Aiden. "After we go shopping, can we go get my stuff? I've pretty much accepted the fact that I'm not nuts and y'all aren't lying. So I guess I'm sticking around for a while." "You mean forever." Aiden said in a gruff voice. "So the rumors are true. My baby brother has found his mate." A deep voice rumbled from the
doorway. Meryn turned and to her surprise two men who looked eerily identical to Aiden stood smirking at them. "Meryn, please ignore the pair of grinning fools that are my older brothers. Adam is the ugly one on the left and Adair is the uglier one on the right." "There are three of you?" She could tell they were related since they all looked just like
Byron. Dark black hair and piercing blue eyes. Adam was just as tall as Aiden at six foot six, but with a much leaner build. Adair was shorter at six foot four but more muscled through the chest. Adam had kind eyes and Adair had a teasing smile. She couldn't help waving at them. "There are four of us." A voice called out from behind the two brothers.
"Move out of the way, she wants to meet the sexy one." The voice was light and sounded younger than the other two. Adam and Adair stepped into the kitchen to make way for yet another man. Meryn couldn't help but stare. The last brother was as tall as Adair at six foot four, but that is where the similarities to his brothers ended. This one clearly
took after his mother. He wore his long blond hair back in a ponytail and his brown eyes were warm and inviting. He was like the Greek Adonis come to life. He moved forward until he was able to pluck her hand from Aiden's grasp and kiss her knuckles. Aiden growled at his brother. "My name is Benjamin. I'm afraid mother ran out of 'A' names and
gifted me with a 'B' name like father." He winked at her devilishly. She giggled up at him and Aiden pulled her close. "Mine!" he growled. Benjamin placed a hand over his heart and gave a low bow. "Of course brother. I was just admiring your beautiful mate. I can only hope that Fate is as kind to me when picking out my future snuggle muffin." He
gave an exaggerated sigh. Adelaide laughed. "Quit teasing your brother. As you can probably tell, he's the youngest." Adelaide patted Benjamin's cheek when he walked over to kiss her good morning. Page 13 "Are you all warriors?" Meryn asked. She felt Aiden tense. Adam shook his head. "Adair and I are somewhat of a scandal. I turned down
becoming father's heir and taking over as Unit Commander and eventually Council Elder. It's still unheard of to reject your family legacy, but I had no desire to become a warrior. I left Lycaonia, and studied medicine. I now operate the clinic that takes care of the unit warriors." Adam explained. "I didn't want to command either. Until Aiden accepted
I'm sure that Adam and I had been close to giving father a complex. His sons didn't want to take after him." Adair gave a booming laugh. "I was hoping at least one of you would want to inherit. I knew that you each would have to find your own paths. Well, except for Ben. I fear he is determined to remain a little boy forever." Byron scowled at his
youngest, who blew his father a kiss in response. "I turned down Unit Commander to take over as Head Master at the training academy." Adair explained. "And I am a warrior with the Gamma Unit, I serve under Sascha Baberiov." Benjamin added. "I'll phone him later to recommend extra drills for you." Adair teased. "Sirs, ladies. Breakfast is ready to
be served. In light of the large party I have set the dining room table." Marius announced. Meryn was set down on her feet. She tried to peek over to the stove, but servant after servant was streaming by carrying the food away to be served in the dining room. "Come on sweetheart, let's get something to eat and then we can visit the city. "Sounds
good." Meryn's stomach filled with butterflies when Aiden reached down and took her hand. It was a simple gesture, but it felt right. When he looked down Meryn could tell he was staring at her flushed cheeks. He squeezed her hand tighter and led the way. ***** Meryn felt a twinge of guilt when they walked outside and she saw the state of his trunk.
When she saw that he was watching her, she grimaced and he blushed. "Sorry about putting you in the trunk." Aiden paused in opening her car door to apologize. Meryn blinked. "I was just about to apologize for denting your car." Meryn sat down and waited for him to get in. When he was in he turned to her. "I'll have Darian fix it. He's a genius with
any type of craft. I think it's the fae blood." He ran his hand over his thigh, wiping his palms. If Meryn didn't know any better she would say he was nervous. How adorable! "So what do you do for fun?" Meryn looked out the window and watched the scenery fly by. It was hard to believe there was an entire city beyond the trees that humans didn't
know about it. "I work out." Aiden licked his lips. "Of course you do." Meryn made a mental note to introduce him to her X-Box. "How do you keep humans from knowing about all this?" Meryn pointed to the juncture of the road that opened up to an intersection where they could go left, right or straight. "The witches and fae renew a glamour spell
every year at the winter solstice. After they complete the spell everyone goes to the Council Manor for the Midwinter Ball." Meryn felt her stomach knot. "Balls, like with poofy dresses and dancing and tiny sandwiches that don't fill you up?" Aiden's head turned and he looked at her in surprise. "Yeah, I thought all women loved those things." "Not this
one. Do I have to go?" "Since I'm Unit Commander and my father's heir, it's expected of me to be there. As my mate it's expected for you to be there." "Do I have to go?" Meryn repeated, feeling ill thinking about it. Aiden chuckled. "I'll make sure you aren't left alone. We have the All Hallows' Eve Ball coming up soon, it will give you an idea of what to
expect for Midwinter." Meryn placed a hand over her stomach. She felt woozy. "I hate people." "You know with the kicking, screaming and assaulting people with toilet pieces I would never have guessed." Aiden snarked. "Har, har. You're so funny. Seriously, can I just send a plate of cookies or something?" "Sorry darling, but you're high society now."
"Bugger that!" Aiden glanced at her, then back to the road. "I better warn my mother about tomorrow." Aiden grimaced. Meryn turned to face him. "Why?" "Because she is planning to introduce you to her sewing circle. All the founding family matriarchs will be there." He looked apologetic. "I think I'm going to be sick." She closed her eyes and leaned
back in the seat. Aiden parked and turned the car off. She heard him turn towards her. "Just smile and nod. My mother will do most of the talking. I have a feeling Daphane Bowers will be monopolizing the afternoon anyway. Her daughter-in-law is pregnant so she will be milking that for every scrap of attention she can get for a while." Meryn opened
her eyes and lifted her head. "So she's preggers. Big deal. They'll probably do one of those diaper cakes or something. I guess I can smile and nod, but I'm bringing my laptop. I can't sew for shit." Aiden gave her a funny look. "I don't think you understand. Being pregnant is a true blessing. Witches can only conceive during the winter solstice,
vampires during the spring equinox, shifters at summer solstice and fae during the fall equinox. It's why each equinox and solstice is a huge celebration for us. As each of the four races can only conceive during these times, their children are usually born during a corresponding holiday. Witches are born around the fall equinox; vampires during the
long, dark winter solstice; shifters around the spring equinox when most animals are born; and the fae around the summer solstice, at the height of summer when everything is in full bloom. Each race only has a certain time of the year that they are fertile and even then it's not guaranteed that the couple will conceive. After conception only about
sixty percent of all pregnancies make it to full term. It's kept our numbers pretty low." Page 14 There was a sadness in his eyes that she wished she could erase. "That must be hard. I'll make sure that I properly '‘Ooooh' and 'Aaaah' at the appropriate moments." Meryn promised. "You really are anti-social aren't you?" "I like the guys and your family.
But I don't like being fake or being polite to assholes." Aiden's mouth twitched. "Tomorrow should be interesting." "I'll be good. Promise." She looked around. "Where are we?" "This is the Council Manor. My father let me know that the council wanted to speak to me this morning at breakfast. He left about a half an hour before we did to let them know
we were coming." "Is it okay that I go in?" She gawked up at the imposing building. It looked like the Library of Congress. Meryn watched the people walk by their parked car. The men were wearing official looking robes that gaped to reveal pressed and perfectly tailored suits and cravats. The women were visions of gentility in fall-colored full length
dresses. She glanced down at her Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle tee-shirt with her hoodie tied haphazardly around her waist. She glared at Aiden. He didn't even seem to notice. Damn the man. She hated sticking out. Aiden straightened his tie and pulled a military type hat from the backseat. Of course, he fit right in with his uniform. He opened his car
door. "Father said it shouldn't take long, they just want me to look into something. Then we can go explore the city." Aiden took her hand. "Ready?" "I guess so." He kissed her hand before letting it go and then got out of the car. He walked around and scowled down at her as she opened her own door, refusing to wait for him. She stuck her tongue out
and he surprised her by laughing. Since he was constantly frowning, it made her feel good that she could make him laugh. Meryn appreciated that Aiden took her hand and was leading the way otherwise she knew she would have run into something. The outside of the building was nothing short of amazing, but the inside took her breath away. The
stone architecture peaked in rounded archways. The exterior windows tossed rainbows of color on the floors and walls with its stained glass. Statues and old oil paintings decorated the walls. Aiden literally pulled her along as she looked around in childlike wonder. When they turned the corner Meryn gasped. "What?" Aiden asked. Meryn stared at the
statue in front of them. "Don't blink. Don't even blink." She whispered. "What in the hell are you talking about?" Aiden looked around trying to identify a possible hidden threat. "You blink and you're dead." Meryn stared at the two large stone angel statues on either side of a heavy looking wooden door unblinking. Aiden's hand went to his sidearm.
"Meryn that is just a statue." "But what if it isn't? I mean up until this week I didn't think paranormals existed and now you're all over the fucking place. I can't take the chance." Meryn continued to stare at the statue. "Why don't I ever understand a word that comes out of your mouth? It's like you're not even speaking English!" "Oh my God, what if
the Doctor is real too! That would be awesome!" Meryn felt Aiden pulling her closer to the doors, she refused to take her eyes off of the statues. "I give up! There's something wrong with you." Meryn could hear the exasperation in his voice. "You just don't speak geek. That's okay, I can train you." Meryn closed one eye, then the other. Then opened
them quickly. The statues remained statues. "These might not be dangerous." She let out a relieved sigh. "You think?" Aiden asked acerbically. Meryn turned her attention to the highly polished dark wood doors in front of them. "Those are some impressive looking doors. Is it to keep us out, or them in?" Aiden closed his eyes and looked like he was
mentally counting to ten. "Most days to keep us in. Come in Aiden, let us meet your clever mate." A voice called from beyond the doors. Meryn covered her mouth with her hands. She kept forgetting about paranormal hearing. Aiden peered down at her, a smile twitching on his lips. He lifted the large iron ring and pulled the door open. Meryn watched
as his biceps flexed under his long sleeved uniform shirt. Yum. They walked on a soft red carpet up to a long wooden panel. Behind it sat four very powerful looking men. Only one of whom she recognized. "Esteemed council members, may I present my mate, Meryn Evans. Meryn, I have the distinct honor of introducing Lycaonia's council members;
Elder Celyn Vi'Ailean our fae representative. Elder Rowan Airgead our witch representative; Elder René Evreux our vampire representative; and of course you have already met my father, the shifter representative." Aiden bowed at the waist. Not knowing what to do Meryn just waved. Grinning broadly the large fae elder waved back. Byron nodded.
The witch elder smiled warmly, but the vampire elder sniffed and turned up his nose. Meryn felt herself frown. Please don't let me say anything to get Aiden into trouble. "What was it that you wished to see me about?" Aiden asked standing to his full height. "We would like for you to investigate a set of disappearances. Two paranormal couples living
in Madison have vanished. The mother of one of the missing women is frantic. If you could take a few men out there and ask around, we would appreciate it. I know that would ease everyone's worries." Elder Airgead explained. Page 15 "Of course, sir. I'll take some men out there later today." Aiden gave a half bow. Meryn debated on asking her
question, but she figured that she wouldn't find anything out if she kept her mouth shut. She'd take the chance of putting her foot in it for a chance to help. "Um sirs, your excellencies?" Meryn hoped that she didn't sound as nervous as she felt. "What is it child?" Elder Vi'Ailean asked, his voice soft and gentle. "If you have any information about the
missing couples I could try to track their last known movements and whereabouts using my laptop." Meryn stared at the tops of her scuffed up Converse. "You can do that?" Elder Airgead sounded shocked. She lifted her head up and nodded. "I can track their credit cards, purchases, parking tickets, just about anything electronic." She explained. "All
from your laptop?" Elder Airgead asked. "Yup. Child's play." "Are all humans so well versed with technology?" Byron asked sounding impressed. "No, though most can do the basics. I'm just very, very good." She couldn't keep the trace of pride out of her voice. She felt Aiden's warm hand on her lower back. He was showing her that he had her back,
literally. Feeling braver she continued. "I can also compile both couples' information to look for anything that ties them together, to establish a pattern. If we can find the pattern, we can establish a motive and narrow down the search to find the perpetrators." Meryn clenched and unclenched her hands at her sides. Years of watching CSI were
starting to pay off. "Impressive. I had no idea my new, little daughter was so talented." Byron bragged. "We don't interact with humans enough to keep up with their technology." The fae Elder admitted. "I don't know why we even care what happens outside the city. The paranormals living outside of Lycaonia know the risks of trying to fit in with
humans. If they really wanted to stay safe they would be behind the city walls." René said disdainfully. Beside her Meryn felt Aiden tense. "With all due repeat Elder Evreux, there are more paranormals now than there were even one hundred years ago, despite our declining birth rate. With fewer and fewer pack and pride wars and established feeding
centers for the vampires, older generations are living longer. It's extremely expensive for the average paranormal to live in one of our cities. It has become necessary for larger families to make their way in the human world." Aiden explained. From his slightly condescending tone, Meryn had a feeling it wasn't the first time Aiden had presented this



argument. "Paranormals do not belong amongst humans. They are nothing but insects." Elder Evreux sneered looking right at Meryn. "René, you will take back those words about my daughter at once. Before I make you!" Byron stood to his full height as his eyes shifted to black. Meryn's eyes widened. She glanced over at Aiden to see what they
should do to see that his eyes too had also shifted and his canines had extended past his lips. In response Elder Evreux stood hissing baring his fangs. "Byron! René! Stop this at once." Elder Airgead moved between the two men, both of his hands glowing a faint blue color. Both men stood on either side of the witch breathing heavily and glaring at
each other. "I meant no insult to your daughter." Elder Evreux bit off each word. Byron gave a curt nod and sat back down. "Holy shit balls! Papa bear is freaking awesome!" Meryn whispered. Five sets of eyes immediately went to her. She stepped behind Aiden. She heard guffaws and peeked out to see that the fae Elder was laughing and wiping
tears. "Meryn you are an absolute treasure. First Weeping Angels and now this." He took a deep breath and met her eyes. "Finally! Someone who's intelligent!" Meryn exploded. "I'm going to pretend you meant to exclude me." Aide's voice was flat. "Sure. If that helps you sleep at night." Meryn bumped his hip with hers. He gazed down at her,
affection in his eyes. Meryn was no longer intimidated by these men. They may be all powerful and could shift into large predator animals and cast spells, but at the end of the day they were just men. Men she could handle. "Aiden, please feel free to bring your mate over for tea one afternoon. I would love to see her reactions to Vivian's garden." Elder
Vi'Ailean said standing. He then turned to Meryn. "My mate is also human, so don't let some people's old fashioned prejudices get to you my dear." He then turned and walked past Elder Evreux. "Be thankful I wasn't the one who took exception to your words René. It would have taken more than Rowan's spells to get me to back down." With a regal
nod, he swept past René and left the room. "I swear you guys will drive me to drink. I should be allowed to sedate you three for meetings." Elder Airgead sat back looking tired. "Where's the fun in that Rowan?" Byron joked. "With your permission? I owe my mate a tour of Lycaonia." Aiden bowed. "Of course Commander. Meryn my dear, I hope that
our display hasn't soured you towards the city and our people. I think you will find some of the city's sites to be amazing. Maybe you can blogger it on your laptop." Elder Airgead suggested. Meryn smiled. "You mean blog. Maybe. Do you have the information on the missing couples?" She asked. Elder Airgead nodded and handed her a stack of papers.
Meryn stepped forward and accepted them. She opened the flap to her backpack and shoved them inside. Page 16 "I can't wait to get started. I love projects. Thank you." "You carry your laptop with you? Doesn't it get heavy?" Byron asked. "Nah, I'm used to it. I can't live without it." Meryn swung her backpack on her shoulder. "Good luck on your
project." The witch Elder sat back in his chair. As they were walking out of the room Meryn looked up at Aiden. "Are all vampires douche bags? Because Gavriel wasn't." Aiden grabbed her upper arm and almost began sprinting out into the hallway. Behind her, she could hear Byron's booming laughter fill the council hall. Shit! She kept forgetting that
there was no such thing as whispering around paranormals! CHAPTER FOUR "I swear you are trying to kill me!" Aiden exploded once they were back in the car. "I'm sorry! I forgot that he could hear me. But seriously, that guy was a jerk." "I know he is, but he is still an Elder. Try not to insult him again. Unfortunately, it isn't us that has to deal with
him on a daily basis, it's my father." Aiden started the car. "Oh, poor Byron." Meryn felt horrible about what she said now. Aiden looked over and took mercy on her. "Don't feel too bad. I've done worse. I grew up here remember." Aiden took her hand in his and rested them on the center console. "I bet you and Colton were terrors." "He was. I just
went along to see what would happen. Bears are naturally curious." "You were pretty badass yourself back there. Thank you for sticking up for me." "Of course, you're my mate." "And only you can yell at me?" Meryn teased. "Exactly." Aiden grinned at her and expertly turned the steering wheel with one hand maneuvering the car into a large public
parking garage. When she looked at him and raised an eyebrow, he explained; "The original city was built before we had cars. The streets are cobblestone and too narrow for vehicles. We built a parking garage on the outskirts and everyone walks in the city. So, where would you like to go first?" "Coffee." "We have some amazing museums." "Coffee!"
"Or we can ... " "Coffee or I'll cut you!" Aiden laughed and leaned over the console to kiss the tip of her nose. "Okay, okay. Coffee it is. Come on Menace." He opened the car door and stepped out. Feeling rebellious, she quickly opened her car door and got out. Aiden glared at her, "Ha!" Meryn gave a fist pump. Aiden rolled his eyes. She grabbed her
backpack and shut the door. She swung it on her back and adjusted the straps. "You look like a second grader." Aiden had tilted his head and was looking at her funny. "Fuck and you. I do not. Lots of adults wear vintage tee-shirts. It's an 'in' thing right now." Meryn did have to admit, even if to herself, that she thought she resembled a little kid most
days too. "I think you look cute." Aiden's smile was gentle. "I'm not cute, I'm sexy." Meryn protested. Aiden had the gall to laugh in her face. "You're my mate and I say this with all sincerity. You are not sexy, at all. You are like a feisty little spitfire and that's okay. You're completely different and half of what you say I don't understand, but I wouldn't
have you any other way." Aiden ruffled her hair and took her hand. She was torn between melting into a puddle at his feet and being offended that he didn't think she was sexy. Flabbergasted she walked beside him, stealing glances up at him to see if he had been poking fun at her. When they crossed the pavement and onto the cobblestones Meryn
felt a jolt run through her. There was something about the cobblestones. She jerked her hand out of Aiden's and knelt down to lay her palm flat on the stone's surface. "There's something weird about the stones." But no matter how she looked at them, they were plain, grey ordinary stones. "Very good mate of mine. The stones are bespelled. They
promote feelings of community and goodwill." Aiden explained. "Cool." Meryn stood and immediately Aiden took her hand again. She was beginning to see a pattern. He had to be touching her when they were together. Holding her hand, touching her back, even putting her on his lap. They walked until they reached the end of the long alley. Aiden
looked down at her. "Welcome to Lycaonia." He said and let go of her hand to push her forward. Meryn stepped beyond the tall buildings of the alleyway and gazed around. Everywhere she turned there was something new to see. Vendors laughed and shouted out to people as they walked by trying to sell their wares. Each store was different. In one
store window, she could see stacks and stacks of old books and parchment scrolls, at another swords and daggers. One large store window held tiers of delicate looking cakes. She felt her mouth begin to water. When she looked across the street one swinging wooden sign boasted the best magical ingredients sold on the east coast. Magical
ingredients! Just when she thought it couldn't get any better the smells began to hit her. Jasmine, honeysuckle, frankincense and myrrh. She looked past the magic shop and saw an apothecary. The delicious fragrance of freshly baked bread and cinnamon rolls spun her around to face a bakery with loaves and loaves of bread on display. "I...I... Oh ...
Could we ... Oh!" Meryn twirled in circles trying to take it all in. She felt one of her episodes coming on. She froze and let her brain take everything in. She could almost feel the images being downloaded and filed away. Page 17 "Meryn, Meryn! Are you okay?" Aiden's worried voice brought her back. He was bent down peering into her face. "Sorry
about that. Sometimes my brain needs to process stuff quickly and I have a moment." She blushed. She knew she was odd, she just hated that he kept seeing her weird side. "A moment? A Meryn Moment. Got it. You're okay though, right?" Aiden took her hand again. She was starting to feel naked without his large, steadying hand wrapped around
hers. "Meryn Moment? I like that. Sounds better than 'Psycho Seconds' or 'Freak Meltdown'." "Who called it that?" Aiden frowned. "My first boyfriend and my second boyfriend." Meryn sighed. She had stopped dating after that. "Humpf. Don't mind them Meryn, they were only human." Aiden swung their hands. Meryn felt her heart soar. That's right!
They had only been human, she was swimming in a much bigger, freakier pond now. Aiden accepted her for who she was. It felt amazing. Meryn frowned and stopped dead in her tracks. Aiden glanced back concerned. "I think I'm falling in love with you." She said flatly. His eyebrows shot up and he stared at her. People passed them on either side as
they stared at one another. "Well, I think I'm starting to love you too." Aiden grumbled his cheeks the color of the red apples for sale in the basket next to them. "Good. Coffee now?" Aiden cleared his throat and nodded. Meryn noticed that his hand as it gripped hers had gotten moist and trembled slightly. Her silly bear. "Why do you have cameras on
the roofs?" She asked pointing at the roofline. "The entire city is rocking this cool Victorian Steampunk vibe and then you see those cameras and it kinda ruins the atmosphere." "Kids. Last year it became the cool thing to 'tag’ locations of the city with a spell or in the shifter's cases urine. We spent a lot of time chasing teenagers and speaking with
parents. With the cameras, we just send the parents the captured video of the delinquent kid and bill for cleanup. The vandalism stopped almost immediately. I think the new thing now are vanishing ink tattoos." "I guess kids are kids no matter where you live." Meryn took a deep breath and beyond the smells of jasmine, myrrh, freshly baked bread
and cinnamon was the crisp smell of autumn. As they walked Aiden pointed out the training academy and the local school. He walked her down a narrower street that was lined with small eateries. She caught a whiff of something familiar and began to smile. "I hope they have pumpkin flavored drinks." "I'm sure they do." Aiden stopped and held the
door open to a smaller shop. The second the door cracked she could smell heaven. Freshly ground coffee beans lured her in off the sidewalk. "Welcome to The Jitterbug! Come on in!" A voice called from behind the counter. Meryn looked at the smaller man and smiled. He was shorter than any of the other men she had met so far. She figured he was
about five foot eight. But what he lacked in muscles he made up for in beauty. He had strawberry blonde curls and bright teal colored eyes. The man at his side who was gazing at him adoringly was his antithesis. He was taller at five foot ten, his hair was dark and pulled back in a long braid. His brown eyes had flecks of gold in them. "Commander
McKenzie, this is a surprise. You never come to visit. What brings you in?" The smaller man called. They walked up to the counter. "My mate demanded coffee, so I brought her to the best in Lycaonia. Meryn I would like you to meet Sydney Fairfax and Justice O'Malley. They own The Jitterbug. Gentlemen, my mate Meryn Evans." "Oh my goodness the
rumors are true. Elder Airgead's spell worked. The warriors are starting to get their mates!" The smaller man, Sydney, began to laugh. "That will make a lot of the single women in the city very unhappy. You've been voted the most Eligible Bachelor in Lycaonia for the past five years." Sydney wiped his eyes. "Thrice welcome to Lycaonia Meryn! What
have you seen so far? What can I get you? It's on the house." Justice offered. "This is the first shop we've gone into, but everything looks amazing. Do you have anything with pumpkin?" "Of course! It's fall, isn't it? Now, not to brag, but my Pumpkin Apple latte is to die for." Sydney blew on his fingertips and brushed them on the front of his shirt. "My
man is bragging, but he's right. It is amazing." Justice leaned in and kissed the back of Sydney's neck before returning to the espresso machine. Sydney sighed happily. "You two are so cute! How long have you been together?" Meryn leaned on the counter. "Five years now, but he keeps things fresh. I don't know how I was lucky enough to be mated to
a man like that, but fate knows best right?" "I think so. Well, I hope so, evidently she brought me here." "I think she's doing just fine." Aiden wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "Awww! I never thought I would see the day that hardcore, military Unit Commander Aiden McKenzie would act so damn cute! Girl, what is your secret?" Sydney asked.
Meryn leaned in. Sydney bent down to hear. "I beat him with his toilet." She whispered. Sydney stood back up and stared at Aiden in shock. Aiden sighed and covered his face with his other hand. "Oh my Goddess, you're not lying. Ahhhhhh!" Sydney grabbed his stomach, he was laughing so hard. Meryn couldn't help but giggle with him. He had the
type of laugh that was contagious. Page 18 "Leave him alone, you goof. Commander, what can I get started for you?" Justice pushed his mate out of the way. "Thank you Justice. I have a whole new respect for you now that I've met Meryn." "Hey!" Meryn heard Sydney echo her outrage. "I understand you perfectly Commander." Justice nodded sagely
and he and Aiden shared a moment. Sydney's eyes narrowed and he turned to Meryn, "You know what I've learned after being mated for five years Meryn? Big, funny men sometimes forget that their smaller mates have access to their unconscious bodies when they go to sleep. Sometimes you have to remind them of that." Sydney crossed his arms
over his chest. "That sounds brilliant to me." Meryn glared at Aiden. Both Aiden and Justice visibly gulped. "Now baby you know I love you to pieces, my life would be absolutely boring without you to make each day worth living." Justice pulled Sydney in his arms and was peppering the man's face and neck with kisses. Meryn could see the love
between them. Sydney giggled and threw his arms around his mate. "Forgiven. Get the brooding Commander his coffee and I'll start the latte for Meryn." Sydney laid a scorching kiss on his mate and then began pulling out bottles from under the counter. Justice, smiling like a goof, walked back over. Meryn turned to Aiden. "I hope you were taking
notes." "As if it would do any good treating you like a normal person. I'd have to do something different, like buy you an espresso machine, right?" Meryn gasped. "Really! You weren't kidding at breakfast? Really?" Meryn hopped up and down in excitement. "Yes, you little menace, I'll buy you an espresso machine. I'd fear for my life each morning if
you didn't have one." Meryn jumped up and wrapped her arms around his neck. When Aiden's arms wrapped around her, she began to kiss his face. "Thank you!" Meryn wiggled and until he put her back down. "Where are they? Are they here? Do we have to order?" Meryn looked around the shop. "Go around the far side of the counter, I have some of
the more popular ones on display. I recommend a one button, super automatic. They are easy to use and can give you anything from an espresso shot to cappuccinos." Sydney advised. "Of course we can also set you up on an espresso bean delivery schedule as well." Justice added. Aiden sighed. "Go ahead. I knew that this would be expensive, but
she's worth it." Meryn felt tears fill her eyes. No one had ever done anything like this for her in her entire life. Unable to help herself, she let the tears fall. Instantly Aiden was at her side. "Hey, this was supposed to make you happy, not sad." He wiped away her tears with his callused fingers. "No one has ever done anything so nice for me before.
Thank you." Meryn whispered and buried her face in his chest. "Get used to it. I have a feeling I'm going to enjoy spoiling you." Aiden rubbed his cheek along the top of her head. She suddenly felt more at ease knowing he was trying to mark her. "You two are so beautiful!" Sydney sniffled behind the counter. "He's pretty amazing right?" Meryn asked,
stepping away from Aiden wiping her eyes on her shirt. "You both are. Now. Which machine do you think you would want?" Sydney wiped his eyes on his towel and walked her over to the shelves. "I like that one." Meryn pointed to the silver one that boasted ease of use, not only in making drinks but also in the maintenance of the machine. "Great
choice. To set you up on a reoccurring bean order, I need to know how many shots you'll go through. How many drinks do you think you'll have?" "In a day?" "Sure." Sydney pulled out a clipboard from beside the register. "Um. Two to wake up. One for mid morning, one after lunch. One afternoon pick me up and one after dinner. So six." Meryn held
up her fingers. Sydney stared. "Do humans process caffeine different than shifters?" Sydney asked. Justice cleared his throat and responded. "Caffeine affects them more." They all stared at her. "What?" They continued to stare. "I need it to live!" She stamped her foot. "She's scary in the morning." Aiden shuddered. Both Justice and Sydney looked at
her in renewed horror. Evidently, anything that is bad enough to scare a Unit Commander was pretty bad. "I'll set up that delivery order immediately. In fact, take some beans from stock for the next few days." Sydney went behind the counter and pulled out a bag of beans. "I'll get the machine." Justice disappeared heading to the back. "Girl, kudos to
you. I can't wait to see how those hoity toity society puppets will react to you." Sydney snickered. "Don't remind me. She's been invited to participate in mother's sewing circle tomorrow." Aiden groaned. "The Daughters Lycaonia Sewing Circle? Seriously? Is that wise?" Sydney eyed Meryn. "Probably not, but my mother wants to show her off." "She's
met Meryn right?" Sydney asked. Aiden nodded. "I'm right here guys!" Meryn whacked Aiden, "I said I would be good and I will." Meryn's sour mood evaporated when Justice walked back from the stock room with a brand new espresso machine. "Okay girlfriend, here's the beans, a few bottles of syrup, a recipe list and my phone number. Call me later
and I'll give you the scoop on all the proper ladies you'll meet tomorrow." Sydney handed her a pretty paper shopping bag filled with coffee supplies. Page 19 "Thank you Sydney, I feel like I am going into battle tomorrow with no ammo." Meryn admitted. "Trust me darlin', I can give you lots and lots of ammo." He winked. "Wonderful. I don't know if
introducing the two of you was smart or not." Aiden took the heavy shopping bag from Meryn and easily held it along with her new machine. "Definitely not a good idea, but I have a feeling it will be entertaining." Justice smiled. "True. Okay Menace, let's go." Aiden steered her to the door. Meryn waved and laughed at Sydney who was holding his
pinky and thumb up to his face in the universal 'Call Me' sign. She nodded. Aiden took her all around the city showing her his favorite hangout places and restaurants. She laughed at the child like delight he displayed when they were at the bakery. She giggled when he ordered bear claws and he laughed with her. Then he amazed her by eating almost
a dozen. "You don't get to judge. You drink insane amounts of coffee and I love sweets." Aiden poked a finger in her side causing her to squeal. "Bear claws for your bear claws. Grrrrr." Meryn held up her curled fingers in a mock growl. Aiden threw his head back and laughed openly. When his smiling face turned to her, she couldn't help it. She stood
up from her chair and captured his lips. She saw his stunned expression before she closed her eyes as he took over. His hand cupped the back of her head and she felt his agile tongue trace the roof of her mouth. Her legs were shaking when they broke apart. "You taste like lemons." He took a deep breath and shifted in his seat uncomfortably. He
winced as he adjusted his pants. Dazed, she nodded and sat back down. Damn that man. His kisses made her stupid. "Good work there Commander." A male voice congratulated. "Thanks Darren. How's your mate?" Aiden stood and greeted the bakery owner who had approached their table. "She's fine. She'll kill me for saying anything, but I'm dying
to share. She's expecting." Meryn thought the man would burst out of his apron with pride. Aiden's face lit up and he thrust his hand forward. The baker gripped Aiden's hand and shook it vigorously. "She's hoping for a girl. I don't care as long as it's healthy. A boy or girl can always help out around here." Darren beamed. "Darren, this is my mate
Meryn. Meryn this is Darren Williams. He was third in command to the Gamma Unit a couple years ago. He retired to take over the family bakery here in the city. I think we are all thankful for that. His sweets are to die for." Aiden introduced the man. Meryn stood and found herself swept up in a hug. Darren released her and she moved closer to
Aiden. "Commander I'm so glad the spell worked. I know from personal experience that you men need mates. I remember how bad some nights can get after a mission." Darren shuddered. "It's been interesting so far." Aiden squeezed her hand. "At first I was scared since I didn't even know any of this existed, but now ..." She looked up at Aiden. "I
can't remember what my life was like before Aiden." She said shyly. "We need to go." Aiden said abruptly. He picked up her espresso machine and shopping bag and pulled her from the store without even saying goodbye. "Have fun Commander!" Darren yelled as the door shut behind them. "Rude!" Meryn snapped as Aiden, who with her espresso
machine tucked under one arm, dragged her through the crowd back to the parking garage. "Aiden?" Meryn was confused. Had she said something wrong? "Shush. Don't say anything else, my control is hanging by a thread." Aiden said darting between people. When they got to the car he popped the trunk and dropped her machine and bag inside. He
opened the car door, got her seated and practically ran back to the driver's side. "If I said something I shouldn't have, just tell me." Meryn protested. "Not another word." Meryn fumed beside him. She hated being treated like a child. She gazed out of the window and the trees flew by. Before she realized it, they were back at the house. He parked
right in front of the door. Not wanting to piss him off even further she waited for him to open the door. He jerked it open, grabbed her hand and pulled her out. He surprised her when he headed to the back instead of going to the front door. They walked past the manicured flower beds and Koi ponds. She didn't have time to admire the gazebo or rose
covered trellis. He kept marching until they hit the woods and still he walked. She could tell they were on an established path, but it was one created after years of being walked instead of man made with stone or brick. He didn't stop until the trees cleared to reveal a small mountain brook. When she looked around, she felt like the city and the house
were worlds away. This place felt so isolated and peaceful. Finally Aiden dropped her hand and went to stand by the brook looking down at the water. "Aiden, whatever I did, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to embarrass you." Meryn hung her head. "Is that what you think?" Aiden spun and closed the distance between them in two steps. "I dragged you out of
there before you said anything else that would have me claiming you on the tables of Darren's bakery for all of Lycaonia to see. Do you have any idea what your words did to me?" He demanded seconds before his lips descended on hers. One second, she was apologizing, the next she had forgotten what planet she was on. The more he suckled and
traced her lips the hotter her core became. Each pull felt like his lips were wrapped around her clit shooting sparks of pleasure through her body. All from a kiss. She felt liquid pooling between her legs and she wanted him more than she wanted anything else in her whole life. Page 20 She pulled away, breathing hard. "Please." She whispered. He
leaned forward and nipped at the tender skin behind her ear. "Please, what?" His voice had deepened to a low growl and sent shivers down her spine. "P-p-p-lease." She stuttered. He had been right earlier. She wasn't sexy. She had no idea how to ask him for what she needed. When he looked down his face softened. "It's okay, my sweet Meryn. I
know. I know what you need. I'm your mate, I'll always provide for you. I'll always give you what you desire." Aiden spun her so that her back was flush against his body. Reaching around to the front of her he unsnapped her jeans and pulled them down to mid thigh with a harsh jerk. She gasped as the cold autumn air hit her heated flesh. Seconds
later his large, callused hand was caressing her. Gentle fingertips traced her mound and the crease between her sex and her legs. He dipped between her dripping folds and teased her opening. Without conscious thought, she thrust her hips upward wanting more than he was providing. "Shush. Trust me." He whispered and bit down gently on her
shoulder as his fingers found the tiny nub that had been begging for attention. She cried out and bucked again. His fingers danced and her body drew tighter and tighter. Without warning, her body exploded. She screamed out her release and arched her back. Slowly his fingers stilled. Her knees gave out and she found herself being supported by one
arm. With his other hand Aiden ripped her panties from her body and used them to clean her up. Gently he pulled her jeans back up and tucked the used fabric in his coat pocket. With both hands now free, he swept her up in his arms and carried her to sit in his lap under the large oak tree. Meryn snuggled against his chest. No other man had ever
been able to give her an orgasm before. It was as if he was the only one who could set her body ablaze. When she felt a hard bulge between them, she realized how selfish she had been. She sat back. "What about you? I mean you didn't ..." Meryn pointed at his crotch and he smiled and pulled her head back down to his chest. "I'm fine. This was for
you. Your pleasure, your complete abandon was a gift. Thank you." Meryn frowned in confusion. She got a mind blowing orgasm and he said thank you? "I meant what I said at the café. Life was good before I met you, but it's like every day since I met you it just gets more and more perfect. I feel like I finally have a place where I belong." She looked
up at him and saw emotion in his eyes. "The things you say." He whispered harshly and kissed her again. When they parted, she rested her head on his chest and enjoyed the breeze coming off the water. "I'll enjoy my visits to the house more now that you're here." He sighed contently. She nodded, then realized what he said. "What?" She lifted up to
look at him. "What?" He asked. "What do you mean when you visit?" "I don't live here Meryn, I live at the Alpha Unit estate." "When do I move in with you?" She sat back on her knees. "You don't." His brows knit together. "What do you mean I don't?" "I mean, you will live here with my parents and learn how to run a household and I'll live with the
Alpha Unit and command the men. I'll visit, of course." Meryn would have thought he was being deliberately cruel except for the absolutely confused expression on his face. "Okay, you see, that's not going to work for me. Mated, married, dating, whatever you want to call it. I thought we would live together." She stood and he leaned back against the
tree. "That's not how things work Meryn." His condescending tone was sending her blood pressure into the stratosphere. "With me, that's how it works. You have two choices. Either you move back in with your parents and live with me or I move into the Alpha Unit estate with you. That's it." She put her hands on her hips and scowled down at him.
"Quit acting like a child. We have reasons we do the things we do. I can't lead my men from my parents' estate and you would be a distraction if you moved in with me." Aiden closed his eyes. Meryn's mouth dropped. She fought the urge to kick him in the face, but the small rational part of her brain didn't want to seriously hurt him. So she did what
she always did when she got truly angry. She shut down. She could feel her facial muscles relaxing and her body slumped forward. Without saying a word she walked away. She made it all the way back to the house and to the back door before she heard his startled yell. She hurried through the backdoor and flipped the bolt. She looked up to see a
surprised Ben frozen in place biting into his sandwich. The door behind her shook in its frame as Aiden pounded. "Dammit Meryn, unlock the door this instant!" "Go fuck yourself!" She screeched at the glass window panes. Behind her Ben began to laugh, then slightly choke on his sandwich. When his mouth was clear he gave her a salute. "You tell
him!" He cheered. "Quit egging her on Ben! Meryn open the door now!" Meryn shook her head. "You do know he has a key right?" Ben said nonchalantly. She looked up at him tears streaming down her face. "I don't want to see him right now." He sighed and put his plate down. He grabbed her hand and they ran. They ran up the stairs and through
the halls. Just when she thought they couldn't go any further, he made them run in circles at the end of the hallway. She thought he was out of his mind until he reached up and tapped a tiny panel behind an antique mirror. A small opening appeared and he crouched down low and crawled inside. She followed him and he put the panel back. She was
about to ask him how he knew about this when he placed a hand over her mouth. Barely breathing they heard thundering footsteps in the hallway. In the darkness Meryn waited. Page 21 "God dammit Ben, this isn't funny!" Aiden roared. "Aiden, whatever is the matter?" Meryn heard Adelaide ask. "My stupid baby brother kidnapped my mate!" Aiden's
voice was barely human. "Calm down before I call your father. I'll be in the front drawing room waiting for you with a pot of tea. We'll drink a cup and you can explain why Meryn is upset enough with you to be hiding with Ben." Adelaide said reasonably. "But!" Aiden roared. "You have five seconds to get those canines retracted young man before I do
it for you." Adelaide's voice was still level but had dropped an octave. It dawned on Meryn that of course her voice could change, Adelaide was a shifter too. "Sorry Mother." Aiden said sounding much calmer. "Good. Now come downstairs with me and tell me all about it." Only when the sound of their footsteps disappeared entirely did Ben remove his
hand. He groped in the darkness until he found her hand. He guided her through the small tunnel to a hidden room. It had a single, small, round window that let in the fading afternoon sun. "Man, I haven't heard Mom or Aiden that pissed in a long time. I haven't had to use this hiding place in the past two hundred years." Ben collapsed onto a long
chaise lounge and a cloud of dust enveloped him. Meryn coughed and laughed as she tried to wipe of the dust from his clothes. "Now you tell big brother Ben what Aiden did to make you so sad. Then we can plot a suitable revenge." "You've done that a lot up here haven't you?" She sat next to him on the lounger. "You bet. My brothers were always
bigger than me, but I was usually faster. I discovered this hidey hole when I was a boy. My speed gave me enough time to run around to disperse my scent and duck in here. You can't move right away or they'll hear. I escaped many a beatings this way." "They didn't really beat you, did they?" Meryn even though she was extremely pissed at him,
couldn't imagine Aiden beating a younger brother. "Beat may be a harsh word. Pound maybe? Don't get me wrong, most of the time I totally deserved it, but that's just how brothers are. Now what did Aiden do? Maybe I can help." Ben's concerned brown eyes were her undoing. She was used to shouldering her pain and frustration alone. She wasn't
used to having people worried about her or willing to anger their family members for her. She buried her face in her hands and cried. Ben wrapped an arm around her and held her close. "Hey, nothing can be so bad that you and I can't take care of it. I know people who know people." Ben kissed her hair. "Aiden doesn't want to live with me. Today
was so wonderful, we went shopping and he showed me the city. He was perfect and charming and loving and passionate." "Whoa on the passionate stuff sis, big bro doesn't need to hear that." She smiled timorously. "Then Aiden says that we aren't to live together, that he has to live with his men and I have to learn how to keep house. That's not how I
envisioned being together with someone. I'm anti-social, but even that is too much space for me." She wiped her nose on her sleeve. "Aiden is in a tough spot. He's right. He can't live here. There's too much training and drills with the units for him to commute. Units live together because we can be called up at any time and have to organize and move
out depending on the situation. We already arrive to scenes too late, there's no way Aiden can add twenty to forty minutes to that process for additional travel time and getting up to speed. You can't live there because living with a unit would be like living in a barracks." "I don't want to live away from him. I'd miss his dumb ass." "Sit down with him.
Explain why you were upset. He's not like me. He doesn't understand the delicate workings of the female mind. You will literally have to spell it out for him." "Maybe he doesn't really want me. He's called me a distraction a couple times already." Ben laughed out loud. "Of course you're a distraction, you wouldn't be his mate otherwise. Just your scent
alone is a distraction to him. When you factor in your complete lack of knowledge about societal norms and general wackiness of course he's distracted. If he weren't then you'd have to worry." Meryn looked at Ben as his words sunk in. "He doesn't want me around because he wants me?" She asked and somehow that made sense. "Yup. Now, let's go
downstairs and have some tea. I bet mom broke out the good stash to calm Aiden, it's delicious." Ben wagged his eyebrows at her. "Thank you. Are you ... will you be my friend?" Meryn held her breath. "No." Meryn's heart sunk. "But I will be your brother." Meryn tackled him and they landed on the floor. "I've never had siblings before. Can I use your
hiding spot if I need to escape Aiden again?" "Of course, I live to drive my brothers crazy." Ben stood and helped her to her feet. They walked over to the wall and crouched back down again. "Though I remember this being easier when I was younger." Ben squeezed through the small passage. "Probably because you were smaller." Meryn giggled.
"Probably. One sec." He popped the panel off and helped her out before replacing it. "Come on." He held out his hand and she took it and they walked downstairs. She never had a brother before, but she liked the idea of someone being on her side for a change. Page 22 When they walked into the drawing room Aiden stood, his face full of remorse.
"Come along Benjamin, these two need to talk." Ben's face fell, "But..." "I'll make you your own pot in the kitchen." Adelaide winked at Meryn and pulled Ben out of the room before sliding the door shut behind them. "I'm sorry." Aiden said immediately. "For what?" "For talking down to you. For not realizing why you didn't want to be apart." Meryn
couldn't forgive him just yet. She wanted to know how he felt. "Why don't I want us to be apart?" She asked softly. Aiden's eyes filled with tears, but she watched as he fought to keep them from falling. "Because you care about me." He watched her carefully. "And how do you think I felt when it seemed like you were okay with being away from me?"
"Probably close to how I felt when you let my brother comfort you instead of me." She couldn't take the pain in his eyes anymore. "You are such a big, freaking idiot." She threw her hands up. He watched her cautiously. "But ... you're my big, freaking idiot and I don't want us to be apart." Aiden shoved the ottoman out of the way and pulled her into his
arms. "And you're my tiny menace. I don't want us to be apart either but I'm not sure how we can get this to work." He admitted. She shrugged. "There's no rush, right? We can figure something out." "Yeah, we'll definitely work something out, because you're right. I don't think we should be apart either." "Good. Now, can I have some of this amazing
tea Ben told me about?" Aiden laughed. "Come on, we'll have some fresh in the kitchen." Together they left the drawing room and walked into the kitchen. "I'll share my tea with Meryn but not you since you've already had some." Ben pouted. "Little boys forever, I swear." Adelaide rolled her eyes. "I'll just have a sip, I'm more of a coffee drinker
anyway, unless I'm on my laptop then I prefer Earl Grey, its better on my eyes." Meryn picked up Ben's cup and took a small sip. The tea was sweet, but not a heavy sweet. "This is delicious. He likes his tea sweet like me!" "Actually, there's no sweetener in it, it's naturally sweet." Adelaide explained. "I love it! What is it?" Meryn took another healthy
swig and passed the cup regretfully back to Ben. "It's a hybridization of a rare Chinese Oolong and a fae blend. It's called Honeycup." Adelaide pulled out a small canister. "The boys get it for me every year at Christmas." She smiled at her sons. Meryn turned and gave Aiden puppy dog eyes. "Looks like we have to add Meryn to the list this year."
Meryn danced around happily before she remembered that morning. "Maybe you should save some for your dad." She suggested. "Byron? Why?" Adelaide looked interested. "I may or may not have called the vampire Elder guy a douche bag." Both Ben and Adelaide stared at her. "It was an accident!" Meryn exclaimed. Adelaide stood. "Marius!
Marius!" She called and began to pull ingredients from the cabinets. "My lady! Whatever is the matter?" Marius appeared in the doorway a cleaning cloth in one hand. "Can you reach out to your contact in the city to see if they have any fresh lobster delivered from Maine today? I'm afraid Byron may have had a rough afternoon with the council, and
will need a special dinner." She grimaced. "Of course. How bad?" he asked. Meryn looked anywhere but at Adelaide. "I'm making a Honey Bun cake." Was Adelaide's response. Marius paled. "I'll go myself." Marius removed the apron and darted from the room. "I'm so sorry!" Meryn wailed. "Don't be sweetheart, you haven't said anything we haven't all
thought at one point or another. Plus, you're still so very young and new to our world." Adelaide pulled a dozen eggs from the refrigerator. "She did earn an invitation from Elder Vi'Ailean to visit his prized gardens." Aiden said grinning from ear to ear. Adelaide paused and this time she looked delighted when she turned to Meryn. "High praise indeed.
Only a handful of people have ever been invited to the heart of a fae garden. I can't wait to drop that pretty little bomb on Daphane Bowers. Wonderful job Meryn." She congratulated. "But what about the vampire guy?" "He's only popular with other vampires. It won't hurt your reputation one bit if that story leaks out, it might actually help." Adelaide
giggled. "He is a pompous douche bag though." Adelaide said breaking open eggs. "Mother!" Aiden and Ben sounded shocked. Adelaide ignored them. "Oh, Aiden, you might want to take Meryn to her apartment to fetch her things before dinner. She might like to put on some new underthings." Adelaide turned to the cabinet. "How did you know he
ripped them off? Are paranormal's psychics?" Meryn demanded. Adelaide dropped the large stainless steel bowl she had pulled out of the cabinet. "He did? Oh dear, I only assumed that you would like fresh clothes." Adelaide blushed clear to her hairline. Beside her Aiden groaned and buried his face in his hands. Meryn turned to Ben, who was staring
at them, his eyes wide. "Right. Well, on that note, let's go!" Meryn grabbed Aiden's hand and pulled him out of the kitchen. Page 23 Just as they cleared the doorway, Ben exploded into laughter. "I love having a sister!" She heard him shout. Meryn felt her heart swell. She had a feeling she was going to like having a brother too, if she could stop
embarrassing herself around her new family. CHAPTER FIVE They pulled up to a questionable looking apartment building. When Meryn got out of the car and walked past a drug dealer to check her mail he started having heart palpitations. She lived here? He quickly got out and growled lowly at the man eyeing his mate. The man glanced up startled
and kept moving down the street. The storm door was nothing but a sheet of cracked glass and rusted metal. When he stepped into the foyer, he noticed that the entryway light bulb had been removed. How convenient for a mugger. He was grateful that he wasn't able to see the state of the floor, but was concerned about the security risk the dim
foyer presented. He followed her up a set of dark stairs, careful not to touch the railing. Meryn fished out her keys and went to unlock her door. The second her hand touched the knob the door moved, swinging inward slightly. She jumped back as if she had been electrocuted. Her eyes were huge when she turned to him. Pushing her behind him, he
violently kicked open the door making it crash loudly into the wall. Meryn thumped his back. "Shush, they may hear you." She whispered. "Baby, if they're robbing the place, I want them to hear me so they leave." He explained. "Oh. Good idea." She nodded. "Stay here." "Yeah, fuck that. I'm sticking to you like glue. I've seen this horror movie, the
person waiting in the hallway dies." Meryn shook her head. Aiden turned to stare at her. "Later we're going to talk about your movie choices." He edged through the open doorway and looked around the room. "How many rooms?" He asked. "Main room, kitchen and bedroom with attached bath. That's it." Meryn grabbed his belt and he felt her small
hand at his back. He walked into the main room, there were no closets for anyone to be hiding in. He popped his head into the tiny, galley style kitchen. It was empty. "Baby, stay here while I check the bedroom, okay?" She nodded. She closed the apartment door and her eyes darted around the room. He could tell she was trying to see if anything had
been taken. When he opened the bedroom door, he was immediately overwhelmed with the scent of another male. Someone had marked this room with urine and seed as his territory. Feeling sick, he pulled back the covers of the bed to find that the mattress had been slashed and semen decorated the pillows. His bear rose to the surface roaring. He
barely managed to keep from shifting. Breathing through his mouth to stay calm he checked the bathroom and the closet. Both were also marked and empty. "What's taking so long?" Meryn asked about to walk in. "Stay out!" He barked. She looked at him with a hurt expression, but then noticed his barely contained rage. She stared past him, her eyes
noticing every small detail. "Is that ... is that semen?" She asked. He didn't answer, he didn't have to. "I'm going to be sick." Meryn bolted down the hallway and he was right on her heels. She leaned over the kitchen sink and lost her latte. He rubbed her back. She rinsed her mouth out with tap water then stumbled to the fridge. She threw the door
open and grabbed a container of orange juice. She swished the juice around her mouth before spitting that out in the sink. She took another drink and swallowed. Her hands were shaking when she put the juice back. Aiden reached for his phone. "What's up?" Colton asked. "Have the Beta Unit fill in for you guys and bring Alpha to Meryn's apartment.
I want the guys here five minutes ago." Aiden growled into the phone. "Are you injured?" Colton demanded, in the background Aiden could hear Gavriel barking orders. "I'm fine, so is Meryn. We're at the old apartment building on ninth street, apartment 3B. Just get here quick." "On our way." Colton hung up. "What if you hadn't found me yesterday
and kidnapped me? What if I had come home to find this guy waiting for me?" Her body looked like it was trying to shake itself apart. Aiden scooped her up and sat down on the couch with her in his lap. He cuddled her close and kissed her hair. "You were meant to be with me. It's why Fate had you climb that fence. He will never come near you, I
promise you Meryn. This guy is a walking dead man." He didn't have the heart to tell her that the semen was fresh. They had missed this creep by minutes. "Let's get you packed up. The guys will be here soon." He stood and placed her on her feet. "How will I know what he touched? I don't want anything he ... touched." She made a face. "I'll bring
anything that carries just your scent out here for you to pack up. When that is done, you can walk through the bedroom to see if the things left are things you're willing to part with. If you want to keep those items, I will clean them for you." He lifted her chin and kissed her softly. "How's that?" He asked gently. Her eyes filled. "You're amazing. I might
be sorry I hit you with your toilet after all." Though her eyes were filled with tears she grinned. "You're never going to let that go are you?" "Nope." "My little warrior." He ruffled her hair. "I'm going to get started, let the guys in or they'll break down the door when they get here. Page 24 **** Aiden had most of her things out in the family room for
her to pack before the guys got there. When she walked through the bedroom to see what had been 'contaminated' he noticed that her bottom lip trembled, but she took a deep breath and went over everything. He was so proud of her. In the end everything left over were things she could part with. Aiden was furious to see that nearly all of her
underthings, lingerie, and nightgowns made up the pile on the bed. He would get her brand new things and make sure she had fun picking them out. Gavriel hissed when he walked through the bedroom door. "We need to find this guy, he needs to die." Aiden clenched and unclenched his fists. "It will be done brother. We won't let a threat to your
mate exist." Gavriel laid a hand on his shoulder. Aiden was grateful for the unit's support, he knew, had they not been able to get there when they did, he may have lost control and went after this guy alone. But knowing that his brothers were on their way helped him keep his bear under wraps until they arrived. "Aiden, can you smell it?" Gavriel took
another deep breath. "The fact that this asshole jerked off all over the place, yeah, I smell that." "Then you missed the fact that it's a shifter." Gavriel took a step closer to the bed. "It's faint, so faint." He surprised Aiden by walking over to the closet and pulling out a hanger before returning to the bed. Using the plastic hanger he shifted the bras and
panties around. "Found it." Gavriel lifted up a bra with the hanger. Aiden shook his head, whatever it was, even being a shifter he couldn't smell it. Gavriel laid the bra on the comforter and used the hanger to point to the bra clasp. "Someone forgot about small metal hooks when they were using this to jerk off. There are faint traces of blood around
each hook." Aiden stepped closer and looked again. He could see smudges of red, but he would have missed it since the bra was a floral print. "Good work. Bag it up and take it with us." They walked out of her bedroom to the family room. Aiden snarled when he saw Darian packing the few pairs of panties that the psycho had missed into a small
suitcase. Meryn laughed and walked over to him. She patted him on the chest and he quieted down. "You're so cute." She smiled up at him. Aiden was glad to see that the traces of fear were gone. He frowned down at her. "I am not cute. I am a ferocious killing machine. Paranormals everywhere tremble before me." "My teddy bear." She pulled on his
shirt until he was bent down enough to reach her lips and kissed him. He looked over to see Colton about to say something. "Not a motherfucking word." He warned. "Yes, Commander." Colton gave a salute, but his eyes danced with suppressed mirth. Aiden sighed. It was going to be a long day. ***** While they finished packing Aiden called his
mother and let her know what had happened. She promised to make dinner extra special for both Byron and Meryn. "What's next Commander?" Colton asked. "Call Lorcan, tell him I'm pulling Alpha out of rotation. Until we catch this fucker you guys are assigned guard duty at my parents' house. I'm not letting Meryn out of my sight." Meryn tried to
hide her sigh of relief. It wasn't that she didn't think she'd be safe with Adelaide and Byron, she just felt better knowing that Aiden would be there too. "Roger that, be right back." Colton was pulling out his cell phone as he walked out the door. Aiden turned to Meryn. "Everything packed?" "Yup, Darian and Keelan took the last of the boxes down and
Gavriel volunteered to speak to my landlord about my lease." Aiden smirked. "I bet he did. Come on, let's go make sure the guys aren't causing trouble." Meryn didn't wait for him to take her hand, she latched on to his arm instead. She wasn't sorry to see the last of the apartment. She knew it wasn't in a good part of town but it was the only place that
didn't have a waiting list. When they passed the rental office Meryn peeked inside and saw that Gavriel had the slimy-looking landlord up against the wall. "And you will replace the front door and make sure that the foyer is well lit, won't you?" Gavriel's tone was pleasant but the man in front of him was sweating bullets. Keelan watched, amused.
Every time the landlord looked in his direction Keelan would wave his hand and the trio of rats at his feet would hiss at the slumlord. "Enough fun guys, time to move out." Aiden barked. Gavriel and Keelan turned in unison and joined them. Outside Colton and Darian had two men pinned against their SUV. Aiden sighed. "I swear I can't take them
anywhere." "When we got here they had taken the tires off your car Aiden, I think Darian and Colton were just making sure that everything was good to go." Keelan said. Aiden's dark gaze turned to the two men. He stalked over and stood behind Colton. "See, you didn't move quickly enough, our boss here has noticed what you've done. We tried to
warn you buddy." Colton spread his hands as if giving up. "No, please! We're sorry! We put them back! We put them back!" The larger of the two men babbled. "Run." Aiden's harsh tone made both men flinch. They stared at him in terror. "I said run! If you look back, I'll be the one right behind you!" Aiden growled. Both men screamed and took off.
Page 25 Meryn walked over to stand beside the men. "You're all little boys. Every single one of you." She nudged the back of Aiden's knee with her foot laughing when his leg collapsed causing him to wobble. "Those men deserved worse. Maybe they'll think twice before doing such wicked things again." Gavriel's tone was cordial. "Move out!" Aiden
barked and the men moved to their car. Aiden held the door open for her and she got in. Two days. Her life had been completely changed in just two short days. She shook her head and tried not to think about it. She was having more fun now than she had in years. She glanced over at Aiden. She had never been in love before, but so far it was a
wonderful feeling. Growing up, she and learned to rely on herself. Having people take care of her was something new. Grudgingly, she was being forced to open her tiny bubble and let others in. That was more terrifying than falling in love. "Whatever it is, quit thinking about it so hard. What will happen, will happen." Aiden's voice startled her out of
her anxiety spiral. "What if I'm scared about what will happen?" She whispered. "Tell me what scares you and I'll kill it." Aiden shrugged. Meryn shook her head; of course the arrogant bastard wouldn't dream that she was scared about her future with him. "Why are you so confident about us? Do mates ever get divorced?" She watched his face
carefully. She was beginning to like his frowny face. If that wasn't love, what was? "No. Once we find our destined mates, we are with them for life." "How do you know that we're destined mates? Maybe you just like my perfume." Meryn didn't know why she was fighting this so hard. Given what she had been told about paranormals she knew Aiden
was her mate. But, it was difficult to believe that he blindly accepted her because of Fate and not because he desired her. "You don't wear perfume." Aiden's simple reply made her want to beat her head against the dash. She turned and stared out the window, silent. After a few minutes she watched as the car Colton was driving turned to head
towards Aiden's parent's house. Their car veered off to the right. Aiden pulled over to the side of the road. The tree branches overhead extended out over the road creating a fall-colored canopy in reds, oranges and yellows. "Why did you stop here?" "You don't wear perfume." Aiden repeated. She went to turn away, but his hand cupped the back of her
head so that she had to look at him. "You don't wear perfume so what I smell is the very essence of you. Every slight nuance, every chemical change your body makes, I can smell it. Every time you're angry, every time you're sad, every time you're aroused, there is a distinct smell. Today I smelled your fear, true terror for the first time, and I nearly
lost control. I know you're my mate because even though your scent is a physical manifestation it's a true reflection of your soul and that bright soul belongs to me." His blue eyes seemed to radiate their own inner light. It was as if she could truly see into the depths of his being and what she saw brought tears to her eyes. Deep in his heart, she saw
herself. "I'm weird and awkward! I don't like most people and I don't have one of those social mouth filters!" Meryn exclaimed wiping her eyes. Aiden's smile was kind. "I know." "I eat junk food and I don't know how, but I always find a way to get into trouble." Meryn sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. Aiden's mouth twitched. "I know." "I can be
violent, short tempered and vindictive and I don't know the first thing about being a lady." Meryn looked into his face saddened that she might not live up to expectations. He nodded. "I know. I know all of that already Meryn. You scaled a fence to trespass on private property because you were curious. You accused me of wanting to wear your skin
and you knocked me unconscious with the back of my toilet. You called one of the oldest and most revered members of our society a douche bag and threatened to castrate my best friend. That was roughly in the first twenty four hours I've known you." Meryn closed her eyes and dropped her head. Warm fingers under her chin guided her to look back
up at him. "Do you know what I thought about all of that?" Aiden asked softly. She shook her head, afraid to answer. "I thought: 'this woman is completely unhinged. I don't know what the hell she's going to say or do next'." He paused. Meryn let her tears fall. She knew that there was no way he would want her! She twisted her face trying to escape
his hand, but he refused to let go. Seconds later his lips were on hers. He nipped her lower lip until she opened her mouth. Then he began his assault. His tongue was relentless, twining and dominating hers. When he pulled away, she whimpered at the loss. "I also thought: 'this woman is the most beautiful, brilliant and captivating person I have ever
met. She will keep me on my toes for the rest of our lives'." Aiden's lips returned this time to kiss her gently. When she looked up at him there was no doubt left in her heart. She was meant to be his, for the rest of her life. "I will drive you out of your mind." She smiled through her tears. Aiden used his thumbs to wipe her cheeks. "Gods I hope so!"
With a final quick kiss, he started the car and drove them back to her new home. ***** "I'm sorry someone broke into your place Meryn, but can't help but appreciate the consequences. We get to crash here and eat Marius's food!" Colton shoveled in another huge lobster tail in his mouth. Page 26 After returning to the house Aiden had called the
other unit leader Lorcan and arranged for him to interview the parents of the missing couples. He was serious about staying at her side. "I can't imagine what a trying day it has been for you my dear." Byron reached across the table and patted her hand. "It wasn't so bad. I'm more sorry about any trouble I may have caused with that vampire Elder."
Meryn grimaced at the memory. Gavriel's head turned in her direction. "What is this about Elder Evreux?" He raised an eyebrow. Meryn felt her cheeks flush. Ben chortled at his mother's side. Now all of the men were looking at her including Aiden's two older brothers who happened to be home for dinner. "It seems Meryn still has to learn that
paranormals have exceptional hearing. She was trying to whisper something to Aiden and of course everyone in the room heard." Byron's face was stern. "What'd she say?" Colton was on the edge of his seat. "She asked if all vampires were douche bags, because Gavriel wasn't." Byron's cool composure collapsed and he began to laugh. He laughed so
hard he had tears streaming down his cheeks. The men around the table seemed to be in shock. Meryn couldn't tell if it was from her social gaffe or Byron's reaction to it. "She called Elder Evreux a douche bag?" Gavriel whispered. Shoot me now! Meryn wanted to sink through the floor. Around the table male laughter boomed. First Colton, then
Darian, then Keelan followed by Aiden's brothers. The one that shocked her the most was Gavriel's silent laughter. He simply covered his face with his hand and shook. She watched him closely. "Is he breathing?" She asked Aiden concerned. Aiden looked at his second in command and then raised a hand and slapped him on the back. Gavriel inhaled
deeply and a contagious chuckle emerged, this of course set off the entire table again. "I don't see how that's funny. I was so embarrassed." Meryn frowned down at her lobster tail, determined to crack her own instead of having Aiden do hers again. "We're not laughing at you dear, it's just that so many of us have wanted to call him that and worse
over the decades, it feels good to finally see it happen." Byron kissed her cheek. "And it was my daughter who put that ass in his place. What an amazing day!" Byron easily snapped another lobster shell, handed Meryn the meat and wordlessly took the one she had been struggling with. Accepting that she was officially the weakest person, no matter
where she went she decided to just enjoy the lobster. "My mate is brutal in her honesty." Aiden winked down at her. "Only because I know my mate will keep me safe." She said back to him flippantly. The laughter and chatter around the table quieted. Meryn glanced around to see what had happened. Aiden was staring down at her in wonder. "What?"
She frowned up at him. "Say it again." "Say what?" "What you just said." Aiden's smile couldn't be wider. "Because my mate will keep me safe?" Meryn looked up at him confused. Aiden let out a loud shout before he stood and scooped her up in his arms. Laughing, he swung her around in the air. "Oh, that's just beautiful." Adelaide sniffed and dabbed
her eyes with her napkin. "Aiden I'm gonna puke on you." Meryn's head was spinning. He immediately stopped and sat down this time with her in his lap. She swayed, trying to get the room to stop spinning as he nuzzled the back of her neck. "What in the hell has gotten into you?" She demanded. "It's the first time you've called me your mate." He
beamed at his parents. "Oh. I kinda accepted that I'm stuck with you." Meryn picked up a breadstick to munch on until her stomach calmed down. "Because I'm your destined mate?" Aiden teased. "No, because I love you and I am horribly possessive. I'm never letting you go. So even if Fate made a mistake she can kiss my ass." Meryn waved her
breadstick around like a sword. Aiden stood, picking her up in his arms. "Mother, Father, if you'll excuse us." "Of course son." Byron sounded choked up. All of the men at the table were grinning like idiots. "I'm still hungry!" Meryn squirmed. Aiden ignored her and sprinted from the room, heading upstairs. Once in his room, he set her down and
closed the door. "You must say these things on purpose." He stalked forward. She backed up. "What do you mean?" "You must know what they do to me." She backed up until the back of her legs hit the bed. "Aiden ..." He went to kiss her and she pushed him away. "We can't yet." Meryn felt lightheaded all the blood in her body was boiling in her
cheeks. He froze. "What do you mean we can't? We're mated. You just claimed me as your mate in front of my entire family. Give me one good reason why we can't!" He bellowed. "Because I started my cycle this evening." She blurted out the words and sat down on the bed. When he didn't respond, she looked up. He blinked. Then blinked again.
"What does that mean?" "What do you mean, what does that mean?" "It means I have no idea what you're saying. Again!" Aiden threw his arms up in the air. Meryn thought about it. He had been raised by a warrior father and had three brothers. When he left the house he moved in with other men in a military type barracks. She didn't really see
Adelaide as the type of woman who would explain these things to her sons, those things were probably never discussed back then. It hit her like a ton of bricks, he really had no clue what she was talking about.
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