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      It wasn’t the sirens that woke me up. Or Dastien jumping out of bed. Or the sound of the fight just outside our cabin door.

      I was awake before any of that happened because of the smell.

      Blood.

      The scent had me frozen in bed. Unable to move. Unable to fight. Unable to even reach out and wake up my mate—the one person on this Earth I knew would fight with and for me. I wanted to ignore it, at least for a minute. And so I did.

      I turned my head just a little to see him calm and peaceful in his deep, dreamless sleep. He’d cut his hair short, but I could still see a hint of the dark, loose curls that would come if he let it grow again. He slept on his back with his right arm raised over his head. He’d kicked off the covers enough for me to see his muscles, and I knew I was being stupid. If I was scared, all I had to do was reach out. But I couldn’t.

      It wasn’t that I was afraid of what the scent of blood might mean, but I was tired. No. Tired wasn’t an accurate word. Not anymore. I was fucking exhausted. I thought I knew what that word meant, but now, I felt it in every ache of my bones and ounce of my soul.

      I’d faced down demons and lived. Worse than that, I’d faced down Satan’s second in command and came out kicking, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep fighting and winning. I wasn’t meant for a life like this—a sea of endless battles and fights and bloodshed. If this kept happening, at some point I’d fight and I’d lose and I’d die.

      After we sealed the realm and sent Astaroth and his demons back to Hell, I thought everything would be quiet. That we’d have some time to relax and recover. For about three or four days, it was exactly that—quiet, peaceful, relaxing.

      And then a demon stumbled onto campus, ripping into the Cazadores on evening patrol. Three died that night before I got there.

      The next night, we were ready and waiting when more showed up.

      And then some asshole fey started tearing into innocent human homes in the area. That took us a week to find and kill. The fey had been upset about us killing their precious, baby-eating monster. Which opened a whole political can of worms that we were still trying to agree on. Would the fey attack us? Would there be war? I wasn’t totally sure, but it seemed like it might be a yes to both questions.

      But the whole time we were fighting the fey’s baby-eater, more demons were showing up, too.

      And they hadn’t stopped coming.

      It’d been over seven months since the thirteen of us did the spell to seal our realm.

      Seven long, excruciating months of unending fighting. And I was one fight away from breaking.

      I’d been hiding my burnout from Dastien because I wasn’t sure that his knowing would do anything but cause him stress and guilt, and he already carried enough of both without adding to it. With how much he was in my head, it was probably pointless to even try hiding my exhaustion, but either I’d buried my feelings deep enough, or he was giving me the benefit of not talking about it, which was good. Because talking about it wouldn’t solve anything.

      There was nothing we could do but keep going. Keep fighting. Keep hoping that tomorrow would be different.

      And then the sirens wailed through the walls of our one-room cabin, and the brief moment I had before the next fight was gone.

      Dastien woke instantly. A second later, he was opening the door, yelling at me to hurry, shifting, and disappearing into the fight.

      The wail stopped and started again. But this wasn’t the new alarm they made for demons—three short wails and one long. Nope. This was the other one. The one I’d heard in my first weeks of being at St. Ailbe’s.

      I had a second to thank God for it not being demons tonight before I realized it wasn’t just blood I was smelling. It was old blood.

      Old, rank blood and rotted flesh.

      Goddammit. There was no hiding from this.

      One more. I could fight one more time.

      I threw myself from the bed and hit the ground running.

      Rotted flesh and old blood meant one thing. Vampires.

      I ran to my closet, hoping I still had it. The search cost me precious seconds, but as soon as I had my backpack in hand, I ran after Dastien. I was exhausted, but he wasn’t facing a fight without me.

      Dastien’s cabin was in the woods behind St. Ailbe’s Academy—a not-so-secret-anymore, currently defunct boarding school for werewolves. Trees surrounded his cabin with only a small trail leading to the main campus, but vampires were gliding through the trees as if they were floating above the ground. They didn’t make a sound as they moved.

      Goddammit. I paused in the doorway for a second counting. I gave up at twenty. The moon was new, but my hint of wolf gave me enough sight to see through the trees. More were coming.

      I wanted to be glad that it wasn’t demons or fey, but I couldn’t exactly be happy that we were now adding vampires into our nightly fun.

      I grabbed vials from the backpack as I stepped outside and jumped down the three steps to the ground. Dastien was fighting in wolf form. So was Mr. Dawson, and four other wolves—Cazadores that stayed on campus to help us.

      One of the Cazadores yelped as a vampire grabbed his muzzle and bit him.

      Damn it. I was moving too slow.

      I threw a vial at the vampire holding the were. “In the name of Jesus Christ, I purify you!” The vial exploded, turning the vampire to dust, and the whimpering werewolf hit the ground hard.

      He was alive. We’d help him later.

      I tossed another vial toward the largest group of vampires and repeated the words to activate the spell.

      Three vampires turned to embers and then dust, and then the rest of them broke apart.

      Double damn. I hadn’t used this backpack in a seriously long time. I didn’t have a ton of vials in it. There was too much room for them to do their fast glide into the woods. Too much space. If it was one vial per vampire, I was going to run out.

      I threw another vial and winced when I hit only one.

      Shit. I reached for another vial, but suddenly wolf-Mr. Dawson was there.

      He shifted for an instant, punched through another vampire’s chest, and ripped out its black heart. He threw it on the ground, then shifted to wolf again and leaped at another vampire’s throat—thick black blood spewed as the vampire fell to the ground.

      I gripped the vial in my hand, searching for a cluster of vampires to throw it at, but—

      Twigs snapped behind me.

      I spun with a vial ready to throw but stopped myself just in time. Lucas—in human form—was running toward us with Claudia on his back. It’d taken a few weeks for the magic that linked us all together to settle down. Now, I didn’t hear their heartbeats anymore, but when we were together—our magic was stronger. We were stronger.

      Even if I’d wasted my exploding spell, it wouldn’t have hurt Lucas. If fire exploded around him, I was sure the Peruvian’s Alpha could heal something like that in seconds, especially now. But my cousin Claudia was a witch. She’d heal nearly human slow. The magic had made her stronger, but not like other supernaturals.

      Lucas set her down carefully, and then pulled off his clothes and shifted to his wolf form, racing into the fight.

      “Claudia!” I tossed her a vial, which completely went through her hands and hit the ground.

      If we weren’t surrounded by vampires, I would’ve laughed. She dropped down to get it and then waved me away. “Go! I’ll take this one, but you keep the rest. I’ve got other magic!”

      Good enough.

      I ran around the edge of the fight to get closer to Dastien. He was fighting a vampire, and another one was coming at his back.

      Not today, asshole.

      The vampire’s arms were reaching for his throat. It’s long, white nails glinted in the moonlight. I threw the vial at it. “In the name of Jesus Christ, I purify you!”

      Fire burst across the vampire’s back, igniting it just before it reached Dastien.

      I heard Claudia’s words echo mine a second later, and then another explosion.

      A few vampires were on the ground from the wolves’ attack, but not dead—or at least not all the way dead. Only fire did that.

      The fight was moving toward campus, and I wanted it to end now.

      “You burn the ones on the ground,” I yelled across the fight to Claudia. “I’m wading in.”

      I’d been bitten once, and it was enough to give me a healthy fear of vampires. But not enough to keep me from fighting. I’d faced down a cave of hundreds. Twenty-something may as well have been nothing. At least that’s what I was telling myself.

      I used that to push me. I ripped into their chests, just like Mr. Dawson had. Black blood coated my arms, and I kept moving. Throwing vials when I could, ignoring their red gaze, and using my hands when I needed.

      When the vials were gone, I dropped the backpack, but two more vampires later and I was left searching the woods for more.

      It was done. Over. No more vampires to kill.

      I let out a long sigh.

      Dastien and I trained so much these days that this fight didn’t even count as a workout, but the adrenaline still had my heart pumping. My hands shook as I wiped black blood off them on my leggings.

      I wasn’t sure how long we’d been out here. It seemed like forever and yet only a few seconds. One more win. One more night done.

      Damn it. I just jinxed myself. Stupid, Tessa. Amateur move.

      Two Cazador wolves broke off to search the woods. Wolf-Mr. Dawson looked at me for a second before howling and following them. One shifted and grabbed the fallen wolf, running toward campus.

      “Do you need help?” I didn’t see how many bites the wolf had gotten, but he hadn’t been moving.

      “Nah!” he yelled without pausing. “I got him. It’s not bad.”

      Okay. If he said so, I had to believe him.

      I searched around the woods, looking for anything else needing killing.

      Claudia stood with Lucas in wolf form. She said a few words and a flash lit the night. The fire burned bright and hot, ensuring that the vampire wouldn’t rise again.

      “How many more?” I asked her.

      “Just one over there.” She pointed off to the right. “I tried to keep up with the kills.”

      “You’re awesome.”

      She gave me a small smile, and I knew if there were a little more light in the woods, I would’ve seen her cheeks pink a bit. Claudia was garbage at accepting compliments. “No big deal.”

      “Sure. Burning vampires with a spell isn’t a big deal.” I rolled my eyes even though her human eyes couldn’t see it. “You gotta show me that trick. Would be better than ripping out the hearts.” I looked at my arms. “Gross.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      I looked down. Dastien was still in wolf form, panting at my feet as he recovered from the fight. I didn’t feel any pain coming through our bond, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding it from me.

      I squatted down beside him. “Any bites?” I started to reach for him to check, but he darted away from me. “Right. Gross hands.” And now that the fight was done, I could do something about that.

      I dashed into the cabin to rinse off my arms, and then decided I needed to do a better job of it. I turned the knob on the shower and shed my clothes. I did a quick-thirty-second rinse-off and jumped out. Dastien was in the bathroom and traded spots with me. I searched him, still worried that he might’ve been bitten. Maybe—

      I’m fine. I’m not the one that hides vampire bites, but keep looking if you want. His voice came through the bond. Michael is going to come back once the coast is clear, but Claudia said she had something to talk about.

      Now?

      Unfortunately. She said she needed you for something, and since we were awake…

      Right. It was going to take at least an hour for the adrenaline rush to fade enough so that I could sleep. I guessed Claudia was right. I might as well make good use of the time, except I’d been really looking forward to watching some crappy TV and eating equally crappy food.

      I could still do that. Just later.

      I left Dastien to finish his shower and grabbed a fresh pair of leggings and a T-shirt. I was pulling on my shoes when he came out of the shower to get dressed.

      Did Claudia say what she wanted? I asked Dastien.

      No, and I know you’re exhausted, but it’s better to deal with whatever it is that she wants. She wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent.

      I laughed. I was just thinking that I was doing a good job of hiding how tired I am.

      He turned to me with his shirt in his hand and raised one eyebrow. It was a look that said Really? Did you really think that? He didn’t say the words or even use the bond to think them at me. But I could hear them anyway.

      “Yeah. I really thought that,” I said aloud.

      I plopped onto our unmade bed while I waited for him to finish dressing. A year ago, I didn’t even know that werewolves existed. I thought I was just a weirdo who had visions. When I touched something, I could see everywhere that thing had been. When I touched a person, I could feel whatever they were feeling, see whatever was bothering them, and sometimes things got interesting.

      I’d always assumed I was a freak. It wasn’t until I moved to Texas eleven months ago, and Dastien accidentally bit me that I knew that there were more supernaturals out there than I could’ve ever imagined. I was apparently born a witch, and was now also a werewolf. And now, I’d dismantled the whole political structure of the supernatural world.

      My family’s coven in Texas had turned evil, and aside from a few exceptions, everyone from the coven was dead. Some charred ruins were all that was left of the abandoned compound.

      Although some of the fey had fled to live with Chris and Cosette in their neutral supernatural compound in north Texas, the vast majority were still in hiding in their respective courts and poised to attack us at the slightest hint of provocation.

      And the werewolves—well, they were still getting over the fact that I’d dismantled their Council of Seven with one pesky little spell. Most of the weres thought I was too young to rule over them, even though I had enough power to do the job.

      They didn’t care that I’d done the spell to stop the apocalypse. The old Alphas were pissed off that now thirteen supernaturals held power. Four fey, four werewolves, four witches, and me—a witch-werewolf combo. It took an archon—an archangel with the power to act freely—to seal our magic together, but he wasn’t around to be a part of our lives. Maybe if he was, everyone would quit their bitching, but that wasn’t happening. No one could predict—let alone control—Eli.

      The old Alphas needed to get over it. I didn’t see them running themselves ragged, killing demons for the last seven months. Nope. They didn’t help fight Luciana when she went full-on evil, or Astaroth when he ripped open the portal between our realm and Hell. That was just me, my mate, and our friends.

      Okay. I wiped my hands down my face, hoping to erase some of the exhaustion. One more thing tonight, and then sleep. I could get up and do this one more thing.

      I walked out onto the porch while Dastien finished getting dressed. Claudia was sitting on the bottom stair. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s nothing bad. I just need your help with something, but I only want to explain it once. So—”

      “You want to wait for the guys,” I finished for her.

      She made a little hmmm noise, and I guessed I’d have to wait.

      “Lucas said all is clear on the campus, but the Cazadores and Michael are still going to keep patrolling tonight,” she said, changing the subject.

      All right. We could talk about other things if she needed time to work up the courage to ask me for a favor. “Any word about the one that got bit?” I sat next to her.

      “He’ll be fine.” She turned to look at me. “Are you okay? You seem…tired. More tired than you were yesterday.”

      “That feels accurate.”

      For the first few months after we sealed the realm, we kept playing one long game of whack-a-mole with different evil forces. Eventually, we figured out that Astaroth left little gateways open all over the world for his little friends. It took four more months for us to close all of them. Still, some stragglers found their way to me and the site of the now-closed main portal.

      We’d figured out that the closed portal might always be a magnet for crazy evil stuff. We’d tried spells and cleansing and a million other things to fix the problem, but it seemed like it might take time for it to stop pulling evil into the area.

      And then, as I sat on the porch, I realized that the vampires hadn’t been heading for the portal site. They’d been heading for us. For Dastien and me. For our cabin.

      The cabin was set a ways back in the woods behind campus. Nothing ever came close to us. At least not unless it was on the way to the closed portal.

      Something had changed. Something was different about tonight.

      “Any ideas about why the vampires were coming at the cabin?”

      Claudia straightened. “You don’t think they were heading to the portal? Did you see something?”

      “No.” I didn’t have a vision. “I just…they didn’t seem like they were moving toward campus.” Did they? Was I wrong? “I guess not until the end of the fight, and that could’ve been just a random retreat.” I yanked my rubber band from my hair, letting my damp hair down. I hadn’t washed it in the shower, but it’d still gotten a little wet.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t think about it.” Claudia let out a breath. “I was just surprised it was vampires. I should’ve left you with more vials, but I didn’t—”

      “Don’t worry about that. We haven’t seen any in forever. I was starting to think we killed them all off.” I blew out a breath. “Forget about them coming for the cabin thing. I’m tired and reading too much into it.”

      One hefty benefit of being a werewolf was that my visions were much rarer now. I had to expend effort to have one. And those that came on by themselves only came when things were really getting bad. I hadn’t had any visions about this attack, which probably meant it was just a one-off thing.

      And yet, I had this worry buzzing around my head. I didn’t like to ignore my gut feelings, and it felt like the vampires were coming for us. I just didn’t have any proof of that except a slight hunch.

      I turned so I could look at Claudia.

      Her long dark hair was braided down her back. She wore a pair of loose pants and a tank top, and I knew that was probably what she’d been sleeping in. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was late. Or early, depending on how you looked at it.

      The air was still warm from the late summer sun, and in the moonlight, I could see a little glistening of sweat on Claudia’s skin. She smelled of salt and sage and Palo Santo smoke, which meant she’d been doing some sort of cleansing spell earlier tonight.

      “Did you know this was coming?” I asked her.

      She shook her head slowly, giving me a look that told me she thought I was being crazy. “I’m not the one with visions.”

      There wasn’t a question in there, but I knew she was asking by the way she tilted her head slightly to the side and waited.

      “No. I honestly didn’t have a vision about this. I’m not covering anything up. I had been stupidly hoping to sleep tonight. With the drama from the packs and trying to prep for whatever might happen next with the fey during the day, and then slaying evil beasties at night, I’m wiped.” I rubbed a hand down my face. “But you were doing a cleansing? Just a normal thing or were you—”

      “I’ve been doing them every night since we got here.” She shook her head at me. “I thought it would help, but the sirens went off, and I knew I’d failed again.” She put her arm around me, closing the distance between us. “You look tired, and I…feel guilty about it. I left and…”

      I turned a little more so that I could search her face. If I relaxed a little, I could see whatever she was thinking, but I didn’t want to intrude in her mind. I found I actually liked letting people speak. It was so much more pleasant than getting a first-person look into their heads.

      She felt guilty? No. None of this was her fault. “You’re being too nice if you’re taking on some of the responsibility for this.”

      She started picking at some invisible piece of fuzz on her tank. “I’m not. Or not totally. I just…” She looked at me, and I saw regret in her eyes. “I’ve been avoiding coming back here. Seven months ago, I wasn’t ready for another fight. I hadn’t been ready for Astaroth, and I wanted time, but I came back to help. So after we were done, I left. It was easier to assume you were handling everything, and now I look at you, and I’m worried.”

      “Are you saying I look like shit?” I teased her.

      “No!” She sounded so horrified by my suggestion that I almost laughed. “I would never—”

      I nudged her gently. “You’re being nice about it, but you’re saying I look like shit.” She was too sweet to say anything that rude, but I was pretty sure that’s what she meant.

      She was quiet with her big brown eyes wide in shock, and then her shoulders hunched again. And I could see the surrender in her before she could even speak.

      “You don’t look your best.”

      “I don’t feel my best.” I leaned against her again. “We’re going on months of interrupted sleep. Werewolves recover quickly, but it’s not enough to combat the constant strain of fighting at night and politics during the day. Dastien seems to do better than me, but I can’t even anymore. I need a break.” I wiped a hand down my face. “I’m not even sure I can think straight, and the idea of waking up in a few hours to talk about what to do with the rising fey aggression again is…” I squeezed my eyes shut. I wished I was stronger. “I want to call the fey a bunch of whiny brats and tell them to go fu—”

      Claudia let out a hiss. “Yeah. That’s not…don’t do that. Seriously. Don’t.”

      “I’m trying…”

      But I was exhausted.

      But I wanted to run far away from this endless sea of evil.

      But I was finding it harder and harder to care.

      “I’m just tired,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll feel better in the morning.” I was saying the words, but I couldn’t make my words sound even the least bit believable.

      “No.” Claudia gripped my hand in hers. “Don’t do that. Don’t lie. I’ve only been here for three days, and I need a break. I honestly don’t know how you’ve done it for so long. Those sirens…”

      “Yeah.” The sounds haunted me. I heard them all the time, even when they weren’t blaring. When I closed my eyes at night, they’d cut through my dreams—pulling me from sleep—when they weren’t even sounding.

      “The vampires are new, though,” I said.

      “What do you think drew them here? The portal or something else?”

      If only I could figure it out, then maybe we could go a night without the sirens. “I don’t know. If I could get up, I’d go after Mr. Dawson. He gave me a look right before he ran off…but I can’t.” Dastien was quiet in the cabin. He’d stopped moving around, but I knew he was still there. Listening. Feeling what I was feeling through our bond. But giving me the illusion of space at the same time.

      But the truth was that I didn’t need the space.

      With all the time he spent hovering in my thoughts, I would think he’d understand that by now.

      I do, he said through the bond. But you haven’t had a chance to spend time with her and…I know you’re tired. We both are. I just thought maybe you needed space to confide in her.

      And you think I’d tell her something I wouldn’t tell you?

      No. He said the word, but it sounded like a question because we hadn’t been talking about how close to burnout I was.

      I turned to look over my shoulder at him. He was in his usual pre-fight plain T-shirt, a pair of dark gray sweatpants, and no shoes. He was leaning against the door frame and watching me. His eyes had a hint of glowing amber, which told me that his wolf was still close, ready to take over if needed. He didn’t believe the fight was over yet.

      “What time is it?” I hoped it was almost sunrise. If all we had to worry about were vampires, then once the sun was up, we could go to bed. His wolf was just overreacting. But if not…

      “Nearly three-thirty.” He gave me a half-smile, showing me one of his dimples—as if that would take some of the sting out of it—and it kind of did.

      But three-thirty meant we couldn’t go back to bed. At least not for three more hours or whenever it was that the sun rose today. “You think there will be more.” It wasn’t a question. He wasn’t wearing shoes. His eyes were amber. I didn’t need to poke around in his head to know that he thought we’d be back out there again tonight.

      “I don’t know anything for certain, but there’s still a lot of night left. That wasn’t just a few vampires that got separated from their clan. There might be more.” He gave me one of his small shrugs. “But maybe we’ll get lucky, and that’s all the excitement for tonight.”

      “Well, now that you’ve said it like that, there will definitely be more.”

      “Chérie.” He drew the word out as if I was being silly, but he knew how my luck worked. It was shit.

      “We make our own luck, prima.” Claudia gave my shoulder a quick squeeze before standing. “Lucas is coming back.” She walked down to meet him in the woods.

      Dastien took her spot, sitting beside me. “You can go back to sleep if you want. I’m sure whatever Claudia wants can wait. No vampires can get inside our cabin unless we invite them in.”

      “Right. But they could set it on fire or bomb it or shoot us through—”

      He leaned over and kissed me, cutting off whatever ridiculous thing I was going to say next. And for a second, I leaned into his warmth. I forgot about the vampires or the scent of their burned bodies or the fact that I hadn’t slept without interruption in months.

      For that moment, it was just him and me. The bond opened and I felt his happiness and love and I moved before I thought about it. I was in his lap with my hands in his short hair, and all I could think was how fucking lucky I was to have him. And how all I wanted was more time with him.

      Maybe I did have some luck in this life. Maybe Dastien was my luck.
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      Dastien stood, and I stayed attached to him. Kissing him. Feeling thankful and warm and like I needed more.

      A soft buzzing cut through my happy place. Buzz. Buzz. Buz-buz-buz. Buzzzzz. I’d tapped out that rhythm specifically for my brother’s contact. It made me pause for a second, but I shoved the worry away.

      Axel was probably out at a club, having fun and drunk and wanting me to join him. He did that all the time these days. I was glad he’d made friends at college, but I was happily busy right now.

      I had everything I needed right here.

      More. Dastien’s voice came through our bond, and he moved to go back inside our cabin, but someone cleared their throat, and Dastien stopped.

      Before I could tell him to ignore whoever that was, Dastien pulled away from me a little.

      “What?” His voice was more gravelly than usual, and I knew his wolf was even closer to the surface than it had been a minute ago.

      “We need to talk.”

      Lucas was old. I wasn’t sure how old, but “very” didn’t even come close. If he said we needed to talk, then we probably needed to talk.

      “Can it wait? Tessa’s exhausted.”

      I rested my forehead against his chest. Thank you. I would’ve just agreed, but not Dastien.

      “That’s why it shouldn’t wait.” Claudia’s words were soft but firm. “If we can make it so that nothing else comes tonight—or any other night—we have to try.”

      Damn it. My cousin had said the magic words.

      It was painful to drop my feet to the ground when I’d been so comfortable and happily wrapped up in my mate, but I did it. The lure of ending this madness was too great to ignore.

      “What’s going on? Why did you really come back?” I’d asked Claudia a few times, but she hadn’t said anything.

      Buzz. Buzz. Buz-buz-buz. Buzzzzz. I looked at Dastien. He’s calling again?

      Want me to get it? Could be important.

      “I need your help with something,” Claudia said so softly, I almost didn’t hear her.

      I considered it for a second—I had a choice to make. Cousin or brother.

      Maybe Axel was in trouble, but he was in Austin. He was a grown-up. He could take care of himself. No. I said through our bond. I’m sure he’s just drunk. Claudia doesn’t ask for much, so I think this is more urgent. But if he calls a third time, get it.

      I turned my focus to Claudia. “What’s wrong?” She didn’t ask for help. Ever. Even when Luciana was at her evilest, Claudia tried to handle it herself.

      “There has been some trouble with the other covens over the land.”

      Great. Just what I wanted to hear right now. I had demons out the yin-yang coming after me. Fey that were itching to start a war. Now vampires were showing up. And she was bringing witches into the mix? Seriously? Why did anyone say the fucking “l” word? Luck should be stricken from the language. It should be—

      Tessa. Your cousin is waiting for you to stop your internal tirade.

      Right. I cleared my throat. “You’re talking about the compound?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry to bring it up, but—”

      She needed to stop apologizing for things that weren’t her fault. “Another coven wants it?” As long as they weren’t evil, then I didn’t have an issue with it. At least not right off the bat.

      “Yes and no.”

      Okay. I was way too tired for this. “What’s the problem? And how does that relate to stopping all the middle-of-the-night fights?”

      “It’s all connected. I promise. I just…I thought the land belonged to me, but I was wrong.” She was looking everywhere but at me. Which meant she had bad news.

      She better not be talking about those assholes in New York. “Who?”

      “You.”

      I took a step back from her. “Me? Then that’s easy. I don’t want it. You can have it.” I could go my whole life not stepping on that land again and be happier for it.

      Claudia held her hand up. “No. No!” The face of horror at that thought was almost funny. “That’s not what this is about. I don’t want it. I…I’ve come to realize that I don’t want to be in Texas anymore. I like being in Peru.” She looked at Lucas, and he put his arm around her, pulling her to his side. “It feels a little bit like a failure to just give up the land, but there’s too much baggage. I just don’t think I can ever get past what happened there, especially if I had to live there. I need to move on from my past. Both emotionally and physically.”

      I was confused. Why was this important at three-thirty in the morning? And how was it supposed to make sure the campus wasn’t attacked again?

      “The thing is, neither of us has been living there. That’s why the cleansing hasn’t stuck. That land is meant to be owned by a witch,” she said. “That particular plot of land was chosen because it’s a nexus of power. It needs to be cleansed again, and then someone has to safeguard it to keep it from drawing in the dark. The person that owns it needs to live there.”

      No. No way. I wasn’t moving there. “Then I’ll find someone to give it to, and they can move there. But why are we talking about this now? Can’t we figure this out in the morning? I mean the normal morning when it’s light out. At a more reasonable hour.”

      She shook her head. “I think that part of the problem you’re having here is tied with that land. I think Luciana’s magic that tainted the nexus of power bled here. To the spot where she did magic here. We need to cleanse both. Luciana’s magic infested both places. So, we do it together. You and Dastien here. Me and Lucas on the coven’s land. We time it out. The moon is full. We can be there with plenty of night left before sunrise. I think if we do it at the same time—me there, you here—then we can seal it for one lunar cycle. I was planning on doing the cleansing tomorrow at three in the morning, but we’re awake now, and I think if we do this, then tomorrow might be easier. And judging how tired I am already and how tired you seem… Also, tonight is the new moon, which is the start of a new cycle and good for cleansing. Doing it now should buy us some time to find someone to guard the compound, and then you can get some solid sleep.”

      A solid night’s sleep? For a full lunar cycle? She was saying everything I wanted to hear right now. “Do you think it’ll work?” I had to ask. I didn’t want to get my hopes up for nothing, but they were kind of already sky-high.

      Claudia was quiet for just long enough for me to doubt everything she’d just said. “What? Tell me.”

      “If it doesn’t work, then my next step is to have a synchronized cleansing on the next new moon in three places—here, the compound, and the chapel in Santa Fe. But hopefully, two out of three will be enough. I have nightmares about that chapel. I don’t…”

      She didn’t have to finish the sentence. I didn’t really want to go back to that chapel either. Or the compound. Or anything that had to do with that bitch of a witch.

      “In the morning, we have to find a witch that’s strong enough and that we trust to take over. To make sure that the land stays cleansed and good. I’ll go over there every day to do a cleansing spell until we can find someone to agree to watch over it.”

      “Done.” As long as it wasn’t me, I was okay with that. “And I’m assuming you have a list of who?” I’d ask Shane or Beth, but they might feel the same about that land. Maybe River would be open to it? But that wasn’t a long list. Claudia knew a lot more witches than I did.

      “Of course, I have a list. Beth and Shane don’t want it. I already asked them, but we can go over who I think would be up for the job in the morning.”

      She already had me convinced. “Great. Do we have everything we need for this?”

      Lucas held up the bag. “We’ve got the supplies.”

      I looked at Dastien. You ready for this? I was so tired that it pained me to move even a foot farther away from my bed, and I knew he had to be as tired, even if he wasn’t showing it.

      We’re awake now. As tired as we are, if we can rally through this, then tomorrow we can sleep. A cleansing shouldn’t take that long. I’ll even tell Michael to leave us alone—

      You will? That would be a first. Mr. Dawson—Michael to Dastien—was a father figure and an Alpha to my mate. Dastien usually went along with whatever Mr. Dawson said.

      I usually go along with it because he’s an old wolf. One of the oldest. His plans usually make sense, but if this works, then I’ll tell him to leave us out of the daily politics for at least a few days. We need sleep.

      That’s all I needed to know. I turned to Claudia. “All right. Let’s do it.”

      Buzz. Buzz. Buz-buz-buz. Buzzzzz.

      Shit. Axel called three times and texted once. I couldn’t ignore him again.

      That wasn’t a drunk dial or him being excited about something. Three calls meant an emergency.

      Dastien moved before I could say anything, disappearing back into the cabin. I raced after him.

      “Hello?” Dastien said. “Axel?”

      “I don’t want to die alone.” His voice was soft and thready with pain and terror, and I knew everything was about to change.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. And every inch of me was cold.

      Die alone? He was hurt? More than hurt. He was dying?

      Axel wasn’t just my brother. He’d been my best friend—my only friend—growing up. A moment ago, I wasn’t sure I could take one more thing—one more fight, one more discussion about the fey, one more cleansing against evil—but then I heard something in his voice I’d never heard before.

      Despair and defeat and death.

      They said that God didn’t give you more than you could handle, but in that brief, less-than-a-second moment, I wondered if I could handle losing my brother.

      And the answer was no. I couldn’t. It would break something vital in me, and I wasn’t sure how I’d get over the loss.

      But it wasn’t too late. Not yet.

      I had to move. I had to do something. I had to fight. One more time tonight. I had to find it in me.

      And then the power came. Rising up. Filling me. First, from Dastien, and then Lucas and Claudia. In the next breath, the power of twelve people answered a call I didn’t realize I’d sent out. I was filled with three types of supernatural magic, and I knew that I could do this.

      “We’re coming.” Dastien’s words broke over me, spurring me into action. “Where are you?”

      He was already moving. He grabbed keys, shoved them in his pocket as he crossed the small one-room cabin to me. His eyes were still amber, still ready for a fight, but I wasn’t prepared for this. I wasn’t prepared to lose my brother. Not tonight. And if I looked in the mirror, I knew my own eyes would be a very non-human shade of glowing, molten chocolate.

      Dastien grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the door. It took me a second for my feet to catch up, and then we were sprinting to the car. “Where are you?” Dastien asked again. His voice was calm, but I could feel his fear and panic through the bond.

      “I don’t know.” His voice was weak. Too weak. “A warehouse. I can’t…I don’t…They brought me here and I…” His voice broke. “I’m so sorry.” His voice grew softer with every word. “Tell her I’m so sorry.” He took a raspy breath. “Don’t bring her here. I called to warn—”

      The call cut off and panic like I’d never felt before crashed into me, making me double over.

      It felt like he was gone. Like it was over. Like he was dead.

      But he wasn’t. Something or someone had disconnected the call.

      There had to be time.

      Please. Let there be time.

      “Don’t slow down!” Dastien threw me over his shoulder as he ran, and my vision blurred until we were in front of Dastien’s car. He put me down and slid behind the wheel while I jumped in the passenger side. It wasn’t until another car door slammed that I realized Claudia and Lucas were with us, too.

      “Where do we go?” I hadn’t heard anything about a location. We were rushing to nowhere.

      Dastien turned to me. “You tell me. Where’s your brother? What do you see?”

      Me. Me? He wanted me to tell him where to go? “It doesn’t work that way. I get the vision that I get. I have to touch something of his. I have to—”

      “Your brother is a part of you. You share blood. You don’t need anything of his to find him.” He grabbed my face with his hands. “Tell me where he is.”

      “I don’t know.” I tried to jerk away. If I knew, I’d tell him. What did he want from me? I didn’t have my brother on LoJack. I didn’t track his phone. The pressure to answer was making me panic, but there was nothing for me to say.

      And if there was nothing for me to say, then how the hell was I supposed to find my brother?

      And if I couldn’t find him, then he would—

      Oh God. I couldn’t breathe.

      “Answer me!”

      “Don’t you think I’d tell you if I knew?” My throat hurt from how loud I screamed it, but the panic was growing by the second.

      How could I save my brother if I didn’t know where he was?

      Someone grabbed my hand, and Dastien dropped his hands so that I could look.

      Claudia was squished between the front seats. “You can do this. He’s your brother. It’s the same with me and mine. Axel might not be your twin, but he’s your best friend. Your family. And you’re not without magic. Close your eyes and think of him. Find him.”

      I did, but all I could think of was panic. And how I couldn’t breathe. And how he could be dying and was alone and that I didn’t know where he was and that I couldn’t help him and—

      And I wasn’t sure I could do it. But if I didn’t, my brother would die.

      Axel would die.

      “How? Tell me how. I don’t know—I can’t—” I felt something hot running down my cheeks, but I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t care.

      “Think of the last time you saw him.”

      God. When? I couldn’t think. The panic. It was too much. Too much. Too—

      “Your parents’ house.” Dastien’s words cut through my panic. “Two weeks ago. We went to your parents’ house for Sunday dinner. Axel said he’d been working on gaining magic of his own. You got in a fight with him, but then you made up. And—”

      “Good enough.” Lucas cut off Dastien. “Picture your parents’ house, Tessa. Now.”

      My parents’ house.

      I saw the yellow house in my head. The big tree in the center of the circular drive.

      Axel honking the horn from his car, yelling at me to stop being such a nerd before he sped away. His hand sticking out of the window as he turned the corner.

      That was the last time I saw him.

      But I’d see him again.

      I just had to find him.

      But how? How the fuck was I supposed to do that?

      “Where is he?” Claudia’s voice was a soothing balm over my panicked thoughts.

      I closed my eyes, searching for him, but all I saw was black. Inky black.

      I shook my head, squeezing my eyes as closed as closed could get. “I can’t see anything. I don’t see anything!” The panic was getting worse, and it felt like someone was stabbing me in the chest, twisting the knife, until I couldn’t—

      “Breathe.” Claudia’s voice was soft and soothing, but I couldn’t find any peace.

      All I had was panic.

      Breathe. Dastien’s calm voice invaded my mind. Push the panic away. It’s not helping you. Ignore it.

      “What do you smell?” Lucas asked in his deep rumble. The old Alpha power behind his voice made a clear space in my panicked mind.

      I breathed in. “Dust. And—” I gasped as fear and heartbreak ripped my soul apart. “And blood. His blood. He’s bleeding!”

      I opened my eyes, reaching for Dastien, grabbing his arm. “He’s going to die.”

      “Close your eyes again,” Lucas said. His dark eyes were glowing, and he nodded at me. “Close them.”

      I nodded, following his lead.

      “Remember the dark. The dusty place. Go back there.” He waited. “Do you see it?

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure if I was making it up in desperation, but I could smell dust and blood and—

      “Good. Leave the dark place. Go outside. What do you see?”

      I moved before thinking to myself that I couldn’t. He was guiding me but I’d never had a vision like this. I’d never tried to go somewhere in my mind. I had to be touching something.

      But Claudia was right. Axel was in my blood. In my soul. Axel was my family.

      I had to assume this was real. It was my only hope, a hope I had to cling to.

      I tried to move out of the vision. Wherever Axel was, it was dark. “Nothing. Nothing.” But then there was moonlight and a building and…

      I could see. I could see something. It was working.

      “Middle of nowhere. Some kind of warehouse. It’s abandoned.” God. That wasn’t fucking helpful!

      “What kind of warehouse?” Dastien asked.

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? It’s fucking abandoned! There’s nothing here. No—”

      “Is there a sign? The walls of the warehouse. Anything painted on them? Look around.” Lucas stayed calm, despite my panic. “Look. See it. Tell me what you see.”

      I wasn’t sure how it was working, but it was. I couldn’t second-guess myself, not when Axel’s life was on the line.

      “I…” I looked around, trying to see something that could give me a location.

      And then I saw it. The sign was faded and hidden behind a tree, but I moved and…

      I couldn’t make out some of the letters, but I could fill in the blanks easily enough. “Abe & Cole Brewery.” I opened my eyes, gripping Dastien’s arm tighter. “Tell me that’s an actual place and that I didn’t just make up this shit.” Because my mind could’ve invented any damned thing from desperation, and I was beyond desperate.

      Lucas was on his phone. “It’s a place.” He handed his phone to Dastien.

      Dastien looked at the map. “I know where that is.” He didn’t wait for anyone to buckle up or even for Claudia to get back into her seat.

      He started the car and moved it into reverse so quickly, I had to slam my hand into the window to keep my head from hitting it.

      “Dastien.”

      “You said blood. We’ll be there in ten minutes. Depending on how badly he’s bleeding, that might be too late.”

      Shit. He wasn’t going fast enough. “Go faster! Move it!”

      The tires squealed and I prayed that we’d get there in time.

      Because if we didn’t, I wasn’t sure how I would live with myself.

      I should’ve answered the first time he called.

      Why hadn’t I answered the phone?
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      I felt her fear and worry as if it were my own. Each beat of my heart felt leaden and slow and painful, and there was this overwhelming urge to fix this. To somehow make this right. To save Axel. But the only thing I could do was drive. Drive fast. Drive fast enough to save her brother.

      I pressed the gas, but the car was already going as fast as it could. The warehouse wasn’t that far away, but when seconds could mean the difference between life and death, I wasn’t sure we’d make it in time. I couldn’t tell Tessa that. I could barely let myself think it.

      If we didn’t get there in time, I wasn’t sure what that would do to my mate. He’d called us, and we hadn’t answered. Twice.

      We hadn’t answered.

      I should’ve answered.

      It wasn’t my phone, and I took her lead, but I was her mate. I was supposed to protect her. But I wasn’t sure I could protect her this time.

      With every passing second, I grew more and more sure that the worst was going to happen, and when it did, Tessa would break. She was already at her breaking point, and even as bad as losing Axel would be, losing Tessa terrified me more.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror, meeting Lucas’s gaze. He checked his watch and then shook his head slowly.

      He didn’t think we’d make it in time either.

      Claudia’s head was bowed down, and her lips were soundlessly moving. Praying?

      I focused ahead of me. I couldn’t look at Tessa. I couldn’t let her see what I was feeling. I didn’t want her to know that my hope for finding her brother alive was next to nothing now.

      The woods blurred past, and I followed the navigation. My gaze kept darting to the estimated time of arrival.

      Only five more minutes.

      If by some miracle Axel was still alive, we had some hope. Worst case, we could turn him. In life-or-death situations—when the person would die—we could bite him. He’d asked me about becoming a werewolf a few times, but I always told him no. That we didn’t change people as a rule. But those conversations—which I’d told Michael about—would suffice as consent. Probably. I hoped it would be enough.

      Whatever happened after, we’d deal with that then.

      Right at the next road, and we should be there.

      Tessa gasped.

      It wasn’t a normal gasp. It was so soft that it was barely audible. It was a special kind of noise that, when paired with this quiet hmm in the bond, meant that Tessa just had a vision.

      She hadn’t been touching anything. Which meant it was one of her prophetic visions. The kind that warned her of something really bad happening.

      With her brother in danger of dying, for a second, I thought that meant that the worst had happened. That he’d passed. That she’d seen his death.

      But if that were true, then her heart would have shattered. She would be screaming and crying and breaking.

      But she wasn’t. And that scared me even more.

      I pushed the fear away. If I knew what her vision was, then I could protect her. I would find a way to stop whatever was going to happen. That’s why she had them.

      But she didn’t say anything.

      She always told me what happened.

      I wished I could see what she saw, but our bond didn’t work that way. Whatever had been shown to her was always for her alone unless she shared it with me. “What did you see?”

      Tessa gasped again. A second vision. That was okay. More help was never a bad thing.

      And then she gasped again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Her breath was coming in short, quick bursts, and her eyes were wide and glassy with fear. I wanted to grab her and shake her—to free her from whatever vision cycle she was stuck in—but I was driving dangerously fast. I couldn’t look away from the road for longer than a second, and I definitely couldn’t reach for her.

      She gasped again, and I knew I had to do something.

      What did you see? I asked through our bond, hoping that would be enough.

      Her face was pale, and her hands shook as she brushed her hair away from her forehead, tucking it behind her ear.

      She looked at me, and the bond opened again. The hmm of the vision was gone, and what replaced it had my heart skipping a beat.

      Guilt that weighed heavier than the moon.

      Sorrow, but not at a loss, but resigned sorrow. One that was tinged with regret so dark and lonely that I wondered if I’d ever see the sun again.

      And her fear—no. Not just her fear. It was terror. A brand of terror I was all too familiar with. It was the same all-consuming terror that I’d felt when I heard her heart stutter to a stop. Not once, but twice.

      The terror and the guilt and the regretful sorrow were a combination that had my own fear rising up to meet it.

      Whatever my mate had seen, it was bad, and she was about to try something that scared her. Something dangerous. Something that could cost us everything.

      “What is it? What are you going to do? What are we walking into?” The questions spilled out of my mouth, one on top of the other. She usually wasn’t given a ton of time with her visions. Whatever they warned her of was going to happen very soon.

      She was quiet, and I couldn’t have that. I need to know so that I could help. “Tell me. Please. Trust me to help—”

      “You can’t help me. No one can.” Her voice was hollow and empty, but she was wrong. She was so fucking wrong.

      “Please. I can help—” I stopped talking when I realized that she wasn’t even looking at me.

      Tessa was staring out the windshield, and her eyes still had that post-vision glassy look to them. She was trying to search for an answer, and I had faith that she’d find something—some answer to whatever we were about to face. But it’d be better, easier, we’d be stronger if she’d just use her words.

      Or show me through the bond.

      Or do something other than just sit there when everything was about to go to shit.

      “Tell me how to help you. Please.” I was desperate. “If we’re about to go into a fight—”

      “Tessa?” Claudia’s voice was hesitant. “Talk to us. What are we walking into? Are there others in the warehouse with Axel? Or are—”

      “I can’t.” She gripped my hand, and her fingers felt like ice. “I can’t. If I tell you—any of you—the worst happens. I saw it five times on the way here. Five times. Five visions. Five deaths.” She swallowed. “There’s only one thing I haven’t tried, and that’s what I have to do. I’m so sorry. Just…I’ll be okay. I think.”

      What was she talking about? “You think?” The fear I’d been feeling started to strangle me.

      The warehouse came into view, and I slammed my foot on the brake, throwing the car into park.

      “You think!” I asked again. “What’s happening?” I thought my heart had been racing before, but I’d been wrong. It wasn’t just my hands shaking—my whole body was vibrating with the real terror of facing something impossibly horrible.

      Because I knew my mate. If there was some way around this, she would tell me. But I wasn’t giving up hope. Not yet.

      Claudia undid her seat belt. “If you saw it, we can avoid it. You know that. We’ve talked about that. What are we facing?”

      Tessa didn’t think her visions were a gift when we met, but we knew better now. We all knew what they could do. Especially over the last seven months. We’d faced a lot of fights, and she always saw something to give us the upper hand. She always saw something to get us through. They’d been the difference between us walking away from a battle or dying. Over and over and over again.

      But I’d never felt her feel this defeated before. Not ever.

      “Tell us.” The power Lucas threw into those two words was enough to have me turning to him.

      He was holding his mate’s hand. His witch but human-fragile mate’s hand.

      Tessa shook her head, and as she did, I felt her pulling away. The bond we had squeezed shut. Tight. So tight. Until I couldn’t feel anything from her.

      She shoved me out.

      She shoved me out on purpose?

      She’d never done that. Never, ever on purpose. Not since I met her.

      Tessa thought our bond formed only after she agreed to let me date her. That day we’d taken a walk in the bed of the creek. But she was wrong.

      The bond between us had been instantaneous. I felt her emotions since the second I saw her. The second her gaze met mine in front of her parents’ house, it had been done, over, forever. I’d been hers since that moment. She was it for me.

      I never meant to bite her, but I didn’t mean not to bite her either. I knew I would eventually turn her. She was my destiny. She was my mate. That’s how it was going to be, but I didn’t mean to do it in the way that I’d done it. Without permission. That was something that I’d never forgive myself for.

      But now she was shutting me out, and I couldn’t have that. “Open it again. I can’t walk into a fight without being able to feel the bond. You can’t ask me to—”

      She pressed her lips against mine. Just a barely there-and-gone brush. “I’m going to ask you to do something crazy, and I need you to say yes. If you don’t, we all die.”

      No. No. Not saying yes. “We’re leaving.” I threw the car into reverse, ignoring Claudia’s yelp as she slammed back into her seat. Lucas would keep her from flying around the car. And I couldn’t let myself think about Axel.

      Tessa would hate me—hate me—for doing this. But if it was between her and Axel? I would pick her. I would pick her every fucking day.

      “Stop! Stop the car!” Tessa grabbed my arm. “They’ve blocked the road.”

      Merde. I didn’t spare a second to question her. I slammed my foot on the brake.

      I glanced around. The woods around us were too dense to drive through. Maybe there was something—a road or a path or something that the car could fit through—on the other side of the warehouse, but from what I could see, that was a long shot at best.

      Which left one option.

      “Then, we fight.” I threw the car in park and undid my seat belt, but Tessa’s fingers dug into my arm harder.

      I turned to her with a growl.

      If she wasn’t telling me what was happening, she wasn’t going to stop me from fighting. I would protect my mate.

      I would protect my mate.

      “They have guns. With silver bullets. You can’t protect me from that.”

      I hung my head for a second. “Tell me.”

      “I can make this all go away—I can save you and my cousin and Lucas and my brother—if I go with them.”

      Claudia and Lucas started arguing from the back seat, but I ignored them. I stared into her dark brown eyes and hoped that I could see something in them that would give me hope.

      But all I saw in the dark depths was her terror. Her regretful sorrow. Her guilt.

      No. They wanted to kidnap her. The call from Axel…was he even there? Was this all fake? “They can’t have you. I will—”

      “No matter what you do, every time I saw it through, it ends with them taking me and leaving all of you filled with silver bullets. I can’t say that you died, but I don’t know that you could live through that. So, we have no other choice. I have to go to them. I have to—”

      C’est des conneries! “They can’t have you.”

      She gripped my face in her hands, her fingers so cold with her fear. “You’ll find me. I trust you to find me. But my brother is inside that warehouse. He’s been shot, but he’s alive. I need you to turn him. Please.”

      She’d lost her mind. She wanted me to let them take her, and while they had her—doing whatever they wanted to my mate—I was going to bite her brother and hope he survived the change? I wasn’t certain about whether his curiosity would suffice as consent, either. No wolf had been stupid enough to risk tribunal twice, but I would if I bit him.

      God. I couldn’t let her out of the car.

      What? What was I going to do? I had to think. “Chérie! I can’t do—”

      She pressed her face close to mine until all I could see were her glowing eyes. “I’m going to say this, and I want you to hear me. I’m not sorry. Not for one day with you. I know that I’m tired and exhausted, and I hear you when you think that you’ve done this to me. That you bit me and that it’s your fault that I’m tired and that we’re in an endless cycle of fights because of it. But I don’t regret it. My life is infinitely better with you.” She pressed a kiss to my lips before pulling away.

      It felt like goodbye.

      She was tearing my soul in two.

      “I wanted a break—a vacation—but we’re not going to get one. I need you to stay strong. I need you to find me. I’m going to run to the van that’s blocking the road, and you’re going to go in there and bite my brother. You’ll stay with him to make sure he transitions. And when he’s in the clear, you’re going to find out who these people are. And when you do, you’re going to come get me.”

      She opened the bond wide, and I saw. I saw what she’d seen. I saw her memories. I saw through her eyes as she watched me die. And then they dragged her away screaming. Again. And again. And again.

      And then—through some trick of our bond—I lived it again from my own eyes. I felt the burn of the silver piercing my skin. I felt myself die.

      And by the time I was done seeing it, she was gone. The phantom pains of injuries I’d never lived were still there, but she was gone.

      Tessa was gone.

      So were Claudia and Lucas.

      I jumped out of the car and saw them on the ground. Lucas lying over Claudia.

      There were pops. And it felt like hot pokers stabbed my arm, my shoulder, my stomach, and I hit the ground.

      I smelled my blood and someone else’s and—

      They want me alive. Go! Tessa screamed through our bond. I’ll be fine! Save my brother. Save yourself. Save our friends. I’m trusting you to keep them alive, and when you’ve done that, find me. Quickly.

      Fire-like pain spread through my body from where I’d been hit, but fear pushed it away.

      Someone had taken Tessa.

      I turned to Lucas, but he was still huddled over his mate, protecting her from getting hit. Blood darkened his shirt, but he was breathing. He was alive.

      There was a squeal of tires.

      “Go!” Lucas yelled. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re shot!” So was I, but I had to do something. I had to move. I had to get her back.

      “I’m fine!” He shoved power into his words. “I’ll take care of Axel! Get Tessa! Now! Before it’s too late.”

      I jumped into the car, barely feeling the pain as I moved. The car instantly stank like my blood. My shirt was wet and stuck to my skin, but I couldn’t do anything about that. Not right now.

      I could do something for my mate.

      I reversed down the tiny road. Small rocks pinged against the car as I sped after them. The van hit the curve in the road, disappearing for a second, and my heart jolted.

      I’d see them again. They weren’t gone.

      I pressed the pedal all the way to the floor of the car, slowing just enough to make the curve. And when I hit the road, I turned too fast.

      The tires squealed, and I spun the wheel, quickly correcting.

      I was facing north down the road, but there was no sign of the van for miles.

      Merde.

      Oh putain de merde.

      I spun the car around.

      But the van was gone.

      Fils de pute.

      I could see for miles down in either direction. I’d been slow, but not that slow. Thirty seconds. Not more. And they were gone.

      Disappeared.

      I tried to feel along our bond to see what direction they’d gone, but I couldn’t feel her.

      I couldn’t feel our bond.

      Where the hell was our bond?

      There was a ringing in my ears, and my lungs burned as I held my breath to keep from screaming for her. What the hell was happening?

      No. No. I could still find her. I would know if she were dead. I’d feel that. She told me that I could find her—that I had to find her—so I would. Panicking now wouldn’t help her, so I shoved it down and closed my eyes.

      Pack magic surrounded me. Ropes of different shapes, colors, materials bound all the werewolves together. But hers and mine was a golden rope that shone with her magic. It was always there. A beacon to her soul. She didn’t know how often I closed my eyes to see it. To know that it was there. To feel that she was real and mine.

      But it wasn’t there.

      It wasn’t there.

      I couldn’t find her without it.

      She was gone. Like she’d never existed. Like our bond never existed.

      The ringing in my ears came back, and the burning from the silver bullets grew worse. The silver was festering in my shoulder and arm, but the shot to my stomach was worse. My blood-wet shirt was stuck to my skin, and the pain cut through my panic. I knew I needed help.

      But I had to get Tessa first.

      I was moving. I knew it’d be faster to chase her in the car, but my wolf wouldn’t hear my reason. He started running—staying in human form because of the silver—but we were screaming along every bond I had, searching for Tessa.

      Within seconds, everyone would know she was gone and to hunt for her or face my wrath.

      Dastien! Come back! Now! Claudia felt the magic that took her. We will find her. I promise you. Lucas screamed through the bond that tied the thirteen of us together. But we need the car or Axel will die. He’s lost too much blood, and he’s turning now. Trust what Tessa said. She’ll fight. But you and I are both shot, and so is Axel. We’ll die without help!”

      I stumbled to a stop.

      Mon Dieu. She was gone. I was going to throw up. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t—

      Power ran down the pack bond. Lucas’s power. A command for me to move.

      And so I took it. I took his power. I took his command.

      I was empty inside. Everything was gone, but I would do what Tessa said.

      I would save her brother.

      And then I would find her.

      Lucas’s power had me moving before I could shift. Before I lost control and my wolf took over. Before I went feral.

      So I focused on saving Axel.

      Because Tessa had to be okay.

      She was okay. I’d find her. No matter how long it took. And when I found her, I’d find who took her.

      And when I did, I would slaughter them all.
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      Lucas’s command got my legs moving, but the battle between me and my wolf raged under the surface as I got back into the car. It was usually easier to control my wolf. We’d come to terms, like any other alpha werewolf. It was either that or get killed by the Seven. Werewolves with too much power and not enough control were too dangerous to let alive.

      I knew I shouldn’t give in to my wolf, but I couldn’t seem to make myself care.

      My bond was gone.

      My mate was gone.

      Nothing else mattered.

      Move now or your mate’s brother is dead. Lucas’s command cut through the wolf’s instinct to run, find, fight for our mate.

      On my way. The tires squealed against the pavement as the car spun around.

      I sped back to the warehouse and stopped beside a half-open rusty bay door. Lucas, carrying Axel’s limp form, opened the back of the SUV and slid inside.

      The thick scent of coppery blood filled the car. I could barely make out the faint whistling noise of Axel’s too shallow breaths. He was unconscious, and a part of me knew he would be until he started shifting, but another part of me worried that I would fail Tessa again. I let them take her, and if I wasn’t fast enough, then that meant I’d let them kill her brother.

      Claudia jumped into the back seat, and the sound of her seatbelt clicking into place was too loud.

      “Move! Now!” Lucas’s commands—backed with centuries of power—jerked me in my seat, and I couldn’t ignore them.

      They were like a lifeline to me. The wolf obeyed Lucas’s order when I would’ve fought it. But Tessa’s words—to save her brother—helped me stay calm enough to make the drive.

      I didn’t remember driving back to campus. We were just there—as if we had transported—but I knew we hadn’t. More than ten minutes must have passed.

      Lucas was running into the infirmary with Axel. I followed, but only because Lucas was yelling at me to do it.

      And then I lost more time.

      I didn’t remember walking into the infirmary or lying on one of the beds, but I blinked, and there I was.

      The lights were too bright. The room was too hot. Too small. Too confining.

      Dr. Gonzales was telling me something—but I couldn’t make out the words—instead, there were plinks of metal against metal. I heard them. They seemed to resonate in my soul.

      I turned my head to see her set down a pair of tweezers onto the tray, next to three bloody bullets.

      Tessa was gone.

      Someone had shot me three times, and they took Tessa.

      They stole my Tessa.

      I remembered turning wolf and ripping up the room while Dr. Gonzales told me to calm down. She screamed down the hallway for someone to bring a tranq, yelled at me to stop, but it felt like I was outside my body. Like this wasn’t really happening. Like it was a dream, and if I fought hard enough, I would wake up.

      But I didn’t wake up.

      There was a chick-click, and I knew what that meant. A gun was being loaded.

      A gun was being loaded for me.

      That got me moving.

      I jumped through the tiny window, and as I was falling, I remembered that Tessa had done the same thing once.

      And that made me feel closer to her.

      But then I hit the ground, and there was yelling, and I knew I had to go. I knew I had to run.

      I remembered running through the woods.

      I remembered blood in my mouth.

      I remembered killing anything in my path. It was still night, so there were demons here, and I needed something to kill. They were a good thing to kill. They were something to take my anger and helplessness away.

      But it didn’t help. Not really. Not when I needed my mate.

      But no matter how far I ran, how long I looked, I couldn’t find her.

      Tessa was gone.

      Someone took Tessa.

      Someone stole my mate.

      My wolf was panicked. I was panicked.

      From one second to the next, night turned to day, and a part of me knew that losing time was a bad sign. A very bad sign. I didn’t know what I was doing anymore. I wasn’t in control anymore. I was going feral.

      I was feral.

      But I couldn’t stop moving. I couldn’t stop the wolf’s feral frenzy.

      In the end, the only thing that stopped me were my former friends hunting me with tranqs.

      And then there was nothing but a cold cell and empty darkness.
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      Three Days Missing

      

      It’d been three days.

      Three days.

      Three days since she was taken. Three days since Michael, Lucas, and the two teams of Cazadores that were staying on campus shot me full of tranqs. Three days I’d been locked in a cage.

      I’d lost too much time. Time that I’d never get back.

      Stupid. It was so incredibly stupid to lose control like that. Especially when every minute Tessa was gone decreased our chances of finding her.

      Michael finally let me out last night with the promise that I wouldn’t go anywhere without him, but I wasn’t sure how long I could keep it.

      Panic was an ever-present noose around my neck. It would tighten and release as my panic ebbed and flowed, cutting off my airways whenever I reached for her and found our bond missing.

      My head was too quiet. I’d gotten used to the comfort of her thoughts and feelings, but now it was just me.

      I wasn’t grieving. I truly wasn’t. I hadn’t cried. I’d done a lot of things, but not that—because Tessa wasn’t dead. She was out there. Somewhere. Waiting for me to find her.

      When I couldn’t breathe, I tried to remind myself that I had hope. It might be scraps of hope, but it was better than nothing. Tessa was alive, and I had to hold on to that.

      My wolf was beating at me to run, fight, find her, but there was no sign of her anywhere. There was nowhere to run to, no one to fight, no way for me to find her. The bond hadn’t come back. Claudia couldn’t find her with magic, and nothing had popped up through her network of witches. The fey were denying anything to do with it. No one demanded any ransom. Which meant we didn’t have any clues as to who took her or why.

      She’d just disappeared as if she never existed.

      But she did. She was alive somewhere. She had to be.

      I had to find her, but instead, Michael left me here all night, alone, to watch over Axel in the infirmary. It felt like the least important thing to do. Everyone else was doing something better, but my control couldn’t be trusted.

      They’d gone on patrol without me.

      I wanted—needed—to get out of the infirmary. I told Michael I couldn’t just sit here watching Axel sleep all night. I needed to let my wolf out for just a second, but that couldn’t happen.

      No one trusted my wolf anymore.

      Turned out they didn’t need me anyway. Last night had been quiet. Michael thought that was a coincidence, but being with Tessa taught me that true coincidences were few and far between.

      I wanted to be figuring out why last night was quiet because I knew—I knew—it had something to do with Tessa. We couldn’t go from seven months of nightly fights to nothing for three nights in a row.

      But I was still stuck here while Claudia and Lucas checked out a few leads.

      Michael left to talk to the FBI and told me to keep my mouth shut. To stay put. To wait for Axel to wake up. So, I was pushed out of that, too.

      There was nothing for me to do. No distraction from the dread and fear and pain of Tessa being gone.

      Nothing except watching over Axel all night long.

      He’d spent the night shifting between wolf and human, screaming as he fought the change, but he’d finally stopped writhing in his sleep twenty minutes ago.

      Now I was sitting here listening to him breathe, waiting for him to wake up. Just like I’d promised Tessa. At least I was doing that much, but it wasn’t enough.

      I wasn’t doing enough.

      I pressed my back into the chair to remind myself that I was supposed to stay here next to Axel’s bed. That I wasn’t supposed to leave until he was awake.

      The night seemed to go on forever, but it didn’t. The sun was rising. Its red-orange rays peeked through the blinds of the tiny window in the infirmary room.

      When Axel woke up, he’d be a werewolf. He was going to live. But now that I knew he was going to make it, I wanted to blame him for whatever was happening to Tessa.

      I wanted to rip his throat open.

      But I wasn’t going to do that. Not after how hard I’d fought to keep him alive—giving him strength and coaching him through shifting all night.

      When he woke up, he had to have some answers for me. He’d been trying to find a way to access magic all summer, and I had a feeling he’d trusted the wrong person. I didn’t know that, but how else did someone end up shot in an abandoned warehouse at three in the morning?

      I needed him to wake up.

      I needed him to answer my questions. Why was he at the warehouse? How did he get there? Who was he meeting?

      I needed him to tell me who had taken his sister, my wife, my mate.

      My knuckles popped. Merde. I took a moment to calm myself, wrangling the wolf back into its spot deep inside.

      “It’s not his fault.”

      I looked up at Michael, who was standing in the doorway.

      I wasn’t sure how long Michael had been there, but he was naturally stealthy. He looked like he was in his early thirties, which would only make him less than a decade older than me, but he’d always looked this age to me. He didn’t look a day older than when he’d taken me in after my parents were murdered. His hair still had the same few stray grays in it. I wasn’t sure how old he was exactly, but those few grays meant that he was old. He was possibly the oldest wolf alive.

      Michael didn’t usually show his age, but today, standing in that doorway, every year was a weight on his back.

      He’d been with us for the last seven months of exhausting nightly battles before Tessa was taken. And then he’d had to hunt me. And after that, he’d had to deal with Tessa’s parents, the cops, the media, and now the FBI.

      I’d been locked up—sedated—for the first day. Which meant I slept. Michael hadn’t. He’d been searching for Tessa. Hoping to save me by doing what I hadn’t been able to—find her.

      I wanted to thank him for searching for my mate, but I also wanted to scream at him for not finding a single clue that could possibly lead me to her either.

      It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. And I sure as shit wasn’t proud of it. But that’s what I was feeling.

      I was angry. Beyond angry. I was furious. It filled my soul until I was fighting the inner battle with my wolf again. My arms grew fur and smoothed back to skin. Fur and back again. Wolf and then human.

      “Dastien.” There was a sharp warning and a threat of power in Michael’s voice.

      I used it to gain control and then looked at Axel again. His face was pale. His cheeks were sunken in. He’d burned so many calories changing forms that it’d take a few days of solid eating to gain an ounce of it back.

      I could still smell his blood faintly on his skin, and I remembered my brief glimpse of him outside the warehouse, limp in Lucas’s arms, blood soaked his clothes from the bullet hole in his stomach and dripped from the fresh bite on arm. And I remembered Axel’s last words to Tessa on the phone before the line went dead. He’d told her not to come.

      He didn’t want anything happening to his sister. I knew that. And I knew that whatever happened, I shouldn’t blame him, but I was having a tough time following through on that.

      “This wasn’t anyone’s fault. Not yours. Not his.”

      Michael was right, but I was blaming Axel completely. My friends partially. Because they’d helped Michael lock me up.

      I knew they had no choice. They couldn’t leave me feral out there. But I needed someone to blame.

      “Dastien.”

      I had to tell him what he wanted to hear, or he’d never leave me alone. “I know this wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

      “Don’t lie. Not to me.” His voice was patient and understanding, and it grated against my anger.

      “I wasn’t lying.” I was definitely lying.

      “You were growling while you watched him just now. Like you wanted to rip out his throat.” Michael sat on the foot of Axel’s bed and stared at me. His eyes were glowing olive green. Ready for a fight. “Don’t make me lock you up again. I’ll do it, but you’d do her no good in there.”

      I stared at the floor, unable to meet his gaze. Not because he was more alpha than me—because I wasn’t sure if that was true anymore—but because he was right and I was ashamed.

      I ran my hands through my hair, trying to think, but how the fuck was I supposed to think rationally when I couldn’t breathe?

      How was I supposed to think when half of my soul was gone, and all that filled the empty spot was panic and fear and anger?

      “I need her back.” I met Michael’s glowing green gaze. “I—I can’t do this without her.”

      “You’ve been through tough times before. You can do this.”

      I looked out the window. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t do what exactly?”

      I leaned back in the chair, closing my eyes, searching for the bond again. “Live. Fight. Any of it.”

      “It’s only been three days. We just need more time.”

      More time wouldn’t fix this. “The longer it takes, the less likely we are to find her.” Everyone knew that.

      “That’s true for humans, but not for supernaturals. Especially her. She said they wanted her alive, which means they must want her magic or power for something. If she’s not dead yet, then it’s possible that they don’t want her dead at all.”

      “Unless they’re still working on stealing her magic, and will kill her when they’re done.”

      He was quiet for a moment, and I kept my eyes closed. I didn’t want to see the disappointment on his face again.

      I knew Michael wanted more—expected better—from me, but I didn’t have more. I didn’t have any better to give him.

      “We’re still checking with the fey. The FBI agents are searching. She’s on every news station in every city and country on this planet. Everyone knows her face. Everyone is looking. Everyone. We’ll find her.”

      “And if we don’t?” My voice was deep and gravelly, and I wasn’t sure who was asking—me or my wolf.

      “We’ll find her.” Michael sighed. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there with you. If—”

      “I don’t know that it would’ve changed anything. She’d seen it. She showed me. I knew why she got out of the car, I just—it’s magic. Someone took my mate. Stole my bond.” I looked up at Michael then. “What do I do now? How do I find her? I have to have a plan, or I’ll go crazy.”

      “Okay. That’s something I can help with. As soon as Axel wakes up, we’re going to start our search. We’ve got everyone on the planet looking for her, but there’s one place they can’t search. The fey courts. Cosette is aware and is trying to find out what she can from the Sanctuary, but she can’t go back to court, or there will be war. If you can hold it together, Van’s arranging for us to meet with her mother. She can’t lie, but she—”

      “And if the fey don’t know anything?” I was pretty sure they wouldn’t tell us anything. They’d been assholes for months. They were still holding us accountable for the strife in their courts, and Helen blamed us for the instability within the Lunar fey.

      We tried talking, negotiating, being diplomatic. But as the months passed, it seemed like war among the fey was going to break out, and if we weren’t careful—we’d get drawn into it as well.

      “If Helen doesn’t know anything or refuses to tell us anything, then we’ll keep looking. It might take some time, but Tessa’s strong. She’ll hang in there. The important thing to remember is that the bond you two have can’t be broken by anything other than death, and I know that hasn’t happened.”

      “How?” How did he know she was still alive? I didn’t even know that. I couldn’t sense where she was. I couldn’t feel what she was feeling. I couldn’t hear her thoughts. She could be—

      “Because you’re not dead.”

      I held my breath as his words sank in.

      How had I forgotten?

      Tessa was my True Mate.

      It was different for us than it was for other mates. Once bound, our souls were one. If she died, my soul would follow hers.

      Michael reached out, gripping my knee. “You’re alive and breathing, and so is she. I don’t know where she is or if she’s okay, but she’s alive.”

      “She is.” A tear slipped free, but it wasn’t grief. Not yet. Not now. It was one tiny drop of hope. “You’re right. Of course. She’s my True Mate. She’s there. Somewhere. She’s okay.”

      “She is. You need to hold on to that. Keep telling yourself that if you’re breathing, so is she.” He was quiet for a while.

      Long enough that I knew he was about to say something I didn’t want to hear.

      He did that whenever he had bad news. He was quiet and waited. I wasn’t sure if he knew that I needed time to prepare myself for the bad or if it was a technique he used for everyone.

      “Just tell me.” I was sure I’d regret knowing. I had this newfound sliver of hope that seemed fragile. But I had to know what he was thinking. “It’s bad.”

      “I…I can’t lie to you.” He braced his elbows on his knees as he looked into my eyes. His face was grim but determined.

      I knew he wouldn’t lie to me. He wouldn’t pad the truth with niceties. That wasn’t what Michael did. That made it easier in some ways, but not when I was afraid of the truth.

      “I don’t know anything except that she’s alive.” His hazel-green eyes studied me as he said his truths. “I wish I could leave it there, but I think that would do you a disservice. I’m quiet now because I’m not sure if I should tell you what I really think. I’m not sure you can handle it, and I really don’t want to lock you up again.”

      I couldn’t promise him that whatever he told me wouldn’t affect me. “I’m scared for her. So scared that I’m going out of my mind. But keeping things from me now?” I met his gaze then. I met it with the force of power that was in me.

      “Good.” His eyes flashed to his wolf’s green, and he straightened. “You need that power. You’re going to need every ounce of control I taught you. We trained for years because I knew you’d be bound for great things. Powerful things. There’s a power in you that I haven’t seen in anyone in a long time.”

      “I…I’m not sure what you want me to say.” I was strong. Very alpha. I knew that. It’d been something that I struggled with until I met Tessa. She balanced me when I didn’t even know I needed balancing. And now that she was gone, I was lost. “I’m trying to keep a grip, but my control…” It was shit right now.

      Michael glanced down for a moment. When he looked at me again, I knew that he was about to rip the floor out from under me.

      “You need to prepare for what might come, Dastien. I can’t promise you that Tessa’s okay. She could be hurt. She could be tortured. Any number of horrors could be done to her from the second she was taken until the second that we find her, but we will find her. I will promise you that. It’s only a matter of time. As long as she’s breathing, we have a shot. But once we find her, you have be sure you’ll love her the same no matter what she’s been through. Even if she’s not the same.”

      The air was suddenly gone from the room. I pressed my fist to my chest, certain that there would be a hole where my heart should’ve been. The pain…

      A hot tear rolled down my face, and this time it wasn’t hope. “You think they’re hurting her.” My voice sounded distant.

      He was quiet for a long time as he watched me. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath while I waited for him to say something else until my lungs were burning.

      My breath was shaky and shallow. “Please. Just say it.”

      It was as if the weight of what he was going to tell me pained him. The look on his face—I hadn’t seen that look since he told me that my parents had been murdered.

      Another hot tear slipped free, and I wiped it away. “Just say it.”

      Michael wiped a hand down his face, and when he looked at me, I could see the lines on his face had deepened from one moment to the next. He didn’t want to tell me, but being an Alpha came with a lot of hard jobs.

      Today was hard for him.

      Today would be harder for me. “Say it.”

      “Okay.” He gave me a slow nod before sitting tall again and meeting my gaze. “I have to assume that something is keeping her from getting away. She’s so strong, Dastien. So strong. Not just her wolf side or her pack magic or the magic that would’ve allowed her to rule the most powerful coven in the world.” He let out a breath. “I don’t know what’s keeping her from getting away, but whatever it is, it can’t be good. I’m worried that—”

      Oh God. I was going to throw up. I couldn’t hear it anymore.

      I had to move, or I was going to be sick.

      I ran into the hallway. My vision was blurry, and I didn’t care.

      “Don’t make me tranq you again.” Michael’s power was back—pushing my wolf to submit—and I didn’t give a flying shit about that.

      I jumped at him, but Michael pivoted, pushing me into another room.

      My back hit a wall, but I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t feel anything.

      I grabbed the closest thing I could and started smashing everything in the room.

      The window.

      The cabinets.

      The walls.

      I grabbed a chair, slamming it into the floor over and over and over until there was not enough chair left for me to hold onto.

      And then I kept going.

      Until I couldn’t breathe.

      Until my hands were bloody.

      Until I hit the ground and finally saw the shattered remains of the room.

      This infirmary room was toast.

      The bed was shredded. Pieces of fluff floated in the air, looking like cotton snowflakes as they fell to the floor. The chair had shattered into splinters. The cabinets would crash the rest of the way to the floor if someone breathed on them.

      I didn’t need to see Michael to feel him watching me from the doorway. His power was softly urging me to calm down, and for a second, I listened to it, to him.

      I pulled my knees in, rested my forehead on them, and I knew I was failing her.

      I was failing. My control was failing.

      She was hurt, and I…

      I was failing her.

      “If she’s hurting, I should be able to feel it. I should be able to know where she is. I should be able to find her and save her.” My voice was half-growl, and my wolf was fighting me again. Breaking free. And I wasn’t sure I should fight him anymore.

      “They’ve done something to your bond to hide it from you, but I promise it’s there.”

      I felt Michael’s hands on my shoulders, and I lifted my head enough to see him squatting in front of me. His eyes were still wolf-green, but I didn’t see even a hint of judgment over what I’d just done.

      “I’ve been your guardian since you were eight. I know you. I know you’ve felt alone since you lost your parents, and that Tessa was the answer to everything you ever wanted. She was the gift you thought you never deserved.”

      His fingers dug into my shoulders. “I watched you train together. Dance together. Laugh and play like I’ve never seen from you. Not ever. Not even when you were little.” His hand touched my cheek before dropping away. “But you do deserve her. You deserve everything. Teresa McCaide Laurent is your True Mate. But don’t you dare start thinking that we’ve lost her when we haven’t. She’s out there fighting. Be ready for her to come home. Be ready to fight for her. Because she’s going to need you.”

      “Did you see this? Did you know that something would happen?” He had visions of Tessa. He’d told me to stay at St. Ailbe’s when I’d been ready to leave. I was about to join one of the packs of Cazadores, but he told me if I stayed, I’d find my true happiness.

      So I stayed, and two years later, Tessa showed up.

      I’ll never forget the day I saw her peeking through the screen door of her parents’ house. Her hair in a messy bun. Wearing a pair of tight jeans, flip-flops, and a loose tank that had a smudge of Cheeto powder on it. So tiny and beautiful and fragile.

      From that first look between us, I’d felt the start of our bond. It was a barely there whisper of what it would turn into, but it’d been enough to give me a peek into her emotions.

      In that moment, I was torn between wanting to talk to her, picking her up and carrying her away, and biting her on the spot. But I didn’t get to do any of that.

      Michael knew what was happening. He warned me to court her slowly. She was human, and he wanted me to be careful.

      But my wolf had other ideas.

      I had other ideas.

      I couldn’t stop myself from patrolling her house while she slept to make sure she was okay because the bond was stronger when I was closer. I couldn’t stop myself from following her wherever she went. I was addicted, and every time she spoke—every time she revealed a little more about herself—I knew she was the one for me. From the second I saw her to when she sang her favorite Nine Inch Nails track, to seeing her strength as she learned to fight, to when she learned the depth of the magic within her, to when she fought against unspeakable evil—every day I learned something new about Tessa, and every day I fell more in love with her.

      “Did you see this happening? Did you know that she was in danger?” I asked again. I had to know if he’d kept this from me. I had to know if this was something that I could’ve stopped or prevented or protected her from.

      “No. Dastien. No. I never had visions like Tessa does, but I know things in my gut. It’s more than instinct. I knew something bad would happen that night, but I thought the vampires…I thought that was it. I went to look for more because it didn’t seem like it was enough for the feeling that she was in danger. I patrolled the area for signs of another attack, but by the time I came back to tell you that something else was coming, you were already gone.”

      He didn’t know. That was something at least. I wanted to blame him, but there was no one to blame except the people that took her.

      “But I know Tessa will come home. It might take some time. Just don’t make me lock you up again. I need your help finding her.”

      I knew I needed to get control again, but it was so hard when I couldn’t feel anything but the emptiness where my mate bond had been. I needed something to focus on. “I need a plan. I need hope. Because I don’t—I can’t—”

      “Then, if you’re done freaking out, we have a job to do. I have a list of places we need to go.” Michael stood from the floor. “Helen is first.”

      Cosette’s mother was the queen of the Lunar Court, the most powerful of all the fey courts. But we weren’t exactly on the best of terms with the fey right now. “And if she doesn’t know anything? If she won’t tell us anything?”

      “Then we keep looking, and we never give up. I don’t have this school anymore. I don’t have students. But I have you.” He squeezed my shoulder. “I know I’m not your father, but you are my son. I’m here. I won’t leave you until we find her.”

      I rose from my spot on the floor. Michael had a plan. I’d focus on that. “When do we see Helen?”

      He stared at me for a second, as if he were studying my level of control.

      What control? I stood and stared back at him, trying to ignore the destroyed room around me. I’d lost control again. I’d done exactly what Tessa told me not to do. But that ended now.

      I would be strong for my mate for as long as she needed me to be.

      “Good.” Michael nodded. “Go eat. I’ll keep watch on Axel. As soon as he wakes up, we can—”

      “I don’t need to eat. I’ll get Lucas to watch Axel. If Van is ready, we can go—”

      “A hungry wolf doesn’t think straight. Doesn’t act right. You need food if you’re going to deal with the fey.” His lips firmed as he stared at me. “I can make it a command.”

      “No.” I didn’t trust myself. If he forced my compliance, my wolf would fight. My other half wanted a target. Any target would do. Even Michael.

      I got up and went to the dining hall. And I ate.

      I ate for fuel.

      I ate so I’d be ready for a fight.

      I ate so that if my mate needed me, I would be strong enough to help her.

      Because I was getting her back. I didn’t know how or when, but I would find her. If not in this life, then I’d find her in death.
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      Four Days Missing

      

      I’d hoped that after I ate breakfast yesterday, Van would come, and we’d head to the Lunar Court to talk to its queen. But that didn’t happen. Van was still trying to get assurance that we wouldn’t be harmed if we showed up there.

      Axel finally woke up last night, but he didn’t have any leads. He didn’t remember why he was at the warehouse or even how he got there. It was normal after a trauma, but that didn’t make it less frustrating.

      He spoke to his parents, but I couldn’t. I didn’t have anything to tell them except that I’d failed. I’d failed their daughter. I’d almost failed their son. I wasn’t sure I could ever look them in the eye again, and I certainly wasn’t up to talking to them now. What would I even say?

      I spent the night pacing the infirmary, and by the time morning came, I knew I couldn’t hang around campus anymore. I had to do something.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized the fey must have some part in this. I trusted Cosette, and there were more fey at the Sanctuary. Someone there would know something. They had to. So, Michael, Axel, and I packed up and went to visit Chris and Cosette at their Sanctuary.

      I needed to talk to Cosette. I needed to look her in the eyes when I asked my questions.

      We’d been on the road for hours, but we still had an hour left on our drive. I’d have answers soon.

      “I’m hungry again.” Axel’s voice—soft and hesitant—came from the back seat.

      I peeked at my rearview mirror. His eyes were still brown. No sign of the wolf, but he was pale. His hair had grown over the last few months. It was the same brown as Tessa’s. It had the same wave to it. Their eyes were the same, too.

      Looking at Axel hurt.

      My hands tightened on the steering wheel, causing it to crack under the strain. I forced myself to relax them a little and focused on the road ahead of me.

      “Take a sandwich from the cooler.” I wasn’t stopping. Not again. We were almost there. Texas is a big state, and by the time Axel was awake and ready to move, we’d already wasted too much daylight.

      “I used to think it was awesome that you could eat so much, but it’s really not great.” Axel dug through the cooler. There was a crinkle of plastic as he found a sandwich. “I’m not sure how many more roast beef sandwiches I can eat.”

      I looked at Michael for a second and then back to the road.

      There was a growl, and then a cracking sound from the back seat, followed by a muttered “Shit.”

      “What?” Michael asked as he twisted in the passenger seat to look at Axel.

      He was staring at his phone with his eyes wide. “I don’t know how I did that.” He glanced up at Michael and then back down at his phone. “I shattered it. There were a couple Tessa sightings, but I texted my dad, and he said they were both false, and I…I broke my phone with my bare hand.”

      “You’re much stronger than you were before. It’s going to take some time to get used to your strength.” Michael was much more patient than I could’ve been in that moment. “Your sister shattered a glass bottle in her hand when she first shifted.”

      Axel glanced up at Michael. “No shit?”

      Michael huffed. “No shit.”

      I didn’t laugh, but from the tone of Michael’s voice and the fact that those words sounded so strange coming from him—I almost laughed.

      Axel was quiet as he ate, and I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel as I drove.

      All I could think was that we were losing time. Maybe we should’ve flown here. There wasn’t an airport close to the Sanctuary, but maybe if I’d helicoptered or—

      No. Stupid. I just had to be patient. But there had to be something I could do. “Maybe I should up the reward.”

      Michael grunted, but it almost sounded like a laugh. That particular noise from Michael meant that he had a firm opinion about the matter that he wasn’t saying.

      I gave him a side-eye look.

      He raised a brow as if I’d said something ludicrous. “You’ve already upped the reward to half a million. I don’t think doubling it will do anything but get more people hoping to get rich calling in with false leads.”

      Maybe. Maybe not. I had the money. I was planning on starting with millions, but Special Agent Ramirez countered with ten thousand. Which wasn’t enough. It was like offering spare change for the return of my wife. She was worth so much more than that. It was almost insulting.

      We agreed on one hundred thousand, but I’d upped it this morning.

      Tessa’s father was doing his PR thing and getting on every talk show and speaking on the radio about Tessa. Her face was all over the news. Between her dad and the FBI and the reward, the human side was supposed to be handled.

      I didn’t really think we’d find her lost among the humans. But Special Agents Ramirez and Morgan were concerned that there could be a human element to the kidnapping. They’d been busy putting down some antisupernatural threats. Nothing big yet, but they said that a bigger attack was coming. The newness and fascination with supernaturals was fading, and in its wake was fear, hatred, and distrust.

      If that had to be dealt with, I’d do it later. For now, I was focusing on getting to the Sanctuary. Cosette had to know something. She was a Lunar Court princess.

      I gripped the steering wheel and focused on the road ahead.

      I’d find answers. I had to.
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      An hour later, we were sitting on Chris and Cosette’s porch. They had a small round table on it with a few chairs. They’d been waiting for us here, but Cosette didn’t know anything. Or at least she wasn’t telling us anything. Cosette and I were currently having a staring contest across the table.

      Cosette leaned back in her chair. I’d call it lazily reclining, but I’d just asked her to take me to see her mother. I wasn’t sure Cosette was ever lazy.

      Chris was standing just behind her with a firm grip on her shoulder. I couldn’t read anything from Cosette—I wasn’t sure that if I knew her for twenty more years I’d ever be able to get a read from her—but I could tell from the way Chris was standing that she was mad.

      Michael was sitting in the chair beside me. He’d been quiet but assessing.

      Axel was leaning against the porch railing. He didn’t know enough about our world yet, and by the way he kept taking short breaths then pausing that he wanted to ask questions. But he was smart enough not to ask them yet.

      We’d agreed that someone from the fey had taken Tessa. We didn’t have a shred of proof except that they’d been loud about their anger toward her. They blamed her for everything that they were going through.

      And the last few days, they’d been silent. We couldn’t get any of the fey to talk to us. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “If no one will come to us to talk, then we have to go to them.” I leaned on the table. “Van hasn’t come back yet, which means we have to go to them. Take me to Court.”

      “No.” Chris’s voice held more power than it ever had before.

      I glanced up at him. Chris used to be pretty easygoing. I wasn’t sure he’d ever said no, and I wasn’t letting him start now. “Yes.”

      “No.” He released Cosette’s shoulder to cross his arms. “You can’t go to the Lunar Court. Helen’s too powerful. She can control you. She’ll turn you into her slave. She’ll—”

      The fuck she will. “If she had anything to do with Tessa—”

      “You’re not listening.” He widened his stance a little—as if he thought I would attack. “You can’t go there. Helen will turn you into a slave. She—”

      Like hell he was going to stop me from finding my mate. “She didn’t control you! I’m stronger—”

      “I died! I fucking died to cut my lunar tie. Your tie is still there. You—”

      Cosette stood. I’d never seen her looking anything less than regal—makeup, hair, clothes—but today her face was bare, her hair was in a ponytail, and she was wearing joggers and a tank top. Very not like Cosette. But when she looked at Chris, my heart ached. She looked at him like he was her whole world, and I couldn’t stop myself from being jealous.

      I had that, and now it was gone.

      Tessa was gone.

      I reached for her and found that empty space where our bond had been and—just like every other time during the last four days that I reached for her and found her gone—my heart physically hurt. It was a pain in my chest that spread through my body to my soul and left me wanting to give up on everything. But I couldn’t give up. That feeling was a lie.

      She was out there somewhere. It’d been four days—an excruciating four days that felt like four years—and I had to do something. Even if it was stupid.

      The fey took her.

      And if the fey took her, then Helen—the queen of the most powerful fey court—knew something.

      I would make her tell me.

      Cosette sighed, and it sounded like wind chimes tinkling in the distance. “Van. Come back, please.” She crossed her arms, and I wondered if she realized she was now standing in the same way, with the same attitude, as Chris. They were like mirrors of each other.

      A second later, the fey warrior stood in front of me.

      Axel startled—slamming into the wood railing behind him and snapping it. He muttered something, but I ignored him. My focus was on Van. Finally, he was here. He would take me to see the queen.

      I’d never spoken to Van before. Not really. We’d fought demons together and were bound together by the magic of the new council we’d formed, but I didn’t know him. Not even a little bit. But I knew enough to respect him.

      His long white hair was tied back. There was something splattered on his clothes, and by the scent alone, I knew it was blood. Not his, but another fey.

      Cosette’s eyes widened just a bit. “What have you been doing?” If I wasn’t mistaken, she almost sounded amused by the fact that he was covered in blood.

      “It’s best if you don’t know the exact details.” He turned to me, and his overflowing pity was plain on his face.

      I could’ve lived without the pity.

      “I was trying to come to an agreement with Helen to have you visit, but she wasn’t hearing me. So, I moved on to searching for Tessa among the courts,” Van said.

      The teak chair scratched against the porch floor as I stood. “What did you—”

      He held up a hand, stopping my question before I could finish. “Nothing yet. I’m not giving up, but I ran into some trouble at the Solar Court.” He looked down at himself, motioning toward the blood. “Seems they’re very upset about losing one of theirs to us.”

      Cosette groaned, and I turned in time to see her shake her head in disgust. “They’re always upset about something. They didn’t care about Kyra seven months ago. And now they can’t survive without her? It’s beyond absurd. She’s part of our council now, and that’s that.”

      “Yes, well, their anger isn’t helping my search.” Van turned to me, facing me fully. “I don’t have anything concrete, but I have a guess and a suggestion.”

      “I’ll take both.” And I’d be thankful for them, but I wasn’t saying that part aloud. Although if he found Tessa, I would gladly bind myself in a bargain with him. I would do anything to get her back.

      “The person most angry about us and our magical binding, but also hurt by deeply, is Cosette’s mother.”

      “You think she did this? Personally?” Cosette asked. “No. What am I saying? Of course, she did this. She told me to get out and never come back, but revenge was in her eyes when I left.”

      “Yes. I saw it, too. And I believe this is the first of their plan to weaken the wolves. But it’s not just the Lunar Court that’s upset. It’s all the fey who stayed in hiding.”

      “All the fey?”

      “All.”

      That was bad. There were way more fey than werewolves, and some of those fey were beyond powerful. If it came down to war, I wasn’t sure we’d win.

      “So what do I do? I can’t fight all the fey, but I need Tessa back. She’s my mate. I can’t lose her—” I couldn’t think like that. She wasn’t gone forever. Just for now. Just until I found her. “I need her back. So, what do I do?”

      “We confront Helen.” Van said that as if it were an actual plan instead of insanity. “I can’t guarantee your safety as I’d hoped, but if we ask her plainly, depending on what she tells us or gives away, we can make some real choices. But there’s going to be a battle ahead with the fey.”

      He turned back to Cosette. “They won’t stand with what you’ve done.” His gaze slid to Chris. “What the three of us have done. We’ve insulted their strongest queen, and even with the threat of the archons, they will try to find a way to take us down. And not helping is the fact that the courts are upset at being confined to their underhills.” He looked at me. “They blame Tessa for that, and she was the easiest target in some ways. Cosette and I still have some allies among the courts.”

      It always seemed like we were doing the best for everyone. We were fighting against evil without their help. We sacrificed our lives to protect this world. And they took offense how we did it?

      It seemed crazy to confront the queen, but if that’s what would get me Tessa, then I was down for a good dose of insanity. “What do you think?” I asked Michael. He was old and experienced. If he said don’t go, I’d think twice about my decision.

      If his eyes hadn’t been glowing green, I would’ve thought he was relaxed when he put his hands in his pockets. But I saw that movement for what it really was. He was hiding his hands because the skin wasn’t smooth anymore. His fingers had lengthened, and my mentor, my teacher, my adoptive father who I’d thought was infallible, was slowly losing control.

      That little piece of information should’ve scared me—or at least, worried me—but instead, I realized I wasn’t as alone as I’d thought.

      “I think we need to talk to Helen. If we have a shot at diplomacy, then we need to try that first, but we’ll have to be very careful.” He looked at Van. “Will you take us?”

      “Absolutely not! I forbid it!” Cosette said at the same time that Van said, “Yes.”

      Van faced Cosette, and what followed was some sort of silent conversation that involved tiny hand gestures and a few looks. It ended when Cosette stormed out of the room.

      “Damn it.” Chris shook his head as he stared at Van. “Just don’t get yourselves in trouble. I’m not sure I’d be able to keep her from coming after you, and that…” He looked at me, his eyes the wolf’s blue. “That would be very bad.” He left the room, following Cosette wherever she’d gone.

      I knew I should ask why Cosette was upset, or if she had any advice for me, or if she questioned our decision, but I was desperate for answers. Desperate enough to take on the Lunar Court’s queen with no guarantees or protections.

      “When do we leave?” I asked Van.

      “Now. I don’t want to give her any warning, and some of the fey here may be spying for her. Helen has too many bargains tied to her—too many fey that owe her a debt—and I’m not sure what that might mean for any of us. Especially your mate.”

      The fear was there, swelling up again until I thought it might drown me, but I shoved it down. I shoved it far, far down. I was alive. I was breathing. And with every breath I took, I knew she was somewhere breathing, living, fighting. I just had to find her.

      Van reached a hand to me. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.” I took it and then looked at Axel. “Wait here. Chris will watch out for you.” I said that bit loud enough that I knew Chris would hear me. He’d watch out for the newly turned were just as well as I could.

      Axel dropped his gaze. “Okay, but—”

      Van reached out his other hand to Michael, who took it.

      And then the world was black, and I was falling and twisting and turning, and I was absolutely sure I was going to throw up.

      And then it all stopped, so suddenly that my legs gave out and I was lying on the ground, staring up at a massive, glittering chandelier.

      Tessa said traveling this way wasn’t fun, but it was one thing for her to tell me or to see it in her memories. Living it? That was a whole new level of terrible. I absolutely never wanted to travel with Van again.

      “Get up.” Van’s words—sharp with warning—were enough to have me moving immediately, even though my vision was still swirling.

      But as I stood, I realized Michael was standing next to Van as if nothing were wrong.

      Damn the old were. He hadn’t felt the world tumble? Or maybe it just didn’t bother him?

      Van’s clothes were different—not a speck of blood—and his hand was tightly gripping the hilt of the sword that now hung at his hip. He was ready for a fight, and that meant I needed to be, too.

      Van had brought us to the heart of the Lunar Court, and I was going to find answers.

      As the dizziness faded, I started to take in the room around me. If it had been any other day, any other reason for being here, I would’ve been awed by the glowing walls or the galaxy floors or the countless chandeliers filling the Lunar Court’s throne room. I’d seen it in Tessa’s memory, but being here was different. The magic in the room pulsed and pushed against the pack bonds. I could feel it quietly urging me to kneel. To submit. To obey. And I found myself stumbling toward the throne a few steps to follow the order before Van’s painfully strong grip on my arm stopped me.

      I looked into his eyes, and he shook his head at me. Van moved to stand on one side of me. Michael on the other.

      “Find whatever strength you have inside you and use it. Now.” Van’s whispered words were sharp with command. “Or pull it from your anger that someone in this room stole your mate. Stole your bond. And you fight the compulsion to obey. Do it now or we leave.”

      I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to fight the compulsion from my lunar tie, but I had anger. I had so much anger that it was slipping out my seams and spreading through the room wherever I went.

      I held on to that anger. I let it fill me up—heart, body, soul—until I burned with the heat of it. And when I was done, I let it rise again. I let it burn away the wolf that was struggling to break free.

      And then I felt nothing from my lunar tie. Nothing because all I had was anger.

      Helen was sitting on her throne, looking down at us as if we were insignificant. As if she could control me. But she couldn’t. Only one woman could, and she was missing.

      Still missing.

      I stoked the flames of the anger inside me until it felt like I could melt the room.

      Van’s hand stayed on a sword that hung at his hip, and he stepped toward the queen.

      Cosette’s mother was equal parts elegant and evil. There was ice in her gaze. The way she held herself—rigid with her hands tightly fisted at her sides—told me that she was angry.

      People were standing around her, but they were all frozen. Their gazes darting back and forth between their queen and us. Not rushing to protect her but not getting in her way.

      Helen rose from her throne and pushed her long, golden blonde hair over her shoulder. “What are you doing in my court?”

      Van stepped forward, and I went with him until we were only feet away from her dais.

      “Your advisors have yet to be helpful in locating Tessa,” Van said. “There hasn’t been—”

      “I can only act in matters that benefit the fey. Finding a lost werewolf does nothing for me.” The sneer in her tone was enough to have me stepping forward.

      Her gaze snapped from Van to me, and I wasn’t sure getting her attention was a good idea.

      But I didn’t have anything to lose.

      “Why would I ever help you?” She didn’t know me, but her voice told me enough. The Queen of the Lunar Court hated me. Hated my mate. She might even hate all the werewolves, but I didn’t want to assume too much.

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked plainly because I wanted a yes or no, but I had no hope of getting it. I had to ask anyway.

      “Everything can be known given the right incentive.”

      That didn’t mean she knew anything. It also didn’t mean that she knew nothing. She wasn’t even agreeing that she could find out. She was making a general statement with layers of lies and manipulations hidden under it.

      Helen’s power pounded at me, urging me to speak. To give her the incentive. To promise her my life in exchange for some tiny scrap of noninformation.

      Michael moved closer to my side. He had to be feeling the same, but his eyes were his normal hazel. No hint of his wolf’s glow. Most thought that because he wasn’t a member of the Seven, because he chose to teach, that he was weak. But they were wrong.

      I was starting to shake as I fought her thrall, but Michael placed his hand on my shoulder, feeding bits of his familiar, fatherly power to me all while facing her down.

      I’d known my whole life that he was powerful, and sometimes I thought I was more powerful than him. But I was wrong. I was so very wrong. And now I was starting to wonder how well I knew the man who raised me.

      “If you want something, then you must, in good faith, make a vow to me.” The queen’s voice had me shaking.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from promising her something—anything she wanted. I wasn’t sure how I was going to negotiate with her. There was no way I could force her to tell me where Tessa was unless she volunteered the information. I wasn’t desperate enough to believe she’d do that for a second.

      “I don’t make vows to anyone,” Michael said. “Not even you.” There was no emotion in his voice. He was fighting ice with ice, and if I trusted myself to speak, I would’ve cheered him on.

      “And would your wolf?”

      “Come now, Helen.” Michael’s voice held a hint of warning below the ice that I was very familiar with. It was the warning he gave right before he put someone in their place. But I’d never seen him do it with a fey. “We know where each other stands. I see no sense in speaking about it in front of members of your court, but if you—”

      Helen rose from her throne, and for a split second, before she pressed them into tight fists, I saw her hands shake. The queen of the most powerful court was nervous, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure I knew my adoptive father at all.

      “You are quite right.” Helen’s chin rose a degree higher, and she stepped to the edge of her dais. “What I will say is that as of now, I do not know where Tessa is, and I have no desire to find out the information. She’s caused no end of grief for me and my court, and because of her actions, my most beloved daughter is now estranged from me. The only reason she’s not dead by my hand is because she’s sealing this realm from the one beyond it. And if I know this, then others do, too.”

      Her ice blue gaze hit mine. “Take comfort in that.”

      Take comfort that she wasn’t dead yet? That whoever took her might understand what could happen if they killed her?

      There was a world of space between unharmed and not dead, and I took very little comfort in knowing that Tessa wasn’t dead.

      She could be hurt, bleeding, sick, tortured, and that was enough to boil the anger hot enough to burn away the thrall the queen was trying to slip over me again.

      “Do you know who took her?” I asked.

      “There are many who are up to the task.”

      That answer was completely unacceptable. “Who exactly?”

      “What would you give me for the information?”

      “Dastien.” Michael’s tone held more than a little warning in it, but I didn’t care.

      “What would you need from me?” I felt her push of power—one that begged me to make an idiotic, open-ended promise to her—and let it float past me.

      This time it wasn’t just my anger that helped me. It was a stronger push than she’d sent before, and I wasn’t strong enough on my own to ignore it. Especially with ease.

      But I’d gained power, and some of that power was from Van and Cosette. Power that helped me stay strong when facing the only court that had control over the werewolves, whose supernatural side was tied to the moon.

      I glanced at Van, but his focus was on the queen. Yet, there was a push through the bonds that tied us together. I’d never felt power from him before, but that dark, moonlit magic could only be his. I wouldn’t be able to thank him, but I was grateful for the ability to think through the queen’s silent commands.

      She wanted me to submit. She wanted to control me. She wanted to use me to get to Cosette, but that wasn’t happening. I might be desperate to find my mate, but I wasn’t going to let my desperation push me into selling out one of my own.

      Her gaze narrowed. “Bring me my daughter, and I’ll return your mate to you.”

      On the surface, it might seem like a good offer. A mother wanting to see her child. There couldn’t be too much wrong with that.

      But I knew Cosette. I knew what she and Chris had been through.

      Still, if I could convince her to come back for a meeting with her mom and get Tessa back, I might try it. It was insane, and I was pretty sure Cosette would hate me for asking, but I could almost convince myself that I should try it.

      There was just one thing I needed to know. “What would you do to your daughter if she came back?” I was sure she wouldn’t answer, but I had to ask. I had to make sure.

      “That’s none of your concern.” She pushed more power at me until all I could see was the light blue of her gaze, like twin glaciers, and the glow of her skin—like bright moonlight.

      If Michael hadn’t grabbed my shoulder, I would’ve closed the distance and knelt before the queen. But Michael’s power hit me—stronger this time—and Van’s moonlit magic intensified and yet I was still struggling—

      “I think that’s absolutely our concern,” Michael said, taking her focus away from me again.

      At once, I felt the power of the queen lessen, and I could breathe again.

      “We won’t hand Cosette over for you to harm.” Van said it casually like he wasn’t worried or bothered by the queen. “You should’ve thought of the consequences when you sent me to guard her.”

      The queen was quiet, and that was answer enough for me. She couldn’t tell us what we wanted to hear. She wasn’t able to lie.

      If I asked Cosette to come here, she might agree. And if she did, she’d die.

      I couldn’t trade a life for a life. Tessa would never forgive me if I did.

      Michael dropped his grip on my shoulder and stepped closer to the dais. “Do you have Tessa? Yes or no.” His voice was laced with ice again.

      I heard Helen swallow. It was faint. Her hands were still fists at her sides, but her chin was raised—as if she had nothing to fear—but even I knew that was a lie. It was clear that Michael had some kind of history with her.

      “I do not have her in this court,” she said finally. “And I don’t know where she is now.”

      “Is she in any fey court?”

      Helen smiled, but it looked more like a grimace than anything else. “You do know me well.” She shook her head. “I do not believe any of the courts are currently holding her captive.”

      That was something. If she wasn’t in a fey court, then she was somewhere we could find her. Somewhere in our own realm.

      “Was it by your hand?” Michael pressed her, and the queen stepped forward. The walls started pulsing with light, and the room grew colder.

      “I grow tired of wolves in my court. Leave now.” She waved a hand, and the walls flashed right before I felt power slam into my stomach.

      I flew backward through the air, and the world went black.

      I was tumbling, twisting, turning until the ground slammed into my back. I thought traveling there with Van had been bad, but this was worse. So much worse.

      The world seemed to be staying still, but my stomach had other ideas. I rolled, smelling the grass under my hands a second before I lost the contents of my stomach.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth when I was done. “What the hell was that?”

      “We were just booted from court.” Michael reached a hand down, but I couldn’t take it. Not yet. Not while the world was still spinning. “Where is Van?”

      “I don’t know. She didn’t throw him out. Not like us.”

      “Should we be worried?”

      Michael was quiet for a second before answering. “No. He’ll be fine. He’s not just any fey. He’s—”

      “How’d it go?” Meredith’s voice called out to us, and I looked behind me to see her running toward the two of us.

      If Meredith was here, that meant the queen had kicked us out the door to her underhill. Which meant we were in Ireland.

      “Cosette called me to keep an eye out. She thought you might end up here.” Meredith stopped a few feet from us. Her hair had streaks of hot pink in it today, but she looked happy. Strong. Safe.

      But as her focus moved from Michael to me, all I could see was the pity and sorrow in her eyes.

      “What did you find out?” Meredith asked.

      I shook my head and stared into the night. I couldn’t speak. I’d been stupid to hope that we might find something concrete from Helen, but now that hope was gone. All I was left with was emptiness.

      “They don’t have her.” Michael’s voice sounded like it was far away, even though I knew he was standing beside me.

      All I could think was how I’d failed. Again. I hadn’t gotten an answer, and worse, I’d nearly succumbed to the queen. The anger I’d felt was gone, and all I had now was regret.

      I was an idiot. Why did I think going to the queen was a good idea?

      “—the fey did at one point have her,” Michael said.

      That had me standing. “What?”

      Michael gave me a small smile. “You didn’t catch that?”

      No. I’d heard, but…

      “The queen was behind this.” Michael sighed. “But Tessa’s not in any of the underhills anymore, and Helen doesn’t know where she is. Which means someone put her somewhere and purposefully didn’t tell Helen. In case she was asked, she could speak plainly on that point alone. We’ve got no proof and no way to hold her to any consequences, even if we did. So…”

      Meredith let out a string of colorful words, ones that would’ve made my mate smile.

      I looked at Michael. “I thought that if they didn’t have her, then that was one less place to look. It would be easier if she was in our realm and—”

      “That’s true, but now that we know for sure that they did this, then we also know that their magic is hiding her. Which isn’t nothing.”

      “Right.” Damn it. Even if this was the most we’d learned about Tessa’s kidnapping, it wasn’t enough to find her. “What now?”

      “We go to the witches. It has to be fey magic that’s hiding her. Claudia couldn’t break through it, but maybe some other witch can,” Michael said. “Your bond is still there. All we have to do is remove the fey magic from hiding it. Once you can see the bond again, you can find her.”

      I hated relying on other people. I wanted to fight. I wanted to do something, anything. But if I had to rely on the witches, I would. I would do anything. Almost anything.

      Maybe I would regret not giving Cosette to Helen so that I could get Tessa back, but I couldn’t do it.

      “Helen did this, and she didn’t do it alone. If I picked up on that, Van did, too,” Michael said. “He must’ve gone back to looking for answers inside the courts. Once he knows, that will help, too. A lot.”

      It wasn’t enough. I wanted to be thankful for his help, but I wasn’t doing anything. “And if the witches can’t remove the magic from my bond? If Van can’t find who took her? What then?” I hated that I was dealing in ifs, but I needed to know what we’d do. How we’d keep going if we kept coming up against dead ends.

      “You can’t give up yet,” Meredith said. “You’re acting like Tessa isn’t strong. Like she hasn’t done impossible things. Things that no one should’ve been capable of. Tessa saved me. She fought for me. When she was new to magic and new to being a werewolf and didn’t even know what the hell she was doing. She fought, and she won. And now, she’s so much stronger than she was. She’s so much better. And I know she’s out there, staying strong so that we can fight for her now. It’s our turn to save her, and we won’t let her down.”

      I stared off into the distance again. I knew that. I did. But I was a man who’d always been asked to take action, to step up, to lead. Now I was supposed to wait? To take care of Axel? To hope someone would give me information? That…that wasn’t enough.

      “We’ll find her,” Meredith said. “It’s only a matter of time. Don’t lose faith yet. It’s only been five days and—”

      “Five?” It’d only been four when we went to court. We’d lost time.

      Fils de pute.

      We’d lost time we didn’t have.

      “Five days.” Meredith waved us forward. “Come back to the castle. Eat. We’ll call Claudia and figure out who to go to first. We’ll keep doing all the things we can think of. We won’t stop until we find her. Okay?”

      I dropped my chin to my chest and closed my eyes, trying to feel for a bond that wasn’t there.

      All I found was emptiness.

      A ghost where my mate should’ve been.

      Searing pain where her soul had been severed from mine.

      I was trying not to lose faith, but it’d been nearly a week, and we had nothing.

      I was trying to stay strong, but if I didn’t find something—some clue of where she might be—I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d last.
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      Thirteen Days, Fourteen Hours Missing

      

      There was a little hope, but a lot of fear as I walked up the rickety steps to Samantha’s apartment with Michael just behind me. We’d picked up Axel from Chris and Cosette’s sanctuary when we got back from Ireland. We took him with us as we started looking for a witch to help us, but ended up leaving him with Lucas and Claudia last week. His control wasn’t good enough to be around so many humans. The travel was wearing him out, and we couldn’t focus on what we needed to do if we were constantly focusing on his control, his hunger, and his reactions to every dead end we hit. I felt a little guilty leaving him behind, but I was having enough trouble maintaining my own control to deal with his.

      It’d been two weeks since Tessa had been taken. Two weeks of dead ends and no answers and failing at every fucking turn until I wasn’t sure what hope I had left to cling to. There was so little of it left. This was my last shot, and I was terrified of what would happen if Samantha couldn’t help me.

      Over the last eight days, we’d traveled from coven to coven, meeting with all kinds of witches. Those who specialized in voodoo. Others in brujaria. Gypsies. Psychics. A couple mediums, because why the hell not? And one palmist who told me I’d find her, but that I would have to prove my love to get her back.

      Okay. Fine. Tell me who I needed to prove it to, and I’d do it. I’d make them believe I loved Tessa with every atom in my body, every ounce of my soul, every beat of my heart.

      But nothing we did was working. And with every dead end we hit, the hope that I’d see her again faded just a little bit more.

      Our fey friends were still searching for who took her, but they hadn’t gotten anywhere either. The more time that passed, the weaker the trail would get until I wasn’t sure we’d find her. Maybe not ever.

      And what would I do then?

      How would I keep going?

      I couldn’t even listen to music anymore. I would hear something that I knew she loved, and then it would hit me that she wasn’t there. She might never hear it again. Ever.

      I couldn’t watch TV either. I would turn to her to make a joke—just so I could see her smile—and she wasn’t there.

      She wasn’t fucking there.

      Claudia searched for Tessa every night, but she kept finding empty space. As far as her magic could tell—as far as anyone’s magic could tell—Tessa never existed.

      But she did. We all knew it. So, it was a trick. Some kind of fucked-up trick.

      And now I was back in Los Angeles. About to ask help for someone who’d already refused to take my calls. Refused to even take Claudia’s calls. We didn’t even know if she was getting our messages.

      But I’d beg. I had no pride left. I would beg. We’d nearly gotten Samantha killed the last time we asked for her help, and she’d probably slam the door in my face. And yet, I had to try.

      I knocked on the door of the old apartment. I could hear footsteps, and then the door swung open.

      Wide, stormy gray eyes stared at me. Samantha’s long, wavy brown hair hung loose down her back. She was wearing a plaid uniform skirt, and an untucked white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up enough to show a few crystal bracelets on each wrist. “Dastien?” she said.

      “Hi, Samantha.”

      Claudia said not to tell her we were coming. To just show up. Otherwise, she’d rabbit herself away, and that would do us no good.

      Samantha looked past me and saw Michael, but she looked back at me. “You want me to find Tessa. I saw the news, but if you’re here, that means you think I can help. I don’t know that I can.”

      “Can we come in and talk? Please?” I hated talking about how Tessa was gone, but I couldn’t really talk or think about anything else. So, it didn’t fucking matter. It shouldn’t matter. I’d explain what happened a million times over if it got me closer to finding her. “You haven’t gotten our messages?”

      “No.” She looked away from me, chewing on her lip. “I’ve been busy. I’ve been ignoring my calls and…”

      Now that I was looking at her, I noticed that she was thinner than the last time I saw her. There were dark circles under her eyes. She looked about as tired and heartsick as I was. She might need help as much as I did. Before I left, I’d make sure she ate a real meal with protein.

      “Honestly, I saw the calls, but things have been…I meant to call, but…” She shrugged.

      Right. I had to remember that Tessa wasn’t the center of everyone’s universe. Just the center of mine. “Can we come in? Please.”

      She looked at me again, leaned against the door jamb, but said nothing.

      “If you can’t help me, then…” Then I wasn’t sure where to go next. I’d figure it out. I would. But I had to know if Samantha could find Tessa. I couldn’t leave—wouldn’t leave—until she gave me a chance to explain. “Please.”

      Samantha let out a soft sigh. “Look. I know I helped you before, but I can’t do it again. Shit has been going crazy here, and I’m wiped to the max and—”

      “Someone kidnapped Tessa, and I can’t find her. No one can find her. I can’t even feel our bond anymore. It’s like it doesn’t exist. I’ve tried everything. Claudia’s tried. I can’t…”

      “But you’re her mate. I saw your bond to her. I held it in my hand. If she’s not dead, then follow it—”

      “She’s not dead!” I screamed before I could stop myself.

      Samantha stepped back slowly, as if she were backing away from a predator. Except I was the predator.

      I was messing up. I was messing this all up. I ran my fingers through my hair as I tried to calm down.

      Michael’s hand squeezed my shoulder. “He’s sorry, but this is really hard for him. It’s been a very long couple of weeks.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to shove down the screaming panic, but every day that passed, it got harder.

      I opened my eyes, but I knew she could see the wolf staring at her. “I’m sorry. The bond is gone. Someone took her, and I really need help because I don’t know what to do without her. Help me. Please.”

      She shook her head, and I wasn’t sure what else I could say to convince her.

      But then she said, “Okay. Come in. Start at the beginning.”

      Ten minutes later, I’d laid out everything we knew so far, everything we’d tried, every dead end we’d hit.

      She was quiet for a minute, and I looked around her apartment. At the sagging couch, musty shag carpet, the cracked plaster walls. The plate of food—crackers, cheese, and cookies—she’d brought for us, but that she hadn’t touched. I wasn’t sure what had happened since I last saw her, but I told myself that when this was all done, I’d check on her. Once I was in a place to help her, I’d do something for her.

      Samantha cleared her throat, and I focused on her.

      Her eyes appeared glassy. Like she was seeing through me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Last time, it was easy to see the bond between you and Tessa. It was the brightest, biggest one. And every time you talked to her through it, there was this loud buzzing. It was so annoying. I couldn’t have ignored that bond if I wanted to.”

      I swallowed down the feeling of loss because it wasn’t helpful right now. This was the most we’d heard about my mate bond from anyone.

      Samantha’s gaze went glassy again for a second and then cleared as she met my gaze. “I don’t know if it was because you were right there next to her or if it’s something else. Right now, I see all kinds of ties around you, and none of them are brighter than the rest. At least not bright like before. I’m not sure I would notice which was which or if there was one missing anymore because there are so many.” She brushed a piece of her hair behind her ear. “I don’t usually do magic here, but this…this isn’t magic, and honestly, I’m wiped out. I don’t want to go anywhere. So, we’ll do this here. I don’t know that I can…”

      She was quiet again, and I wanted to shake her. To tell her to hurry up. To tell me something. But Michael gripped my knee to the point of pain.

      I met his gaze with a growl backed with a silent command to back off that was strong enough to scare any other werewolf, but Michael was Michael. He didn’t even flinch.

      “Your control is slipping again.” He said the words softly, calmly. A plain statement of fact.

      Damn it. “You’re right.” I let out a slow breath. “You’re right. I’ll try harder.”

      I’d yelled at Samantha, and now I was losing my temper with Michael. He hadn’t left my side through all of this, and she was going to help, and this was how I was repaying them?

      “It’s okay,” Samantha said, and when I turned to her, she didn’t flinch. “I’m scared for her, and I only met her that one time. We’ve messaged and kept in touch, but I’m not close to her. No one is but you. You’re allowed to be scared.”

      I usually didn’t spill my guts, but I had no pride left. Nothing left but begging for help. “I’m terrified. I can’t sleep. I’m forcing myself to eat. But I don’t know if she’s okay. I don’t know anything except that she’s alive—because I’m alive—which means I have some time, but I don’t know how much. I need to find her before…” I couldn’t say the rest. I couldn’t think the rest.

      She bit her lip as she stared at me again, and I forced myself to wait. I wasn’t a patient man. I never was. If I’d been even the least bit patient, I never would have bitten Tessa like I did.

      And if I was being honest with myself, I never thought I deserved her. I never forgave myself for taking away her choice, and a part of me thought that this—her being taken from me—was my punishment.

      “Okay. I’m going to touch your bonds and try and see if I can find your mate bond. It might be weird.”

      Weird was one word for it. “I remember from last time.”

      “Right. So, maybe don’t growl at me. Or at least don’t bite me, okay? I’ve got enough problems to worry about without being all furry and shit.”

      I laughed. It was a strained sound, but it was there. “I won’t bite you. Please. Just help me.”

      “It was a joke. I’m a—I can’t be anything except what I am. If that makes sense. Even if you bit me. It wouldn’t change what I was.”

      That was something at least.

      “This is probably a terrible idea.” She stood.

      And with her movement, my hope strengthened again.

      It seemed stupid to keep hoping and getting disappointed over and over. But I couldn’t help it. I had to believe Samantha could do something. If she couldn’t be changed by my bite, then that meant her magic was different than any other magic.

      “Are you fey?”

      Samantha stared at me like I was nuts. “No. Not even a little bit fey. I’m something else.” She waved for me to follow her. “Come on. Lie down on the floor.”

      I lay down in front of the coffee table. There were a couple of feet of empty floor on every side of me.

      She knelt to my right and held her hands an inch above my body. “Just stay still.” She ran her hands up and down my body, and then I felt a tug. It wasn’t painful exactly, but extremely uncomfortable.

      Michael grunted from his spot on the couch.

      She jerked her hands away and looked up at him. “That yours?”

      “Yes.” His voice was more wolf than human.

      “Sorry. Your bond to him is the strongest one I can see right now. Are you his dad?”

      “In all but blood.” I couldn’t see Michael, but I knew he’d probably shrugged or played it off like it was nothing that he’d taken me in. But it was everything.

      She interlaced her fingers and cracked her knuckles. “Okay. Not that one. Going in again.”

      Samantha pulled at the next bond. I had a second to hope before my phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket and checked the screen. Chris.

      I tossed my phone to Michael, and he moved into the kitchen to answer it.

      Samantha was sitting back on her heels, watching me.

      “Keep going. Please,” I said.

      She gave me a tight nod before reaching her hands out again.

      As she went through more of my bonds, my phone kept ringing. Cosette. Van. Blaze. She went through all the bonds to the new council first—except Eli and the one I wanted most—Tessa.

      And then, she started again, moving to the bonds she said were smaller, thinner, less bright. Adrian. Meredith. Donovan.

      Michael stayed in the kitchen, answering my phone every time someone called. He’d have just enough time to assure them that everything was okay before Samantha moved on to the next bond.

      Each pause as she found another bond, my heart would race with hope, and then the ringing phone brought me crashing back down. Twenty minutes later, I’d had about all I could take. Each tug got a little more uncomfortable until my nerves were frayed.

      It was torture, but I kept thinking about Tessa, and I knew if she was staying alive, that I could endure whatever it took to find her.

      Samantha was quiet the whole time as she focused on something that I couldn’t see. Until finally, she let out a soft hmmm.

      I swallowed, almost scared to ask what that sound was about. But I had to. “What?” My heart was racing. I wanted some bit of hope. Had she found something?

      She was staring intensely at something I couldn’t see. She would reach her hand out and then draw it back. Reached and pulled back. She did it a few times, and then sat back on her heels and looked at me.

      “There’s this spot on you that I can’t touch. Like every time I reach for it, my hand moves away from it on its own. But I’ve pulled on every bond you have, and none of them are it. So, if I had to make a bet, I’ve gotta go with that null void hiding your mate bond.”

      That sounded like it made sense to me. “Magic took her away, so that adds up.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “Fey magic.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t really know any fey well enough to understand their magic.” She shook her head. “This is a bad idea, but I’m going to do it. Just…if anything goes wrong, be sure to call my mom. Okay? Passcode on my phone is 3737.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Michael came back into the living room to sit on the couch. He was in dad-mode, and I knew he’d seen the same thing I’d seen when we walked through the door.

      Samantha was tired when we got here. She needed food and sleep, and we were a weight on her.

      “You’ve been amazingly patient with us, but we don’t want you to get hurt,” Michael said, and I had to agree with him, but I really, really wanted her to try this.

      Samantha looked over the coffee table at Michael. “I’m never really sure about anything, but screw it. Now I’m mad. I’d talked to Tessa a few times since you guys were here. She’s a friend. I want to know who the hell did this and why.”

      “We don’t know, but we have people working on that while we work on finding her,” Michael said. “If you could find her bond, we’d get to her much faster.”

      She looked down at me again. “Okay. Let’s do this.” She reached out and grabbed something, but the second her hand closed, she flew straight up into the air. Her loose hair flew around her face, hiding it from view as her head brushed the ceiling.

      She hung there for a split second before flying sideways across the room.

      Her head hit the plaster wall with a whack.

      I smelled copper just before she started to fall, leaving a trail of blood on the wall behind her.

      I rolled to catch her before she hit the floor. I placed her carefully on the ground. I could hear her heart beating and air moving through her lungs, but her eyes were closed.

      I tapped her cheek. “Samantha?”

      Oh God. There was too much blood. I didn’t know what she was, but clearly she wasn’t supernatural enough to sustain this kind of hurt.

      “Call 911!”

      She couldn’t die. I wouldn’t let her die. She said my blood wouldn’t save her, but I wouldn’t let her die.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Six hours later, I was feeling worse than I had since Tessa was taken. Samantha felt like our last shot, and now…

      Samantha was hurt. This was my fault. I’d gone to her for help.

      Her mother hadn’t spoken to us. She’d gone straight back to the room, but she’d shot me a look before she headed down the hall. One that said I did this. That it was my fault. And she was right.

      This was my fault.

      A nurse came to get me from the waiting room. “Dastien? She’s asking for you.”

      Michael started to get up, but the nurse shook her head. “Just this one.”

      She turned without a word and started down the hall.

      Michael shoved a candy bar in my hand before I could move. “Eat it. Your control is shot.” He added a warning glare as if his verbal one wasn’t enough.

      I ripped the wrapper open—not caring what it was—and took a bite, chewing as I followed the nurse through the maze of the hospital. Past rooms and rooms of sick people. People crying. Stinking of pain and illness. I tried to ignore the smell, but I was already too close to the edge.

      And then the nurse stopped in front of a door. “Samantha’s in here.” She pushed open a door. “You can go on in.”

      The lights in the room were dim, and there was constant beeping from the machines. The scent of blood and death and disease seeped into every atom of the hospital, but Samantha was sitting up in bed. She was okay.

      Her face was still ghostly white, and she had a bandage wrapped around her head. But she was awake, and I’d been so afraid that I’d gotten her killed.

      I let out a sigh of relief as I stepped close to her bed.

      “Don’t worry. I have a concussion, but I’ve had worse.” She gave me a half-assed smile. “They’re just keeping me overnight as a precaution. My mom just left to get me some better food, so this is my only chance to talk to you. She’s kind of pissed.”

      I ran a hand down my face. “I’m so sorry. I—”

      “I said, don’t worry about it.” She smiled, but it looked pitifully weak. “Whoever has Tessa is like mondo powerful. The magic on your bond—it’s not demonic, and it’s not witchcraft. It’s got something else to it, and if I had to guess, you’re probably spot on with the fey thing. But I found something that I thought might be useful. The new ones—the ones you said were council bonds—those are cool. Powerful. I could feel the fey in there—which was kind of neat. But the pack bonds were different than I remembered. I don’t think the new bonds you’ve gained should’ve changed your pack bonds. This…”

      Samantha’s eyelids grew heavy and closed. For a second, I thought she’d fallen asleep, but then she shook her head for a second before hissing in pain.

      She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. “I’m not explaining this well. Sorry. My head feels like it’s exploding.”

      “It’s okay.” I moved closer to the bed, not sure of how to help. “You don’t have to—”

      “No. Wait. I got a bump on the head to get this info for you. Just…” Her eyes fluttered open, and there was pain floating in them. “When I touched your pack bonds when you came to LA last time, they were…protected? I don’t know enough about the bonds to say for certain, but I could see them there before. I could touch them. And I remember the bond you had with Tessa. It was glowing and golden and special. I remember the others to your pack. It’s a messy web. Lots of different colors. Some were thicker than others. Some duller. I don’t know what any of that means. But they’ve changed. Now, there’s like this fungus on them. On just your pack bonds. There’s this film of…I don’t know. Sludge? It dims all the bonds. It’s magic for sure—bad magic—but the weird thing is that it’s woven into the bonds.”

      “What does it mean?” I didn’t feel anything weird from my pack bonds.

      “I don’t know exactly. It isn’t on the bonds I first touched. The ones you said were to your council or whatever.” She paused. “I’m sorry. I’m really out of my element here. I don’t deal with werewolves—other than you guys—and never with the fey. I’ve got enough supernatural problems without borrowing from your kind.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt. But I’ll take any guess you have.” I laughed, but it was a sad, helpless whimper of a laugh. “I’ll take anything at this point. Any hint of what you think could be wrong or if you have an idea on how to fix it. This is literally the most useful bit of information that I’ve gotten since Tessa was taken.”

      Samantha licked her lips and then took a breath as if she were considering her words very carefully. “I think—and I don’t know, and I hate to get anyone into trouble—but I really, really think that one of the werewolves you’re connected to must be a traitor. I can’t explain it, but it feels like someone let the fey magic infect your pack bonds. The fey would need a way in, and the only way in—as far as I can tell—is through another werewolf. The fey magic snakes through the pack bonds like a trail leading back to a person. I could only grasp at the more solid bonds, but there were finer ones there that were also infected. I don’t know who that person is. It’s not one of the people that called, but I have no way of knowing who else you’re tied to and—”

      I was suddenly very thankful that Michael had shoved that candy bar at me. I was going to need every ounce of control. “Someone in my pack let the fey into my bonds? Is that what you’re saying?” I squeezed my hands into tight fists.

      “I think so. Or a related pack. Like something looser tied to you than those who called. Does that makes sense?”

      “It does.” We’d been betrayed by one of our own. How did I not see it? “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t explain it or tell you who, but I think you have to take out the bad apple in your pack. I don’t know that it will bring Tessa back, but…you need to break through the magic on your bonds, and clearly I’m not strong enough to do it. So…” She licked her lips again as she thought. “So, I’d start questioning your wolves.”

      That was something. Wolves I could hunt. That was something I could fight. “Thank you. I’m so sorry you got hurt.”

      I’d already paid her medical bills in full. There were some outstanding ones, and I paid those, too. When I did, I talked to Michael. We were going to see what we could do to help her. If she’d accept the help. I would’ve done anything to help her regardless, but she’d gotten hurt because of me, and she’d given me a clue.

      This was still a debt I needed to repay.

      I wasn’t sure if I should touch her, but I reached for her hand. She took it, giving it a squeeze.

      “I don’t know how to thank you, but I’m grateful for your help.”

      “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me.” She let go of my hand. “Will you keep me updated? Let me know what you find or when you find her?”

      “I will. And thank you. This is more information than we’ve had before.” I turned to go, but she called out to me.

      “There’s one more thing.” She looked down at her hands and started messing with the blanket. “I’m not sure if I should tell you this. If it’ll help you or just make it worse or—”

      “Anything would help.” I stepped closer to the bed. Samantha had already given me so many answers, and I was grateful for them. But if she had more, I’d take that, too. Even if it made it worse. Although I wasn’t sure how that could be possible. “Anything helps.”

      “I’m not sure how—because it didn’t happen with any of the other bonds. I never ever saw anything when I touched them. But for the second I held your mate bond before I went flying, I could see Tessa.”

      I sat down at the end of her bed and held her hands—gently. Gently and with every ounce of control I had left. “What did you see? Is she…was she hurt?”

      Her misty gray eyes met mine. “She’s okay. She’s not hurt. It was quick—just a flash of an image really—but I saw at least that much. She was reading. She seemed okay.”

      I took a breath. Tessa was fine. Wherever she was, she wasn’t hurt. That was everything. I gripped her hands tighter for a second before letting go. I wanted to hug her, but I didn’t want to make her head hurt worse. “Thank you. If you ever need anything…I will do anything for you.”

      “I’m going to take you up on that. You’ll probably regret it, so—”

      “I won’t!” The words snapped out. I took a breath. I needed that control back. “Sorry. I’m a mess right now, but please call me. I gave your phone to your mother earlier, but I added my number to it. If you hear anything else or have any ideas, just call me. And if anything comes up and you need my help, I’ll come. I promise. Anything at all.”

      “You got it.”

      I walked out of the room and barely stopped myself from running back to Michael. Running in the hospital would get too much attention, so I forced myself to walk.

      When I reached the waiting room, Michael saw me and immediately stood up.

      I waved him forward and started moving toward the exit.

      “What did she say?” Michael said as he came up beside me. He sounded hopeful, and this time, there was a good reason for him to be hopeful.

      I had a lead. A good, solid lead.

      “Time to go hunting.” My wolf was close, making my voice a half-growl, but I couldn’t shove it down.

      “We’re getting closer?”

      “Yes.” We were getting much closer. “Text the pilot. Tell him we’ll give him a destination soon, but we’re on our way.”

      For the first time since she’d been taken, I had real hope that I’d be with my mate again soon.
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      Thirteen Days, Twenty Hours Missing

      

      It didn’t take long for me to relay to Michael what I found out from Samantha. I was finished by the time we reached the car in the underground parking lot of the hospital.

      The car doors unlocked as I touched the handle, but Michael’s hand slammed down on the door, keeping me from opening it.

      “I’ll drive.”

      “What? Why?” I usually drove, even when we were just going to the store in Texas.

      Michael was usually pretty calm and easygoing, but he didn’t like cars or traffic. He kept to rural areas and—until recently—rarely left St. Ailbe’s. He always said he was too old and too set in his ways to deal with the frustrations that came with driving in a big city, and this was Los Angeles. The traffic here was epic.

      And yet, he had his hand on the driver’s door. Why?

      “Move,” I said. “I’ll drive.”

      “No. You won’t be focusing on the road, and you need to plan. By the time we get to the airport, we’ll need our destination.”

      “Okay.” Michael would drive slower than I would, but he had a point. I wasn’t going to be able to focus on driving when I wanted to figure out where to go.

      I walked to the other side of the car and got in. “Who do you think could do this?”

      Michael concentrated on getting around the tight curves as we drove up a bunch of levels to the exit. “I don’t know. We’ve questioned every Alpha already.”

      “Do you think Samantha could be wrong?”

      “No.” He left it at that.

      The whir of the window lowering filled the car, and Michael moved to pay the parking fee.

      I stared at my phone, waiting for service to come back online. As soon as I had reception, I was calling everyone. We’d missed someone. Some Alpha somewhere had lied. Clearly.

      Three tiny bars showed up on the top of my phone, and I called Chris. “I have info. Start looping everyone on the line,” I said as soon as he answered.

      “Finally.” Chris’ raspy voice came through the line. “Hang on. Let’s switch services. I’ll call you back in a few.”

      “Wait. What—” The line went quiet, and I pulled my phone away from my face to look at it. “He hung up.”

      “Just give him a second. This is good,” Michael said. “We have information. Focus on that.”

      I was trying, but I wanted to find her already. We were making progress, but it was too slow. Way too slow. I wasn’t built to do this kind of digging around. I liked to fight, to do, to move. It felt like the last two weeks were filled with too much waiting.

      There were a bunch of texts on our group chain, and then my phone started buzzing.

      I looked at my phone and saw that Chris was Wi-Fi calling me back from an app. I hit the green button. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Chris said. “You’ve got Cosette, Van, River, Kyra, and Elowen here.”

      Meredith joined the call. “Heya! I’ve got Donovan with me. You’re on speaker.”

      “Anyone else ringing in?” My knee bounced as I waited. I wanted to start filling them in so that I could figure out where we needed to go next, but I had to wait. I didn’t think I had the patience to explain everything we’d found out twice.

      “Few more,” Chris said. “Just a sec.”

      “Hi.” Claudia’s voice came through as she joined the call.

      “How’s Axel doing?” Michael asked.

      “Good. He’s on a run with Lucas right now, but he seems to be doing all right despite being worried about Tessa. It’s enough to set any werewolf on edge. Was Samantha able to help?”

      “She was.” I really owed Samantha for what she’d done. Especially since helping us physically hurt her. “I have some answers, but a lot more questions. Anyone else joining—”

      “Hey. What do we know?” Adrian’s voice came through. “Shane’s with me. We’re ready to roll. Just tell us what we need to do.”

      “Is this it?” I ran through the list in my head. There were so many of us now it was sometimes hard to keep track, but I trusted every single one of them. We’d fought together. Bled together. We’d forged a link, and there was no hiding from it. “Where are Blaze and Beth? I don’t want to tell this twice.”

      “They’re investigating something, and I’m not sure they can make it. I haven’t heard back from them yet,” Chris said. “I’ll fill them in later. Spill. What do you know?”

      I hesitated to speak for a second. I was nervous that this would eventually lead to another dead end, but I couldn’t let it. I needed this to work. This was a start. This was exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      Now I just needed to narrow down which wolves I was hunting. I needed a target.

      “I saw Samantha today, and things didn’t quite go as expected.”

      There was a gasp. “Is she okay?” Claudia asked.

      “Yes. She’s in the hospital but fine. I swear. I wouldn’t have left if—”

      “Come on, man. We all know you wouldn’t just leave her. What the hell happened?” Adrian asked.

      They waited patiently while I explained. I tried to answer all the questions I could but took as little time doing it as possible. My wolf was urging me to run, find, hunt, and I had to keep reminding him that we needed to wait. I had to use words right now. I couldn’t be a wolf.

      I watched the city go by as I talked. There were so many people on the road. So many lights and cars and sounds and smells. I’d noticed it last time we came here, but Tessa had been with me. I got to see it through her eyes, and it wasn’t so overwhelming. She’d seen it as something familiar. This had been her home.

      But now, it was overwhelming.

      My friends’ voices filled the car as they asked questions. My adoptive father was sitting in the car next to me, driving. And yet, I was alone.

      Alone and hollow.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever not feel alone again.

      They were arguing with each other now, and I was letting them for another thirty seconds, and then I was jumping in.

      “No. No. We already looked into this.” Chris’s voice held a thread of frustration. “I questioned Lisabetta extensively with Cosette. You talked to the French Alpha. Right?”

      I nodded, but they couldn’t see that. “Yes. I know we talked to everyone, but clearly, we missed someone.”

      “How? How could we have missed someone?” Chris was almost yelling. “We’ve been to every Alpha—even alphas who weren’t quite powerful enough to hold their own pack.”

      I got his anger and frustration—I really did—but it wasn’t helpful right now.

      “We made a list, and we talked to everyone. Everyone.” Now, Chris was actually yelling. “No one knows anything. They wouldn’t be able to lie—”

      He wasn’t listening. And if he wasn’t listening, then maybe no one else was. That was unacceptable. “Then we missed someone. We’re going over the list again,” I snapped. “Who’s powerful enough—”

      “Wait,” Kyra’s voice came through my phone.

      I didn’t know her very well—she’d been traveling a lot—but I was open to ideas. Especially new ideas. And most importantly, new ones from the fey. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure if you’ve already discussed this. I haven’t been here for most of the meetings since… But you’re talking about how you questioned Alphas. You’re assuming it was a strong werewolf that participated in her kidnapping, but that might be ruling out the real culprit.”

      “You think a weaker werewolf could pull this off?” Michael said.

      I turned to him. His eyes were focused on the road, and he’d been quiet. So quiet that I thought he wasn’t listening to the call.

      “It’s extremely possible if I’m understanding this correctly,” Kyra said. Her words were crisp and clear. “Samantha said it was fey magic messing with the bonds. Right?”

      “Right.” I wasn’t sure why that needed clarification. I’d said it plainly.

      “Then the werewolf element doesn’t have to be strong,” Van’s voice came through the phone.

      “That’s right.” Cosette muttered something that had to be a fey curse. “That’s actually right. I can’t believe we missed that. I was so focused on—”

      “How?” I asked. I didn’t understand fey magic at all. Clearly.

      “Whoever accessed your bonds just opened the door for the fey to take over. They served as a link. I’m not a werewolf, and I’ve never tried to look at your pack magic, but all of you are tied together, right?” Kyra asked. “In a similar way to how this council is linked?”

      “I think that’s right,” Michael said. “We all have access to the pack bonds. Although the level of control we can exert over them depends on the strength of the werewolf. That’s why some can command, and some must obey.”

      “But you all have access to the bonds that tie each wolf to another, no matter the power level?” Kyra asked.

      I looked at Michael. God. We were so stupid. “I just assumed if they were going to overpower her like this and for this long that we were looking for someone very alpha, if not an actual pack Alpha. There are enough of them that are mad at her, and a few that have made it clear they want her gone. It made sense that it had to be one of them.”

      “Yeah. That made sense when we thought a werewolf took Tessa,” Adrian said. “They’d have to be strong enough to overpower her. Which takes some serious claws to do.”

      “But it wasn’t a werewolf that took her,” Van said. “We know Helen was behind the attack. So, it could literally be any wolf. Although I might add a caveat that it’s probably a wolf that’s familiar with your bonds. Most likely someone of loose connection or someone who left your pack.”

      I was glad to narrow it down some, but putian. The betrayal was a sharp burn in my soul.

      Someone I knew did this?

      “Think about who hates Tessa,” Van said. “Who else had access to and knowledge of your bonds and hates her? A close friend? Maybe an ex of yours who—”

      Chris’s raspy laugh came through the phone, and I knew—I knew—what he was going to say because I was thinking the same damned thing.

      “Anyone know where the hell Imogene’s been?” Chris asked. “She hates Tessa, and she knows our pack bonds. She knows all of your bonds, Dastien. You grew up with her. You dated her. She’s top of my list.”

      “Anyone talk to Shannon?” Michael asked. “She’d also be at the top of my list. And possibly—”

      “I’ve talked to Shannon,” Meredith said softly, but we all heard her.

      Everyone was quiet as we waited for what Meredith would say next.

      “I talked to Shannon last week. I…I don’t think she’s involved, but I didn’t really believe Tessa when Shannon was being a jerk to her. I don’t think I’m the best person to read her.”

      No. Meredith really wasn’t. “Do you know where Shannon is?”

      “Look, I…she hates Tessa, but Shannon asked about her. I thought it was from guilt over what she’d done and what had happened, but now I’m not so sure.”

      My hand tightened around the phone, and the screen cracked. I dropped it into my lap before I could do any more damage. I wasn’t going to like whatever Meredith said next, but I needed to hear it.

      “Shannon asked about what we knew. I thought she was coming around—caring about someone other than herself—but I could be very, very wrong. She could’ve been asking to find out if we knew she was involved. I hadn’t talked to her in months. I thought…I was just happy to hear from a friend. I didn’t think about—”

      Meredith’s rambling was getting on my nerves. She talked to Shannon and felt bad about it. Fine. But I needed the facts. “What did you tell her exactly?”

      “Everything I knew. Everything.”

      I was trying to be patient. Trying and failing. “How much everything? I need to know exactly—”

      “I’m so sorry. I told her how you’d gone to a bunch of different witches trying to break the magic hiding your bond. I told her you’d been to the Lunar Court and talked to Helen. That we knew Helen was involved somehow. She already knew we’d questioned all the Alphas, but she doesn’t know about Samantha, Dastien. I talked to her before I knew you were heading that way, and she doesn’t even know that Samantha exits. Hell, I’ve never even met her and…” She was quiet.

      I wanted to scream at her for telling Shannon so much, but it wouldn’t solve anything.

      “I’m so sorry,” Meredith said it so quietly, but I could hear the pain and guilt in her voice.

      I didn’t want to blame Meredith for talking to her friend. Meredith hadn’t been around in a while. I knew she still trying to sort out the mess of the Irish pack with Donovan, and I knew—I knew—she would never do anything to hurt Tessa. But this still felt like she’d betrayed us. Betrayed my mate.

      After a minute, I realized that everyone was waiting for me to scream or yell or get upset, but I knew that wouldn’t do any good.

      Meredith was always too kind, too giving. Even as angry and frustrated as I was, I knew she wasn’t the bad guy here. She didn’t actually hurt Tessa. And she didn’t mean to give information to someone who might have participated in her kidnapping.

      “We don’t know anything for sure yet. So, don’t beat yourself up. Just send me Shannon’s address if you have it. We’ll go there next. And if anyone else starts asking about her—if any of you have anyone that comes to you that makes you feel the least bit—”

      “It gets a little worse, Dastien,” Meredith said. “Please, don’t get mad.”

      I couldn’t promise her that. I was doing my best to not be upset already, but I wasn’t about to promise anything. “What?”

      “She’s living with Imogene.”

      Michael reached out, gripping my shoulder, feeding me power to keep me calm. “Breathe. We didn’t know, but this is good. We have so much more than we’ve had.”

      It took me a second to realize that I was growling. It took me a while longer to make myself stop.

      I wanted to yell at her for not telling me this sooner, but we discussed who could’ve pulled this off. When Tessa was first taken, we all agreed that if there was a werewolf element in play here, then it had to be one of the Alphas. They had the power and the motivation to pull off something like this. Meredith couldn’t have known.

      “Where?” The word was more growl than anything else.

      “Miami with a few others that got kicked out of St. Ailbe’s. I’ll send you the address.”

      My knuckles popped, and I looked down at my hands. They were shifting. I was losing control.

      “Stop. You can’t change now. We’ve got to get on a plane.” Michael fed me more power to fight the wolf. Power to control the wolf. And I took it because I needed to think.

      “This is good news,” Michael said.

      Right. Michael was right. I had something to go on. That was more than I had yesterday. I wouldn’t think about all the time wasted because I hadn’t wasted it. Everything we’d done led me to here. A place where hope lived.

      “Any of our kind could help with the magic hiding her,” Kyra said, breaking the silence. “We have a long history of stealing people. Moving them to places. Changing their memories and clouding them in magic to hide them away.” She shook her head. “If they’ve made her a changeling, she could be anywhere. But there’s hope in that.”

      “Why?” God, I needed more hope.

      “Because if that’s the case, then she’s probably fine wherever she is. She probably has no idea that she’s missing or who she really is or that anyone is looking for her.”

      I wasn’t sure if that broke my heart or gave me hope.

      Hope. I’d take the hope.

      “Shannon is friends with the fey.” Meredith’s voice was soft and sorrow-filled. “The entrance to the Lunar Court’s underhill is basically next door to our pack’s castle in Ireland. Which means that she has contacts. They know her and could’ve used her. I’m not sure what role she had in it, or if she had any at all, but she has access to the fey, and—”

      “No one is blaming you, Meredith,” Chris said. “It’s okay.”

      “No. It’s really not.” There was pain in her voice now, and I knew I should say something. I should fix it. But I couldn’t make the words come out.

      “There’s one more thing,” Cosette said. “Changelings are usually infants or toddlers when they’re taken. The magic they’d need to create this…it’s not easy. Not just any fey could do it.”

      That was good. That was better than good. “Who?”

      “My mother, among others. Which we knew, but it would definitely take more than just my mother to pull it off. Changling magic isn’t her forte.”

      Great. The one fey we couldn’t go after mixed in with more fey.

      “If I can find who else participated, I might be able to track Tessa,” Van said quickly. “I’m going to court. I have—”

      “We can’t go back to Helen. Not again. We don’t want a war with the fey.” Michael dropped his hand from my shoulder. “I’m not sure who would win. We have to find Tessa while keeping the peace.”

      “We’ve got power on our side. Major archon power,” Chris said.

      The fey on the call started arguing with werewolves over who was more powerful, but it was all bullshit. Total bullshit that didn’t matter.

      “Be careful,” Claudia said, and the argument dropped off. “Whoever is involved in taking my cousin, they’re dangerous.”

      “We’ll be at the airport in a minute,” Michael said.

      I looked out the window, seeing—really looking—at what was out there.

      He was right. I recognized the oil pumpjacks on the hills. We were ten minutes away, give or take. “I’ve got to go. Send me the address, Meredith.”

      “Just sent it. Service is slow here, but it should come through in a sec.”

      “Thanks.” I hung up before all the awkward goodbyes and well-wishing could start.

      The fey had taken her. My ex had helped. They were answers, but dark worries kept filtering through my mind. “What if they’re hurting her? What if—”

      “You can’t think of the ifs. Only what is.” Michael was using his calm, soothing Alpha voice with me, but I wasn’t sure it would work. “Tessa’s missing, but she’s alive. Someone who knew how to navigate your pack ties let the fey access them. The magic that took her from us is something only a very powerful fey could do. This is all great information. We have a real destination now. Shannon and Imogene hate Tessa and have the means to access your bonds. That’s a starting point. That’s the best news we’ve had in two weeks.

      “It might not feel like it, but we’ve made a lot of progress in just two weeks.” Michael’s reasoning was starting to get through to me. “With missing supernaturals, it can take a lot longer to find someone than if this were just a human kidnapping. And her chances of surviving this are still very high. Okay?”

      He was right. I knew it. I wanted to find Tessa now, today, immediately, but it could take time. The fey magic we were fighting against was powerful. “Okay.”

      My cell phone pinged, and I grabbed it from my lap. There was a text from Meredith. An address and another apology. “I have their address.”

      It’s okay, I sent back to her.

      And then I texted the pilot with our destination. We’d be in the air soon. Five hours—give or take—to Miami. Maybe forty minutes from the airport to Imogene’s condo.

      Then I’d find some answers.

      I could take six more hours.

      I could hold on to hope for that long.
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      Fourteen Days, Eight Hours Missing

      

      It was late morning when we landed in Miami. We went straight to their condo. I didn’t see the city or the drive. I was a robot, letting Michael drive while I rode along on autopilot. I’d gotten texts throughout the flight that my friends were there for support, no matter what happened, but I couldn’t bring myself to answer any of them. I wasn’t sure what to say because there was really nothing to say that they didn’t already know.

      I was scared and frantic, and I needed to find my mate. Now.

      But I was afraid that if I got there and didn’t find Tessa that I would lose it again. Because I’d heard what my friends said on the call. If this doesn’t lead anywhere, then we were well and truly fucked.

      No one would be stupid enough to go after Helen. No one wanted a fey war. And no one could force Helen to tell us more than she already had without winning a war.

      Which meant if Shannon and Imogene didn’t know where Tessa was being held, then we would be left with a whole bunch of nothing.

      I closed my eyes and reached for my bond, but it was still gone. Still missing. And I was still empty without it.

      I was unable to focus on anything but getting there. My wolf was too close for me to do anything but hang on.

      And then Michael parked the car. “This is it.”

      We got out in front of a tall, round building with balconies on each level. We walked in through a too-small revolving door that smelled of sweat and sand and salt. Inside, the floor was gleaming white marble, and there was a chandelier hanging in front of the security desk. It was large and glittering, and I would’ve thought it looked chic and elegant, but I’d been to the Lunar Court. This one paled in comparison to the throne room’s chandeliers, glowing walls, and magical floors.

      A security guard waited at a desk in front of a bank of elevators. I wasn’t sure I could speak without growling—which would do no good. Michael gave our names and who we were there to see, and the guy stood up.

      “Oh! Laurent, Dastien. Ms. Hoel said he’s to be let right up.”

      “We appreciate that,” Michael said. He’d hidden any hint of his surprise flawlessly, but I was stunned.

      The guy swiped a card across a security pad and pressed a button. “I’ve programmed the elevator on the right to take you straight up.”

      The elevator dinged as it opened, and Michael pulled me inside.

      My name was on a list? She thought I would come here?

      Because of Tessa. It had to be because she knew where Tessa was and knew I’d figure it out eventually. She couldn’t really think that I’d come back to her if Tessa was out of the way. That would be…insane. Complete and utter insanity.

      Because it wasn’t stupidity. It couldn’t be.

      No. She wasn’t that dumb. I’d known Imogene my whole life. Her father always made it clear that it had been agreed that Imogene and I would marry, but Michael was always against it. He never said why, but maybe now I knew.

      Imogene was insane.

      If she had anything to do with Tessa’s disappearance, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. I knew that’s what we came here to confirm, but if this was all some ploy to get rid of my mate so that I would marry her? I was pretty sure I’d finish what Tessa started in the hallway a year and a half ago.

      If she’d taken Tessa from me, I’d rip out her throat and enjoy watching the light fade from her eyes as she bled out.

      My wolf was on the verge of a rampage, and I wasn’t sure there were enough tranqs in the world to put him down.

      “Are you okay?” Michael stepped closer to me, and I wasn’t sure if he was going to feed me more of his power or readying to move if I lost it completely.

      I wasn’t okay. Not even close, but the elevator dinged, saving me from answering him.

      The elevator doors opened up directly into the unit. The floors gleamed with giant glassy white tiles. The walls were white. The sofa was white. What wasn’t white was either chrome or glittery or mirrored. White was supposed to be clean and bright and vibrant, but this place felt like it had no soul.

      Or maybe that was just Imogene.

      Either way, I wanted to shift and tear up the place. But I wasn’t going to do that. Not right now. Not when I had important questions for her.

      We stepped farther into her condo and listened. I could hear the refrigerator humming, the air conditioning, and sounds from the condo below us, but that was it.

      Damn it. “I don’t think anyone is here.” It was more than frustrating. I was ready for answers, not more waiting around.

      “Good.”

      I turned to Michael. He had to be joking. “Good?”

      His eyes were his wolf’s bright green. Michael wasn’t as calm as he was letting on. That made me feel a little better.

      “It gives us time to search. There will be something here.” Michael moved deeper into the condo. “Bedrooms first.”

      Clearly, Michael didn’t care that our scent would be all over the condo. If he was this sure, then I wasn’t waiting.

      I strode down the hallway after him, following Imogene’s scent to her room. From there, we moved to Shannon’s bedroom. The bathroom. Two more bedrooms—guest rooms—that smelled faintly like werewolves I didn’t know, but no one had stayed in them for at least three or four days.

      We looked in every drawer. Opened every closet. I wasn’t sure what we were looking for exactly—something that smelled like my mate or something that gave me a clue to the fey or some bit of magic—but whatever it was that we wanted to find, we didn’t find it.

      There was nothing in the condo that we could use to prove that Imogene had anything to do with Tessa’s disappearance. That didn’t mean it didn’t exist. Or that when I asked her, she wouldn’t tell me. But now I had to wait for them to come back.

      Part of me had been hoping to avoid seeing Imogene. I was pretty sure I’d lose control if she had done something to Tessa.

      “Stop growling,” Michael said as he followed me out of the final bedroom. “There’s nothing we can do now but wait. She’ll be back.”

      “I feel like I should leave.” I didn’t want to. I wanted to be here to question Imogene, but as I looked down at my hands that were now more wolf than human, I wondered if I could stop myself from killing Imogene on sight. “I don’t think—”

      “I’ll help you, but you’re not leaving.” He gripped my shoulder a little too hard and gave me a shake as he shoved power at me. Again. “You walk out that door because you’re afraid of what’s inside you, then you’ll never forgive yourself.” He pushed me toward the kitchen. “Come on. We haven’t eaten today, and that’s not helping your control at all.”

      I sat at the counter while Michael cooked. He’d taught me to cook, but I couldn’t cook anymore. I’d never forget how surprised Tessa was that I could make just about anything. I’d been teaching her, but she was lazy about it. Every time I dragged her into the kitchen, she wandered off. Having her help me got to be a joke between us.

      Tessa couldn’t really make anything—she could heat stuff or make a sandwich or scramble eggs—but we’d realized that cooking wasn’t her thing. That’s what I did. It made me smile every time she tasted something and smiled. I lived for that smile. She was strong and thought she needed my help, but she didn’t. Not really. But I could take care of her. And I did.

      I had.

      But taking care of myself—doing something like cooking—it wasn’t important anymore. My mind would wander. After the third meal I’d burned, I gave up cooking.

      For the last two weeks, we’d grabbed stuff on the run. But the few times we were back in Texas, I let Michael cook for me like he did when I was a kid. It was comforting, and Michael knew that I needed all the comfort I could get right now.

      And since I was at constant war with my wolf, I needed to eat more calories than ever before.

      I’d gone feral once before. It felt like forever ago that Tessa stepped onto the coven’s land—to live with them—and it felt like she’d disappeared. I didn’t handle that separation well. Even knowing exactly where she was and what she was doing and that she was staying there by her own free will, I still went feral. But this was so much worse. I didn’t know where she was or how she was, and I knew she wasn’t there by her own free will.

      I thought I knew before what losing it meant, but I didn’t realize the nature of the beast within me.

      I was terrified of what I might become if I didn’t find her soon.

      We ate in silence. I didn’t taste any of it. I did it so that my wolf would be satisfied for at least this basic need.

      When we were finished, Michael went to the white leather couch and lay down, closing his eyes. I knew he wasn’t asleep. This was Michael’s thinking mode. We’d talked the whole flight out here. We’d made lists of what fey could’ve done this, and tried to figure out what we knew of each fey’s powers. If we could somehow undo their magic on my bond, then that might solve all our problems. But there was so much we didn’t know. So much we didn’t understand.

      Until recently, the fey had avoided the packs. We stayed separate. But Tessa changed all that.

      Tessa changed everything.

      I paced in front of the elevator doors. Michael watched me with a warning in his gaze, but I couldn’t stop moving.

      My wolf couldn’t ask Imogene questions. I had to stay human.

      I told myself that Imogene would be home soon, and then I’d find Tessa. And I hoped that wasn’t a lie.

      Because I had to find her.
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      A ping sounded, the elevator doors slid open, and I was waiting.

      Shannon gasped and pressed herself against the back wall of the elevator.

      Imogene smiled. “Hello, Dastien.”

      I slammed my hand against the elevator door to stop it from closing. “Come inside. We need to talk.” My voice was deep and fiery and filled with power, but that didn’t seem to faze Imogene even a little bit.

      Imogene ran her hand across my chest as she walked by me, and it took everything in me not to hit her.

      I didn’t want her to touch me. I didn’t want her to look at me. I didn’t want her to breathe the same air as me.

      If she was part of taking Tessa, then I wanted her dead.

      She froze when she saw Michael sitting on the couch.

      “Come on in, ladies. We’re on a tight schedule.” Michael rose and strode toward us. “I can make it an order.”

      “We’re not in your pack anymore.” Shannon stepped hesitantly out of the elevator. “You don’t have any authority over us.”

      “Oh, but I do,” I said. “I’m part of the new council that—”

      “No,” Imogene said. “They don’t hold the authority—”

      “Yes, I do.” I gripped my hands into tight fists. “Sit!” The word came out mostly growl, but the shove of power I sent toward them had them dropping to the floor where they stood.

      Imogene smelled like smoke and sweat, and as I looked down at her, I wondered what I’d ever been thinking dating her. Her blonde hair was perfectly straight. Her gold sequined dress fit against her body like it’d been made for it—and I was sure it had been. Her makeup was perfect, and she looked up at me with this calculated, seductress look that made me want to—

      “Dastien!” Michael’s power-backed voice jerked me back to reality.

      I was kneeling in front of Imogene, growling, with my hand reaching for her neck. The sickly sweet scent of fear filled the room. Imogene didn’t look so confident anymore. Her face had paled, and Shannon sat next to her, silently sobbing.

      I stood and stumbled back a step. This wasn’t me. This wasn’t what I did. I always had control. Always.

      But I’d forgotten how hard it had been before Tessa. She made everything easier. She had just as much power as me—more than me—but somehow, she didn’t struggle with it like I did.

      I turned to Michael, who was watching me closely, and I gave him a nod. His eyes were glowing green, but he had control. He could ask the questions. I was too far gone now. Way too far gone to be trusted with anything important.

      “Where is Tessa?” Michael asked.

      Imogene’s shoulders hunched, and she dropped her gaze to the floor. “I don’t know. I—”

      Michael lowered until he was squatting in front of Imogene. He gripped her chin, forcing her head up until she was looking at him. She kept squirming—trying to get away—but he waited until she realized he wasn’t letting go.

      “What part did you play in her disappearance?” he asked.

      “We didn’t do anything!” Shannon’s voice was thick with tears, and her brogue was thicker still.

      I didn’t feel sorry for her. Not even a little bit.

      Michael ignored Shannon. I knew she probably went along with whatever Imogene had done, but the way that Imogene strolled in here—brushing my chest with her hand while Shannon cowered in the back of the elevator—meant that Imogene was the one in charge. It made sense. She was much more alpha than Shannon.

      “Who did you show our pack bonds to?” Michael asked.

      “I’m not a part of the pack anymore. I don’t owe you anything.” Imogene’s voice was more whimper and whine than anything else, but the words were defiant.

      I stood behind Michael and looked down at her. “But you know my bonds. You know who I’m tied to. You can follow the web from one wolf to another until you find me, and then you could find my tie to Tessa. You took it. Who did you give it to?”

      Michael dropped her chin and slowly rose, moving to stand beside me.

      “I didn’t take anything. No one can take a bond.”

      God. Dealing with Imogene was like dealing with the fey. Had she taken lessons on not answering questions? “Fine. Who did you let into our bonds?”

      The two girls looked at each other, but I didn’t have much patience left.

      “Who?” The power I put into the word flew through the room, slamming into them like a physical force, shooting them across the mirror-slick white floors until they hit the wall.

      I wasn’t sure where that power came from, and it didn’t matter. Not right now.

      “I’m not going to ask again.”

      “It was a fey woman and a witch.” Shannon spit out the words. “They were working together. The witch was from a New York coven, but the bitch is dead now. The fey girl killed her in front of us. They told us that if we said anything about it, we were dead, too.

      “I don’t know why they didn’t kill us. It seems it would’ve been tidier, but I don’t think they realized that no Alpha would know if we died. No Alpha would feel it through the pack ties and come asking questions because we weren’t tethered to any pack—except our blood relations. I think they thought as long as they let us live, no one would know how they got through to your mate bond. But they’d kill us for talking to you. So, if I tell you any more, you’d best help us. We need protection. We need—”

      “We don’t need anything from them if this is how—” Imogene started talking, but Shannon cut her off with a look.

      “Yes, we do,” Shannon said.

      At least one of them was sane. Not that we’d help them, but—

      “We can certainly discuss options, depending on what you tell us,” Michael said.

      I stared at my adoptive father like he’d lost his mind. Discuss options? When they’d knowingly participating in the abduction of my mate?

      No. Just no. They could live with the consequences of their actions for all I cared. Once I had the information, these two were dead to me. I would walk out the door and never look back.

      Michael looked at me then, and it was as if he could read my mind. He gave me a look that said they’d face the consequences of betraying our bonds, but it wasn’t up to us to decide their fate.

      Michael was right. I was extremely biased here.

      He gave me a small, barely there nod and turned back to Shannon. “Who? I need a name.” His voice was softer now that Shannon had caved.

      “I don’t know who she was.” Fear made Shannon’s Irish accent thicker than I’d ever heard from her before. “I’ve lived next door to fey my whole life, and I could tell that she was using magic to hide who she was. I knew her name and what she looked like when she was here, but the second she left, my mind muddled. I wouldn’t be able to pick her out of a line-up if my life were on the line. And I know it is right now. I know it. I tried asking who she was and I swear to Jesus I warned Imogene—”

      “You bitch!” Imogene leaped at Shannon, but Michael caught her around the waist and threw her against the mirrored wall.

      Glass shattered, and a faint coppery scent of blood started to seep into the room. My wolf wanted her to hurt, to pay, to bleed for what she’d done to Tessa.

      We still needed answers, which meant I couldn’t kill her yet.

      Imogene would be fine. Glass wouldn’t really hurt a werewolf. But I might if Imogene didn’t cut the shit.

      “You stay there.” Michael didn’t yell it. He didn’t need to. There was enough threat in what he didn’t say.

      Imogene wouldn’t move again if she wanted to live.

      “What did the fey girl tell you? Where did they take her?” I asked Shannon. “Please. We were friends once. My mate—my wife—is gone. I need her back, or I won’t…I need her back. Anything you can tell me would help.”

      Shannon wiped tears from her face as she looked up at me. Her face was pale, making her freckles stand out more. Her wolf was making her green eyes turn a glowing hazel, but she wasn’t going to fight. She stank of remorse and sorrow.

      My wolf wouldn’t hurt her. She was…weak.

      “I’m sorry for what I’ve done. I know it was wrong, but I was left without a pack. I was alone. I…Please. A mercy on me.”

      “Help me, and then we’ll talk.” I wouldn’t let myself be part of any tribunal against her, but if she helped—if she really, truly helped me now—I might be willing to speak on her behalf.

      Shannon nodded. “They said they were going to hide her somewhere. She wasn’t going to be hurt or killed or anythin’. They promised that much at least.”

      I let out a breath. “That might just save your life. Keep going.”

      “God. I am sorry for what I’ve done. I called Meredith. I tried to tell her. I did. I feel a kind of miserable guilt, and I—”

      I closed my eyes, praying for patience. I didn’t want to hear how bad she felt about destroying my life. “Stop.” I opened them again and felt a little calmer. “Just tell me what happened. Tell me what you remember.”

      Something on my face had Shannon swallowing down her rambling apology. “The fey girl just wanted her out of the way. She thought with Tessa gone, then you and the rest of the new council would be running around trying to find her. She said that her queen wanted time to figure out how to undo the spell that gave you the power to rule us all. She wanted to undo it. She didn’t like the idea that Cosette or Van or those other two fey girls could be more powerful than her. This was about Tessa and the rest of you having too much power.” Shannon shrugged. “You’re playing right into her hands. You’re doing exactly what she wanted you to do. Running around and paying them no heed when you should be watching your backs.”

      I didn’t care about the fey—I just wanted Tessa back—but Shannon was right. I was playing right into their hands. We all were. We were running around, chasing any lead we could find, and she was gone.

      Tessa was gone.

      I would keep her my focus, but the rest of them needed to sort out Helen before this turned to war.

      “Do you know where they sent Tessa? Do you know anything that could help?”

      “I swear to Jesus I don’t know what they’ve done with her. We allowed them to touch our bonds. That was it.”

      “Why? Why would you let them?”

      “I owed a debt. That was my part. Imogene did it for her own reasons.” Shannon raised a shaking hand to wipe away a tear. “I let them into my bonds, and now they feel dirty. Full of must and muck. I had to or…I grew up next to the underhill. I know what happens when werewolves go there. So, I let them in, but that’s all I did. The witch did some magic, and when the fey had what she wanted, she killed the witch. That’s all I’ve got. I know it’s not much.”

      This was bad. The fey took her. She was fine, but they took her. How was I going to find her now?

      This was another dead end.

      I punched the floor, and the white tile shattered. Bright red blood splattered against the shiny white, and Imogene laughed.

      The sound had me freezing in place.

      I was going to do something bad, and I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to stop myself or even regret it.

      The wolf scented Imogene’s blood and wanted more. More, more, more.

      “Dastien.” Michael said my name, but I knew he was asking a question. Was I okay?

      No. No, I wasn’t okay.

      I had to leave. I had to go. Quickly. Before I did anything I wouldn’t be able to live with.

      I strode to the elevator, hitting the button for it so hard that the last fragments of the mirrored wall around it cracked.

      “That’s seven years bad luck.” Imogene practically sang the words.

      Dead. She was dead.

      I started to turn, but Michael already stood over her.

      “You’re extremely, pitifully stupid. Stay here. Shut up. And hear me when I say I won’t stop Dastien when he comes to kill you next time.” Michael left her there and came to me, but I could see her smug, self-satisfied smile.

      I growled and started to leap toward her, but Michael shoved his hand against my chest.

      “Go,” he said. “I’ll question them. I’ll see what else I can get out of them, and then I’ll call Cosette. We’ll figure this out. This isn’t a dead end. We’re unraveling this. So, just stay calm. Go for a run. Burn off some of this anger. Return only when your control is back.”

      “If they don’t know—”

      “They know something. But if the witch that helped the fey is dead, then we need you to find a way to break the magic covering your bond.”

      “You saw what that magic did to Samantha.”

      “Yes, but this is your bond. Some fey person is covering it, but it’s still your bond. I know we can find a way for you to fix it. That might still be the quickest way of finding her.”

      I was happy to fix my bond, but Samantha’s attempt didn’t exactly go well. And we only saw her after we’d seen so many others. “How are we supposed to do that? We’ve seen everyone that we thought could possibly help. We’ve—”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll figure something out.”

      That was vague and unhelpful. We’d figure it out? How?

      How?

      The elevator dinged, and the doors opened.

      I stepped inside and closed my eyes, wondering if I’d ever feel in control of myself again. If I’d ever find her. If I would make it if I never found her.

      The answers in my head scared me more than the questions, and I pushed that all away.

      I would keep looking and never give up. Not until she was back with me.

      No matter how long that took.
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      Fifty-Five Days, Twenty-Three Hours Missing

      

      We were on Chris and Cosette’s Sanctuary grounds. After Miami, we went back to St. Ailbe’s for a bit, where Claudia and Lucas were staying with Axel, but I couldn’t stay there for long. There were too many memories. Too many ghosts of Tessa that haunted me. So, all five of us left.

      Chris and Cosette had plenty of room for us at the Sanctuary, and nights on the school grounds had been quiet for weeks. Which meant we didn’t have to stay there. The Cazadores could deal with anything that came up there on their own.

      At the Sanctuary, I had help, friends, support, and—most importantly—all kinds of supernaturals with magic that could help find Tessa.

      No fey outside of the Sanctuary could help us without starting a war. Claudia, Beth, Shane, and River had tried everything they could. We’d done spells and crystals, and I’d burned pounds of sage—so much that I was sure the scent of the smoke was now embedded in my skin. I’d taken salt baths to clear myself of magic, but nothing was working.

      But tonight, everyone in the new council gathered together to do one more spell.

      It was three in the morning. It’d been almost eight weeks to the dot since Tessa was taken, and we’d made zero progress.

      The FBI was looking for Tessa in every hospital, every Jane Doe, every homegrown terrorist group capturing magical creatures.

      So now, together, we were trying something different. At least that’s what Claudia said. She’d been working on this spell for two weeks. The other fey in the council had been helping her, along with the witches. They thought that since it was witch and fey magic that did this, then witch and fey magic had to be able to undo it.

      I wanted to have hope, but if I was being honest, the only thing keeping me going was that I was still alive. Which meant she was still alive. So, I’d keep trying different things until something worked.

      Tessa used to say that belief in a spell sometimes was enough to make it work. I hoped all of them had enough faith to cover my portion tonight.

      I was lost and alone and terrified that I would never see her again.

      Please let this work.

      Michael had taken Axel out on a run tonight. Axel wasn’t handling any of this very well. Every time we hit a dead end, he ended up losing control of his wolf. He’d destroy something or shift and be unable to shift back to human for days, or start a fight for no reason. The last was the most problematic. If he didn’t get control and keep it, then…

      I didn’t want to think about what would happen to him.

      I couldn’t think about that. Not right now.

      I was lying in the center of a ring of salt. Candles burned around me. Eleven of the strongest werewolves, fey, and witches held hands. The new council was together, but it felt broken without her. She was our center. She was the tie that unified us. She was the key to it all. And if she wasn’t here, was there even a council?

      They said the words together. They’d been practicing this for days, and in order for it to work, their power needed to hit me and my bonds at the same time. If they timed it right, then the dark, sludgy magic that had infected my bonds would go. And if that worked, then maybe the magic that hid my mate bond from me would thin or even break.

      It was a lot of ifs, and I hadn’t had a lot of luck lately.

      God. Tessa liked to talk about her shit luck, but damn it if I needed some good luck to hit her now. To hit us.

      I tried not to listen to the words as their voices grew louder. I let the chanting fade into the background while I stared up at the stars, waiting for something to change.

      Suddenly everything was quiet.

      They’d finished, but I didn’t feel anything. No power. No magic. Not even the faintest twinge along my bonds.

      I closed my eyes, waiting, hoping, praying that something had changed.

      “Do you feel anything?” Claudia’s voice had me sitting up. She stepped forward, and I knew she was worried that it hadn’t worked. Because this wasn’t the first time she’d tried a spell. This wasn’t even the first time we’d tried a spell with all eleven—twelve counting me—remaining council members.

      Lucas stepped up to his mate, holding her hand. “Anything at all? Any change?”

      I shook my head, and there were a few curses and grunts and then silence.

      I wanted to scream with frustration, but these were my friends. They were trying the best they could to fight the magic that they had no way of fighting. “No change at all.” I forced my voice to stay steady.

      “Try again. Maybe it’ll take a second for the spell to damage the magic on your bonds.” Chris stepped into the circle. “Tessa’s your True Mate. What you have can’t be broken. It’s still there. It has to be.” He was close with Tessa, and the fact that we couldn’t find her weighed on him almost as much as it did on Axel and me.

      I’d been jealous of Chris and Tessa at first, but then I saw what was really between them.

      They were friends. Maybe even best friends. I was sure that would piss off Meredith. She’d fight him for the title, but it was true. And I was sure that Axel would want in on that fight. He’d been her best friend—her only friend—until I bit her.

      But I wasn’t alone here. It wasn’t just me feeling desperate about finding her. It was Chris. It was Axel. It was Claudia. It was all of us. Tessa changed our lives in such a massive way that none of us would stop fighting to find her.

      I saw the desperation in Chris’s eyes as they went from human glass-blue to the bright electric of his wolf.

      “Okay. I’ll try again.” I closed my eyes and pictured all the bonds. I found the pack. My friends. A few of my family in France. But the one shiny, glittering, glowing golden rope that tied me to my mate was gone. There was nothing there.

      Nothing. There.

      Just an empty void where my bond should’ve been.

      I shook my head as I opened my eyes. “What do we do now?” I asked, hoping that someone would have an idea.

      Everyone started looking back and forth among themselves, but no one said a word. They didn’t say a word because they didn’t need to.

      We were at an end. An impasse that was thicker, higher, tougher than any of us could fight.

      They needed to keep doing what the council needed to do—to fight against evil, to keep the supernaturals from war, to keep this realm safe from the demons beyond.

      But I couldn’t do any of that.

      Not anymore.

      Not without her.

      They might be giving up, but I wasn’t. I’d find another way.

      I wasn’t sure where I’d go from here, but wherever I went, I’d do it alone.
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      One Hundred Thirty-Five Days Missing

      

      The candles in the small chapel flickered. The monks chanted. The scent of the incense—frankincense, myrrh, and rose—was so thick that I couldn’t smell anything else. Being cut off from the depth of scent I was used to made me feel like I’d lost myself and my surroundings. But it would be worth it if it worked.

      Except it wasn’t working.

      The Greek icons—saints and Jesus and Mary—all painted with gold leafing stared down at me. The men in their black robes wandered around, singing their prayers, calling in the angels for help.

      After the last council spell failed, I left Texas. I didn’t wait for Michael and Axel to come back from their run. Both of them would’ve tried to stop me, and I wasn’t sure I could go against an order from Michael anymore.

      I didn’t listen to my friends pleading with me to give it another shot. They would redo the spell tomorrow with some additional steps, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t take the pity and sorrow and guilt over having failed again.

      They couldn’t help me. Not anymore. And things were happening in the world that they needed to deal with. Humans rising up against supernaturals. The fey’s growing aggression against the werewolves. Chaos seemed to be springing up everywhere. They couldn’t fix that and help me at the same time.

      It was time for me to figure this out myself.

      Tessa was my mate. The other half of my soul. It was time for me to find her in my own way.

      I went to France first. I needed a plan, but nothing seemed to make sense. So, I wandered around for a bit, searching for Tessa in every face I passed. I let my gut guide me and took it on faith that sometime, somewhere fate would end up pushing us together again.

      It’d happened once. It’d happen again. I just had to keep looking.

      Eventually, I ended up in Greece. I couldn’t remember how I got there, but Thomas—a lone wolf I met on the road—told me about a monastery. He said that the monks there glowed in the dark when they prayed. Glowing monks sounded like some powerful magic to me.

      So, I found the monastery. The monks let me in, listened to my story, and they let me stay.

      I’d been here for two months. I’d fasted. Prayed. Hoped that God would answer my prayers. Or that maybe Eli would show up and tell me where Tessa was. That he’d have mercy on me. The same mercy that had been shown to Shannon.

      Michael filled me in when I called—which I tried to do every other day. Shannon was back with Meredith and Donovan, paying her penance there. Michael didn’t tell me where Imogene was or what happened to her, but that was probably for the best. If I knew, I might’ve gone hunting.

      Maybe that’s why Eli hadn’t come. I’d begged the archon to come in my head over and over, but he hadn’t shown. Maybe I was being punished for not giving a shit about Imogene.

      I thought I’d lived my life well. I’d spent my life—risked my life—to protect everyone from evil. But I guessed that didn’t matter. Otherwise, why would this be happening? Why were so many powerful supernaturals completely unable to undo this stupid spell?

      The incense burned my lungs, but I breathed deep. Hoping that today—this day—something would change.

      But nothing changed. Nothing ever changed.

      I wasn’t sure if God was listening to me. Not even among his monks on top of a mountain in Greece.

      I was starting to think that if there was a God, then he hated me.

      But why would God do this to Tessa?

      She was sweet and innocent and good. She would argue against all of those points, but that didn’t mean they were less true.

      I’d been so alone before, and then I wasn’t. And it was so good. Beyond good. It had been amazing. A dream. My dream.

      But now I was alone and without hope.

      This wasn’t helping. It wasn’t working, and that meant it was time to do something else. Time to try something else.

      I’d thank the monks, and I’d leave tonight.

      I’d find another way.

      I had to find another way.

      She was out there somewhere, and it was my job to find her.

      So, that’s what I’d do.

      I just wasn’t sure how.
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      One Hundred Fifty-Seven Days Missing

      

      The room was crowded. People came from around the world to practice yoga with this master. Meredith said that maybe yoga would help. She was a firm believer in the practice, and maybe some meditation would help me find my mate bond. It was there inside me, locked up tight, but clarity might help me reach it. She booked me at a retreat in Rishikesh, India. So, I went.

      Meredith gave me a valid argument that I listened to about half of, but I did it. Anything was worth a try. I put myself in strange poses—different from any other poses I’d done before and held them until my arms and legs were shaking—for ten hours a day. And then meditated for the rest of the day. During the occasional free times, I ran in my wolf form through hiking trails or sat by the Ganga River and thought about where she might be or think of some other way to find her.

      I got here nearly two weeks ago. Spending most of the day in a room stinking of sweat and filled with too many people made it hard for me to eat at night. After fasting with the monks, I wasn’t sure there was much muscle left for me to lose. But I stayed because I needed to do something. To keep trying. I wasn’t giving up.

      I couldn’t give up.

      Except it might be time for me to give up on this.

      As the yogi was guiding us into another meditation, I couldn’t take one more second. My wolf surged. Urging me to move. To fight. To stop this nonsense.

      To eat.

      And he was right.

      I’d tried this.

      I’d meditated.

      I’d done the poses.

      But it wasn’t working.

      There was no flicker along my bond. No sign of my mate. Nothing to give me hope that I’d find her by staying one second longer in this hot, stinky, sweaty room.

      I got up, ignoring the yogi calling after me. He walked through the mats to get to me, but I moved faster. He’d been nice, but I didn’t have it in me to explain.

      I left my stuff behind. My mat. My clothes. My phone.

      I didn’t need anything. I just had to go.

      As soon as I was outside, I shifted into my wolf, and I ran.
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      So Many Days Missing

      

      I ran as a wolf and hunted my way across endless miles of land. Days and nights passed, and I didn’t keep track of them. I kept moving.

      When I met a fellow werewolf, I’d shift. I’d take their hospitality. But when I was out of my mind, I let my wolf take control.

      I ran all the way from India to my home in France. I didn’t mean to end up there. I just suddenly stopped running and looked up to see my house—the house I’d been born in, lived in, until my parents died.

      The caretaker called after me as I ran inside—shifting as I moved—to get clothes.

      My wolf had taken me home, and for a moment, I thought that it would work. That this place would heal me enough so that I could find a way to see beyond my despair, pain, loss, anger, and fear—and fix the bond.

      So, I ate, rested, healed as much as I could without her. But the constant searing pain in my soul wouldn’t stop.

      Tessa had been happy in France. It might’ve been the last place she’d been truly happy. Before the beach where she nearly drowned. Before the battle with Astaroth. Before months and months of battles against fey and demons and vampires.

      France was the last time I’d seen her carefree.

      It was the only time I’d ever seen her carefree and truly at one with herself.

      I wanted to go back in time. To relive those two weeks over and over again. But I couldn’t.

      And she wasn’t here.

      I’d roll over in bed every morning expecting her to be there, and when she wasn’t, the pain was too much.

      So I had to leave.

      I had to leave.

      But I had nowhere else to go.

      I was lost.
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      Too Many Days Missing to Count or Hope or Dream Anymore

      

      I left France as human and decided it was safer for everyone I came into contact with if I stayed human. I stuck to wilderness mostly, and three days ago, I came across a mountain.

      I wasn’t sure what mountain it was or where I was—and it didn’t matter—but I started climbing. I wasn’t sure why I did it. Maybe part of me hoped that if I was high enough in the sky, I could get a direction—a feel—for where Tessa was.

      Wandering hadn’t worked. Whatever fate had brought us together the first time wasn’t happening again. I didn’t have magic. There was no one to fight. There was literally nothing for me to do, and I couldn’t make myself come to terms with that.

      She was out there, and I had to give up? Go on with my life? How? How was I supposed to do that?

      I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I kept climbing until I reached the top. And then I sat amid the snow.

      The sun was setting and more snow was falling in a soft blanket around me. I was wearing weather-appropriate attire—an impossibly thick coat, two layers under the snow pants, thermal boots, gloves, hat, scarf. All the things that made my wolf feel like it was suffocating.

      The thin air wasn’t helping with that feeling either. Every breath I took seemed harder to take than the one before it. But I was a werewolf. I was strong enough to live in the worst conditions. This wouldn’t kill me.

      I was starting to wonder what I was living for. What I was doing. Nothing worked. And I was beginning to question if she was still alive. If she was really my True Mate. Maybe she was only just my mate, and the rest came from how powerful we both were. And if that were true, then she could be dead and I wouldn’t know it.

      My wolf was in mourning, and now, finally, I had to admit, so was I.

      My bond was gone.

      My mate was gone.

      But I was still here—still alive—when I should be dead.

      When I wanted to be dead.

      “It’s much too cold for me to stay here very long.” The voice was familiar and friendly with a tease in his tone.

      I’d been alone for the entire climb up, and I would’ve been able to see anyone approaching.

      Which meant it could only be one person.

      I looked up slowly to see Van. “Feel free to leave.” My tone wasn’t even a quarter as friendly as his had been.

      “No.” He sat beside me, but he wasn’t wearing the right gear for it. His pants weren’t thick enough. His coat wasn’t down. He’d freeze before long, if the fey could freeze. “I think we’ve left you alone long enough.”

      Fine. Then he could freeze.

      Unless… “Have you found—”

      “No. We know who did it. There was a witch from the New York coven who had a grudge against Claudia. And then three fey, one of which was Helen. One is dead. The other we can’t find. We have to assume she’s wherever Tessa is. And since there’s no way I can coerce Helen to tell me where she put Tessa, we’re at an impasse. But I have confirmation that she’s alive. Helen spilled that much to a fey that paid their bargain to me with that bit of information.”

      “Where—”

      “I don’t know. Helen wouldn’t tell them. I’ve done my best. But I know for a fact that she is unharmed somewhere on this earth.”

      Then that didn’t help me. Not really. I was relieved to know that she was alive, but with no way to find her, I was just as lost and alone as I had been five minutes ago. “I wish that were enough. I wish I didn’t feel my wolf slipping away. I’m fading, and I can’t seem to—”

      “I had a wife.” Van’s words stopped my own. “A family.”

      Had. Past tense. I looked at him, curious enough to want to know more, but I also wasn’t sure where he was going with this. He had to be telling me for a reason—probably to tell me to keep going—but I wasn’t sure I had the patience to listen to any kind of emotional, motivational speech. Especially not one about how I should move on with my life. Forget Tessa. Start living again.

      Fuck that. Fuck forgetting her. That wasn’t happening.

      He was staring off at the horizon. It was beautiful—the clouds below us were light and fluffy and colored with the oranges, pinks, and golds of the faded sun. The fading sun was behind us, giving the illusion of some heat.

      “Unlike you, I have no hope for my wife,” Van said after a while. “I held her body as she bled out, until her eyes were glassy with death. And you might think that it was easier than what you’re going through right now. But it’s not. It’s really not.”

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t imagine anything harder than what I was already going through, but that—that—had to be harder. I’d glimpsed a bit of it when I pulled Tessa’s body from the water on our honeymoon. She’d been under a magical attack and almost drowned. Almost, but didn’t.

      I don’t know what I’d do if I held Tessa’s lifeless body. If I watched her die.

      No. I knew what I would do.

      I would die.

      “It’s been more than a thousand years, and I’m still not over the loss. I don’t think I ever will be. But you have hope.” He moved so fast, I didn’t see it. Suddenly he was squatting in front of me, with his hands gripping my shoulders. “You’re focusing on the fact that she’s gone, but not that she’s still out there. She is still out there. Do you think she’d be happy with what you’re doing to yourself? You’re thin. Weak. Fading. You couldn’t take anyone in a fight now.”

      I shoved him away. I should’ve been able to move him, but I couldn’t. And I didn’t care. “There’s no one to fight, Van. No one to kill. Nothing I’ve tried works, and I—”

      “There will be. There will be. You need faith.” He stood and held out a hand to me.

      I stared at it for a second. If I took his hand, in an instant, Van could take me anywhere in the world.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t ready to go anywhere.

      “I might not have a family left, but I’ve built one.” Van dropped his hand to his side. “With Cosette. And now, with all of you. Family is strong for each other. So, this is me being strong for you. Take my hand. Leave with me. Trust that we’re all looking and that there are only so many people on this earth. We will find wherever Helen stashed your mate. And when we do…” He paused. “We will fight together.”

      That sounded nice, but there was just one problem with it. “How will we find her? We haven’t—”

      “I don’t know, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in all my years, it’s that the impossible can happen. But you can’t do this.” He knelt in front of me again. “You need to live and be strong so that when we do find her, you’re there. Because we know for a fact that if you die, so will she. And her death will be your fault.”

      His last two words were a dagger ripping me apart. I didn’t want that. I couldn’t…but what if it was a lie? “I’ve been thinking a lot about her, and maybe we’re not True Mates. What if she’s—”

      “You are. You’re her True Mate. Everyone agreed that—”

      “No one knows my bonds like I do—did. Maybe it was just a strong connection. Maybe it was her magic that made everyone think that. I’m just…I’m not sure that I was ever good for her.”

      “Now, that’s something interesting.” Van’s voice was softer than the falling snow. “Keep going.”

      “I never thought that I deserved her.” I’d relived our time together over and over again, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. The more I thought about it, the worse I felt about what I’d done. “I took away her choice. I bit her. And by doing that, I made her life worse. Dangerous. I put her in the position of being kidnapped, and I—”

      “Right. Except I’ve spent time with her brother now. He’s fine, by the way. Worried about you, but he’s looking for his sister with us. His control is getting much better. And he’s told me a lot about Tessa. A lot.”

      He thought he knew more than me? No way. He couldn’t—

      “Quit your growling, wolf. Right now, Tessa is my prey. I’m hunting her. Not to harm her, but to find her. So, I’ve studied Tessa extensively. I’ve read her diaries. I lived with her parents for a month. I’ve seen every photo—watched every video—taken of her since her birth. I wanted to know how she’d react so that I’d know when I find the real Tessa.”

      As much as I wanted to argue that I’d lived in her head and he couldn’t possibly know more about her than me, I wanted to hear the rest.

      “You see, I didn’t know her before. I knew she was powerful. I’d fought beside her, so I knew that much. But she was more a coworker than a friend. I wanted a closer connection so that I could really help look for her.”

      “And what did you find out?”

      “I know how hard her life was before you. The visions isolated her. She was bullied. Aside from her brother, she was alone. Completely alone.”

      I knew that. I’d seen it in her memories. She was always so thankful to have a life outside the visions that imprisoned her.

      “And then she met you, and she wasn’t alone anymore. She gained the power to control her visions. She was free to have friends. Live her life.”

      That was also true.

      “And not only that, before you bit her, she was about to meet up with the coven there. The one ruled by Luciana. If you hadn’t bitten her, she wouldn’t have been strong enough—confident enough—to defeat the witch. By biting Tessa, you saved her life. You gave her the strength that she needed to take Luciana down.”

      Now that was something I hadn’t thought about. She was going to visit the coven eventually. There was no way Luciana would’ve let her live.

      Had biting Tessa really saved her?

      “It’s time to come home, Dastien. It’s been too many months since you ran away. We need you back.”

      “But what if—”

      “You can only live your life by what you know to be true. Right now, we know that she’s alive. Hold on to that. Today, she’s been gone two hundred and fifty days. If she’s survived for nearly nine months, I have to believe that she will keep living until we find her. And we will. We just have to find the right place to look. I don’t know when or how, but we will find her. It’s only a matter of time. She can’t stay hidden forever. Nothing—nothing—can stay hidden forever. Not even with Helen’s magic.”

      He was Lunar Court fey. Which meant he couldn’t lie.

      He stood again. “Take my hand. Let me take you home.”

      Van was right. I wasn’t doing any good here. “I can’t keep looking for her. When I…when I hit the dead ends, I lose control. It’s too much for me. The second of hope and the crash when I realize it was misplaced hope…it’s too much. I wish I were stronger. I wish I could be good enough for her, but I…” I was weak without her.

      “The rest of us have hunting covered. We’re keeping the peace and defeating what needs defeating.”

      Great. Fine. That didn’t make me feel like I was worthy of Tessa, but I couldn’t keep doing what I was doing and survive. “So what the hell am I going back for? What would I do? I can’t just sit around and wait. I’ll go crazy. And I can’t look for her when I have no hope left to spare. So—”

      “Why don’t you go build your mate the house she wants? So that when you find her, you can take her home.”

      It took a minute for his words to really sink in, and when they did, the strangling feeling around my heart eased up a little.

      Build the house. Build our future. And build my hope that I would find her.

      I could do that. Maybe I could do that.

      Van reached out a hand to me, and this time I took it. I was ready to leave. And when the world went black, and I started tumbling and twisting, I barely felt it.

      I had a purpose. That was more than I had an hour ago.
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      Six Hundred Twenty-Seven Days Missing

      

      The house was done. It seemed to have taken us forever, but also it felt like it took no time at all. I’d built the whole house with Michael and Axel. None of us had any real construction skills, but we watched a ton of YouTube and hired help for important things. It’d been a ton of work—work that I’d made even harder eleven months ago, when I’d had a dream that Tessa was back. It’d been amazing and normal and we’d had a house full of kids.

      When I woke up and she still wasn’t there, I cried. I’d thought the dream was real. I’d thought she was back. And that we were happy and healthy and had the biggest family.

      But it was just a dream.

      She was still gone, and I was lost and alone. Still. Always. Maybe forever.

      The only thing that got me out of bed that day was the hope that one day the dream would be real. Which meant I was going to need a bigger house. A much, much bigger house.

      Axel and Michael bitched about the added work for a while, but they’d stuck with me through the whole process. We camped together on the land until there was enough house for us to camp inside of it. I didn’t expect them to stay with me every day, all day—especially when the living conditions weren’t great—but they did. They understood that I couldn’t face going back to my cabin. The scent of her was everywhere in there, and I knew that one second inside it would set off a new frenzy to find her. My wolf wouldn’t understand that there was nothing left for me to do but wait.

      Someone would find Tessa. Eventually. That’s what Van had said, and he was older than Michael. Much older. He had to be right.

      He would be right. Believing that was the only thing keeping me going.

      The day we finished the first phase of building, I sent Michael and Axel to my cabin to find Tessa’s inspiration binder. Whenever we weren’t fighting or politicking, she liked to flip through magazines and rip out images that she wanted to replicate in our home. I had Axel photocopy them and make a new binder so that it wouldn’t have her scent, and we used her dreams to design every bedroom, bathroom, every single square foot of the house.

      The day we laid the last of the tile in the kitchen, Michael bowed out. There was only decorating left, and he thought I could handle that with Axel. He’d gone back to campus to start figuring out what to do with the school, and Chris and Cosette took his place. They helped me and Axel buy all the furniture.

      Having Chris around was nice, but every time I looked at him and his mate, I remembered what I lost.

      I didn’t want to be bitter. I was doing better than I had been when Van found me on the mountain. Letting go of the hope that today would be the day someone would find her was the scariest part of being apart from her, but I did it to save my sanity.

      I closed myself off from the world—from any news or information—because I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t be trusted to fight without losing the last of my control.

      For a while, that made me feel like a coward. Like I was failing her. But I’d done everything—every fucking thing—that anyone could think of.

      Van gave me a purpose that day on the mountain. A goal. But now that I reached it, what was left for me to do?

      It’d been a year, nine months, one week, three days, a couple handfuls of hours with no sign of Tessa.

      We’d officially been apart for longer than we’d been together.

      Every time I realized that, there was this empty, gnawing feeling in my stomach. I tried to ignore it. I kept moving. I kept living. I kept building, but now that was done.

      Now that was done.

      As I paced through the hallways, in and out of rooms, I knew there was nothing else for me to do here. No more walls to paint. No more pictures to hang. No more rooms to decorate. I was going to need a new goal—a new purpose—very soon. I couldn’t be trusted to sit still for long.

      My phone’s alarm started beeping, and I pulled it out of my pocket to turn it off.

      Shit. It was already afternoon, and I’d done nothing but my usual morning workout. Which meant it was time to eat.

      I tried to keep busy throughout the day, but that meant I tended to forget about food, and if I forgot, then Axel usually forgot. So, I’d set alarms throughout the day to remind us.

      “I’m making sandwiches,” I yelled down the hall.

      There was a thunk, and then Axel appeared. “Want help?”

      “Sure.”

      Axel had grown his hair out. He wore it in a man bun that I liked to make fun of, but having him around was comforting. At first, he’d stayed because he said he wasn’t fully in control of his wolf, but that wasn’t true anymore. He’d had control for a long time now. Yet he still stayed with me. I wasn’t sure who was taking care of whom now.

      We made a quick lunch—a few sandwiches for each of us filled with meat and cheese—and chatted about nothing in particular. There was something soothing about Axel, and I understood why Tessa was so close with her brother. He was more easygoing than Chris, with a great sense of humor. He also liked to work out, which was good. He kept me going when I probably would’ve stayed wolf and faded. And now that I had some distance from everything that happened, I felt guilty for blaming him when Tessa was first taken. I was glad we saved his life.

      I just wished it hadn’t cost me Tessa.

      We were cleaning up when there was a knock on the door.

      I looked at Axel. “You expecting anyone?”

      “No.”

      No one had called or texted to tell me they were stopping by, but that didn’t mean it was a threat. No one except our friends and Tessa’s parents knew this house existed.

      I strode to the door and opened it.

      Claudia and Lucas were on my porch? Claudia’s hair was in its usual braid. She was tucked against Lucas’s side as she stared at me, searching—like always—to see if I was okay.

      “I’m fine,” I said before she could ask.

      She gave me a nod, but I could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe me. And she shouldn’t. It was a lie.

      I wasn’t fine, but I was alive. That would have to be good enough for her.

      Once I returned, Claudia and Lucas stayed close by for the rest of the first year Tessa was gone. They checked on me a couple times a week, and the rest of the time, Claudia consulted with other witches on how to break fey magic. Every once in awhile, she’d ask to do a spell. Each time I tried not to get my hopes up, and then feel crushed when it didn’t work. I would’ve kept trying whatever she wanted to try, but one day Claudia told me she was leaving. She was tired of the rollercoaster, too. She’d quickly found someone to take care of the compound temporarily and she left and never came back.

      Until today.

      She looked good. Rested. Right before she left, she looked sick, and now, I know why she left. She’d been making herself sick trying to fix what no one could fix.

      “I didn’t know you were back from Peru.” I opened the door wider. “Come in.”

      Claudia stepped into the house. “Wow. This is amazing.”

      Axel came out of the kitchen. “Hey, prima. You’re back?”

      “For now.” Claudia went to hug her cousin. “You look good. The werewolf really puts muscle on you.”

      Axel laughed, not able to deny that at all. He’d gained a ton of solid muscle, and he was happier than he had been in a while. He liked being a werewolf.

      I let them chat and went back to cleaning up the kitchen. There just wasn’t a lot for me to say or talk about. I was terrible company, especially around happy people.

      After a few minutes, I heard Claudia’s sneakers softly squeak along the floor.

      I stopped scraping off the dishes and closed my eyes for a second. Claudia was going to ask me how I was doing, and I was going to have to answer her.

      “How are you doing?” she asked, as expected.

      She sounded worried, and I hated that.

      Axel and Lucas were quietly whispering, and I did my best not to overhear. I put the last dish in the dishwasher and closed it, giving myself enough time to school my features.

      I grabbed a towel to wipe my hands. “I’m getting by.” I didn’t want to tell her that I was going to start going crazy again. I’d built the house, but now what was I supposed to do?

      “The furniture looks good.” Claudia turned back toward the living room. “God. Everything looks like a magazine.”

      I looked around. Did it? I just got whatever Chris and Cosette said would look good and that matched the magazine pages that Tessa saved.

      I took in the living room. The large u-shaped couch. The pillows and a blanket draped on one end. The painting Chris made of the woods behind St. Ailbe’s. The richly colored Persian carpet and the large leather pouf.

      I’d hung Tessa’s print from her dorm room in the kitchen. The bright purple poster with the grinning Cheshire Cat used to make me sad, but now it made me hopeful that Tessa would smile when she came here and saw it.

      Claudia was right. It did look nice.

      I’d been lost. Building this house—and then filling it—gave me a tangible thing to do when I was incapable of doing anything else.

      It’d brought me peace. Every time I hammered in a nail or polished a piece of wood or painted a wall, I thought of Tessa. Of how she would love this. How I was doing it for her. How this wasn’t a waste of my time to build her this home because, at some point, she would come home.

      She had to come home.

      By the time I finished, she would be here.

      But now it’s done, and she still wasn’t here.

      “Dastien?” Claudia’s brows were furrowed as she stepped toward me.

      I saw that Lucas and Axel were now standing beside her, and I knew I must’ve missed something. “Yes?”

      “I asked how you were doing today.”

      I threw the dish towel onto the counter. “The house is done,” I said because I wasn’t sure how I was doing anymore. I was getting by. Surviving. But I felt like half of myself was gone. Sometimes I would be angry. Other times I felt like tearing something apart. I spent weeks at a time as a wolf with Michael and Axel.

      But I was alive. That was that.

      I didn’t want to say any of that aloud. I didn’t want to offend them. They’d been patient and kind and tireless with helping me try to find Tessa before they’d called it quits. So, I changed the subject.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I motioned toward the fridge. “Or to eat. We just had sandwiches, and I could easily—”

      “Dastien.” Claudia drew the word out. “I feel like you didn’t know we were coming. Are you ready to go?”

      “Go?” I reached inside the fridge, grabbing a sparkling water for Claudia. She hadn’t said she was thirsty, but that’s what she usually liked. I turned to her, holding out the bottle. “You want me to go? To Peru? I was just thinking of traveling. I could maybe stop by there, but I think I’m just going to wander and—”

      She didn’t take the bottle. “You’re scaring me. It’s not healthy for you to—”

      I slammed it on the counter, and the plastic cracked. Water started fizzing out the side. I tossed it in the sink and grabbed some paper towels.

      “It wasn’t healthy for me to get updates.” I wiped up the bit of water that spilled, grateful that the bottle wasn’t glass. “So I’m in the dark. I understand and even agree with that. When I lost it the last time, I understood why it had to be that way. But I guess I’m not fit for company.” I threw the soggy paper towels in the trash, leaned back against the counter, and crossed my arms. “Thank you for the offer. I’ll stop by at some point. So, are you two heading back already? Even though you just got here?”

      “Dastien.” She stepped toward me, reaching out a shaking hand but dropping it before she touched me. “We’ve talked on the phone twice this week. We talked about you coming to visit us in Peru. You wouldn’t agree, but that’s why we’re here. To pick you up. I don’t think it’s healthy for you to stay here now that the house is done, especially if you’re losing track of time again. Do you remember talking about that?”

      I looked at her to see if she was messing with me, but clearly, she wasn’t.

      Merde. I was worse off than I thought. I had zero memory of talking to her.

      I looked at Axel. “I talked to her?”

      Axel shrugged. “I’ve been out with Michael a few times. You might have.”

      Wow. I had no idea I’d… Was I fading again? I didn’t think so, but I also didn’t remember talking to her. Claudia wasn’t lying, so I had to be wrong about this. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to go with you to Peru. Maybe later, but not yet. I—”

      “What if you came just for a little while? A few weeks could really make a difference to your—”

      I looked at Lucas. “If it were your mate?”

      “I’m old. You can’t give an old and powerful wolf someone to love and then take them away. It doesn’t work out well. I wouldn’t have survived this long.” He nodded. “You’re doing better than I would be. If you want to stay, then stay. Just…be careful. If your wolf takes control, I don’t want to have to go hunting.”

      Fair enough. “See.” I looked at Claudia. “I’m doing fine.”

      “He didn’t say that. You’re not doing fine.” She was starting to lose her temper, but for Claudia, that meant raising her voice by five decibels. “You don’t remember talking to me. You—”

      Her phone rang—playing one of Mozart’s concertos—and she threw her small bag on the counter, quickly digging through it.

      “Sorry. That’s Samantha. She never calls me, and if I don’t take it, I don’t think she’ll answer my call. She’s impossible to get ahold of.” She grabbed her phone. “Samantha. Is everything okay?”

      “I found her.” Samantha’s voice was shaky with excitement. “Holy shit, I found Tessa. She’s in Los Angeles.”

      Claudia dropped the phone, but I caught it before it hit the ground. “Samantha. Talk to me.”

      My heart was racing. This was it. Van was right. This was what I’d been waiting for.

      “Dastien?” Samantha’s voice sounded a little frantic, and she was breathing heavily like she’d been running. “Is that you? Because holy shit, I found her.”

      I closed my eyes and thanked God. “Yes. It’s me. Where is she? How is she? What—”

      “She’s fine. Or she seems fine. It was the weirdest thing. I literally didn’t see her. I bumped into her. God, I’d been annoyed that this chick shoulder checked me. But when I looked at her, I saw through all the magic around her. I could see her. I swear I could see her. But when I stepped away…it wasn’t her. It wasn’t her. So, I grabbed her, and there she was. I don’t know. Maybe I’m going crazy because I feel kind of crazy right now, but—”

      I wanted to drop to my knees and thank God that someone had finally found her. I bowed my head. “You’re not going crazy. Tell me everything.”

      “She doesn’t look like herself.” Samantha took a shaky breath as if she was trying to calm herself down. “And she’s covered in so much magic, it’s like she’s invisible. She—”

      Changeling. The fey had made her a changeling. Just like we thought. “Did you talk to her?”

      “I mean, kind of, but I totally freaked her out. She doesn’t remember me or who I am. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m a weirdo because I flipped. It was unbelievably awkward when I realized and—”

      “Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “Goes without saying. We’d never find her again. I’m watching her, but you gotta come. Like right now.”

      I was already moving before I could think. “I’m already on my way.” I grabbed my bag from the hall closet. I kept it there—already packed—for exactly this reason. “Thank you for—”

      “I didn’t do a damned thing.” She laughed, and it sounded just this side of hysterical. “I—I wouldn’t have even been here, but Eli told me that he was sending a friend to see me. He said I had to be there, and then he disappeared. And I almost didn’t come. Things have been—that doesn’t matter. Anyway, I needed help, and I thought that’s why he sent me here. So, I showed up, and instead of an angel or an archon or someone that can help me, I smack straight into Tessa.”

      Keys. I stepped onto my porch, and I realized I didn’t have my keys. Where had I put them? I wasn’t even sure of the last time I drove my car. Shit. “Eli knew.” I was going to kill that archon right after I got my keys and my mate back.

      I turned to search for my keys and found Axel, Lucas, and Claudia standing right behind me, staring at me.

      I guessed I should’ve explained, but Lucas and Axel’s hearing was good enough to know. And Lucas was probably filling Claudia in through their bond.

      I nodded at Axel, and he ran back toward his room, and I had to assume he was grabbing a bag to come with me. Tessa was his sister, so that tracked. Of course he’d want to come.

      “I don’t know how long Eli’s known or what, but he set this up,” Samantha said. “Hang on a second. I’m sending you a picture. She’s literally getting a coffee at a Starbuck’s right now. Remember that she doesn’t look like herself, but I swear to God that is her. You have to believe me.”

      “I believe you.” A Starbuck’s? “Tessa doesn’t like coffee.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. She ordered something. Wait. She got it fast. It’s not a coffee. She got a tea.”

      “Tea.” Claudia said, which confirmed that Lucas was helping her hear Samantha’s side of the conversation. “Did she say tea? Tessa hates tea.” Claudia was right.

      “She doesn’t like tea. Are you sure that’s her?” I wanted to believe—I really did—but I didn’t have it in me to be disappointed again.

      “I swear on my life it’s her. I promise. You have to come. Like right now—right now.”

      Claudia’s cell phone pinged, and I switched the phone to speaker so that I could check the picture Samantha sent.

      There was a blonde girl. I couldn’t really make out the face, but she was tall. Rail thin. No curves.

      She looked nothing like Tessa. This was the anti-Tessa.

      This couldn’t be her. Could it? “It doesn’t look—”

      “That is one hundred thousand percent Tessa Laurent. I promise, Dastien. It doesn’t look like her, but I promise.” There was no waver in her voice. No lies. Nothing but determination for me to believe her.

      And I did. I believed her.

      Claudia snatched the phone from me. “This is why none of the searches came back. We were looking for a five-foot, two-inch, brown-eyed girl.” Claudia flicked her fingers on the screen to zoom in. “This girl looks really tall. How tall is she?”

      “She towered over me, but that’s not saying much. I’m as tall as Tessa usually is.”

      I wasn’t about to argue with Samantha. She said this was Tessa, then that had to be Tessa. I believed her. No matter what she looked like right now, that was my mate. “I’m on my way.”

      “Don’t come alone,” Samantha said the words quickly, like she was worried that I’d hang up before she could finish. “She didn’t know who I was, and you can’t freak. If you do, I can’t hold your wolf. Dude. I don’t want to get bitten.”

      I almost laughed. She’d teased me about that forever ago. “I would never bite you. Promise.”

      “You don’t know—” Lucas started to argue that point, but he was wrong.

      “Just bring someone,” Samantha said. “This might take some time to figure out. That fey magic is legit thick. No wonder it tried to kill me last time I messed with it.”

      “We won’t make that same mistake again. We’ll figure out something else. But she’s alive, and I know where she is. That’s more than I’ve had…” I swallowed down the hope and fear and excitement that was nearly too much to handle. “That’s more than I’ve had in a long time.”

      Axel ran down the hall with a bag in his hand.

      “I’ll let you know when I’m landing,” I said to Samantha. “Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “I won’t. Promise.” Samantha was quiet for a second. “Dastien?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re getting her back. This is it.”

      I closed my eyes. “Thank you.” My voice broke, and I wasn’t sure what else to say or do.

      Claudia hung up, and I opened my eyes.

      Tessa was in Los Angeles, and I wasn’t there. I had to go. I needed to be on a plane five minutes ago. I needed—

      “We’re going with you.” Claudia looked at her mate, who was on his phone, typing quickly.

      “I’ve got the plane ready,” Lucas said without looking up. “Let’s go. I’ll drive us to the airport. Michael said he’ll meet us there.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with him. Not today.

      This was it. We’d found Tessa. I wasn’t sure why Eli had helped us now, and later I’d deal with why he hadn’t done it sooner.

      Tessa was alive, and I knew where she was.

      Whatever fey magic held her, I would find a way to break it. And I wasn’t going to let her out of my sight until I did.
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      I wasn’t sure what I’d ordered. That was stupid. I’d pointed at some picture of a special drink and said I’d take that, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I hoped it wasn’t gross.

      It was probably going to be gross.

      Damn it.

      The noise in the coffee shop was abrasively loud, and the guy behind me had been grumbling for me to hurry up, and I was still flustered from that girl.

      It was stupid not to order something I actually wanted. Stupid to let myself get so flustered that I couldn’t think. I hated it when I did something stupid like that.

      But I’d already paid. Now, I just had to wait and see what it would be. I glanced at the posters of drinks behind the counter. None of them looked good.

      Dang it.

      This coffee shop was huge with plenty of tables, and since it was attached to a bookstore, I loved studying here. My friend—Georgine—was meeting me here to study for our exam tomorrow. I’d been so distracted by going over my list of things to memorize before morning that I bumped into a girl on the street.

      It was my fault. I totally got that, but she freaked out. She called me by a different name. Talked about my husband.

      Husband?!

      I wasn’t married.

      But there was something about her that kept nagging at me. This little spot in the back of my mind that couldn’t brush off the encounter. There was something in her brown eyes, in the way she recognized me. It was making me question everything.

      I wasn’t married.

      Was I?

      No. I would remember that. My mother would’ve told me if I was married.

      Wouldn’t she?

      Of course she would. I was being insane. There was no way she’d keep something like that from me.

      And I wasn’t even dating anyone. Georgine kept trying to set me up with guys in our classes. After three really bad dates—and one completely horrible one—I was done with being set up entirely. I had better things to worry about than finding a boyfriend.

      Like the girl who nearly knocked me down, and then freaked out—screaming in my face, asking where had I been, and then ranting how people had been looking for me.

      What people? No one was looking for me. It was one of the first things I checked when I woke up in the hospital.

      That girl was clearly nuts. I hugged myself as I scanned the place for her, but she hadn’t followed me. Thank God.

      “Cassie!” The barista called out.

      I stepped up to the counter. “That’s me,” I said, but the barista was already gone, busy filling another order.

      God. Why was I always so awkward?

      I grabbed the drink. Dang it. It was iced and way too pink.

      It had to be one of those new caffeine-infused tea things. This was definitely going to be gross. I took a sip.

      Yep. Gross, overly sweetened tea. I hated tea.

      Whatever. I wasn’t that thirsty anyway. I just felt like I had to buy something if I was going to spend the next few hours studying. The line was too long to get back in it now, but if I stayed for more than an hour and a half, I’d buy something else. Maybe some food, too.

      Definitely some food.

      I just ate an hour ago—so I shouldn’t need to eat again—but I was hungry. It seemed like I was always eating, and yet I was still too thin. My weight had worried my doctor for a while, but he saw me eat, and I wasn’t sick. So, he figured I just had a superfast metabolism.

      I wove my way through the crowd waiting for their drinks to the wooden table where my friend was sitting. Georgine was beautiful. Like the kind of beautiful that made everyone stop and look at her. She had blonde hair like mine, but a glossier, longer, curling mane. She didn’t wear makeup, but she didn’t need it. Her skin practically glowed. Her small nose, big ice-blue eyes, and full red lips made all the guys in class fall over themselves to get near her. It was almost funny to watch. Almost.

      I wished I was as pretty as her, but my blond hair and blue eyes were as plain as plain could get. And that was fine. Maybe not all the way fine, but I was working on that being fine.

      I just didn’t feel like myself most days. I wasn’t sure if it was the amnesia or the brain injury or the fact that I was always hungry. I kept losing weight, no matter how much I ate. Some days I thought that my body was slowly committing suicide.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” Georgine’s voice sounded like little wind chimes ringing softly in the air.

      Shit. Wind chimes? Maybe the doctor was right. Maybe I was a little bit crazy.

      Georgine was a normal girl. A beautiful, normal girl. There was no twinkling chimes in her voice. There was no golden glow to her skin. I couldn’t think those things anymore. I didn’t want to get sent back to the doctor. He gave me a severe case of the creeps.

      “Hello?” Georgine snapped her fingers in my face. “Cassie? Are you with me? Or do I need to call your doctor again.”

      She was not calling my doctor. I couldn’t believe my mother gave Georgine his number. “I’m here, George.” She hated it when I shortened her name. “I’m fine.” I took a sip of the tea to stall for time and regretted it. It was too sweet and too tea-ish and had an aftertaste of flowers. It was like drinking perfume.

      I thought about spitting it back through the straw, but would people notice? It might be too gross to do that in public.

      I glanced around the room, then back at the cup.

      Yes. It was way too gross to do that in public.

      I forced myself to swallow and cleared my throat. “I’m fine. I just ordered the wrong thing.”

      “You wouldn’t have ordered the wrong thing if you were paying attention. You look weird.” She reached for her phone. “Maybe I should call your mother.”

      “And tell her what? That I’m a little spacey. She’d be annoyed at you for wasting her time.”

      Georgine looked from me to the phone. Me to the phone. Me and then she put the phone down.

      “I’m really fine.” I wasn’t sure how to get out of telling her what happened. She was letting it go for now, but she wouldn’t stop until she knew what was wrong with me.

      And there was something wrong. A lot of things wrong. Like how I hated that she was way too close to my mother. She ratted me out all the damned time, like a meddling older sister. Or maybe jailer was a better term for her. It was exhausting. She was exhausting. Then again, I thought everything was exhausting since I woke up in the hospital.

      I’d been in an accident a year and a half ago and suffered what my doctor called a traumatic brain injury. I couldn’t remember anything from before the accident. I took six months off school after I woke up, but then finally convinced my mother that I should go back. So, I moved into my apartment and was a month into my third year of college.

      Sometimes I felt lost in my classes. I couldn’t remember what I’d learned before the accident. My mother told me that I could either pick up where I left off or not go at all. She told me the fact that I was struggling was proof that I shouldn’t be in school at all. I wasn’t stupid. I knew what she was doing.

      My mother wanted me to quit—that much was clear—but I wasn’t a quitter. So, I did what I could to keep my grades up.

      I stared at Georgine. She occasionally did this thing where she’d look me in the eye, and we’d see how long it’d take before I’d look away. I never looked away first, and I wasn’t about to start today. If I got her to look away first, then she’d drop the whole texting my mother thing. I’d win.

      At least Georgine wasn’t rooming with me. If I had to do staring contests with her multiple times a day, I’d lose whatever was left of my mind. I was fine studying with Georgine—we were both psych majors, so it made sense—but anything beyond studying every few days was a hard pass for me. My mother said that we’d been best friends since grade school, but some days I found that hard to believe.

      Or maybe the accident had fundamentally changed who I was.

      Every time I thought about the accident, I got angry.

      I was angry. Angry that I couldn’t remember anything. Angry that my past was gone. Angry that it was never, ever coming back. That I was missing so much of my life hurt me in a way that I couldn’t describe, but it literally gave me a migraine to end all migraines when I tried to remember anything. So, I had no choice but to focus on my future.

      Like school. Like the books in front of me. Like the test I had tomorrow.

      Georgine finally dropped her gaze, and I wanted to cheer myself on.

      At least I could win one battle today. “If we don’t get started, we’ll be here all night.” I busied myself with pulling my books and notebooks out of my backpack, then notecards, then my highlighters, and finally, my bag of pens. I lined everything up and then looked at Georgine.

      She was glaring at me. Again.

      I didn’t set everything out to annoy her, but it was a solid side benefit.

      “God. Why do you still use that stupid bag?” Georgine hated me. It was clear every time she said anything to me. Her tone was utter garbage.

      I looked at the pen bag in question. There was a wolf howling at the moon printed on it. “Because it makes me happy.” I gave her a painfully fake smile and unzipped the bag, pulling out my favorite blue pen.

      My mother was wrong. Georgine and I weren’t friends. We weren’t even close to being friends.

      But my mother wanted me to be nice. She didn’t like it when I acted differently than she was used to. So, I’d be nice. For now.

      There was an itch between my shoulder blades—the kind that made me feel like someone was staring at me.

      I turned to look around the room.

      “You keep doing that. Is someone meeting you here? Are you looking for someone?”

      We were going to keep circling around to this unless I told her. We’d get no studying done. I should just tell her and get it over with. “Someone bumped into me outside.” I clicked my pen. “They thought I was someone else, but it was weird. I just checked to make sure that they didn’t follow me in here. And they didn’t.”

      Georgine went from glaring at my pen bag to staring at me. “What?”

      “It’s not a big deal. She just flustered me.” I shouldn’t have told her. I should’ve brought up something else.

      I could almost see the questions forming in her mind. I waited while she picked what she wanted to say first.

      I slouched back in my chair. I didn’t care about being cool or wearing the right designers. I wore jeans and T-shirts and cardigans everywhere. If you asked me what brand they were, I couldn’t tell you. My hair was always slopped into a messy bun. I didn’t look like her. I couldn’t.

      Georgine looked as if she’d walked out of a magazine. Her hair flowed in perfect waves down her back. Any makeup she wore was always on point. Her clothes looked expensive and like she’d planned out every bit of an outfit—down to the last accessory—the night before. Guys stared at her wherever she went, and everyone seemed to trip over themselves to get to her first. To be her friend first. To impress her the most.

      I’d never be as beautiful or popular, and that was fine by me. I didn’t want that kind of attention. And I certainly didn’t need or want her approval, especially on something so insignificant as a pen bag.

      And no matter what she asked me, I didn’t have to answer.

      “Who was it? What did they look like?” She stood up and started looking around. “Were they tall? Muscular? Are they still here?”

      Tall? Muscular? Was she looking for me to set her up with them?

      “I’ll be back.”

      Great. Now Georgine was going to make this into a big deal and call my mother, and then somehow, this would turn into me getting put back in the hospital. Again.

      I’d been back four times already, and I wasn’t going back for a fifth time.

      I was putting an end to this. I grabbed her arm as she tried to squeeze between my chair and the person sitting at the table behind me. “I don’t see her anywhere. It’s fine. Sit back down.”

      She jerked her arm free, taking one long look around before going back to her chair.

      I took a sip of my drink and choked it down. “I don’t know why I got this. I hate tea.” I muttered under my breath.

      “Go get something else. While you get in line, I can take a look around outside for that crazy person if you tell me what she looks—”

      Shit. I wasn’t siccing Georgine on some poor girl who had the bad luck to bump into me. “I’m fine. It was a few blocks away, and the girl is long gone. She didn’t follow me here.” My words were harsher than I meant them to be, but I wasn’t in the mood for one of Georgine’s drama fits. “I’m going to go grab a Diet Coke. Want anything?” I tried to soften my tone, but Georgine wouldn’t look at me.

      Whatever.

      Georgine grabbed up her cell and started typing. “I don’t need anything,” she said without looking up from her phone.

      I stood, staring at her for a second before walking away.

      She was texting my mother.

      I knew she was texting my mother.

      God. Georgine was annoying. What kind of friend is constantly texting a friend’s mother to tattle on them? How old were we? If only I knew what she was thinking, then maybe I could get her to calm down. I didn’t even understand why she was so compelled to keep in constant contact with my mother. But short of reading her mind—which was impossible—I’d never find out.

      I couldn’t remember what my relationship had been with Mother before the accident, but now it was tense. Very, very tense. And Georgine was always making it worse.

      I wasn’t sure how much worse our mother-daughter relationship could get, but apparently, I’d find out soon enough. I couldn’t wait for that phone call.

      I took some calming breaths while I waited in line. If I really thought about it, I had nothing to complain about. Not when you thought of all the real things people had to worry about. Mother apparently was born wealthy because she didn’t seem to have a job yet always had an abundance of money. It angered her whenever I asked, so I left it alone. All I knew was that my bank account was ridiculously full. My apartment was paid through the next five years. My fridge was packed with food. My bills were paid, including tuition. I could go to school and literally not worry about anything but learning and becoming the person that I wanted to be.

      Except I had this giant missing part of myself.

      I’d forgotten so much, and sometimes it felt like it was too much to ignore. Like there was this part of me that was supposed to be there, but it wasn’t. And when I realized that, it felt like this black pit of emptiness that was too big to even really comprehend. Sometimes I wasn’t sure that I could keep going without fixing it.

      But I never ever talked about that anymore. The last time I did it earned me a nice ten-day hospital stay.

      Mother mistook my words. She thought the emptiness meant that I was suicidal. But I wasn’t. It wasn’t that. It’s like I was forgetting something.

      And I was. I was forgetting a whole bunch of somethings.

      But I had to just keep moving forward. I couldn’t change the past, so I had to keep doing the things I was supposed to do. Eventually, if I tried hard enough, I would become who I was meant to be.

      I just wished I knew who that was.
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      Over the last few hours, the coffee shop had gotten a lot quieter. Most of the people cleared out around dinnertime, and now it was nearly empty. The words on the page were blurring together, and I was certain my stomach was eating itself, yet I still had at least another hour of studying to do. They weren’t going to close until then anyway, which meant I could stay. I should stay.

      I scooted my chair away from the table.

      Georgine looked up at me as I stood. “Where are you going?”

      Why did it matter? Why did she always ask me? Why did I even have to talk to her?

      God. I was annoyed with her, but it was probably mostly hunger. Not the fact that Mother already called me to get the full details on who yelled at me, and the lectured me about being more careful and how it was my fault that the girl went nuts on me.

      My patience was shot, but that didn’t excuse me from being an asshole. “I’m getting more food. Do you want anything?”

      “More food?” She looked at me as if this wasn’t my normal. As if I was a disgusting creature because I was hungry. “You know you’re not supposed to eat that much. You don’t have the normal hunger signals that you’re supposed to have and—”

      “Yeah. I know, but I’m hungry. I can’t study if I can’t focus beyond being hungry.” I bit the words out. Could she not tell that if she asked me one more question, I was going to lose my shit?

      “But you just ate a muffin an hour ago.”

      Okay. That wasn’t technically a question. I could do this. I could behave normally. “I only ate half a muffin an hour ago because you ate the rest, and now I need more food, or I won’t be able to concentrate.” I wasn’t about to defend my eating habits. I ate when I was hungry, and I was hungry. So, I was eating. Every time I sat down with food, I tried to eat a normal amount because she was right, I did lack the typical hunger cues. But this didn’t need to be a discussion.

      No. It wasn’t a discussion. I could end this by walking away, and that’s exactly what I was going to do.

      I grabbed my wallet and walked over to the line. When it was my turn, I ordered two sandwiches, a bag of chips, and a brownie.

      Maybe I didn’t need the second sandwich, but Georgine ate half of my muffin. She did it with this evil look on her face as if she were egging me on to do something. What, I didn’t know. But something.

      And now I was really, seriously hungry. Which meant I was dangerous.

      I took the word “hangry” to a new, special, mostly evil place. It scared me sometimes.

      I almost added a hot chocolate to my order, but I’d never hear the end of that. Georgine almost never ate more than once a day. And even when she did eat, it was always very little. I’d once made the mistake of asking her if she had a dieting problem, but that just turned into a tirade about how disgusting I was for eating meat.

      Fine. Whatever. She had her very specific diet, and mine was more of an everything-in-sight kind of a thing.

      When I sat down with my food, Georgine stared at it and then made a face at me as expected.

      I took a giant bite of my first sandwich. “Problem?” I said around my mouthful of food.

      “Is that cow?” Georgine’s tone was dripping with disgust.

      “Yep.” I took a big bite. I didn’t care what she thought anymore. I was hungry, and I was eating. Why did she care what I ate? I didn’t care what she ate or didn’t as the case might be.

      Ignoring her, I decided to study for one more hour, and then I was going home. I could study a little more at home without Georgine staring at me.

      I crunched on a chip, and Georgine made a noise.

      “If you’re not going to study anymore, you can go,” I said.

      “Fine. I’m leaving.”

      I crunched on another chip. “Really?” I tried not to sound too happy about it, but I wasn’t sure if I managed it.

      “Yes.” She quickly shoved her books into her tote. “I’ve gone over everything enough. It’s more than enough to pass.”

      Enough to pass. Right.

      I wished I could be okay with that, but I wanted an A. Dr. Richmond’s tests were notoriously hard. He always threw in questions on things that he hadn’t even covered yet. He told us that on day one of our class. He liked to see who really made an effort and who was just skating by.

      I wasn’t the kind of person that just skated by. So, I would stay and study.

      “Will you be okay here by yourself?” Georgine asked. “What if that girl comes back?”

      “She’s not coming back,” I said around another mouthful of food.

      “Can you please swallow before you talk to me?”

      I swallowed my bite and gave her a bitchy smile. “The girl isn’t coming back, so go.”

      “Fine. God. You annoy me sometimes.”

      I literally wasn’t doing anything but sitting here and eating. “Same.”

      She grabbed up her designer tote of the day. “I’ll see you tomorrow in class,” she said, and then she did the best thing ever. She walked out.

      I waited for a second, and then lifted my feet onto the chair across the table from me. Finally, I could relax.

      But then someone pulled out a chair next to me.

      “Hello?” The voice was tentative, but deep and had the kind of rumble that got under my skin.

      I swallowed my food and set down my sandwich. Something about his voice made my hands shake, and I wasn’t sure it was a good thing.

      Who was sitting beside me? Why? There were plenty of other tables.

      It took me a second to build up the courage, but I finally looked over.

      God. He was handsome. His dark hair curled a bit around his ears. He had a scruffy beard, but his smile…his smile was amazing. His eyes were glowing a little, and I blinked a few times, trying to see if it was an illusion or something, but they didn’t change. They were glowing amber.

      Oh shit. I knew what that meant. I’d seen it on TV. Werewolves had glowing eyes when their wolf was close. My mother warned me to stay away from them. They were too volatile and couldn’t be trusted not to kill you if you breathed wrong.

      I scooted my chair away a little. “What do you want?”

      “I don’t want anything.” He leaned toward me, voice soft. “Please. Don’t be afraid. I just want to talk to you.” His overly calm voice sounded like he didn’t want to freak me out, but he was failing. Everyone knew that werewolves were dangerous.

      I looked around the room to see if anyone else was seeing this—seeing him, seeing us—and my gaze found the girl from earlier. The one who freaked me out. She was standing with another short girl with dark hair in braids, and a guy that was nearly as hot at the one next to me. His chin-length straight black hair was neatly tucked behind his ears. He was tall and muscular and his eyes…

      Werewolf. He was a werewolf, too.

      “Is she your friend?” I pointed to the girl from earlier.

      He didn’t look away, but he nodded. “I know this sounds crazy, but can I touch you?”

      My fear kicked up a notch. “What? Why?” Wait. No. That wasn’t important. “No! You can’t touch me.” What an insane thing to ask a stranger. Who were these people?

      “I just…I need to touch you.”

      Was he insane? Who asked questions like that?

      I shook my head, standing up and backing away, but he stood faster than I could track and reached out, gripping my arm.

      His eyes flashed brighter, and I tried to grab my arm away, but his grip was too strong.

      “Help!” I screamed, not caring if I made a scene. A few people were wandering around the bookstore, but no one was left in the coffee shop. I needed to make a scene if I was going to get this werewolf away from me. “Someone help—”

      He pulled me close, grabbed my other arm, and gave me a shake. He was too tall. Too big. If he wanted to, he could rip my arm off with a flick of his wrist.

      “Tessa. Tessa, please! It’s me. You have to remember. You have to wake up from this spell.”

      Tessa? That wasn’t me. I wasn’t who he thought I was. There was a mistake.

      I shook my head. “I’m not who you think I am. I don’t know you. I—”

      “Yes, you do. Think back. Try. Please. We’re married. You’re my wife. You’re my mate.” His hands were gentle on me, but he had enough strength to hurt me.

      He wasn’t hurting me, though. He was confusing me. And the way he said the words wife and mate made me wish what he was saying was true.

      How could I instantly want that from a stranger?

      “I know something happened to you, and that you don’t remember anything from before—”

      Wait. “How do you know that?” How could he possibly know that I didn’t remember anything?

      There was a shout and more voices, but I couldn’t look away from this man. From the way he was holding me. From the way he was talking to me, like I meant everything to him.

      I’d never felt like that. Not with my mother. Certainly not with Georgine. And they were all I had.

      “Please. You have to believe me. You have to try to remember. You have to fight.”

      Fight what? “I can’t. I can’t remember. I wish I knew who you were, but I don’t know you. I’m sorry. I’m not your wife. I’m not your mate. I’m not Tessa—”

      Pain split my brain in two, and I felt my body stiffen.

      And then I felt like I was falling.

      Falling.

      And I wasn’t sure anyone would catch me.
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      We’d found her.

      We’d actually found her.

      And now, I was in the same waiting room in the same hospital I’d been in forever ago when Samantha had gotten hurt.

      But this time it wasn’t just me and Michael waiting. It was me, Michael, Axel, Claudia, Lucas, and Samantha.

      I couldn’t believe how life always came back around. I didn’t think it would. I thought Van was wrong. I didn’t want him to be wrong, but this little voice in my mind just kept thinking that we’d never find her.

      And now we had found her. Except she was in a hospital room.

      A hospital room where I wasn’t allowed inside.

      At first, I hadn’t been allowed in because I’d been arrested. We called our friends in the FBI to vouch for us, and that took forever. They didn’t believe it was really Tessa in there.

      And then once they decided to maybe believe us—it was a whole other thing to make them let us deal with it. They wanted to ask Tessa questions and run DNA and a whole bunch of other stupid shit.

      They couldn’t ask her anything. I did, and she had some sort of massive seizure.

      I wasn’t sure what we were going to do now. We were waiting for her to wake up before we tried any magic.

      But I’d seen Tessa. For a second, I’d touched her, and I could see through all the magic.

      She was back here. She was okay. Or she had been until I started pushing her to break through the magic.

      Why had I done that? I should’ve been thankful that I had found her. I shouldn’t have pushed. Now she’d been unconscious for almost a full day, and it felt like I was on the verge of losing her again.

      Why wasn’t she awake?

      I needed her to wake up.

      She had to wake up.

      I got up and started pacing.

      “Dastien,” Claudia called out to me. “She’s a werewolf. She’ll be okay. Something like this can’t kill her. It’s just the magic.”

      She didn’t know that. She couldn’t fucking know that. Tessa had been kidnapped for six hundred and twenty-seven days. Who knew what they’d done to her? Who knew what that magic had done to her? “Have you ever seen any magic do that?” I knew I shouldn’t yell at her, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      She flinched, and Lucas’s arm went around her, protecting her.

      I was a jerk. Yelling at Claudia was like kicking a puppy. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled.”

      She stared at the ground for a second before looking up at me again. “I’ve never seen magic do that, but I don’t know enough about fey magic. That could be a normal reaction.” Her voice was quieter now. “Cosette’s almost here. She’ll know more. She can figure this out.”

      “Tessa’s in a fucking coma! How can Cosette figure that out?” I wiped a hand down my face. “Sorry.”

      “That word only means something if you change your behavior.” Lucas had been patient with me, but I could hear in his voice that he was about to be done with that.

      “I am sorry.” I stared at the ceiling, counting the tiles for a second, before trying to speak again. “I’m sorry that I’m losing control and patience and everything else. I just—”

      “It’s okay.” Claudia put her hand on Lucas’s arm, stopping him from speaking. “I’m not upset. If yelling helps you, then you can yell at me.”

      Now I felt like an even bigger asshole.

      A nurse cleared her throat. I turned too quickly—moved too quickly—and the sickly sweet stench of fear filled the hallway.

      I was scaring everyone. “I’m sorry. Did you need something?”

      “No. The yelling…”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll keep it down.”

      “Thank you. I’ve got other patients…” The nurse trailed off, but she didn’t need to say anymore.

      I went back to quietly pacing and trying to convince myself that we were making progress. And we had. Tessa was here. She might not be conscious, but that would change. It had to.

      And now that we had her, we knew a lot more—her name, what she’d been doing, where she lived. We knew it all.

      Tessa thought her name was Cassie Wolffe, which Samantha thought was freaking hilarious. Whoever decided that should be her name was either an idiot or thumbing their nose at us. It was definitely the latter because it took a lot to pull this off for so long.

      And it was really that poor choice of names that got the FBI to really believe me. They’d gone to the hospital to touch her—they wanted to see through the magic themselves—but it hadn’t worked. Humans couldn’t see through magic when they had none of their own.

      But when Samantha went into Tessa’s room and grabbed Tessa’s arm, and then the FBI agent’s arm—he saw.

      That’s why they’d left. They were letting us deal with Tessa. There was no threat to humans, unless they interfered.

      I was technically allowed inside the hospital room now, but the last time I…she had another seizure. So, we were waiting for her to wake up before I was allowed in again.

      Tessa would wake up. Because Claudia was right. Under all that magic, Tessa was still a werewolf. Tessa was just so clouded, so camouflaged, so entirely cloaked in fey magic that I couldn’t feel her wolf. Not even when I was touching her.

      I couldn’t feel her magic either.

      As far as I could tell, the person in that bed wasn’t even the least bit supernatural.

      It’s like Tessa wasn’t there. Everything that made her who she was…it was all gone.

      Except she was there.

      That was Teresa McCaide Laurent. My Tessa. I knew it. I believed it. And so I knew everything I was feeling, everything I was seeing, was a lie.

      I knew from the books in her bag that she was in school. From her ID, I knew that she had an apartment here. A life. But it wasn’t real. She was living a lie.

      I stopped my pacing and looked at the row of seats. My friends—my family—were there. Michael sat watching me. His wolf was close, ready to take me down if I lost control.

      Axel was sitting with his head bowed, and his knees were bouncing. He was gripping his hands together and releasing them. Then squeezing them again. He wasn’t losing control, but he was close.

      Tessa was my mate, but she was also his sister.

      I needed to control myself better. If for no other reason than because Axel was taking his cues from me. He was still so new to the world of werewolves and magic, but I’d been born into it. If I panicked, he would, too.

      Samantha had silver skull earbuds in, and her eyes were closed. I knew she could see things that I couldn’t, and I wasn’t sure what was hanging around a hospital. I would’ve thought she was sleeping, but the slight citrus scent of her anxiety was enough to tell me that she was awake.

      Claudia was leaning against Lucas, who was also watching me. If Michael and Lucas both came at me, I was pretty sure I’d lose. Which meant I needed to calm down. But how?

      I’d waited so long to find her, and now that I had… I couldn’t lose her again. But how was I supposed to fix this? We’d found her only because the archon finally decided to act.

      Why? I wasn’t sure.

      “What am I going to do?” I met Lucas’s gaze. “What do I do?”

      “Do what my mate said and wait. You’re going to wait patiently for Cosette.”

      “I don’t know what another fey can do, but…” Samantha spoke without taking out her earbuds, but she opened her eyes, and the scent of her anxiety sharped.

      I wondered again about what she saw. Something told me her anxiety didn’t have anything to do with being in a room of witches and werewolves.

      “The magic is woven into her soul,” Samantha said, staring straight into my eyes. “It’s blended into the fabric of her being. It’s had so long to permeate her that when you touched her—when you forced her to confront the magic—she nearly died. Instantly. It might not be what you want to hear, but messing with that magic feels dangerous. It was dangerous for me more than a year ago when I tried to reach through the void in your bonds to find her. Messing with the source of that magic now? It’s clearly deadly for her.”

      She was right. It made me want to punch something or someone, but I couldn’t. So I rubbed my hands down my face and breathed.

      There was always an answer. Always a way. I just had to find it.

      I’d spent so long looking for her and then…

      An idea came to me. “Eli. I need to talk to Eli. If he set up the run-in, then he knows more than he’s told us.”

      Claudia shook her head. “I don’t know if that’s—”

      “You can try, but he might not come.” Samantha stared off into space for a minute before looking at me again. “Angels have a duty. A cause. And it’s more sacred than anything us mortals can understand. It’s ingrained. So, they don’t help out when it’s not warranted, when it’s not directly tied to their duty. Archons are like angels, but with the freedom to fulfill their duty in any way they see fit. They can disobey their orders. They can even act outside the lines of their duty, but because of that, they’re unpredictable.”

      I didn’t care about predictability. Eli already helped us. I just needed a little more help. “How do I get him to come?”

      Samantha rose from her chair and walked to the nurse’s station. On the way, she dodged something invisible and reached into her pocket. She threw something that looked like sand, but smelled like smoke into the air.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “It’s better if you don’t know. Trust me.” She stopped in front of the nurse. “Is there a chapel in the hospital?”

      The nurse nodded and gave her directions, but I wasn’t listening. I would follow her, so it didn’t matter. What mattered was what I said to Eli. How could I convince him to help me? He had the power to do it. I knew he did.

      I could tell him that the rest of us needed her—that she was pivotal to keeping the earthly realm safe—but I wasn’t sure that was true anymore.

      A lot of time had passed since she’d been kidnapped. Sure, there had been incidents, but they’d done okay without her.

      It was me that wasn’t okay without her.

      Just me.

      Which was selfish. Tessa had a peaceful, quiet life here. One without danger. Was I doing her a favor by dragging her back into that?

      If I loved her, could I let her go?

      I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to answer that question.

      We walked through the hallways, but I didn’t see them. I didn’t see the people we passed. I didn’t see the rooms or hear the cries or smell the scents of sorrow and sickness and injury. I didn’t see anything until we stopped at the door. I only heard the quiet in my head as I prepared to argue for my life. Because Tessa was my life.

      Samantha pushed open the door and waved me forward.

      The chapel room was small, with a single stained glass window across from the door. Three rows of pews long enough for four people filled the room from the door, all the way up to the tiny altar in front of the window. The only light in the room came through the colored glass, giving it a somber feel.

      Which was the room’s purpose. Solemnity.

      No one ever came to a chapel in a hospital to celebrate. It was always out of despair. A plea for help. For mercy.

      And that’s why I was coming here, too.

      I needed mercy.
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      A man sat in the front pew of the chapel, and I nearly backed out of the room. What I needed to do was private. But as the door swung shut behind us, the man rose from his spot.

      And when he turned, I realized he was exactly who I’d been looking for.

      I wanted to beg. That was the first thing I wanted to do. I wanted to drop to my knees and beg for help.

      Instead, I forced myself to stay calm. “Thank you for coming, Eli.”

      “Of course, he shows up now.” Samantha crossed her arms and leaned against the back wall.

      I looked between the two of them as they had some sort of silent conversation.

      “Okay. Fine.” She gave him a snarky salute. “Glad to be of service.” She slid into the last row and pulled out her phone.

      I wasn’t sure what was between Eli and Samantha, and right now, that wasn’t important. He was here. He was going to help, and that’s all I needed to know.

      Eli was in his usual white button-down shirt and light washed jeans. His blond hair was long and fell into his face a little. He raised his hands in the air. “You’re welcome for finding her. Happy to be of service.” He grinned at me. “And she’ll be fine.”

      The relief came first, but too quickly was followed by a bigger question. “How? How will she be fine? None of us can get close enough to the magic without putting her in a coma and—”

      “Cosette can’t break it, and although it pains me to say it, I can’t either. No one can do that.”

      God. No. He’d just said she’d be fine. She wouldn’t be fine until she was free of the magic. “Please. I’ll do—”

      “No one can fix this.”

      Any relief I had left dropped through my feet and melted into the ground.

      “Except you.” He gave me a smirk that I wanted to punch off his face.

      Good. Great. I’d be happy to break the magic. But he hadn’t given me any information.

      I closed the distance between us. “How? Please. I’ll do whatever it takes. Anything. Just tell me how—”

      “Anything?”

      “Anything.” I knew what I was saying. I knew that I could be getting myself into so much shit by saying that, but I honestly didn’t care what I had to do to get her back. I’d do it. I’d give her my soul if it meant that she’d be back. I’d—

      “And if you have to start from scratch? If you have to make her fall in love with you again?”

      Samantha’s laugh echoed in the small room. “You can’t be serious.”

      I looked back at her. “What?” Why was she laughing? I was missing something.

      She yanked out her headphones. “Come on, Eli. Even you can’t be this cliché.”

      When I looked back at Eli, he was grinning at her. “It’s cliché for a reason, possum.” He was practically singing the words. “Because what is stronger than any spell, any magic in this world?”

      Samantha rolled her eyes again. “You’re so stupid.” Her tone was annoyed, but there was a hint of a smile peeking through.

      “What?” I asked, not quite following.

      Samantha’s gaze darted to me. “Really? You don’t know?”

      “I…” I honestly could barely think. I was too emotional about getting her back. I just needed her back. I couldn’t think beyond the desperation.

      “Come on,” Eli said. “We all know there’s more to you than just a pretty face and dimples. You can figure this out.”

      “Don’t be such a jerk, Eli,” Samantha said, saving me from responding to Eli. “Like a freaking Disney movie, true love’s the answer. True love will break the magic.”

      “Spoilsport.” Eli made a face at Samantha.

      Were they flirting? Was that really happening? I looked at Samantha again. I wasn’t sure what she was—other than not witch, werewolf, fey, or human. If she was like this with Eli, then—

      “Samantha’s none of your business.” Wings appeared on Eli’s back and snapped open, and the room seemed to grow a little darker. “But, Tessa is very much yours.” The room grew a little lighter again, and his wings started to fade. “True love conquers everything. Even the Lunar Queen’s magic.”

      It couldn’t be that easy. Actually, I knew it wasn’t that easy. “I tried to tell her. I tried to get her to remember, and—”

      “You can’t tell a woman that she loves you and have it work. She has to actually love you.”

      The doors burst open behind us as Chris and Cosette entered the small chapel.

      “Eli. You asshole.” Cosette was so angry, it was a wonder the walls weren’t burning. “You knew this whole time.”

      “Hello, cousin!” Eli’s grin turned ten percent evil. “Nice of you to show up. I’m doing well, thank you.”

      Cosette’s heeled boots clacked on the floor with every step as she stormed up to Eli. “I’m not your cousin.” She poked him in the chest.

      “Po-tay-toh, po-tah-toh.” Eli shrugged as if having that much fury blasted at him by the princess of the Lunar Court was no big deal. “I knew where she was, but the timing had to be right. And when it was, I set up the meet. You’re welcome.”

      “Thank you,” I said to Eli. “I appreciate your help.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll pay me back later.” And before I could process that threat, Eli was gone.

      Cosette let out a high-pitched screech and lunged into the empty space where Eli had just been.

      Chris wrapped his arm around her and whispered something.

      She let out a sigh and then turned to me. “Sorry. I just—Eli drives me crazy.”

      For the first time in a while, I smiled. At least it was someone else that was acting crazy this time and not me. “I can see that.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That only true love—” Samantha let out a sarcastic ha! “—will break the magic on Tessa.”

      “I just got here, and I haven’t even given it a shot yet.” Cosette’s voice had a tinge of whiny toddler to it. “How does he know what I can and cannot do?”

      “Because he’s an archon,” Samantha muttered softly to herself, but we could all hear it.

      “Please,” I said before Cosette could rant at Samantha. From the way Cosette poked at Eli, I was sure she’d love another target. And since I knew Cosette could materialize a weapon out of thin air, it was time to change the subject. “Anything you could do to help Tessa would be really appreciated.”

      “I’ll do what I can, but if that’s what Eli said…” She drew herself up and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, she seemed much more reserved. “I want to be mad at him, but Eli’s usually right. Unfortunately. But I’m not giving up just because that’s what he said. I still have to try.”

      I wanted to say thank you so badly, but I couldn’t. Cosette was too fey for that. So, I nodded.

      “They’re keeping Dastien away from Tessa, just in case he sets off another seizure,” Samantha said. “I’ll show you the way.”

      “I can’t go back to that waiting room. I was going crazy in there. I’ll just stay put.” I couldn’t do any good waiting in the halls, but if there was ever a time for prayers, now was it. “If anything works—”

      “We’ll get you,” Cosette said.

      Good. That was good enough.

      I didn’t wait for them to say anything more before moving to the front pew. I waited until I heard the door swing shut, and then I let out my breath in a long, low sigh.

      “That sounded like a lot.” The rasp in Chris’s voice was thick.

      I looked up to see Chris standing at the end of the pew. I hadn’t heard him. Sneaky bastard.

      “Can I sit?” He motioned to the pew.

      “I’m not great company. I was going to…”

      “Pray?”

      I nodded, not sure why I couldn’t say the words. Except that if I was praying, then that meant I didn’t believe Cosette could break the magic. And if she couldn’t, I was afraid that I might never…

      I couldn’t finish that thought. I couldn’t think that way.

      Chris walked around me and sat. He looked good. Relaxed. He’d always been closed off with me, but Cosette really seemed to change him. He was even more easygoing now. Lighter with the way he walked. He’d always been a good fighter, but I wondered if we fought again—who would win? I wasn’t sure.

      Chris didn’t look at me as he swung a backpack off and unzipped it. “You do your thing. I’ll do mine.”

      That was fine with me. I didn’t have any words left to say, and I certainly didn’t want to hear any bullshit about how this would all turn out okay.

      No one knew that. No one. Not even Eli.

      I closed my eyes, but then I heard a scratch of a pencil across paper. I opened my eyes to see him drawing in a sketchbook. I turned my head to see what he was doing, and then I looked up at him.

      It was just the basic shape of her face right now, but even with that, I knew who it was. I’d know her anywhere. “Tessa?”

      “I started drawing her when she disappeared.” Chris didn’t look away from the paper as he drew, but he must’ve sensed me watching him. “Well, not that day, but about four months later. I didn’t want the memory to fade. I knew I would always keep looking for her, but some people in the new council aren’t as connected to her as the rest of us. I knew they’d call off the search eventually, and when we did, you’d need help remembering so that you could keep looking. I’ve thought about giving it to you a lot over the last year, especially when they finally decided to stop looking for her. But once the time came, I wasn’t sure if having it would help or hurt.”

      “Can I see?”

      “I’m not done with this one, but—” He handed it over. “It’s yours. I made this for you.”

      I flipped to the first page. Tessa jumping out of a window. The look on her face. I could almost hear her saying in her head—Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “That’s the first time I saw her. Had to admire her guts jumping from three floors up.”

      I smiled, but it was small and sad. “Yeah.” I flipped through more.

      They were so many images of her. In the cafeteria. In gym class. Fighting a cave full of vampires. Turning into a wolf with everyone from the school around her. Fighting demons. The chapel where we killed Luciana. So many drawings in black pencil but drawn so real, so vivid I could almost imagine her stepping out of the page.

      But those of Tessa weren’t the ones that made me gasp. Those weren’t the ones that hurt to look at. It was the drawings of us that hurt.

      He’d drawn us. Laughing and training and dancing and I didn’t even know he’d been paying attention.

      There was one of us sitting in the quad. She was laughing, and I was smiling at her. Looking at it felt like someone had taken one of Cosette’s flaming swords to my heart. My eyes started to burn, and I squeezed them shut to keep the tears from falling.

      God. I missed looking at that face. I missed that smile. I missed the sound of her laugh.

      I’d pushed away the little things I missed, but now it was a need so big I couldn’t breathe.

      I wanted that back. I needed her back.

      I let out a slow breath and opened my eyes to look again at the page.

      She was so beautiful. She’d argue about that, but it was true. And she was kind—always giving more of herself than she should. She was strong.

      And we’d been happy.

      Sometimes I thought she was a dream, and that I imagined how happy we’d been. But there it was on the page. Proof.

      I wanted to rub my thumb down the drawing of her, but I was scared that if I touched it that the image would smudge, and then the only piece of her that was happy would be gone, too.

      “I sprayed them. You can touch it.”

      I turned to him. Had I said that aloud?

      He shook his head. “It’s what I would want to do if Cosette was gone. I know this doesn’t bring her back, and maybe this is worse, but if you can hold on to what you see there, then maybe you can get it back.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” I didn’t. I’d never been particularly close with Chris. We’d been friendly, but I graduated before he did. I was one of his instructors. And when Tessa showed up, for a brief moment, we were competitors.

      Chris didn’t look at me, but he nodded. “I heard what Eli said before we got here. He’s not a quiet guy.”

      I wanted so badly to disappear into the page he’d drawn that it took me a second to try to remember what Eli said. And even then, I wasn’t sure. “About?”

      “How Cosette can’t fix this. And knowing Eli, he’s right. He can lie just fine. He’s not like most of the fey. But I don’t think he was lying.”

      “I don’t think so either.” I wished he was, but I didn’t think getting her back even after this long would be that easy.

      “Cosette might like to yell and scream at him, but Eli helped me before. It was in the most roundabout fucked up way, and it sure wasn’t easy. But he gave both me and Cosette everything we wanted.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy.” I was jealous of it, but I could still be happy for him.

      “That’s not what…” Chris sighed. “For whatever reason, Eli didn’t show up until now. There’s a reason for it. I don’t know why, but there will be a very good reason. And if he says you have to get her to love you again, then that’s what you’re going to do.”

      I stared down at the sketchbook in my lap. At her laughing. “I don’t know how I got her in the first place. Dumb luck?” I leaned back against the pew. “How am I going to do it again?”

      “Here’s the thing.” Chris twisted to face me, and I did the same, turning just enough to see him without lifting my head from the pew.

      “You bit Tessa. I always thought that was a shit move. It’s why I thought for a second she and I…” Chris trailed off, and I was glad he did.

      I knew he kissed her. It was irrational to be mad about it now, but if he really wanted to bring it up, I was happy to get angry about it all over again.

      “I’m glad it didn’t end up that way, but you know, she’s amazing. And she deserved better than you biting her like you did. So, you’re going to do what you should’ve done from the beginning. Michael’s working getting you set up for that right now.”

      I wasn’t following him. “Working on what?”

      “He was on the phone when we got to the waiting room. He said he had this feeling that it would take longer than we all wanted to get her back.”

      Michael and his feelings were so annoying. They’d always been annoying, even when I was little. They were never enough to actually do any good.

      And then I’d gotten used to how accurate and clear Tessa’s visions were. Somehow that made Michael’s vague hunches even more frustrating. “What’s he doing exactly?”

      “He’s getting her neighbor in the apartment across the hall from her to move out right now. They were negotiating on price when I left. You’re moving in.”

      What? How was Michael planning all this without telling me anything? “I am?” I wasn’t pissed, just confused.

      “You are, and since you’ll be so close to her, you’ll run into each other. But you’re going to wait for her to come to you. You’re going to wait until she falls in love again. And then you’re going to kiss the hell out of her, and that fey magic will go away. But don’t you dare kiss her until then. Okay? We don’t want her back in the hospital. Forcing memories, forcing the magic, forcing her to love you—none of that will work. And your wolf has to be patient. None of him taking charge again.”

      My wolf was testy on a good day, and I hadn’t really seen a lot of good days lately. But in this, we were of one mind. Tessa mattered more than anything. He wouldn’t lose it. Not with her. Not again.

      And yet, I had something pitifully embarrassing that I had to deal with before I moved across the hall from Tessa. “I won’t lose control, but…”

      “But what?”

      I shoved my pride as far away as I could.

      Chris knew Tessa. They hung out. He talked to her. If I was going to ask anyone that wasn’t Meredith—who was beyond biased—it had to be Chris. He’d give me an honest answer. “Do you think she’s better off without me? Without all the magic and bonds and danger—”

      “Jesus, Dastien.” His gaze searched me as if he were trying to see into my head but couldn’t. “You don’t really think that. Do you?”

      I turned away from him and stared hard at his drawing on my lap. At the look on her face. At her smile. At her eyes. “Yeah. I thought it all the time before, and since she’s been gone… Yeah. I think that all the time. And now that I know she’s okay and—”

      “She’s not okay! She’s in a coma because of some stupid fey magic. How could she possibly be okay? Dude. Where’s your confidence? What’s happened to you?”

      I tried to remember when I saw Chris last. I guess he’d been there to pick out furniture a few months ago, and maybe I hid the despair and heartache and sadness well enough that he hadn’t seen it. “I lost everything that mattered to me. The only thing that mattered. I had nothing left. No reason to live. I…” I let out a harsh breath. “I’m doing better than I was, and now that she’s here, much, much better, but I still… I wonder if I ruined her life. I wonder if what I did…if biting her was…” I wasn’t one to spill my guts—even when I had so many doubts and needed someone to help me.

      The words I’d managed to get out would have to be enough.

      Chris put his hand on my shoulder, but I still couldn’t look at him.

      “Look, man. You’ve been through hell. We all know it. Maybe now your heart will be more open, more patient. Because you sure as shit were never patient. If you think you didn’t deserve her before, now’s your chance to prove it to yourself that you always did. That she was always meant for you. Because you sure as shit didn’t ruin her life. But prove that to yourself. Win her over the way you should’ve the first time before you lost control. Show her—”

      The door swung open so hard it slammed into the wall. Cosette wasn’t a wolf, but she was growling just the same.

      Chris rose. “What?”

      Cosette’s heels might as well have been breaking the floor with how hard she was stomping. “It was definitely my mother. I’m going to need to talk to her. I’m going to need to kill her.”

      I didn’t envy Chris at all right now.

      “We can’t murder your mother without major consequences.” Chris reached for her. “And we knew that she was responsible. Right?” Chris’s calm seemed to ease Cosette’s anger.

      She took a breath and let him hold her for a second. “We assumed, but we didn’t know. Now we do. We didn’t have proof. But now I do.” Cosette stepped away from Chris. “Van!”

      The fey warrior appeared. He scanned the room before taking in Cosette. “Yes. What’s happened? Where are we?”

      “It was her,” Cosette said. “Proof.” She flicked her hand toward him, and I felt magic slip past me.

      “This changes things.” He nodded to her before turning to me. He closed the distance between us, gripping my shoulder. “I’m glad you took my advice. I know waiting was hard, but now we’ll work to make sure she sees that new home of yours soon.” He dropped his hand and looked at Cosette again. “I’ll be back.”

      Before I could say anything, Van disappeared again. “What was that?”

      “My mother has been begging to talk to me, and now, I think I’ll take her up on that.” Cosette ran a hand through her hair. “Van will set the terms of our meeting.”

      Chris gripped Cosette’s hand. “Are you sure this is a good idea? If it goes wrong, we have war.”

      “I think we might be at that point already. Maybe not, but we’re close.” Cosette faced me. “I’ve good news and bad. I usually would’ve let you pick which first, but I’m not going to today. The bad news is too obvious. Eli was right. I can’t change the magic. Samantha was also right. The fey magic is imbedded in Tessa’s soul.”

      Before I could process that, Cosette kept talking.

      “The good news is—she’s awake and remembers nothing from your encounter with her. Which means you start with a clean slate instead of fighting that awful first impression where you freaked her out.” She poked me in the chest twice. “Don’t do that again.” She poked me three more times as if that would drive home her point. “You might not get as lucky again.”

      “What do I do now?”

      Chris picked up the sketchpad from where I’d set it down. “Move into that apartment. We’ll help you get settled and then get out of your way. You need us to come, you tell us. Otherwise, we’ll leave you to do your magic and win her over again but, um, shave. She likes your dimples a lot, and she can’t see them right now.”

      I rubbed my hands down my rough face. I guess I hadn’t noticed it or really cared about shaving regularly. “This is insane. This feels insane. I have to treat my wife like she’s a stranger?”

      “Yes, but you can do this.” There was zero doubt hiding in Cosette’s words.

      I looked up at her. “Can I?” Cosette couldn’t lie to me.

      “Yes. You can.” Cosette’s words were clear.

      “See? She agrees. You can do this,” Chris said. “It was more than just fate—more than just magic and bonds—that brought the two of you together. I saw how you’d train with her. Laughing and sharing headphones while you ran. I saw it. She loved you for more than just your alpha power.”

      “More than just your abs, too,” Cosette said. “Though those are fine.”

      Chris stared at his mate for a hard second. “Why were you looking at his abs? When did you see—”

      Cosette touched Chris’ cheek, and then he laughed. “Fine.”

      My phone beeped, and I pulled it from my pocket.

      Michael texted me an address. We need to go. Meet me outside the hospital.

      I looked up to see Chris standing over me, reading the text. “Looks like he got the apartment.”

      Be right there. I texted Michael back.

      “This is just step one to getting our girl back,” Chris said. “Just take it one step at a time.”

      “Okay.” I could do this.

      I would make her fall in love with me.

      Because they were right. There was more than just magic and bonds and fate between us. So much more.

      I just had to figure out how to start over, but I wanted my Tessa back. I couldn’t get this close and lose her all over again.

      I had to fix this before anything else went wrong.

      Because knowing Tessa’s luck, something would happen, and I had to be ready to fight for her like I’d never fought before.
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      They’d kept Tessa one more night at the hospital, and while she was there, I moved in across the hall from her apartment.

      Apparently, Michael paid the guy who lived there an ungodly amount of money. I would’ve said something about paying him back, but I knew he didn’t care. He had more money than anyone I knew. When you grew up with werewolves with long lives to accumulate wealth, then that was saying something. If anything, he’d be insulted if I offered.

      I was just glad to have a place so close to her so quickly. I wasn’t sure how I’d repay him for thinking of that, but I would figure something out.

      Samantha left the hospital when Michael, Axel, and I came to check out the apartment and get the keys. It was after nine, and she said her mom wanted her home. I wasn’t sure what more she could do for us anyway, so that was fine.

      Chris and Cosette got to the apartment shortly after us. They left Claudia and Lucas to discreetly watch over Tessa. Now that we finally found her. No one was taking her again.

      Together, the rest of us helped the guy box up his stuff and move it into another apartment in the building.

      He thought we were weird but seemed really glad for the money. He even agreed to let me keep his furniture. For what we were paying, he said he could just pack a bag and camp out in the new place until new furniture came.

      But that wasn’t happening. His furniture smelled of a thousand different disgusting odors—some I wished I’d never smelled—and it had to go. Immediately. The guy also had some severely questionable artwork—lots of partially dressed women with motorcycles—and zero books. Tessa liked books. It was one of the first things she did when going into someone’s house or room. She snooped on the shelves big time. She said that you could tell a lot about a person by what they read. Which I’d found to be accurate.

      It took a few hours to finish taking all of his stuff over, but then he was out of our hair.

      “Thank God he’s gone,” Cosette said. “If he checked me out one more time, I was going to call in my daggers.”

      “You wouldn’t need them. I was getting ready to kill the douche.” The rasp in Chris’s voice had gotten deeper and rougher.

      They started arguing over what the worst thing was about the guy, but I was busy staring at the state of the empty apartment. There were dust bunnies and dirt everywhere, and I didn’t even want to think about that bathroom.

      I was a clean freak. I liked everything neat and tidy and in its place. That was one thing that Tessa and I agreed on. One of the many things.

      My phone said it was nearly midnight. I needed cleaning supplies, furniture, sheets, towels, dishes, and a million other things to make this feel like a legit apartment. I wasn’t sure I could convince Tessa to come inside my apartment tomorrow, but hopefully, it wouldn’t take long. I was going to need it to look like I actually lived here.

      I could go to a hotel, wake up early, and get everything I needed, but I wanted to be here.

      No. I really wanted to be inside her hospital room, but that wasn’t allowed. She’d be confused as to who I was and why I was there.

      So, the next best thing was to wait for her to come back here. From across the hall, I’d be able to tell when she was coming and going. Depending on the noise in the building, I might even be able to hear if she was watching TV or talking on the phone. I’d get to know her schedule, and then I could invite her over for dinner. Or maybe I could go to the coffee shop we found her in when she was studying. Ask to sit with her. She might agree.

      Or she might call the cops because I’d gone full stalker on her.

      Damn it.

      I needed to be here when she came home from the hospital.

      I should get some sleep, but I wouldn’t be able to do that. Not when there was still so much to do to get this apartment set up. I ran a hand down my face.

      “What’s wrong?” Michael stepped toward me.

      “Nothing. I just…” I didn’t know what to tell him, so I went with the easiest thing. “This place is a mess—”

      Cosette waved a hand through the air, and the apartment was suddenly sparkling clean. It even smelled faintly of fresh lemons and lavender. “Any other problems?”

      I walked into the kitchen and swiped my finger over the top of a cabinet. It could’ve been a fey illusion, but there was no dust on my finger.

      I walked into the living room to see Cosette smirking proudly to herself.

      If she could just magic the apartment clean, what else could she do? “Furniture. Can you—” I mimicked moving my hand through the air. “—and make that appear?”

      She shook her head. “But Van could. He could take us into any store, and we’ll just send him back here with whatever you want.”

      “You’re talking about stealing?” Michael asked.

      Cosette’s grin was nearly wolfish. “Eh. Let’s not put a label on it.”

      “No. That’s not a plan. Or not one that we will be participating in.” Michael pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “I’ll make some calls. Where do you want to shop?”

      “It’s nearly midnight.” Where were we going to get furniture at this hour?

      Michael raised an eyebrow at me—it was his yes-I-am-aware look. “This is Los Angeles. Anything can be opened for a price. So, where?”

      Everyone looked at me, but I didn’t know. “Wherever is fine. As long as Tessa likes it.”

      “We’ll go to some of the same places we got the furniture for your house,” Chris said. “Everything we got was already Tessa-approved. But I need food.”

      “You drive. Cosette will give me names of stores.” Michael tossed me car keys. “We’ll make calls on the way. By the time we’re done eating, I’ll have some stores opened.”

      True to his word, he arranged for a string of stores to open. Not just one store. A string. He even had a truck ready for us to haul everything to the apartment. He also had a Target stay open for an hour later than their normal.

      I wasn’t sure how Michael pulled all of this off with a few phone calls, but I was thankful.

      We hit the Target last. By that time, we were in full-on shenanigans mode as we slurped down milkshakes and tore through aisle after aisle. We already had a TV waiting at the front of the store, plus some video games and three other full carts. I wasn’t even sure I needed all this shit, but I was having too much fun to stop everyone from dumping anything and everything into the carts. Cosette kept throwing in unicorn stuff, swearing that Tessa was obsessed with them.

      She wasn’t. As far as I knew, Tessa didn’t have strong feelings one way or the other toward unicorns. Axel backed me up on this. So, we kept sneaking them out of the cart and back onto random shelves.

      We were making a mess, and Michael would just have to up whatever we were paying them to stay open. No one should have to deal with this many werewolves and a fey princess.

      The only time I stopped to really think about what we were getting was the book section, since Tessa had strong feelings about what was on someone’s shelves. Axel and I stopped to pick out books, and the others wandered off.

      A few minutes later, Cosette came back with a massive framed print.

      “Check out what I found.” Cosette flipped it around so I could see.

      Surprise had me laughing before I knew I was still able to laugh.

      “Oh my God.” Axel grabbed it from her. “This is amazing. You have to get it.”

      I wanted to answer, but I couldn’t stop laughing at it.

      The print had three wolves howling at a full moon, and it looked like it might’ve been printed with blacklight reactive paint. It was cheesy as hell and amazing.

      Chris walked down the aisle with some Bluetooth speakers. He tossed them into the cart. “What’s so funny?”

      Axel turned so he could see.

      “You’re not buying that, are you?” Chris looked so horrified that I couldn’t help it. I laughed harder. “This is bullshit. Put that back.”

      He stormed off, but Cosette placed the print in the cart.

      “I can’t buy that. It’s so stupid.” Because it was really cheesy. It wasn’t as bad as the nearly naked chicks we took down from the walls, but I was trying to impress Tessa with my good taste. If she saw this hanging on my wall, what would she think?

      “But it makes you smile. It can’t be all that bad.” She had a point. “See? I’m so right about this.”

      We were grabbing some other odds and ends for the apartment when Chris came back. He stared at the shopping cart for a full minute before dumping the art supplies in his hands into the cart.

      “Jesus. Get rid of it already. I can’t even look at that. I’ll be back with canvas. You’re not allowed to buy that piece of crap.”

      Before he reached the end of the aisle, we were laughing again.

      It’d been a really long time since I’d had fun. Since I’d laughed. Since I didn’t have this feeling of absolute dread weighing on me.

      Not knowing where she was or how she was doing had been too much to breathe through at times. But now I knew where she was. I knew she was okay. And I knew that before long, I’d have my Tessa back.

      So now, for the first time in an impossibly long time, I was allowed to laugh.

      I was allowed to truly live.
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      When we got back to the apartment, Chris took his art stuff to the unit’s balcony while the rest of us unloaded and set up. He was still working after we left again and came back with groceries. And when he was finished, he walked into the dining room and put a nail in the wall.

      Without saying a word to us, he went back to the balcony, grabbed the canvas, and hung it.

      We all stopped what we were doing and went to look at it.

      He’d painted a girl and her wolf sitting on the dock of a pond. There was movement in the wolf’s fur, and her hair was flowing in the wind. I couldn’t see the girl’s face, but I knew that it was Tessa. And the wolf was me. The dock was on my land. We’d built it a few months ago.

      He was right about that shit art from the store. This was better. It was so much better.

      “Oh, wow,” Axel said. “That’s Tessa.”

      “Yeah, but don’t touch it. The paint is still drying.” Chris glanced at his hands. “I’m going to clean up.”

      After he was done, there wasn’t much for anyone to do. It was nearly dawn, and we all needed sleep. So, I sent them to a hotel.

      And I was alone again.

      As soon as the door closed, I leaned back against it and stared at the apartment. The kitchen was to my left, blocked off from the living room to my right by a half bar. Next to the kitchen was the dining room. From the door, I could see Chris’ painting. It was breathtaking.

      The living space was really one big room that had all three—dining, kitchen, and living room—but area rugs and the kitchen’s bar served to separate the spaces. Beyond the living and dining room was a hallway. On one side was the master bedroom with en suite bath. Across the hall were a smaller bedroom and a half bath.

      I strolled through the apartment, taking in everything that we’d gotten. The navy couch and love seat were smaller versions of what I’d bought for our house. The coffee table was really just an oversized pouf with a tray on top. It was brightly colored, and not something I would’ve picked without seeing it in Tessa’s binder. But it brought a lot of color into the room. It made it feel homey.

      There were some linked Bluetooth speakers throughout the apartment. Tessa and I always listened to music. It was the thing that brought us together. The thing that might bring us together again.

      I’d gotten a few young adult books and some romance, too. Some cooking and nonfiction. And then some science fiction and fantasy that I usually enjoyed.

      One unicorn made it back to the apartment, but it was really just a nightlight. There were some superhero figurines and a Lego set. Some board games and a calendar featuring pictures of the French countryside.

      The mix of things from the fancy stores and Target made it look comfortable. The bed set I’d gotten was a little too matchy-matchy, but Cosette swore that’s what normal guys tended to buy if they didn’t shop with a fey princess and someone with an artist’s eye to design the layout.

      I was pretty sure that Tessa would approve of everything in the apartment, which meant if she ever decided to come over, she’d feel comfortable. At ease. At home.

      And that’s what I wanted more than anything. For her to walk through that door and see this place as her home. Because if she did that, then maybe she’d see that I was her home.

      Because she was mine. My home. My heart. My everything.

      The sun was rising, and I wasn’t sure I could settle.

      It took me a while to realize why I went so crazy when Tessa left—other than the obvious reasons. I’d been so used to being in her head and never feeling alone. I could always hear her thoughts, feel her emotions, know exactly where she was. To go from that level of noise in my head to nothing…

      It was like something had been severed inside of me—which it had. My bond was gone. Tessa was gone.

      But now I knew where she was, and yet it still left this anxiety in the pit of my stomach that wouldn’t go away.

      I grabbed my phone. She still okay? I texted to Claudia. I’d been trying not to hound her while we’d been getting the apartment ready, but I couldn’t stop myself anymore.

      Yes. She’s fine.

      I wasn’t expecting her to text back right away, but I was thankful that she did.

      And then another text came through from Claudia. The doctor came by an hour ago. She’s sleeping normally, and when she wakes up, she’ll be released. But she keeps asking for her mother. I’m not sure who she thinks that is.

      Helen? I texted back.

      Maybe. Or it could be another fey. Or a human who the fey magicked into believing that Tessa was her daughter.

      Has anyone been by?

      No, but she has her phone. She called this mother person earlier and left a message. Another person called back—a friend who sounded annoyed at being bothered and even more annoyed that Tessa hadn’t shown up for class. But when Tessa mentioned the hospital, she asked a lot of questions.

      What does that mean? Claudia wouldn’t mention it unless she was worried about something, but anyone would ask a lot of questions if their friend was in the hospital.

      Maybe I’m being paranoid. I just didn’t love the tone the girl took with Tessa. It’s like she was checking on someone that she hated. We don’t know how closely Tessa’s being watched.

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or bad. What did Tessa tell the person?

      She said exactly what she thought happened. She collapsed, and someone called 911.

      That was good. At least no one caught our exchange on video. That hadn’t been my finest hour.

      My phone buzzed with another text from Claudia. You’re going to have to be really careful. If they know we are here, they could act. You need to fix this quickly.

      I’m going to do everything I can. Because that was all I could do. But suddenly, that didn’t feel like enough. Maybe we should just take her. Keep her asleep and leave.

      No! She only just woke up. A shock like that might put her back in a coma or worse. Too much of a risk!

      Everything was a risk. Everything.

      I wanted to throw my phone against the wall, but that wouldn’t make this hopeless feeling go away.

      It felt like after so long, I was so close to getting her back, but everything was hanging from spider silk. One wrong breath and everything could fall.

      I could lose everything. Again.

      Only this time, it would be forever.
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      I tried sleeping, but that wasn’t happening. Instead, I sat on the balcony and watched the sunrise. The hardest part of this whole thing was going to be patience. The risk of having her scared of me if I said or did the wrong thing—or worse, ending up in the hospital again—it was almost too much.

      The knots in my stomach grew and turned into a city of knots, until I gave up trying to sit still entirely. I paced up and down the small hallway in the apartment from the front door to the master suite.

      Before they got on the plane to Texas, Michael called me earlier to ask if they should stay and help, but I sent them home as planned. Claudia and Lucas would watch her until she got here, and then they were leaving, too.

      Everyone would fly back to Texas and wait for me to fix this. Eli said I had to do this alone, so I was trying to believe that I could. That somehow, I’d find a way to make the impossible happen a second time.

      My phone buzzed, telling me it was time to eat. I wasn’t hungry, but I swore to Chris that my wolf wouldn’t slip up a second time. I was going to keep that promise. Which meant food was necessary.

      I went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and froze.

      We’d gotten all of Tessa’s favorites from the store—everything I avoided since she’d been gone. If she wanted to come over and watch a movie, I had anything she could possibly want. Right now, all I could see was the case of Diet Coke and the bars of chocolate that she loved.

      I closed the fridge and turned around. On the counter were Cheetos, Oreos, and two more cases of Diet Coke. The Tessa Trinity. That plus the two cartons of coconut chocolate chip ice cream in the freezer, and suddenly it was like everywhere I looked, Tessa was here.

      Except she wasn’t. Not yet.

      Tendrils of panic grew through my lungs, making it hard to breathe. I was being too optimistic. I was jinxing myself.

      Damn it. Why did I buy this stuff already?

      Last night, when everyone was here and hopeful and excited, it seemed smart to plan for success. Of course, I should get all of Tessa’s favorites. She’d be spending her days with me in no time.

      But now that I was alone, her wanting to suddenly hang out with me seemed like such an impossibly stupid stretch of the imagination.

      I’d barely gotten the chance to talk to her before she collapsed in the coffee shop. How was I going to go from that to hanging out today?

      I opened the fridge again—did my best to ignore all of Tessa’s food—and grabbed some stuff to make a quick breakfast. I’d eat, clean up, and then I’d figure out what else I could do to keep myself from going insane.

      I did the first two things, and then my phone buzzed, saving me from figuring out the next part, at least for a little while.

      Axel texted. Just landed. Has she gotten back to her apartment yet?

      No. It was only eleven here. Even if she was discharged today, it might be a while before she made it back. I wasn’t sure what I’d do between now and then, but I’d figure something out.

      Okay. Let me know when she does. I feel bad leaving. As soon as we got on the plane…we all feel the same. We want to come back. You don’t have to do this alone.

      I’m fine. Stay there. I might regret that in a few, but for now, I needed to do this on my own. I’d been leaning on everyone for far too long.

      Bullshit.

      I’m fine. I swear.

      Okay, but I got this alert when we landed. Above & Beyond is playing there in two days. I keep thinking that she’d want to go and that we should take her but she doesn’t know who I am anymore and I don’t even know if she likes them anymore. This is so fucked up.

      Sometimes Axel was so much like his sister. When we have her back, we’ll figure out where they’re playing and take her.

      Fine. I just want her back.

      She will be. I’ll let you know if I need you. Let the others know the same goes for them.

      Will do. BTW—my sister was obsessed with you from the beginning. I remember the way she looked at you that day at the mall. She didn’t know you then either, but she wanted to. You can do this.

      I stared at the screen for a minute. Could I? Did he really think so?

      It was going to be so much harder this time because I knew what was on the line. If I messed this up, both of us could end up dead.

      My cell phone rang, and I answered it before checking to see who it was, assuming it was Axel. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been staring at my phone, trying to figure out what to text.

      “Is she back from the hospital yet?” Adrian’s voice came through my cellphone.

      I looked at the phone to make sure I was hearing right and saw his name. Adrian. He’d been hunting some fey from Leaves that got loose and were wreaking havoc on the people of Pittsburgh.

      “No. She’s not back yet.” But if everyone was going to call or text for an update every two seconds, I was going to go crazy. Or crazier than I already was.

      “How are you doing?” Adrian asked.

      “Fine. I’m just at the apartment waiting for her.”

      “You can’t sit there all day. You’ll go crazy.”

      Shows how much he knew. “I’m already going crazy.”

      “Go for a run. But with your shirt off.”

      With my shirt off? That was random. “What? Why?”

      “Because you might run into her. You all sweaty and no shirt? It’s hot, dude.”

      “Adrian,” I said, pleading with him to stop. He had to be joking. I wasn’t going to win her over by being shirtless and sweaty.

      Okay. That wasn’t entirely accurate. I knew Tessa liked my body, but this wasn’t going to be as easy as me walking around without a shirt.

      I needed Tessa to love me again. And not just an everyday kind of love. It needed to be epic. The kind of love strong enough to break the fey magic embedded in her soul.

      That was going to take more than attraction or lust.

      “I’m serious. She’ll dig it,” Adrian said.

      He was being stupid now. “I’m hanging up.”

      “Okay, but just as a general practice, no shirt. Sweaty is good. And dimples, dimples, dimples.”

      “You sound like a used car salesman or worse—my pimp. I’m not trying to—”

      “Attraction is the first thing that will catch her eye. You’re a good-looking guy. It’s a tool that you can use. You’re not aware of your effect on her, and usually, that’s fine. But not today.” He was quiet for a second. “You have shaved, right?”

      Damn it—and my dimples. “Yes. Chris told me that already. I shaved.”

      “Good. Smile shirtless. She’ll be yours in no time.”

      “Fine. Got it. Bye, Adrian.” I hung up and threw my phone on the couch.

      I wasn’t walking around everywhere without my shirt and grinning like an idiot. People would think I was nuts.

      But Adrian was right about one thing. I needed to get out of here.

      I couldn’t stand here, waiting to hear her get home, jumping at every little sound in hopes that it would be her. I couldn’t count the number of times I checked the stupid peephole in the last hour.

      I grabbed my keys and zipped them into the hidden inner pocket in my shorts. I found the armband for my phone and AirPods and then headed out. A few miles of running, and maybe I’d lose some of these nerves.

      Because that’s what I was. Nervous. I’d never been more nervous about anything in my life. Not even facing down a chapel full of demons. That had been scary but in a very different way. Now, I wasn’t scared exactly, it was just plain old knotted-up nerves.

      Which did me no good. At best, they’d make me do or say something stupid or awkward. At worst, they could make her afraid or suspicious of me.

      My nerves had to die the death.

      As soon as I was outside, I hit it hard. One mile turned into three, turned into five, turned into fifteen. And then I ran back. I was going to need a ton of water, a shower, and a massive meal, but by the time the building came into view, my head felt clearer than it had in days.

      Tessa might not look like herself or seem like herself, but she was in there. Somewhere. I just had to find her.

      She loved me before. I just had to remind her why.

      The problem was I didn’t know why she loved me. Before, I’d been too thankful for it to examine the reasons. But I knew it wasn’t just about abs or dimples like Adrian thought. Her feelings were deeper than that.

      I grunted at the security guy as I walked inside the building, waving as I opened the doors to the stairs. I didn’t like the old elevator. It stank like too many humans and their food and their garbage and things I didn’t want to think about. And I didn’t like the idea of getting stuck in it. I could get out of it just fine, but not if I wanted to keep my cover as being human.

      When I reached the third floor, I pushed the door open and ran smack into someone.

      I gripped their swaying shoulders, and then my heart stopped.

      Tessa.

      I’d bumped into Tessa while she was exiting the elevator.

      Through the magic, I stared into her brown eyes. They were open wide with her surprise. Her brown hair was tangled into a knot on top of her head. Her mouth was popped open, and I wanted to bite her bottom lip. I needed to—

      I forced my raging wolf to shut up and took a breath. “I’m sorry.” I shoved the wolf down, down, down. He couldn’t be trusted. “I didn’t see you. Are you okay?”

      She blinked slowly. “I’m…fine?”

      I should let go of her.

      I should let go of her now.

      I didn’t want to let go because when I did, I wouldn’t see her anymore. I’d see the magic. But I had to let go of her if I didn’t want her thinking I was some creeper.

      I dropped my hands and stepped back, and she didn’t look like Tessa anymore. She was suddenly taller—at least a good eight inches taller than the real Tessa. Her hair was a dull and flat dishwater blonde. Her eyes weren’t so big or doelike, and their light blue was the wrong color. Her nose was too big for her face. The person in front of me didn’t look a thing like the woman I fell in love with, but it was still her.

      It was still her.

      And I should really say something before it got really awkward. “Sorry. I was out for a jog, and…” I motioned to the stairs. “Did I hurt you?”

      “I’m okay,” she said the words, but she sounded like it was just an autoresponse.

      She hadn’t heard what I said because she was too busy staring at my abs.

      I’d gotten sweaty and took off my T-shirt a while ago. Mid-May was pretty fucking hot in LA, and that had been longer than I’d planned to run. My shirt was tucked into the back of my shorts, which gave her a clear view of sweaty abs.

      I let her stare for a second longer before clearing my throat.

      Her eyes darted to my face, and her cheeks pinked in a way that was just so Tessa that it made me smile.

      Her eyes widened, and she let out a little oooh before she stopped herself. “Hi. Umm…you new? I mean—not new as in dumb but as in new to the apartments. I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

      She was rambling. This was good. This was very good.

      Maybe Adrian was on to something. Maybe it was all about abs and dimples.

      Now, I had to be smooth. “I moved into 310 last night.”

      “Oh.” She nodded. “Across the hall from me. I didn’t know Steven was moving out.”

      I shrugged. “I think he just moved a few floors up, but yeah. I’m there if you ever need anything.” Please need something. Anything.

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      I nodded. “Of course.” And then I did the most painful thing I’ve ever done.

      I walked away.

      Doing anything else could have potentially scared her off, and I couldn’t let that happen. So, even though leaving her in the hallway made my heart ache and my wolf grapple for control and went against every instinct in my soul, I walked away.

      But I couldn’t stop myself from looking back at her.

      She was still standing there. She gave me a small wave, and I waved back.

      She looked like a stranger staring at me, but she wasn’t.

      That woman held the other half of my soul inside her.

      When I shut the door, my knees gave out. I slid down to the floor and let my head rest against the door.

      Her keys jingled, the door unlocked, and then clicked close. She was safe across the hall.

      This was good. It was a start. She noticed me.

      God. Was that all this came down to? Me thinking I was winning something just because she noticed I existed when I literally bumped into her? Was I really that pathetic? How did I expect to win her over?

      This was dumb. I should just make everyone come back. We should take her to Texas. There had to be a better, easier, safer, more sure way to break the magic. I had to—

      Damn it.

      Chris was right.

      I used to be confident, and what was I now?

      I didn’t know, but I needed to get it together.

      I would get it together. For her, I would do anything.

      I was an alpha. I was strong. And I’d done this once before. I just had to do it again.

      I could do this. No problem.

      “Shit.” I didn’t give her my number.

      I didn’t even tell her my name.

      I was so screwed.
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      Holy shit.

      Holy fucking shit.

      Who the hell moved in across the hall from me?

      I was leaning against the inside of the door to my apartment with my eyes closed, trying to catch my breath. I mean, I wasn’t used to seeing someone like that in real life.

      He was a model. He had to be. I mean, he couldn’t be a movie star and living in my apartment building, could he?

      He was so tall and ripped and gorgeous. Those dimples were over the top. It was like God gave him one too many things, and it put him way-off-the-charts hot. Overkill. The definition of overkill.

      I bet he was dumb.

      Okay. So, maybe that was a horrible thing to hope for, but that was the only way that his level of hotness would be any kind of fair. He needed some huge flaw to make him more approachable and human. If he wasn’t dumb, then maybe he picked his nose.

      No, that wasn’t bad enough to balance all the hotness. He would have to pick his nose and then eat it.

      I tried to imagine him doing that and couldn’t.

      And now that I was thinking about it, he didn’t come off as dumb at all. I was the one that acted like a moron.

      I wiped a hand down my face and felt something wet on my chin.

      Oh my fucking God. Did I drool?

      No. Even I couldn’t be that much of an awkward mess.

      Shit. I’d barely gotten out a word without bumbling it.

      Goddammit, Cassie. Way to make a fool of yourself.

      It wasn’t like I had a hope of dating a guy like that. Talk about a different league—a different planet entirely. But it would’ve been nice if his first impression of me was something a little better than a drooling idiot who stank like the hospital.

      I pushed off the door and walked through my apartment. My mother had furnished it, and I hated it. The couch wasn’t comfortable. The chairs had no cushions. And there wasn’t enough color in any of it. Most of everything was shades of gray, black, or blue. Boring.

      One day, I’d have my own job—my own money—and not feel weird replacing everything she’d picked out for me.

      I walked into my bedroom and dropped my backpack next to my bed. It was a tossup which I needed more—food or a shower. I was starving and I’d showered at the hospital, but I still felt gross. These were the same clothes I’d worn all day at the coffee shop, and I had to get out of them. There was no way I’d enjoy eating until I was clean. Which meant the shower came first.

      I moved into the bathroom and quickly stripped off my clothes. I turned to throw them in the hamper and caught my reflection in the mirror.

      Damn it. Two days in the hospital had cost me some weight. I was thinner again. I could count my ribs, and if I lost any more weight, I knew I’d be in big trouble. Not just with Mother, but in terms of my general health. I couldn’t afford to lose any, and yet, I still managed to lose some.

      I stepped under the hot spray and let the water wash away the last of the hospital smells. I could fix this weight problem. In a few minutes, I’d fix myself some food, and it would get better.

      The good news was that I hadn’t gotten ahold of mother—not since she called me in the coffee shop. I’d missed a bunch of texts from her while I’d been asleep, and the last one said that if I was behaving like a child and ignoring her, then she had better things to do. She was going on a trip and would be out of touch for a while.

      I couldn’t believe my luck. Her being MIA meant that I didn’t have to check in with my regular doctor, which meant no extra tests. I’d texted her with an apology and that I would be around if she needed me. I hadn’t heard back yet. I hoped it’d be a while before I heard back, and then instantly felt bad about that.

      I shouldn’t feel such animosity toward my own mother, and yet, I couldn’t help it. Something about the way she treated me and how she talked down to me bred nothing but enmity. The less I saw her, the less I talked to her, the better for everyone.

      When I got out of the shower, I quickly dressed and then made a list. Item one was checking in with my professor. Georgine called to tell me that she’d talked to him for me, but I needed to reach out. I took a picture of the medical excuse the nurse from the hospital gave me this morning, and then attached it to my quick email asking when I could retake the test.

      There. That was done.

      Item two was food. A lot of food.

      I was used to being hungry all the time, but it was still annoying. I ate more than any other average girl ate. Nothing ever seemed to be enough.

      My stomach growled, and I moved into the kitchen. The kitchen was pretty standard for apartments in the area—plain oak cabinets with a light grade laminate countertop—but it was the one place in the apartment that felt like me. It was the only thing that I’d stocked myself.

      Mother wanted to have a meal service drop off a bag of food at the security desk in the lobby of the building every morning. I went along with it for the first few weeks I’d lived here. Using them made sure that I ate a specific number of calories a day, which meant I never underrate, but I was hungry all the time.

      It took a bit, but I finally got her to let me make my own food. If I’d been a good cook before the accident, I didn’t remember any of it. So, I started from scratch. I watched a ton of cooking shows, and I bought dishes and pans as I needed them over the last year. Now I could make a bunch of things, but today, I wanted some simple comfort.

      I grabbed my favorite pan and pulled out the ingredients I needed—butter, bread, and cheese. As the scent of warm butter and bread filled the room, I knew a grilled cheese was just the ticket for the crazy day I’d had.

      My mind kept going back to my neighbor. I hadn’t been interested in a guy in a long time. Maybe my reaction to him meant that I was ready to try dating again. It’d been maybe a year, and I’d only been on those four dates. Maybe it was time to sign up for one of those apps. Most of them sounded like a meat market, but I overheard a few girls in my lit class talking about one. It matched people based on a personality test. I’d have to search the margins of my notes for the name of it. I knew I’d written it down somewhere.

      Tomorrow. I’d add it to my list for tomorrow.

      While I waited for the bread to finish browning, I walked to the living room and flipped on the TV, turning on The Returned. It was my favorite French show. Not only was it good, but the sound of the French language being spoken always soothed me when I was stressed.

      I went back to the kitchen and flipped the sandwich. Nearly done. I grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge, a plate from the cabinet, and then my phone started buzzing.

      Damn it.

      I checked the readout. Georgine was calling, and I would’ve rather smashed it against the counter than answer.

      The phone kept vibrating. I seriously thought about not answering, but delaying would only make things worse.

      Georgine cared about me. She was an asshole in the way she showed it, but I should be grateful to have someone in my life that cared about me.

      Which meant I should answer. I swiped my finger against the button and popped it on speakerphone. “Hi, Georgine.”

      “You made it home okay?”

      I put the sandwich on a plate. “Yes.” After the way she freaked out about me running into the crazy girl, I’d done my best to downplay how I collapsed, but it didn’t work very well. I shouldn’t have told her anything about the hospital. That was my bad. I was too honest sometimes.

      I took a bite and moaned. I was totally going to need another one.

      “Are you eating right now?”

      “Yes.” I took another bite. “They think it might have been hunger that made me collapse.”

      “You’d just gotten two sandwiches. There was no way you were that hungry.” She was quiet for a minute. “Are you not telling me something? I can try to find your mother if—”

      Mother was the last person I needed right now. “No. I’m fine now. There’s no reason to worry her.”

      “No?” Her voice had an icy edge. “Did the girl show up again? The one you—”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. I told you that was a mistake. She thought I was someone else.” Another thing I should’ve kept to myself.

      “Fine. Did you email—”

      “Yes, I emailed Dr. Richmond. I’m an adult, Georgine. I can take care of myself.” I took another bite of my sandwich.

      “Apparently not if you’re passing out from hunger. I can’t have you dying on me. Your mother would kill me.” She was so overly dramatic.

      I doubted Mother would care enough to commit murder. She didn’t love me, at least not how other parents seemed to care for their kids. Mother seemed to care that I was alive and safe, and if those two needs were met, then she didn’t really check in on me much. At least not anymore. Who knew what she was like before the accident?

      “Why don’t you meet me before class tomorrow? You are going to class, right? I could come by in the morning and—”

      “No, you don’t need to do that.” She lived a block away, and I saw her way too often. I didn’t have the patience to deal with her for longer than I already had to.

      “Fine. The coffee shop, then? Nine?”

      I took a sip of my soda before talking. “I’ll see if I can meet up before class, but I’m not making any promises. I don’t want to push myself too hard, and I might just sleep until I have to get to class.”

      “Fine. Text me if you’re awake and will be there.” With that, Georgine hung up.

      I stared at the phone for a second. “Goodbye to you, too.”

      I put my phone on the counter and turned back to the pan. Time for sandwich number two. I tossed a hunk of butter in the pan and grabbed more bread and cheese. As I waited for the bread to brown, I rubbed my hand along my side and felt each rib.

      Something was wrong with me. I knew it, but I didn’t know what. I’d had every test that my doctor could think of, but he never found anything.

      But I was always hungry. Worse than that, I was always losing weight. But I counted my calories. Not to cut them, but to make sure that I was eating enough. I ate nearly double what a girl my size and age should eat, but it never seemed to sate my hunger. This anxious feeling in my soul told me something was really wrong, but I didn’t have answers. Every time I asked about my past, I either ended up in the hospital or my mother flipped out on me. Neither were pleasant.

      There was nothing else for me to do but keep eating and hope that one day I remembered whatever it was that I’d forgotten.

      I’d figure out what was wrong with me eventually. Until then, I’d make another sandwich, and hope the hunger wouldn’t kill me before I had any answers.
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      There were times in my life when I’d done things that I wasn’t proud of, but this was a new level of weird for me. I was standing behind the door of my apartment, waiting for Tessa to open her door.

      It was official. I was stalking my wife.

      A couple years ago, I would’ve told anyone doing anything remotely like this to leave the girl alone. If she was interested, she’d let you know. And yet, here I was, waiting. Hoping she’d give me a chance to prove to her that I was worth talking to her.

      It’d been a few hours since I bumped into her in the hallway, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to see her again. I wanted to talk to her again.

      That’s all I wanted for now. Just to talk to her, to reassure myself that it really was her, to start proving to her that I was someone worth spending more time with.

      Eventually, when I thought she’d say yes, I’d ask her on a date. I couldn’t do it after just one quick exchange in the hallway. I had to build to that, which meant I needed more time with her.

      I had to keep reminding myself that I was starting over, but not from scratch. Because I knew Tessa. I’d lived in her head for almost a year. I knew what she liked and what she loved and what annoyed the hell out of her. Which meant I could win her back.

      I would win her back.

      But staying in this apartment was driving me nuts. It’d only been three freaking hours since I last saw her, and I was already going crazy? How was I supposed to make this work? I was used to doing things—fighting, hunting, teaching, but now I was just sitting here. Waiting.

      Everyone was texting me, asking if I’d seen her yet, but I needed them to back off. I could tell them that I felt great about how this was going—about how I ran into her in the hallway—but that was a stretch. I’d fumbled that big time.

      And I definitely couldn’t tell them that I’d wasted hours imaging ways to run into her so that I could tell her my name and get her cellphone number.

      Maybe I should just go over there. I could ask for sugar for…brownies. Maybe I was making brownies. But then I’d actually have to make them from scratch.

      I was sure I could figure that out if I had to. It couldn’t be that hard, could it? I always used a mix before, but I was sure people somewhere made them from scratch. I could find a recipe online, no problem. I should just knock on the door and—

      And desperation wasn’t sexy. I just had to wait. She’d leave eventually.

      Or maybe I should go knock. I was new here—that wasn’t a lie. I could ask her for a good place to grab dinner. Or—

      A soft click and then a jingle of keys had me turning to the peephole.

      There she was. My Tessa, yet not at all my Tessa. She was taller than my wife, with the wrong hair color, the wrong eye color. Her nose was bigger. Her lips thinner. Her face rounder. But underneath the magic hiding her, that was the one. My one.

      She was wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a blouse and heels. Heels. That was most definitely not like Tessa. But the messy bun was there. That woman might not look like the Tessa I was used to seeing, but it was her.

      She locked the door and turned toward the elevator. I wanted to know where she was going. We’d gotten her school schedule—which I’d memorized—but she’d already missed all her classes today.

      Last night, Michael and I briefly talked about having someone watch her to make sure no one took her again, but we didn’t want to attract too much of her attention. We weren’t sure if she saw one of us too much before I had a chance to break the magic, if we’d put her at risk.

      There were too many unknowns with this magic—too many ways it could go wrong—and I hated it.

      But we decided that some members of the Wayfarer Pack would come to watch over her. She didn’t know any of them, and they were used to sliding into all kinds of situations. Wherever she was going, they’d follow her. I wanted to trust them with her, but I wasn’t sure I trusted anyone that much.

      I counted to ten and then opened my door. I pretended not to notice her walking down the hall while I locked my door.

      Could she tell that I was watching her out of the corner of my eye as she paused to look at me? I wasn’t sure.

      I slid my keys into my pocket and turned to her. The woman I was looking at didn’t look anything like the one I was missing. Talking to her with the intention of getting her number felt like cheating.

      But I wasn’t cheating. Everything was a lie. Everything I said and everything I saw.

      I gave her a smile, but it wasn’t real either. I was trying, but not lying was one of the things that Tessa and I agreed on. We didn’t like it, and we sucked at it when we tried.

      “Oh, hi. I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name earlier.” Her cheeks pinked as she spoke. “I’m Cassie.”

      I wanted to tell her that she was wrong. Her name was Tessa Laurent. And she was my wife.

      But I bit all of that back. None of that was helpful right now. I closed the distance between us, holding out my hand.

      She took it, and then I could breathe. I could see her—the real her. I smiled for real then, and she was looking everywhere but at me. It reminded me of the time I bumped into her in a bookstore—before everything happened.

      That had been a really good day. The best day.

      At least this time my smile wasn’t a lie. “I’m Dastien Laurent.”

      “Um. Are you not from here?”

      “No, I just moved in.” My throat went dry. Was she having memory problems? Was she already forgetting me again? How was I going to do this if she was already forgetting?

      She pulled gently on her hand, and I watched her brown eyes as I let her hand slip from my grasp. The magic slid back into place, and there was the average-looking, blue-eyed blonde in front of me again.

      Her gaze darted to mine, and I crossed my arms to keep myself from reaching out to her again.

      “No. I meant the accent. I didn’t hear it before, but when you said your name…”

      “Oh. Right.” Relief hit me so strongly that I had to step back. “I’m originally from France, but I’ve lived in the US for most of my life.”

      “Cool.” She hooked her thumbs in her backpack straps. “Well, I’m off to make up a test I missed. I’ll see you—”

      This couldn’t be it. Thirty seconds and then gone again. I needed more time. I had to have more time.

      “I’ll walk out with you.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think them through. I wasn’t really planning on going anywhere. I’d just been waiting to talk to her. But I had keys and my cell, and I could come up with something if she asked.

      The store. I was going to the store.

      “Okay,” she said, but it was soft.

      I pressed the button for the elevator, and an awkward silence filled the space between us.

      This was one thing that had never been between us. It was never awkward. We could sit together quietly, and it never felt like this.

      I hated magic, and I was really starting to hate the fey. They thought they could take her from me? They thought they could do this to her? To us?

      No. As soon as Tessa was back to herself, the second she was okay again, the fey were going to have a very, very big problem on their hands.

      I heard a rumble and looked at her.

      Tessa’s eyes were wide, and her hand was over her stomach. “That’s embarrassing.”

      I wanted to touch her again so I could get a better look at the real Tessa under the magic, but I didn’t want to risk spooking her. “Did you miss lunch?”

      “No. I ate.” She looked away from me and stared at the ground. “I’m just always hungry.” Her words were mumbled, and if I wasn’t mistaken—she was embarrassed.

      She didn’t need to be embarrassed, but now she had me worried. I didn’t like that she was always hungry. She was still a werewolf. No matter how much magic they put over her to hide her wolf. If she was trying to eat like a human—and had been that way for twenty-one months—then she could be near starvation.

      My heart started to race as I tried to picture how she’d looked under all the magic. This was bad. This could be very, very bad. She might be worse off than Meredith was when her wolf had been suppressed by magic.

      But this wasn’t witchcraft. This was fey magic.

      Merde. I’d been so happy to be able to see her, that I hadn’t paid attention. She didn’t seem like she’d lost any weight. I had to look again. I had to know, or I wouldn’t be able to leave her side.

      The elevator dinged as the doors opened, and I waved her forward.

      As the doors closed, I moved closer to her. “You’re not feeling dizzy, are you? I don’t want you passing out on me.” I used that excuse to touch her shoulder. At first, I saw the same Tessa that I was used to, but then I felt the edge of magic pressing against my hand.

      I didn’t have much knowledge about magic—that was Tessa’s domain—but I’d lived in her head. I knew how it worked. I knew how she worked. She always said it was the intent and belief that made her magic work. A lot of her magic worked in the same way that being alpha worked. It was power, and that was something I had.

      I pushed my power at her, and there was a pop and stinging prick against my hand. Almost like someone had flicked a rubber band against it. I didn’t flinch, even when my wolf told me to pull away, that danger was ahead.

      But when the stinging faded, I saw something very, very different.

      This time, what I saw terrified me, and worse, I breathed in, and the scent of her scared me even more.

      She was saying something, but I didn’t hear her. I couldn’t possibly hear her over the hard pounding of my heart, and the hollow echo of air whistling out of my lungs.

      “Did you hear me?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry.”

      She looked concerned for me, which was ridiculous. She was the one in danger.

      “You don’t have to worry. I won’t pass out. I’ve already hit my quota. You can let go of me.” She laughed like it was nothing. Like her passing out would’ve been no big deal, but it was. Her cheeks were redder than they had been a minute before, and I knew I was making her uncomfortable.

      But what I saw under that magic wasn’t nothing.

      “I’m sorry.” I dropped my hand, shoving both of them into my pockets to hide the shaking. “You just looked a little pale.”

      She winced, and I knew I’d fucked up. I’d made her even more uncomfortable. I needed to fix that, but I couldn’t come up with anything.

      My skin felt cold with fear and panic and dread, and it took everything in me not to take her back up to my apartment and tie her up until we figured out how to break the magic.

      What I’d seen scared me, but the scent that came from her told me something much more terrifying.

      I didn’t have time to win her back because I was too late.

      I was too fucking late.

      My heart was breaking, and I had to hide it, but all I could hear was ringing in my ears from the fear and knowledge that after everything, I might just be too late to save her.

      “—just never enough.” She was talking, and I was trying my best to keep my fear and horror off of my face. “I keep losing weight, but…you know what.” She looked away from me. “You don’t know me, and you most definitely don’t want to know all of this. Sorry.”

      No. I absolutely wanted to know every bit of this. “Why don’t I cook you dinner? Tonight. Come over.” Please. Let me feed you. Like now. Come over now. You don’t need to go anywhere. You don’t need anything except to live.

      But saying that would scare her away.

      She’d be okay until tonight. Maybe. God. I needed the Wayfarers to follow her. To watch in case she collapsed. I’d call the Wayfarer on duty and make sure they kept a close eye on her. They had to be there if something happened. They had to call me if something happened.

      And while she was gone, I needed to make some calls. I needed answers, and I’d get them by dinnertime. “I’m serious. I’m a good cook. You won’t leave hungry.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” she said it so quietly just as the elevator dinged and the doors opened.

      I wouldn’t have heard her if I wasn’t a werewolf.

      But I pretended like I didn’t. “Was that a yes?” I asked her as I followed her into the underground parking garage.

      “No!” She took a step away from me. “Sorry. I mean, no. I can’t come for dinner.”

      What? She was turning me down?

      No. She couldn’t. I wasn’t taking no.

      I took a step toward her. “Why not?” I was going to need a very good explanation. Otherwise, I would take her home now, and we’d figure out the rest there.

      She was looking everywhere but at me. Her gaze caught someone who’d just parked, and she gave him a little wave as they walked past us to the elevator.

      “I eat a lot.” Her words were so quiet as she took another step away from the elevator. “It’s embarrassing.”

      This—this—I could fix. I stepped in front of her. Instead of ducking down to look her in the eyes like I usually needed to do, I only had to tilt my head a little. “I got kicked out of an all-you-can-eat buffet once and asked never to come back.”

      “No.” Her gaze finally darted to mine. “You did not.”

      It wasn’t a lie, except I hadn’t been alone. She’d been with me. We’d both gotten kicked out. “I did.” I stood straight again. “I have an off-the-charts metabolism. On one of my slow days, I eat probably three times what a normal professional athlete eats.”

      She searched my face to see if I was joking, but I wasn’t. Not about this. All werewolves required a large calorie intake. It was the cost of the magic to keep both our forms alive.

      “Well, then you eat more than me. It’s just…” She chewed on her lip a little. Something she always did when she was considering what to say or how much to tell a person. She’d give a little sigh when she figured it out, and then she’d start talking.

      So, I watched her and waited for that little sigh.

      And then she sighed, and I held my breath so that I would hear everything that she said.

      “My friend—she’s always disgusted,” she said finally. “And I stopped eating out. I sometimes ordered two things, and then people stared. So, I stopped doing that, but then I’m hungry again in like two seconds, and…”

      She ordered two things? Like two entrees? Or like a salad and an entree?

      I had so many questions, but I didn’t want to freak her out. But even if it was two entrees, she needed more than that. I needed more food than Tessa, but she could still easily pack away three entrees every meal.

      If she’d been cutting down this hard on all meals across the board, maybe it wasn’t the magic that was doing this. Maybe she just needed someone to show her how much to eat.

      “Come over. Please.” I reached for her hand, holding it gently in mine. Now that I’d seen all the way through the magic, her hand felt like a bag of loosely bound twigs. “I always cook a ridiculous amount of food.” I thought of something that might do the trick. “I double-dog dare you to try to eat more than me.”

      Axel was always double-dog daring me to do stupid things, and from what he said—it’d been something that he and Tessa used to do all the time.

      If she was the same girl, she wouldn’t be able to turn me down.

      She looked up at me, biting her lip again. She was seriously considering it.

      And then she pulled her hand free from mine to tug at her hair—pulling it down from her messy bun before slopping it back up.

      There she was. My Tessa. She always messed with her hair when she was trying to make a decision.

      “Please.” I gave her my best smile.

      “Okay. But I’m warning you, I eat a lot. I can pay you back for all the food if you—”

      What? “No.” That wasn’t happening. “You can’t pay me back.”

      Her eyes widened, and she took a step back from me. “But I eat—”

      I stepped closer to her. “And it’ll be my pleasure to feed you.” I cut off her protest. I wasn’t taking no for an answer. Not now.

      I gave her another big smile that I hoped seemed genuine and not at all desperate. “Come over. Eat until you’re not hungry anymore. I swear you won’t shock me.”

      She was chewing on her lip again, and I knew that she was about to agree. She just needed a little push.

      I moved out of her way but followed her as she walked to her car. “What’s your number? I’ll text you.”

      The gate to the garage creaked as it opened for another car to enter down the ramp, but I could hear her just fine as she listed it off. I typed it into my cell and texted her a simple “hello.”

      She pulled her phone from her back pocket and checked the text. “Great. What time?” She asked as I watched her save my contact.

      I was in. This was happening.

      Now. Dinner right now would be great. “Maybe about six? Or if that’s too early, seven? Although if you want to come over sooner, I’ll be around.” And now I sounded desperate. “Just text. It’ll be casual.”

      “Okay.” She unlocked her car. I hadn’t noticed until I was standing next to it that the car was the same one she had in Texas. Same color—black. Same model—Tiguan. But most likely a different year.

      Weird, but it definitely wasn’t the weirdest part of all of this.

      I reached past her to open the door for her. “Great. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Okay.” She sounded a little unsure, but I couldn’t see her face. She’d turned to throw her backpack on the passenger seat.

      If she didn’t show, I knew where she lived, and I had her number. I’d convince her to come over.

      I closed the door and then walked up the ramp to the pedestrian exit. She waved as she passed me in her car.

      I sent off a quick text to the Wayfarers’ number to keep a close eye on her. I warned them about the possibility of collapse before I took off running down the sidewalk.

      I didn’t have my AirPods for a real run, but I didn’t care. I needed to get out of there before I did anything crazy. Like chase her down and beg her to move in with me. I needed to run off all the fear and anger.

      So, I ran. I ran until my heart was pumping with exertion instead of terror. And then I started to slow until I was walking.

      I turned back toward the building and opened my contacts on my phone. I needed to know what was going on with Tessa. Was she just not eating enough? Or was the magic killing her?

      In a few rings, Cosette answered. “What’s the latest? Did you talk to her?”

      “She’s starving.” I took a shaky breath. No, it was worse than that. “She’s dying, Cosette. She’s dying.”

      “Wait. What?” Cosette’s voice got louder. “What do you mean she’s dying?”

      “I don’t know if it’s the magic or that she’s human and doesn’t remember how much we’re supposed to eat. But…she scared me just now.” My hands shook as I remembered it, and I dragged my free hand down my face. “Her stomach growled, and she said something about how she was losing too much weight and being hungry all the time, so I touched her again and the magic kind of—I don’t know, popped? I’d seen her before, but now I could see deeper.”

      I closed my eyes, wishing I could unsee it or make it untrue, but I couldn’t do either. I would never forget what she looked like.

      “Tessa’s a skeleton—skin and bones and nothing else. She says it doesn’t matter how much she eats, she’s always hungry and always losing weight.” I swallowed down the fear to get the rest out. “It’s her wolf. She’s fading. She’s going to die if we don’t do something. Fast. I honestly don’t know how her heart hasn’t given out yet.”

      Cosette was quiet, and it wasn’t comforting at all.

      “I can’t get this close just to watch her die. I need you to find a way to break your mother’s magic. Please. I—”

      Cosette hissed. “I saw through the magic. She looked okay, but…I was just trying to break the magic. I saw her, but maybe I didn’t see her.”

      I knew what she meant. “I had to really push to see through all the magic.”

      “Did you touch her again? Or was it just the one time?”

      “It was more than one time. There was this pop, and it hurt, and then after that, every time I touched her, I could see the real her under it all. What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know. My mother’s magic is…it’s tricky. It’s why she’s the queen of the most powerful fey court and has kept her throne for thousands of years.” I heard some tapping, like she was flicking her fingers against something hard. “If what you saw is true and not some other illusion, then maybe what you’re doing is working? Maybe having you close is allowing Tessa to break through the magic. Have you felt for your bond yet?”

      “No.” I stopped walking and reached for it, but my tie to Tessa was still gone. “It’s not there.” There was more growl to my voice, and I fought to push my wolf down again.

      Apparently, I was doing a terrible job of it. I was waiting with a group of people for the light in front of me to change color, but they suddenly all backed away, letting me cross by myself.

      “Look. It could be the magic that’s eating away at her, but maybe it’s not the magic. Maybe it’s just that she’s trying to eat like a human.”

      If it was just a food problem, then fine. But what if it wasn’t? “What do I do?” I yelled. The few people on the street were staring at me, but I ignored every one of them. Let them stare. I didn’t care if I looked crazy as I stormed down the sidewalk.

      “Feed her.”

      “I wish I’d thought of that, Cosette!” I screamed at her, not caring about being civil anymore.

      “Well, then, what do you want me to say?” She screamed back at me, and I knew I’d lost it.

      “I don’t know,” I said, much softer this time. “But I can’t be around her all the time, shoving food at her. Not if I’m supposed to take this slow and make her fall in love with me and everything else. I’m scared that I’m too late already, and I…” I needed to know that what I was doing would work.

      But no one could tell me that. Not even Cosette.

      “I—” There was a rustling noise, cutting off whatever she was going to say.

      “Hey.” Chris’s raspy voice came through the phone. “You kept away after she first changed, but Tessa had a real problem getting enough to eat. She kept thinking that her stomach couldn’t physically hold more. It was tough for her to let go of eating like a human. So, we stayed on her. I followed her with sandwiches and shoved food in her locker in between classes. At mealtimes, we all piled more food on her plate—more than what she originally served herself. Meredith got a fridge for her room—”

      “I remember that.” I’d forgotten that she had a fridge in her room. It was weird because that wasn’t standard. There was plenty of food around, especially in the common room of the dorm.

      “It took all of us to make sure she stayed healthy that first week.”

      As I waited at the next crosswalk, I wondered if it really could be that easy. “And now she doesn’t have that.”

      “I’m saying she hasn’t had that for over a year. If you round up, it’s been nearly two years.” Chris sounded as stressed out as I was about that. “How thin is she?”

      I closed my eyes to picture what I’d seen. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her skin was nearly translucent. Her cheekbones were too sharp, giving her cheeks this sunken hollow look. I couldn’t see under her clothes, but I’d bet my life that if I did, I’d be able to see every rib, every knob on her spine, every joint protruding.

      “I’ve never seen someone that was literally skin and bones and nothing else. I always thought that was an overly dramatic description of a thin person, but there’s no meat or fat on her that I could see.” I was so afraid I thought I might throw up. “It’s bad, Chris. It’s really bad. I’m terrified that I’m too late.”

      He was quiet, and I knew he had to be taking the news hard. Not as hard as I was, but nearly.

      “And you know the really fucked up thing?”

      “What?” He sounded like he wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but I had to tell him. I needed someone to talk to.

      “I wouldn’t have noticed. I was just so glad to see her—that I didn’t really see the rest. Not until I heard her stomach growl.” The memory of it made my skin grow cold. “I’ve never heard her stomach growl like that, and…” This was the part that really scared me. “I think this is a little like what happened to Meredith. I think her wolf has been keeping her alive this long, but it’s paying the price. This has been killing her wolf slowly. We’ve got days. If that. What do I do? I push her, and the magic kills her. If I don’t, she could still die.”

      They were quiet.

      I started walking faster to keep myself from shifting because in that moment, I wished part of me could disappear into my other form. “Someone. Please. Tell me what I’m supposed to do. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know if I can fix this.” There was a panicked edge to my voice, but I couldn’t stop it now. The panic was back and stronger than before, and it was like my lungs weren’t working right. I just couldn’t get enough air. There wasn’t enough air. I—

      “Okay.” Chris took a breath. “Okay. We’re coming.”

      “What?” I was relieved and grateful. “Are you sure?” I had to ask, even if I wanted the help. “You just got back to Texas.”

      “And now we’re going to LA again.” Chris sighed. “Look. You need a wingman. And if there’s a girl there, she’ll feel more comfortable. You’ll also feel better with us there. You’re not yourself, dude. You’re just not. Your wolf is unstable, and your confidence has been shot to shit. You’ve been without the support of a pack for way too long. We should never have left you in LA alone. It went against everyone’s instinct to leave you there. So, Cosette and I are coming back. We’ll make Van take us, which will save some time. Might take Cosette a minute to find him, but we’re coming.”

      “Thank you.” I wanted to cry with gratitude. I knew I wasn’t strong enough to do this alone. There was too much on the line. “Seriously. Just—”

      “We shouldn’t have left,” Chris said each word carefully, clearly, so that I knew he meant them. “We thought that it’d be easier with just you there and no one else to take her attention away from you, but we didn’t realize her life was on the line like it is. It was our bad.” He was quiet. “When do you see her again? Where is she now? What—”

      “The Wayfarers are watching her. She went to go retake a test, and I’m running so I don’t completely lose it. She’s coming over after for dinner.” I tried to let that calm me. I was seeing her again soon. “I convinced her to come for dinner.”

      “Great. That’s fucking awesome.” He let out a breath. “Okay. See. You’re doing great. You’re doing a great job, man.”

      “Am I?” I dropped my chin to my chest as I slowed my steps on the sidewalk. I needed to know I was making the right call. I needed someone to tell me that I was doing okay. That I could do this.

      “Yes. You’re doing a great job, Dastien. What time is she coming over?”

      “I didn’t want to spook her, so I kept it casual. I said six or seven, but I told her to come over sooner if she was hungry. That I’d be there.”

      “Good. Okay. We have plenty of time. Can you get Van, babe?” Chris said the last to Cosette.

      I heard Cosette yell for him.

      “We’ll be there in a few to help shop. We’ll be ready for whenever she comes. We’ll make it a party. I’ll eat a ton. You’ll eat a ton. She’ll take our cues that it’s okay to eat her fill. Her wolf is tough. She’s fought this hard to keep her alive under all that magic. She’ll keep doing it. The important thing is that she’s still alive, which means you’re there in time. We’ll save her.”

      “We have to.” Because if she left this world, I would follow her.

      Tessa was my True Mate. I’d doubted it while she’d been gone, but I knew it was true the second I saw through all the layers that were hiding her. True Mates didn’t survive the death of the other. We would pass into the next realm together. That’s just how our magic worked.

      “Gotta go pack,” Chris said. “We’ll stay in your guest room for as long as this takes.”

      “Okay.” That made me feel better than I could admit.

      “Finish your run. We’ll be there within the hour.”

      The line went dead, and I wished I was as sure as Chris. I wanted to believe him. But he hadn’t seen what I’d seen.

      Because in the elevator—when I was truly seeing her and breathed in deeply—I didn’t catch her lavender, honey, and vanilla scent.

      I smelled her death.
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      I drove to campus in a mental fog. Somehow I got there in one piece, parked, and talked to my professor, but I didn’t remember any of it.

      I was sitting in the empty classroom staring at my test booklet—reading the first question for the millionth time—when I finally snapped out of the shock of what had happened.

      I’d agreed to dinner.

      With my hot neighbor.

      At his apartment.

      Tonight.

      Had I lost my mind? Why did I agree to that?

      And I knew why. Because Dastien was hot and I really wanted him, even if it was so stupid. There was no chance he’d be interested in someone like me.

      I glanced up at the clock. It’d been over thirty minutes since I left my apartment. That was thirty minutes I’d lost completely. That was bad, even for me. It wasn’t bad enough to check in with my doctor, but it was something I needed to be aware of in case it turned into a trend.

      I pulled my water bottle out of my backpack and took a long drink. It’d probably work better if I dumped it over my head, but I felt someone watching me.

      My professor was staring. He was a kind-of-handsome guy in his mid-forties. He always wore jeans and a button-down, but also a tie. Always oversized and with some bright print on it. It was like—really? Why not just go casual and skip the ugly tie?

      “Are you sure you’re okay enough to take the test?”

      I took another sip of water, hoping that would calm me. “I think I’m okay. I was studying when I collapsed, and I just want to get this test done.”

      He pressed his lips together as he watched me. “If you don’t do at least as well as your average test score, I’m going to give you a redo.”

      That was incredibly understanding, and much more generous than I’d expected from him. He had the reputation of being a total hard-ass.

      I let out a shaky breath, and I wished it was nerves because of the test. “Thanks. I appreciate that, but I think I’ll do okay.” At least I hoped that was the truth.

      “All right. You’ve got forty-five more minutes. Get started.”

      I looked down at the paper in front of me, and this time I focused on the words.

      One question at a time, I made my way through. I had to keep bringing my focus back to the test because my mind kept wondering about stupid things—like if Dastien meant that tonight was a date.

      Which was stupid. Of course, it wasn’t a date. I wanted it to be a date, but Dastien probably felt sorry for me because my stomach growled so loud.

      What had I been thinking agreeing to go to dinner at his place? What would we talk about? What would I say? Would he be able to tell that I already had a crush on him?

      Oh my God. It was going to be so fucking awkward.

      In that moment, it felt like he really wanted me to come over, but now I was second-guessing everything. Dastien was just so beautiful. He was way out of my league, and I was sure we had nothing in common. I mean, what did people that pretty do for fun?

      Oh my God. I was ridiculous. Just because Dastien was pretty didn’t mean he was a separate species. The guy probably watched movies and worked out—because that was obvious—and streamed crappy TV, just like every other normal person.

      And I wasn’t that bad-looking. I hated that I put myself down, but I couldn’t help it. Looks shouldn’t matter, but they did. They always mattered. And he was so far beyond me it wasn’t even funny.

      My professor cleared his throat, and I could feel my cheeks getting hot. If he could tell that I wasn’t focusing on the page, then I was probably going to need that make-up test. But I didn’t want to retake this. So, I was going to get it together.

      Dinner with Dastien was so not important. This exam was important.

      I flipped through my test to see how many more questions I had to go. I needed to pass this class so that I could graduate on time next year. Once I was done with school, I could get a job. And then I wouldn’t have to rely on Mother’s support anymore. I would be free.

      Only eleven more questions to go.

      After that, I could go home and obsess about Dastien. But not before.

      The rest of the time blurred, and suddenly, I was done. There were ten minutes left, so I went back through to double-check my answers. Everything looked good, but I wasn’t sure about a few of them.

      My professor’s timer went off. I wanted more time, but that was it. If I failed, then at least he would give me a second chance.

      I pushed back from my desk and walked to the front of the room.

      Dr. Richmond looked up from the papers he was grading on his desk. “How’d you do?”

      I handed him the test. “I think I did okay.” Unless I was so out of it that I didn’t register bombing it.

      “I’ll take a quick look while you get your stuff. If you didn’t pass, then we’ll discuss what to do next. Okay?”

      “Thanks.” It’d be good to know how I did right away. If I needed the redo, I might have to cancel on Dastien so that I could study.

      That would also be a half-decent excuse to avoid a possibly awkward situation. I would cancel it if I could, but then I’d be a chicken. I’d been wanting more friends than just Georgine, and now one had fallen into my lap. I wasn’t going to let it go just because it scared me how much I wanted him.

      I grabbed my backpack and slid my water bottle into the holder.

      “Well,” Dr. Richmond said from the front of the room. “Looks like you aced it.”

      I felt myself smile as his words registered. “Really?” I hadn’t been expecting that.

      “Really, and from the way you kept staring off into space, I thought you’d fail it for sure. You’ve impressed me.”

      I impressed him? “Seriously?” That was pretty awesome.

      “Yeah.” He put my test down. “Go get some rest. I’ll see you in class in a couple days.”

      “Thanks. And thank you for coming in today to let me get the test over with. I didn’t want it hanging over my head this weekend.”

      “It’s no problem. I was already here grading the rest of the class’s tests.” He waved his hand over the pile.

      “See you next week.” I gave him a wave and headed out.

      When I got to the hallway, two guys were studying just across from the door. The same two guys that followed me into the building.

      Weird.

      I normally don’t notice people very much—or I didn’t think I did—but these guys were massive. They didn’t scare me exactly, but I wouldn’t want them following me into a darkened alley.

      One of them looked up at me, and I gave them a nod before walking down the hall.

      When I glanced back at them, they were quickly putting their books away.

      They couldn’t be following me, could they?

      I started moving faster for a second before rolling my eyes at my own craziness. There was no way those guys were following me. I’d never seen them before. Yes, they’d gotten there at the same time as me and were leaving at the same time as I was. But it was just a coincidence. Those happened all the time.

      That was one of the things that my doctor and therapist worked on with me. I liked to read too much into things, and part of that was because of my brain injury.

      I also developed a massive fear of the supernatural after my accident. My therapist thought that I didn’t like the unexplainable now because I couldn’t remember so much in my life. Which—in a way—made sense.

      But just because those guys were tall, handsome, and built didn’t mean that they were supernatural. I was sure they didn’t get furry during the full moon. If I used those qualifications, then Dastien was a werewolf, too.

      And if he was, I’d have to move.

      But he wasn’t. He was just an abnormally handsome human.

      I reached my car and looked behind me. The guys weren’t there. I’d been walking fast for no reason.

      Paranoia was another side effect of my injury. I was suspicious of the weirdest things, but I was working around them.

      As I drove home, I realized I needed to calm down. All this obsessing about being around Dastien was making my paranoia and fears worse. Somehow he triggered something in me, and that was okay. Maybe being with him would push me out of the plateau I’d been on for the last few months. I’d been in a serious funk. All I did was study—usually with Georgine—go to classes, and argue with my mother about whether I needed more trips to the doctor. She thought so, but I knew I was fine. Or as fine as I could get.

      But as I pulled into my parking space at the apartment, I decided that this dinner with my neighbor was going to be fun. At least, I hoped it would.

      I got out of the car, beeped the lock, and told myself I was overthinking things again. I was making entirely too much out of my neighbor being friendly, and all this time obsessing over it was a total waste. Once he saw me eat, he wasn’t going to want to hang out with me ever again.

      Oh man. That would suck. I didn’t even know Dastien yet, but the idea that he’d ditch me was painful.

      Okay. I was just going to have to not eat. Or I’d just pick at stuff. It was already past six, which meant I didn’t have time to eat before I went over there, but I could eat when I got home.

      But I was so hungry.

      I was so hungry that sometimes I wasn’t sure I could get out of bed, and I wasn’t sure that it mattered. I wasn’t sure I mattered.

      And yet, I got up. I went to class. I kept doing all the things I was supposed to do when none of it made me feel anything at all.

      I guessed that was why I’d said yes to Dastien. He was the first thing that made me feel since I woke up in the hospital a little over a year and nine months ago.

      I usually felt like a stranger to myself, and I was so damned tired of being alone and confused. But in just a couple of conversations, Dastien made me feel like I wasn’t so alone. Something about the way he looked at me when he smiled made me feel like he cared. Like he really, truly saw me. That was a big deal.

      A really big deal.

      I pressed the button for the elevator and listened to it creak and moan its way down to me.

      I needed to go home and change—not just my clothes but my attitude. I’d shove all my insecurities away and be thankful for whatever time Dastien wanted to spend with me. Because if there was one thing that my accident taught me, it was that you’re never guaranteed a tomorrow. Every day had to count. So, I tried to find joy in every day that I had.

      Some days the best I could come up with were some Cheetos, an ice-cold Diet Coke, and watching The Princess Bride.

      Today, I had a little more to be thankful for. A hot neighbor who wanted to be friends.

      I’d make today count.

      I got into the parking garage elevator and leaned against the back wall. A car pulled down the ramp, and I leaped toward the buttons, pushing the door closed again, again, again.

      It was those same two guys from campus.

      The doors slid closed, and I could breathe again. I leaned back again and closed my eyes.

      This was just a coincidence. Just a coincidence. Life was full of them. It didn’t mean anything.

      It didn’t mean anything.

      I thought the words in my head, but there was some part of me that knew it had to mean something.

      Those guys were following me.

      But why?

      Why would anyone care about a nobody like me?
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      When I got back to the apartment, the security guy nodded at me and took a breath. For a second, I thought he might want to say something to me, so I waited. But he didn’t.

      The sickly sweet stench of fear hit me, and when he still hadn’t said anything, I decided he didn’t really want to talk to me. He was just afraid of me.

      Fine. I was used to that reaction from humans. I wasn’t offended by their fear, but I wasn’t about to stick around and taunt them. That wasn’t my bag at all.

      I started toward the stairs, but the sound of him clearing his throat had me pausing.

      I looked back at him, and he waved me over.

      Okay. The guy did want to say something to me, but he was afraid of me. If he was pushing past his fear to talk to me, it must be important.

      I let go of the stairwell door and strode to his built-in desk. The Art Deco style fit in with the newly remodeled building.

      I rested my arms on the metal top. “Everything okay?” I asked softly, so I didn’t scare him more than I already had.

      The balding man was incredibly fit for his age and smelled faintly of cigarettes. He was either quitting or sometimes around a smoker. The man kept his gaze firmly planted on the desk in front of him. “I wanted to give you a warning.” He met my gaze for less than a second before breaking it. “I know who you are.”

      That wasn’t new. When humans found out about werewolves, I got recognized everywhere I went. We’d been off and on the news for months. Sometimes humans saw me and just remembered that I was a werewolf. Others would yell my name, and the really daring ones wanted a picture. Which was fine. Even before the new council took over, all the Alphas agreed that presenting a welcoming and safe front around humans would be in everyone’s best interest.

      After Tessa was taken, I disappeared from the public eye. At first, because I had to. The media had gone crazy about Tessa’s kidnapping and the reward I was offering for any information about her. It had been necessary but also made it impossible for me to go anywhere. Not that I really wanted to go anywhere unless it was to find Tessa.

      With no leads and no new developments, the story eventually faded away to nothing. By the time I finally ventured out again, I found out that most everyone had forgotten all about me. It was the only good thing to come from all of this.

      I hadn’t been in the news for a long time. What did the guy remember about me? That I was a werewolf or that I was Dastien Laurent, the werewolf who lost his mate? “Do you know what I am or specifically who I am?”

      “You’re Dastien Laurent. It’s been a couple years now—maybe more than—but I won’t forget you or any of your friends from the footage that day.”

      The guy had a much longer memory than most humans, but that still didn’t explain the fear. “I’m not here to hurt you or anyone else.”

      “No, I wouldn’t think that about you. But I’ve put together why you’re here. You must’ve found your missing mate. That’s what you call your wife, right? Your mate?”

      This guy was smart and courageous for talking to me about this, even when he was afraid of me. “Yes.”

      “She’s Cassie. Apartment 309. You haven’t officially moved in, but I know Steven moved into 512 overnight, and someone else moved in across the hall from her. You paid good money to make that happen. Must’ve cleared it with the owners because the leasing office doesn’t know anything about it.”

      I didn’t know this security guy. I shouldn’t trust him with the truth, but the scent of his fear mixed with the scent of floral hope. It told me enough. “That’s right.”

      He pulled a chain from under his shirt. It was a dull metal, and from the way it smelled, it had to be steel. Dangling from the chain was a little sack, and whatever was inside, I had a feeling it had to be some sort of magic.

      “I’m retired from the force—took this gig to get out of my wife’s hair a few days a week—but my daughter works for the FBI. When everything about you guys came out, she gave me this little bag.”

      This was getting good. I leaned closer, trying to get a whiff of the scent, but all I could smell was the sharp tang of magic and the man’s faded cigarette scent.

      “My daughter said that you werewolves were the good ones, despite what Hollywood types made out about you in their movies. She said vampires are scary but easy to avoid.” He paused and finally looked at me as if challenging me.

      “Both are true. I’d be biased about the werewolves, but your daughter is right. Both are true.” I tilted my head as I studied him. If the necklace wasn’t for werewolves or vampires, then what was it for? “What else did your daughter tell you?”

      “Nothing has been confirmed in public, but most of us humans assume all the things we’d thought were myth or legend are actually real. My daughter confirmed some of that for me. She said this necklace would help me know when a fairy was around, and to be very, very careful with what I said and did when that happened. The chain protects me a little from their magic, but whatever’s in the bag grows hot whenever there are fairies around.”

      Tessa didn’t believe she was lucky. She didn’t believe in coincidences either. But this was lucky, and if it wasn’t a lucky coincidence, then it was an act of God to have this man guarding this building.

      Or maybe an act of Eli.

      Now I could find out how closely the fey were watching her. “Are there a lot of fairies around this building?”

      “Fewer these days.” He shrugged. “When Cassie moved in, it was warm all the time. Now, it’s only warm when Cassie’s blonde friend is around. And she’s always here checking up on her. Even bothers me about whether Cassie’s ever with someone. That little fairy scares the shit out of me. She gets a look in her eye that…” He looked away from me again. “Being on the job meant that I got to see all kinds of people, all walks of life, all kinds of bad. Nothing much surprises me or scares me anymore, but I can recognize evil. That one is colder than ice. She’s up there now.”

      I straightened. “She is?”

      “Yep. She asked if I saw you or any of your kind around.”

      I didn’t like that at all. “What did you say?”

      “I said that as far as I’d been told, no one new had officially moved into the building. Which is true. I don’t know what she thought of that. I haven’t seen Cassie return on the elevator security camera, so I’m not sure what that fairy girl is doing alone in Cassie’s apartment, but I had a feeling it’s got to do with you. I wanted to warn you before you went up. She’s been up there about five minutes.”

      Damn it.

      I called the Wayfarers’ number. Meredith’s brother answered before the first ring tone finished. “Max. Where is she?” I asked.

      “She’s taking her test. I’m watching her now through the window. It’s just her and her professor in the classroom. No other doors or windows.”

      I took a breath. Tessa was safe. “A fey is in her apartment, possibly looking for me. Stay alert.”

      “She won’t get out of our sight. I’ve got Micah with me outside the classroom. Four more just outside the building. No one’s getting to her here.”

      “Good. Be alert.” I hung up, and a growl rose in my throat. Part of me—most of me—wanted to go after Tessa. But the rest of me knew that I had to go see this fey and what she was doing. I couldn’t let her get in between me and Tessa. Not ever again.

      “Are you okay?” the guard asked.

      I checked his nametag. “I’ll be fine, Mr. Kirkall. Thank you for the warning.”

      “Not a problem.” He tucked his chain back under his shirt. “One more thing.”

      “Yes?” I tried to watch my tone, but now I was wasting time. Time I might not have.

      “The woman that Cassie calls Mother? The charm burned me the one and only time she showed up. Second degree. It seems to me she’s someone to avoid.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll do just that.” I grabbed a notepad and a pen from his desk. “Will you do me a favor? Any of them show up again, text me.”

      “It’d be my pleasure.” He took back the notepad. “Good luck with your mate.”

      “Appreciate that. And thanks for the help.”

      I pulled out my phone and dialed Cosette.

      “We’re almost ready to leave,” she said as soon as she answered. “Just give us—”

      “The building’s security guy just warned me that there’s a fey girl that always shows up to check on Tessa. This fey is currently in the building.”

      “Don’t fight her. Don’t you dare even approach—”

      I rushed up the stairs. “Fuck that, Cosette. Fuck that. I’m giving you a warning because—”

      “I’m not joking. If she’s from my court, if she’s part of my mother’s magic, she could control you. With your wolf like it is—”

      I growled at her.

      “Stop. Think.” There was magic in her words, slowing me down.

      I reached the third-floor landing and gripped the stair-door knob, but I didn’t turn it. I didn’t open the door. I didn’t rush down the hall and tear into Tessa’s apartment to kill whatever fey was inside.

      I stopped and thought about what I was doing.

      “Van’s finishing something up. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “That’s too long. I need—” I heard a voice talking about me, and I stopped talking.

      A woman. The fey woman that kept watch on my mate.

      “Dastien? Are you still there?”

      I hung up on Cosette and texted her that the fey was in the hallway. I slid my phone into my pocket and twisted the knob. I pulled it open painfully slow. Just a crack. That was all I needed.

      I inhaled. Holly, pine, and moonlight.

      The security guard—Kirkall—was right. There was a fey in the hallway. Not just any fey, but moonlight meant it was someone from the Lunar Court.

      My first instinct was to attack, but I heard Cosette’s warning in my head. Stop. Think.

      If I went through that door, the best thing that would happen was killing the fey and destroying the immediate threat to Tessa.

      But if I did that, then they’d know we had her back. It would either start an all-out war, or they’d try to take Tessa again, or try to hurt her through the magic already on her. All of which I wanted to avoid. I didn’t want anything to hurt Tessa again.

      I needed time to break through the magic that was embedded in Tessa’s soul. I wouldn’t get that if I went into the hallway.

      So, I listened through the barely there crack in the door.

      “—No. You’re not listening.” There was a pause, and her footsteps grew louder. “No, I understand that, but—”

      Okay. The fey girl was talking on the phone, and now she was getting close enough that I could hear the other side of the conversation.

      “And I’m telling you that I got a message from that mutant pup abomination. She was calling me from the hospital.”

      And I knew that voice.

      Helen. The queen of the Lunar Court. “That means that one of them—”

      “I swear no wolves or witches or supernaturals aside from me and Tessa crossed her threshold today,” the fey girl in the hallway said. “None of the safeguards there have been triggered.”

      “But the safeguards I built into the spell itself serve as a warning should any of her friends push too hard against my magic.” There was so much icy anger in Helen’s voice that I wondered why the fey girl wasn’t dusted in frost. “If she collapsed and went into a coma, then they’ve been triggered, and—”

      “The pathetic security guy downstairs doesn’t have the ability to lie to me without me knowing.” The girl pressed the elevator button, and then ten more times.

      Whoever this fey girl was, she had some guts to argue with the queen like that.

      “I know I can’t read minds, but I’m not an idiot.” The fey girl punched the button again. “I can tell when—”

      “Did you show him Cosette’s picture? She could—”

      “Yes, I showed him Cosette’s, and he said he hadn’t seen her.”

      The elevator door creaked open. Her voice sounded farther away as she stepped inside.

      I opened the door a little more—just wide enough to point the camera lens of my phone through it—and snapped a picture.

      Her back was to me, but I could see her long blonde hair. She was tall and thin, and the way she flicked her hair over her shoulder reminded me of someone.

      “Cassie’s not here now, and no, she didn’t answer my texts. She’s probably at the store. She’s eating more and more. It’s revolting how much she can shovel in at once. I’ve never seen anyone eat like that. She said that’s why she passed out, and I believe her, Mother. I—” The elevator door slid shut, and I opened the door, stepping into the hallway.

      I glanced down at my phone. I wished I had a better picture of the fey, but she’d called Helen “Mother,” which meant that the girl had to be one of Cosette’s siblings. That’s why she could argue with Helen.

      I went to my apartment. As soon as I stepped inside, Van, Chris, and Cosette appeared in my living room. They all started talking at once, and I turned to them. “Shut up.”

      I motioned to Cosette toward the balcony.

      “What?” she asked.

      “If the fey parked on the street, she should be outside in just a second. She’s one of your sisters.”

      Cosette pushed past me, and for the first time since I met her, there was an echo of her mother’s ice-cold anger on her face. The look was part-ice, part-anger, part-demand to be obeyed, and all of it showed the fey she truly was. In that instant, I was glad she was on our side.

      “Just wait.” I grabbed her arm. “See if you know who she is when she comes out. I don’t want to start something without knowing fully what we’re getting into and what they could do to Tessa.”

      “Right, but depending on who it is, I might go out there and confront her.”

      “As long as it doesn’t risk Tessa.”

      She took a breath, and some of the ice in her eyes thawed. “Of course.”

      I bit back my thank you and released her arm.

      We stood at the balcony rails, staring down below. The blonde fey exited the building below us. I watched Cosette as she stared at the girl for a moment, and then she walked back into the apartment.

      She stared at Van for a moment and then tilted her head to the side. His eyes widened just a touch, and then he gave a nearly unnoticeable nod and was gone without a word.

      “Where did Van go?”

      “The Lunar Court. You were right. That was my sister.” Cosette dropped into the loveseat and flicked her hair over her shoulders.

      That was what I’d recognized. The fey girl had the same mannerism as Cosette.

      “Van didn’t want to start a war without cause, and he didn’t want anyone spooking and doing something to Tessa. So, we’ve been careful.” She shrugged. “Now we know where Tessa is and who’s involved—other than my mother. His plan is adjusting a little.”

      Cosette looked up at me. “But none of that’s important right now. If Tessa’s as close to fading as you think she is, we can only focus on breaking through the magic.”

      There was a part of me that still wanted to chase down the fey girl and do something. I wasn’t sure what, but I wanted the fey to pay for what they’d done to her. To me. To us.

      But there was a bigger part right now that was holding the rest of me back. The part that wanted my mate safe and whole. I wasn’t sure how to make that happen, but I was reasonably certain that attacking the fey wouldn’t help. “Then we can’t risk chasing down who did this. Not unless we’re certain that we can get them to undo it.”

      Cosette shook her head. “No. My mother won’t undo it. She’d rather Tessa die. It would solve a lot more problems for her.”

      Anything that led to Tessa dying was no-go for me. It was frustrating. I wanted to fix this now, but I couldn’t. This was going to take time.

      I’d waited this long. A little more waiting wouldn’t kill me, but losing her would, whether we were True Mates or not. “So, we stay the course.”

      “We stay the course.” She let out a little breath. I didn’t know her well enough to know if she was relieved, but she seemed to relax a little into the couch.

      “What are we feeding her?” Chris asked. “Because we gotta be prepared. We’ve got some time to shop, or we can pick stuff up. But if we’re doing that, we need to give them time to fill a party-sized order.”

      “No. I told Tessa I would cook. I’m not starting out lying to her.”

      “Then, we’ll cook. We only picked up essentials yesterday, so we’ll need to grab a few more things from the store, depending on what you want to make. Where are the keys to your rental? Let’s go.”

      We planned our menu on the way to the store and then filled up two carts as we shopped. I could see Chris’s face as we checked out. Even he thought all that food was overkill, but he hadn’t really seen her yet. He didn’t know. He couldn’t understand my fear that I could lose her over something this easy to fix.

      We got back to the apartment and immediately started putting everything together.

      By the time we were done, even I agreed that we had way too much food. Appetizers like pigs in a blanket, cheese platter, cured meats, and jalapeño poppers. Platters of chicken and steak fajitas, and brisket—which we picked up from a barbecue place down the road. Fruit salad, macaroni and cheese, grilled veggies, avocado salad. Sourdough rolls, cornbread, and rosemary focaccia. Plus, arepas stuffed with cheese. And then we’d bought two dozen assorted cupcakes from a local bakery.

      It was everything and anything that Tessa might want to eat. The whole dining room table was covered. Chris, Cosette, and I stood shoulder to shoulder and stared down at the spread.

      “Goddamn, we’re good.” Chris rubbed his hands together. “This is a feast.”

      “Too many meats.” Cosette scrunched her nose up as she stared down at the table. “It’s…too much.”

      Chris scoffed. “That’s not even a thing.”

      “Werewolves.” Cosette shook her head and went to the couch. “What time is it?”

      “Five-thirty.”

      “She could be here any minute.” Cosette sounded alarmed. “You need to change.”

      I looked down at what I was wearing. “I should?”

      “You’re wearing running shorts and a T-shirt. Who do you think you’re seducing in that?” She waved her hand up and down at me as if I were wearing something severely offensive.

      I opened my mouth for a second then looked down again and back at her. “I guess no one, since I’m changing now.”

      “Good talk.”

      Chris had his hands full with that one, but she was right. I went into my room and stared for a minute at the clothes that I’d brought. I hadn’t packed much. Just the basics. I’d wanted to get here as quickly as possible, but now I was regretting that.

      I grabbed a pair of black jeans and a black long-sleeved T-shirt with Above & Beyond printed in big white letters. I pushed the sleeves up to my elbows and looked in the mirror. My eyes were amber, and I took a slow breaths until they toned down to their human light brown.

      I wasn’t going to scare her. I was going to show her that I cared. Because fuck. I cared. I cared a lot. I wasn’t sure how feeding her was going to prove it or if she’d even come over.

      Nothing in life was ever certain. I learned that young, and I did my best to live in the moment. But in this particular moment, I was having a hard time staying present. I was running through all the possibilities of what could go wrong.

      I never used to do that. That was something Tessa did. Realizing that made me laugh. I sat on the bed and rested my elbows on my knees.

      Don’t fuck this up.

      There was a knock on my bedroom door.

      I cleared my throat. “Come in.”

      Chris opened it and leaned against the door frame. “She just got home. She’s in her apartment.”

      I stood and shoved my hands into my pockets to stop myself from running to her door. “Okay.”

      “You going to text her to come over?”

      “No.” I closed my eyes. “I told her to text. I don’t want to seem too desperate.”

      “But you are desperate. Just text her.”

      “Merde!” Chris was driving me crazy.

      “I’m going to put on music.”

      Music. “Wait. I’ll take care of it.” I’d set-up the wireless speakers we’d gotten at the store last night. Music was something that had brought us together. The love we had for it was something that got us through all kinds of crazy, terrifying, dangerous situations. It was how we relaxed.

      I synced my phone and hit play.

      I just hoped that whatever the fey magic had done, it hadn’t rewired her love of music because I missed it. I hadn’t been able to listen to anything in forever because it just made me miss her more.

      Music filtered through the speakers, and even though she was just across the hall, it was too far. I needed her back. Now.

      Before I could think too much about it, I texted her.

      I was desperate to see her again, and that was okay.

      Food’s ready. I have a couple of friends here—Chris and Cosette. They’re really nice. Come hang. I walked to the dining room table, snapped a quick picture, and sent that, too.

      And then I waited. Staring at my phone. The three dots kept coming and going with no text.

      I should say something.

      No. I should let her say something.

      No. God. I’m Dastien Laurent. She’s my mate. I could fucking text her if I wanted to. You gotta help us eat all this. I’m giving you exactly three minutes and then I’m coming to get you. Timer starts now. I’m not letting you chicken out.

      Maybe that was too forceful, but fuck it.

      I set the timer because it’d been all of two seconds and it felt like ten minutes. I needed to actually know how long three minutes was.

      The three dots appeared. Disappeared. And then finally a text.

      Be right there.

      I looked at Chris, who raised an eyebrow. I gave him a nod.

      He grinned and rubbed his hands together. “We got this. She’ll be back to herself in—”

      “Don’t jinx it,” I snapped at him before he could finish saying it.

      Cosette snorted a laugh from her spot on the couch.

      I pushed past Chris in the bedroom doorway and went to the couch. “What?”

      “Sounds like something Tessa would say.”

      I felt my eyes burn with tears, but I didn’t care about seeming weak. Chris put his arm around my shoulders.

      “I just really miss her. If something goes wrong—”

      “It won’t.” Chris’s voice held not even a single ounce of doubt.

      I wished I had that much faith that this would turn out okay. “How do you know?”

      “Because all of us have been through hell together—nearly literally. This? Making her fall for you again? That’s going to be a cakewalk. I swear it.”

      “You swear?” I needed to hear someone say it so that I could start to believe it.

      Cosette stepped up to my other side, grabbing my hand. “I swear. That girl is your match. It doesn’t matter what my mother did to her. She’s there. You just have to dig her out.”

      There was a knock on the door, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      “Let her in.” Cosette squeezed my hand and then released it.

      I could do this.

      I would do this.

      The fey weren’t keeping my mate. Not for a second longer.

      And once she was back, we were going to burn the Lunar Court to the ground.
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      You gotta help us eat all this. I’m giving you exactly three minutes and then I’m coming to get you. Timer starts now. I’m not letting you chicken out.

      I read Dastien’s text three times to make sure I wasn’t misunderstanding, but there was nothing to misunderstand. He’d been pretty clear.

      How could he know I was about to chicken out?

      I set a timer for two minutes—just long enough to gather some courage—and then sent a quick reply. Be right there.

      I stood in front of my closet. So much of what was inside was picked by my mother. I really had to search to put together an outfit that felt more me, but it seemed like a waste to go shopping when I had all these nice things to wear. Other girls would kill for this stuff. Blouses in every color. Skirts. Dresses. Dress pants. But all I really needed were some T-shirts, yoga pants, and I’d give anything for a pair of stretchy skinny jeans, instead of jeans that were so constricting that I felt like I couldn’t fight in them.

      I laughed at my own thought. Fight in them? Where did that come from? Who did I think I needed to fight?

      The shoes were the worst part. Mother made me feel bad if I wore anything other than heels, but I’d already been wearing them for hours and my feet hurt. I was just going across the hall. It wasn’t like flip-flops were illegal, even if mother had a thing against them.

      I kicked off my heels and grabbed the pair of flip-flops that I bought for less than a dollar at the drug store. Mother would be horrified that I owned them—let alone that I was wearing them out of the house—and for some reason, that made me smile as the foam slid under my aching arches.

      I pulled off my blouse and traded it for a drapey black V-neck. The jeans would have to stay because my only alternative were dressy slacks, and that seemed way too formal for dinner at my neighbor’s apartment.

      And yet—with just the change of shirt and shoes—I instantly felt more comfortable. A year ago, I never would’ve defied my mother like this, but something had changed in me recently.

      This was my life. It was the only one I was going to get. It was past time I started living my life for me instead of doing things Mother or Georgine told me to do.

      I closed the closet door and went to my mirror. What I saw didn’t make me feel more confident. My reflection always felt like a stranger. That was an unfortunate side effect of the accident. My doctor said it would wear off eventually, but I was still waiting for that to happen.

      This was me. The blonde girl in the mirror was me. And at least I was comfortable, or more comfortable than I had been a few seconds ago.

      My two-minute timer went off.

      I couldn’t believe I was going over there, especially when he had friends over. Although I was leaning toward it being better that they were there. Having more people around took some pressure off of me to start a conversation. It would be less awkward. I hoped.

      I shut off the timer.

      This was it.

      It was now or never.

      I didn’t give myself time to second guess my decision. I walked out of my room, straight to my front door, and stepped into the hallway. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and knew I needed to put these nerves to bed, but that wouldn’t happen until the night was over.

      I quickly locked the door behind me and turned to his door.

      Three steps. That’s all it was. I could do this.

      I didn’t know why I was putting so much pressure on going over there, but it felt like just beyond that door was a whole new world filled with new friends, new adventures, new possibilities.

      I didn’t realize how much I wanted something different from the life I was living, but something about Dastien’s kind smile made me realize that I could have so much more. It was time to take some risks. It was time to try something new.

      I strode to his door and knocked softly. I wasn’t sure how it would sound, and I didn’t want to knock too hard, and goddammit, I was overthinking things again.

      Stop that, Cassie. This is an all-new you.

      A little bit of music came from the apartment just before the door opened.

      And there he was. And I couldn’t breathe.

      Jesus. Just…holy shit. For a second, I thought I’d been giving him more credit than was due, but nope.

      I closed my mouth and prayed I wasn’t drooling, but the guy was just way too hot to be alive—alive in real life. He belonged in a magazine or a movie or the cover of a romance novel. Not standing in front of me. Not inviting me over.

      His dark hair had this curling wave in it that made me want to put my hands through it. His light brown eyes drew me in, and then he smiled and the dimples showed up and…

      And now I was awkwardly standing here. I should say something.

      Say something, Cassie.

      Say something now.

      “Hi!” My loud squeak of a hello felt like ripping off a Band-Aid, but at least it was done. The awkward ice was broken.

      “Hi. Come in.” He moved out of the doorway and waved me into the apartment.

      Inside were two more beautiful people. The tall blond guy was also ripped like Dastien. His heather gray T-shirt was stretched tight against his biceps. It was just loose enough to give a hint at what was under it without being showy. He grinned, but it was a lazy, lopsided grin. It made him seem more chill, less intense than Dastien.

      He closed the distance between us. “I’m Chris.” He held out his hand, and the second I touched him, he jerked back, dropping my hand and looking away.

      If I wasn’t mistaken, he’d gone pale. Was he sick? Was it me? “Sorry. Did I—”

      The girl stepped forward, blocking my view of Chris. She was wearing an outfit my mother would approve of—skin-tight jeans, high-heeled boots, and a flowing floral blouse. Her hair was dark blonde and curled all the way down her back. She had a light tan that gave her skin a glowing golden color.

      “Don’t mind him.” Her smile was bright and friendly. “I’m Cosette. It’s lovely to meet you, Cassie. I hope you brought your appetite. The guys went a little nuts cooking.” She motioned to her right.

      I glanced over at the table. He’d texted me a picture of it, but that didn’t do it justice. It was so full that I wasn’t sure there was enough room for our plates on it. “No kidding, but it all smells wonderful. I—” My stomach growled, and I slapped a hand over it. Could I have been more awkward? “Sorry.”

      “Looks like you came to the right apartment.” Chris stepped forward, putting his arm around Cosette. He looked a little better, and he was smiling again. Whatever was bothering him must’ve passed. “Let’s eat. I’m starved.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Dastien asked.

      I realized they were all staring at me with the same look on their faces as if they were expecting me to say or do something, but I wasn’t sure what that something was. “Is there something wrong?”

      “No!” They all yelled at once.

      I stood straight. There was definitely something up, and from the way they were staring, it had to do with me.

      “No, there’s nothing wrong.” Chris elbowed Dastien in the stomach.

      Dastien grunted softly and gave Chris a hard stare. “Sorry about that.” He went into the kitchen. “I have Coke, iced tea, lemonade, Diet Coke.”

      Okay. So, these three were a little intense, but I was new. Of course, they were curious about me. It was only natural.

      “Diet Coke, please.” I scanned the room, stopping on the couch. “Oh! Is that from Restoration Hardware?” I’d wanted that exact couch but in a U-shape.

      “It is,” Cosette said. “It’s very comfortable.”

      “Oh! And the pouf! I’ve always wanted one like that. All those rich colors. It’s so pretty.”

      “You like it?” Dastien asked from the kitchen.

      “Yeah. I mean, I know it’s so stupid—I’m still in school and everything—but about a year ago, I started making a binder for my dream house.” I spotted a bookshelf and moved closer to look at the titles. “I figure by the time I have it all figured out, I should have a job and be able to start house hunting. Maybe something in the woods would be good. I definitely want out of the city and a pond and—” Oh my God, I was rambling. There was no way they cared about this at all. “Sorry. I ramble when I’m nervous. I’ll shut up now.”

      I looked over at them, and they were staring at me again.

      Damn it.

      Chris and Cosette shared a look, and then their looks shifted. He tilted his head a little, and she laughed, and then he gave a small shrug. It was weird, but it made me think they were talking to each other without actually saying a word. It had to be so nice—so comforting—to be that close with someone. I wished I had that.

      Cosette moved to the table and sat down. “I’m starting without you, boys.” She looked at me. “Come on, Cassie. Don’t make me eat alone.”

      I was starving, so I shrugged. “Shame to let this get cold.” I moved over to the table and noticed a big painting on the wall. I paused to look at it.

      The woods were dark, but light beamed down on them from the full moon, giving them rich hues of green and brown. In the center of the trees was a pond. A little dock hung over the edge of the water. And— “Is that a wolf? I love wolves. They’re so beautiful.”

      I stepped around the table to get closer to the painting. There was a galaxy of stars in the sky. It was always too bright in LA to ever see the stars like that.

      The moon’s reflection in the pond rippled. I could almost imagine the girl poking her toes in the cold water on the hot summer night.

      My gaze drifted back to the wolf. It looked so cuddly and soft, and the girl had one arm thrown across its back. Like it was nothing more than a big dog. “Wolf or a dog? Do you know?”

      “It’s a wolf in that form,” Chris said. “Do you like it?”

      “In that form? Is it a werewolf?” I looked at the painting closer, but it just looked like a wolf to me.

      But the girl kept drawing my eye. I couldn’t see her face, but something about her felt familiar. Something about the dock girl. The color of her hair and the way she was sitting. Her comfort with the wolf. The land seemed familiar, too, but I’d never been to the country. It was just something that I dreamed about.

      And then my gaze went back again to the girl.

      Why did she seem familiar?

      A headache started to pulse at my temples.

      “Do you like it?”

      My head wasn’t hurting that bad, but it was making it hard for me to think. I wanted to answer his question, to say yes—I knew I should—but something about that picture was uncomfortable to look at. I glanced away for a second and then went back to it.

      My headache went from pulsing to stabbing. “Ummm. I like wolves, but werewolves scare me. I…”

      “You don’t like werewolves?” Cosette’s tone sounded a little amused, but I was staring at the painting too hard to look away again. I needed to see something there. Something—

      Pain sliced through my skull, and I hissed. I pressed my fingertips to my temples, trying to massage the pain away. “No. I don’t. I don’t know. I…”

      Cosette sounded like she was choking—or maybe laughing—but my eyes were squeezed shut. I tried to open them, but the lights made it worse. So much worse.

      “Are you okay?” Dastien’s soft voice was filled with concern.

      “I’m okay. It’s just a migraine. I get them a lot since my accident.” I looked at the painting again, but it felt like someone stabbed me between the eyes with a sharp, fire-hot knife. The pain dropped me to my knees, but I never hit the floor.

      Someone picked me up, cradled me gently in their arms, and carried me across the room.

      “I think I have to go back to my apartment. I’m sorry. You went to all this trouble, but I—”

      “Shhh. Don’t talk,” Dastien whispered in my ear.

      He put me on something soft—must’ve been the couch—and there was some rustling around. I wanted to know what was happening, but I couldn’t think past the pain.

      A warm hand pressed against my forehead, and there was a quiet murmuring in a language I didn’t understand.

      The pain started to go away, and I blinked my eyes open. It was too bright, and I squeezed them closed.

      “Turn out the lights, Dastien.” Cosette’s words were quiet, but the command was clear.

      There was a click.

      Cosette massaged my temples for a second, murmuring something else before sighing. “Okay. I think that’s better. Try opening them now.”

      I blinked my eyes open, and it was much better. They’d left on a light in a room down the hallway, and it was enough to see by. “I’m sorry to cause—”

      Cosette moved her hand from my forehead and sat on the pouf in front of me. “Do you get migraines often?”

      Sometimes I got them every day, and then I’d go months with none. It didn’t make any sense. “They’re a side effect from my accident.”

      “Accident?”

      “Yeah.” I tried to sit up, but the room swam.

      Cosette put her hand on my shoulder. “Just stay still for a minute.”

      I lay back on the couch. “I was in a car accident a while back and suffered a head injury. I lost most of my memory from before the accident, and sometimes get these episodes that land me in the hospital for a few days. But mostly, I’m okay now.” I looked at the guys. They were standing shoulder to shoulder behind Cosette as they watched us. “I should go. My head’s feeling better, but I ruined—”

      Cosette grabbed my hand. “You ruined nothing. Stay. Eat.”

      “Are you sure?” I looked over at the table. “The painting! Where—”

      “I moved it to my bedroom,” Dastien said. “It was hurting you to look at it, so I moved it.”

      Shit. I was the worst guest ever. He shouldn’t have to redecorate because of me. “But—”

      “Don’t worry about the painting. It would bother me a lot more if you left before getting to eat.” He gave me a smile that was soft and sweet and made me think that he was telling the truth.

      “If you’re sure…”

      Cosette stood and tugged on my hand, pulling me up with her. “Come on. Let’s get some food in you. It might help your head.”

      I thought about leaving, but I was hungry and they did go through all the trouble of cooking. And they’d moved the painting.

      Plus, Cosette was right. Food usually helped with the headaches. “Okay.”

      I followed Cosette’s lead and sat at the table. There were a few lit candles on the table and in the kitchen that I didn’t notice before they’d turned out the lights. It was just enough to see by, but not so much that it would bother my head.

      Cosette had been with me, which meant that the guys had done that. I couldn’t believe how nice they were to go so far out of their way for a total stranger.

      Dastien placed a tall glass filled with ice and a can of Diet Coke in front of me. “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Chris handed out plates, and I took one from him.

      Dastien sat next to me and started piling his plate full, full, full. And then he grabbed a side plate and started piling food on there, too. The man wasn’t joking. He ate a ton.

      I put a much more modest amount on my plate—though it was still more than I’d eaten in front of anyone in more than a year—and for the first time tonight, I let myself look beyond Dastien’s face.

      He was wearing a shirt that had printing on it, and now that I was starting to get used to how pretty he was, I could focus on the letters and actually read them. Above & Beyond was in thick, white block font. “You like Above & Beyond?”

      His hand froze as he reached for another hunk of meat, and I could almost hear him arguing with himself on how to answer. He forked the meat onto his plate and turned to me. “They’re my favorite.”

      “Really?” I didn’t know why that surprised me, but it did. No one I knew would even know who they were, much less own a shirt with their name on it.

      “Yes.”

      As I watched him, I listened to the music playing. I’d been so distracted by making new friends that I’d noticed there was music on but hadn’t really heard it. “Is this Group Therapy?”

      “Yes.” He sat straighter and his gaze finally met mine. His rich brown eyes showed surprise.

      I listened for a second and heard the mix move into the next song. “Oh! Episode 361, right? I’m addicted to this episode.”

      “Me, too.” Two dimples winked at me as he smiled, and I swore my heart fluttered.

      Why did a guy that looked like him have to have dimples? It was massive overkill.

      “I take it you like them?” Cosette asked.

      “I’ve never seen them in person, but I hope that I will one day.” I took a bite of brisket and moaned. “This is so good.”

      Dastien forked more onto my plate, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “I can’t eat all that.”

      “I double-dog dare you.”

      This guy. He was too much. I took another bite.

      “You know they’re playing tomorrow.”

      My smile fell. “Above & Beyond? They are?” How did I not know this?

      Dastien nodded. “Yep. At a club in Hollywood. Want to go with me?”

      Yes. Oh my God, yes, I wanted to go.

      I couldn’t believe it. That they were playing here and I had no idea, and that I suddenly had a friend who loved them and invited me to go. It was almost unbelievable. A coincidence of epic proportions.

      My doctor said that I needed to take coincidences as just things lining up correctly, but this was crazy how everything seemed to be so easy with Dastien. Things like that just didn’t happen to me.

      New friends. New adventures. That’s what I’d wanted, and apparently, that’s what I was going to get. “Really? You don’t mind me going with—”

      “I wouldn’t offer it if I didn’t want you to go.” He motioned to Chris and Cosette. “That’s why they’re in town.”

      Chris coughed, and there was a thunk from under the table.

      Chris tapped his chest. “Sorry. My drink went down the wrong way, but yep. That’s why we’re here.”

      That was the most unconvincing lie I’d ever heard. I didn’t know Chris, but I knew that much. “You’re messing with me. Right?”

      “No.” Dastien smiled, and I forgot all about Chris’s awkwardness. “And I have another ticket, but our other friend couldn’t make it. So, I have an extra.”

      I looked between the three of them, trying to figure out what was the truth. Dastien didn’t sound like he was lying at all, but it seemed to take Chris by surprise. I didn’t quite trust it, but then Dastien caught my eye.

      It wasn’t just his looks that had me hooked, although that was a no-brainer. Something about him seemed safe and comforting when I had absolutely no reason to feel that way toward him. At least not yet. My attraction to him should make me feel anything but safe, and he was little more than a stranger.

      But when I looked at him, it felt like something inside me just unlocked. He felt familiar in the most unusual way. I had such a hard time making friends, and yet this was coming so easy.

      Maybe it was just who he was—nice, understanding, kind, generous. I mean, he heard my stomach growl and made me this feast. Who did that for a stranger? And now we liked the same music, and he magically had a spare ticket to my favorite DJ-production group?

      Life didn’t work out this way for me. It wasn’t ever easy. Good things didn’t just happen out of nowhere. At least not in the last twenty-one months I could remember.

      I had a really tough time making friends. For some reason, everyone in my classes ignored me. Anytime I asked someone to study or grab a coffee, they no-showed.

      Georgine was the only person who ever showed up, and that was only because she had some sort of obligation to my mother. We had nothing in common except our classes. And she absolutely despised dance music. She’d never go with me to something like a club. She’d be horrified that I would think of going to something so crowded and loud.

      But I wanted to go to the club. And not just because it was Above & Beyond. I wanted to go with Dastien. “Are you sure you guys don’t mind me tagging along?”

      “Don’t make the guy beg for—” Chris started to say, but there was another thunk under the table.

      I looked at Cosette, but she just grinned as she stabbed a noodle off her plate.

      Something was going on, but it felt like I was missing everything. “What’s the deal?”

      “You should try the mac and cheese. It’s delicious. Dastien made it with four kinds of cheese.”

      “That was a really abrupt subject change.” I usually wasn’t one to call someone on it, but I was feeling particularly comfortable. Maybe it was the flip-flops and T-shirt. Maybe it was the music. Or maybe it was that I really liked these people. All three of them.

      Cosette put down her fork and leaned a little on the table. “Can I be honest with you?”

      “Please.” I hated lies.

      “The guy at the end of the table—” She nodded her head toward Dastien. “—has his eye on you.”

      She couldn’t be serious.

      But she seemed serious.

      No guy had ever shown any interest in me. Why would he?

      “He’s a really nice guy. Hang out with us as much as you want. We’d love it.” She reached between the plates of food to grab my hand. “I swear, everything is great.”

      There was something calming about the way she said it, and her hand felt so warm. The kind of warmth that spread through my body, through my soul, until I felt settled. Relaxed. At home.

      “Okay.” I heard the word come out before I could think it through, and for once in my life, I didn’t want to think it through.

      Instead, I pulled my hand away from Cosette and took a bite of the mac and cheese.

      Cosette wasn’t lying. It was incredible. Chris asked Cosette about her favorite place to eat in LA, and then everyone seemed to settle into conversation. I was glad that I could contribute a little. I’d gotten really familiar with all the restaurants around town. I’d learned to cook pretty well, but sometimes it was a pain to cook and clean up. So, I ordered in a few times a week. Almost everywhere in the city did amazing takeout.

      The whole time we sat there, Dastien kept adding other things to my plate and telling me to try it.

      At first, I turned it down, but then he added something to Chris’s plate, and then Chris put something on Cosette’s plate to try. It all just seemed like something they did, so I shrugged it off. As long as they were eating, then it was okay for me to keep eating.

      So that’s what I did. I kept eating.

      And eating.

      And eating.

      I wasn’t sure where it was all going—because there had to be nowhere else for the food to go—but I was still hungry.

      Eventually, Cosette stopped eating, but the guys kept tucking into their food. Cosette wasn’t giving me any dirty looks. Nothing even close to what I would’ve gotten from Georgine. So I kept going.

      And going.

      And going.

      And then, suddenly, for the first time that I could remember, I was full.

      I was actually full.

      I put down my fork. The constant gnawing feeling in my stomach was just gone. Totally gone. And I didn’t feel so weak.

      I didn’t feel weak at all. I felt strong.

      “Are you okay?” Dastien asked.

      “I’m actually great.”

      “You are?”

      “Yeah.” I looked around the table, and for a second, I thought I should keep my mouth shut. And then I realized that was no way to live. Second-guessing my words wasn’t getting me anywhere. I should just talk. “It’s been really weird for me for a long time. I haven’t felt right since my accident. But tonight, I feel okay. I might even feel good, and it makes me think that everything might be okay.” I laughed to cover my embarrassment. “Which is stupid because I don’t know you and—”

      “It’s not stupid.” Cosette reached her hand to me again, and I took it.

      The warmth in her hand felt like magic that fueled me with a bit of her strength.

      She smiled at me. “It’s not stupid at all.”

      Chris looked at Cosette for a second and then turned to me. “We were going to hate-watch some B-movies. Want to hang?”

      “Yes, please stay,” Cosette said, and then she squeezed my hand. “Stay with us.”

      I felt myself say yes before I could think about it.

      “Good.” Cosette let go of my hand and leaned into Chris’s side. “There will be popcorn. Plus, there’s dessert. We haven’t even touched the coconut chocolate chip ice cream yet. I’ve never had any, but a very good friend of mine told me it was the best. She’s got excellent taste.”

      “I’ve never had it before, either. It sounds amazing. But…” I glanced at Dastien. I’d been avoiding his gaze while I was eating because I just didn’t understand why someone like him would be interested in me. I didn’t have a lot to offer. There was just so much I didn’t understand about myself, and getting involved with someone before I figured everything out seemed pointless.

      But I felt stuck and bored with my life right now. So much of it just didn’t seem to feel right, and something about being around them—these three friends who clearly knew each other really well—made me feel that a little more intensely.

      I wanted what they had. I wanted the comfort that they had around each other, and how thoughtfully they treated each other, the way they joked and teased. It was all…so great.

      Plus, coconut chocolate chip ice cream? I’d never heard of such a thing, but it sounded amazing and right up my alley. “How could I turn down ice cream? But I’m only staying if I can help with the dishes.”

      “I’ll take the help,” Dastien said a little too quickly.

      He started gathering up the dishes, but his gaze kept darting to me. He had a small, tentative smile on his face, one that made his dimples show just a little bit. The guy should’ve seemed nothing short of confident, but something about him seemed a little broken. It was both endearing and sad.

      I wasn’t sure why I thought that. Maybe it was the way that Chris and Cosette seemed to always try to encourage him. Or maybe it was the way that they kept staring at him—watching him—as if they were expecting something from him. I wasn’t sure what they were worried about, but I was convinced that they were protecting him. Something or someone had hurt him.

      When he came back for another round of plates, I stood up. “Okay.” I walked into the kitchen and turned on the faucet. “Let’s do this.”

      Chris and Cosette carried dishes into the kitchen until the counters were full, before moving into the living room. They immediately started arguing over what movie to watch. It was nice hearing the total nonfight. Even when they were clearly at odds over what to pick, they teased each other and laughed, and it felt like they were pretending to fight more than actually arguing.

      Dastien handed me the first plate to rinse. “So, what are you studying?”

      With the dishes between us, it seemed easier to talk to him. “Psychology.”

      He took the plate from me and gave me another. “Why?” He asked as he put the dish in the dishwasher.

      “If you think that it’s because of my accident, you’d be wrong. I was already a year into my degree when that happened. I just find it fascinating to understand how the mind works.” I handed him the dish, but he was just standing there, watching me. “And once I’m done, I’ll be able to help people. Which also seems good. I want to be useful.”

      He took the dish, but stood still, staring at me. “You don’t feel useful right now?”

      Why did I tell him that?

      And then it hit me. I knew why I had the headache earlier and why I was spilling my guts now to these people.

      I’d forgotten to take my meds today.

      And I was sure they didn’t give me any while I was in the hospital. It wasn’t like they could just order them up. That meant I was at least five doses behind today. Add in six from yesterday, and one from the night before…

      I never ever got that behind, but with the hospital stay—and then rushing out to take my test—apparently, I’d forgotten.

      Mother was going to be so pissed. There was no way I was going to tell her. There was nothing left to do but catch up. I’d take my next dose as soon as I got back to my apartment.

      “Why don’t you feel useful?” he asked me again.

      “Oh, I mostly feel like a waste of space, and Mother hates that I’m going to school.” I tried to say the words like they didn’t matter, like I didn’t care. But that was a lie. I totally cared. “She thinks I should be in a mental institution.”

      God. I shouldn’t have said that either. What was wrong with me tonight?

      The plate in Dastien’s hands slipped from his fingers and broke into a million pieces when it hit the floor.

      “It’s okay.” Breaking a plate wasn’t that big of a deal. “I can clean that up.” And it would give me a break from giving him way too much information about myself.

      I turned off the water, dropped into a squat, and started picking up all the big pieces first.

      Dastien let out a long breath and then lowered next to me. “Why would she want you in an institution?”

      I really shouldn’t have brought that up. I wouldn’t normally, but I was off my meds and something about Dastien was soothing. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was so big and quiet, or if it was the way he watched me, or something else, but I felt like I could tell him anything. But I shouldn’t. I knew I shouldn’t, especially when I didn’t want him to think I was crazy.

      “It’s not what you think—it’s not an institution like you’d see on TV that are like jails and gross and dirty. I wouldn’t have to wear pajamas all day or get herded to and from my room. No orderlies are running around there, tackling patients in the halls and stabbing them with needles.”

      He huffed a laugh. “That’s not so bad then.”

      “It’s really not.” I glanced up at him for a second, but I couldn’t hold his gaze. Something about the way he was staring at me was too much. Too intense. Too raw.

      I cleared my throat and went back to picking up the last of the larger pieces. “It’s really this gorgeous mansion in the country. There are all kinds of classes—yoga, art, literature. They don’t allow a lot of patients in, and all of them are high functioning, like me. It’s almost like a luxury retreat, but with on-site support.”

      I dumped the pieces into the trash and grabbed a piece of paper towel to gather up the smaller bits of the plate. “I was being overly dramatic. Since my accident, Mother doesn’t want to worry about me. It would be easier for everyone—mostly her—if I would just agree to live in a home. That way, she could keep constant tabs on me.”

      “So, a little like a jail.”

      I laughed. “I guess.” I threw the smaller bits into the trash and got back to rinsing the dishes. “I lost it a while ago, and I ran away. I had this obsessive urge to climb a mountain. Like I needed to get there or someone would die. It was stupid, but I just get the feeling sometimes that I’m living a lie. Sometimes that feeling overwhelms me. When Mother found me, it wasn’t pretty. Ever since then, she’s really wanted me in the institution, but the doctors adjusted my meds, and I’m feeling better now.”

      “Meds?” His hands were clenched in tight fists. He probably thought I was going to freak out on him.

      Oh man. If there was a chance that he liked me, it was probably long gone now. Telling him my mother wanted me institutionalized and that I was on meds was a massive error.

      I rinsed another dish and held it out for him. He grabbed the plate, and I reached for the next. “My meds are holistic. They’re not prescriptions you can fill at any pharmacy. They’re all herbal made specifically for me by my doctor.”

      “Herbal? Made for you?” There was a snap, and I looked up at him.

      He was holding a dish in his hands, but it had snapped in two.

      His jaw was clenched and twitching, and he was gripping the two pieces of the plate so tight that his hands were shaking. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was angry about something.

      I took the plate from him and threw it into the trash. “Wow. You have some grip.” I was trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t work. At all.

      He was standing there huffing and puffing as he breathed, and his eyes were squeezed tight.

      Something was wrong with him. “Are you okay?”

      “Tu lui fais peur, mec,” Chris said in flawless French. You’re scaring her.

      Chris thought I was scared?

      I spun to look at him over the kitchen’s bar. “Je vais bien. Mais est-ce qu’il va bien?”

      “Tu parles francais?” Dastien asked, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Oui.” I touched his face. “Are you okay?”

      “Sorry.” He turned away from me, going to get the last of the dishes. “When did you learn French?” he asked from the dining room.

      I sighed, not understanding what was going on, but I guessed he was okay. I didn’t really need to understand him or what had just happened, but I wanted to.

      Chris came to stand in the kitchen. “I’m curious about that, too. Your accent is really good.”

      “Oh, umm…” The dishwasher was nearly full, so I poured dishwashing liquid into the sink and started washing the larger platters and dishes that were piled up. “I had a lot of free time when I was in the hospital after the accident, and I ended up watching some foreign films. Some of them were in French. Those were my favorites.” I piled the dishes on the drying rack as I went. “But really only because of the language. I didn’t understand a word of it, but I found myself playing them at night so that I could go to sleep. Something about the sound of it felt like home. It was comforting, and I really needed that.”

      “That makes sense.” Cosette came to stand with Chris. “French is such a lovely language.”

      “Yeah. It is.” I kept washing to keep busy, but my nerves were creeping in. I hoped I hadn’t upset Dastien somehow.

      “Anyway, one day I was really bored, and I decided why not learn it. I got a computer program that teaches you in, like, four weeks, and it came with a link to do video chats with native speakers so that I could work on my accent.”

      Dastien came back into the kitchen. His usually tanned skin looked a little pale.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Was my accent okay?”

      “Oui. Parfait.”

      If it was perfect, then why was he upset? “Did I say something wrong? I feel like I did something, but I don’t—”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” He brushed his fingertips down my cheek. “Everything is okay. I was just surprised that you knew French, but you spoke beautifully.” He pressed his lips together. It wasn’t a smile, but it still showed a hint of the dimples that I was growing to love.

      I smiled, hoping to ease some of the tension. “That’s a relief. I haven’t had anyone to talk to in a while. The subscription ran out, and it seemed silly to renew once I was back in class. I didn’t really have time for it. I was sad that I might forget it, but…”

      “I’d be happy to talk to you in French anytime you want.” He tucked a little bit of my hair behind my ear.

      “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

      “It would be a treat.”

      He moved past me and popped a tablet into the dishwasher. I watched him turn the machine on while I dried my hands, wondering if I should just go ahead and leave. Even if he said I hadn’t done anything wrong, I got the feeling that something was upsetting him.

      Plus, I needed my meds before I started acting crazy. “I know I said I’d stay, but I probably should—”

      Cosette stepped forward, hooking her arm in mine. The warm feeling slipped over me again, and I let her pull me into the living room.

      “Cleanup is done, and that means we get final say on the movie while the boys bring us dessert,” she said. “Chris and I already narrowed it down to five.”

      I tried to say no, but Cosette pushed me toward a seat on the couch, and they started debating over the movie before finally turning one on. It seemed awkward to leave now, so I stayed.

      I didn’t really care what we watched. I was just glad to be included, and they didn’t make a big thing about me being new. It was almost like hanging out with old friends. It was like I knew them from somewhere. Some other life.

      My headache started to come back, and I thought about leaving. But Dastien came over with a warm brownie and some ice cream on top, and I couldn’t leave. Not yet.

      I took a bite and moaned. “Oh my God. This is the best ice cream in the world. How did I live before now?” I kicked off my flip-flops, tucked my feet under me, and settled back against the cushions.

      Dastien sat next to me. “I’ll just have to make sure I keep it stocked so you keep coming over.” He tapped his spoon to mine. “Cheers.”

      A surprised laugh bubbled up, out, and free before I could stop it.

      I knew I needed to get back to my apartment. I had to take my meds on a schedule, or I’d start to go a little insane with this need to run away again, but I couldn’t make myself move. Cosette was sitting across Chris’s lap in a love seat, laughing at the movie.

      The couch was so comfortable that it was almost like lying on a cloud. I stretched out, resting my feet on the pouf, and I realized that this might be a dream. Everything was exactly how I always wanted it, and I had friends and this guy who seemed interested in me.

      Dastien was sitting close, not close enough to touch, but close enough for me to feel the warmth from his body. We were already a third of the way through the movie, and I didn’t want tonight to end. Cosette said something to Dastien, but I wasn’t paying attention. My stomach was full for the first time in a long time, and I felt safe, comfortable, happy.

      When my eyes got heavy, I tried to fight it, but then a soft blanket covered me and I couldn’t anymore.

      I drifted off to Dastien’s soft voice talking to Chris in French. I couldn’t understand the words. Sleep was just too close for that. But the sound, the cadence, the texture of his voice had this soft growl-like timbre to it that soothed me in just the right way.

      And just as I was about to tip over into sleep, I felt lips brush against my forehead. I smelled pine and earth and home.

      “Je t’aime, chérie.”

      “I missed you so much, Dastien.” The words were out, and I couldn’t think too hard about what they meant. But this was such a nice dream. I didn’t want to wake up in the morning and be in a hospital again.

      I hoped this wasn’t another one of my delusions.

      “Don’t let them take me again. I’m too tired to fight anymore.” My voice was heavy with sleep, and I couldn’t make my eyes open even if I wanted to. “I’m just so, so tired. I don’t have anything left.”

      “Sleep now. I’m here, and no one will take you from me again.” The way he said it, without a hint of question or doubt, had me relaxing the last little bit.

      And with that, I fell into the first deep, dreamless sleep that I’d had in months.
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      “She’s asleep.” I’d been fighting my wolf for the last two hours, and finally, I could relax a little. Tessa wouldn’t see my amber eyes or how tenuous my control was anymore. I didn’t want to scare her before, but now she was asleep in my lap.

      I brushed my hand through her hair. The words she’d said just before she fell asleep both scared me and gave me hope. Those had been Tessa’s words. Not Cassie’s. That was the real Tessa I’d talked to. The one that had been kidnapped and hidden for so long.

      I was getting her back, bit by bit.

      Since she was asleep, I could hold her and see through the magic. She was painfully thin, but her color was better than it’d been in the elevator. The scent of death and decay wasn’t as strong. Which meant we had time if the fey stayed away.

      Cosette lowered the volume of the TV and came to sit on the pouf in front of me. “We can’t let her take any more of the meds she talked about.”

      “I know.” I wasn’t even planning on letting her go back to that apartment. I needed to find a way to get her out of here without the magic reacting and attacking her.

      “Whatever they are, we have to assume it’s made her more susceptible to my mother’s magic.” She looked at Chris for a second, and then back to me. “Chris texted Claudia, and she said that she wasn’t given anything but fluids in the hospital. Which means she’s been cleansed from whatever that potion is for days. Unless she took some when she got home, which we can’t find out now. I would go into her apartment and take them, but the doors are warded. My mother would know and—”

      “She was here.” I looked up at Cosette. “Tessa spoke to me.” My voice shook, and I tried to hang on. I didn’t want to wake up Tessa with my crying, but that’s all I wanted to do. I wanted to pick her up, cradle her against my body, and let all of my emotions out.

      But that wouldn’t solve anything.

      Tessa needed me to be strong.

      Later. When I had her back, I would talk to her. I would tell her everything that happened while she was gone. But not now. Not yet.

      I let out a shaky breath. “I can’t lose her again.”

      “We won’t let her out of our sight. When she wakes up in the morning, we’ll convince her to skip class, to stay with us until it’s time to go to the concert.” Cosette stood over Tessa and touched her cheek.

      “When I touched her forehead after she saw Chris’s painting, I was terrified. I want to lie to you and say that she’s going to be fine, but for a scary second there, I thought she might die on the spot. I’ve seen healthier looking skeletons.”

      “She can’t—”

      Cosette gripped my hand. “I swear to you that the magic is weakening. She’s still impossibly thin, but her color’s better.” Cosette reached toward Tessa and then hissed, quickly pulling her hand back. “Damn it. I still can’t get through the magic. Earlier I just helped soothe her. I didn’t want to make it worse, but now…” She looked at me.

      I didn’t like the confusion on her face. She was supposed to be the expert.

      “I don’t understand.” Cosette touched Tessa again. “The magic is thinner than cobwebs, but…oh. Right.”

      “What?”

      “It’s still in her soul. It needs…you. You’re her True Mate. When your bond comes back, it’ll break the magic.”

      That wasn’t a revelation. I still didn’t know how to make it come back when it shouldn’t have been gone. Nothing should’ve ever taken our bond. Nothing except death.

      I ran my fingertips down her face. “She feels so fragile.”

      “She is. Anytime someone puts that much magic on a person…it’s not good long term, but Tessa is strong. She can overcome this. You can, too.” Cosette straightened. “She’ll get stronger. It’ll take time, but I don’t doubt it for a second.”

      Cosette got up and went to sit on the loveseat with Chris.

      I wanted to believe that Tessa would get stronger, but I knew that would take weeks—maybe months—to get her to gain enough weight. The amount of food it took for any werewolf to gain weight when we burned so many calories was a lot. And the more alpha the wolf, the more food you needed.

      She was going to hate every second of it. She’d whine about how all that chewing was getting old.

      I closed my eyes and pictured us in our house. I could almost see myself shoving food at her, and her yelling at me to leave her alone.

      I would love every second of it. Every bit of bitching and moaning and whining.

      Because hearing all of that would mean that she was free. That she was with me. That we could be at our house and have a life together again.

      God. I wanted to take her home. So badly. I wanted to see her face when she saw how it turned out. I hoped she liked it.

      No, I knew she’d love the house and everything inside it. From the look on her face when she saw this apartment, I knew I’d gotten at least that much right. It was even better than this place that was thrown together in a few hours.

      There was a tap on my shoulder, and I opened my eyes to see Cosette standing in front of me.

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve been talking to Chris. I changed my mind. I want to go check something inside her apartment, but I can’t do that without your permission.”

      “Why?”

      “Going inside means breaking the seals—it’d be like setting off an alarm—but I can’t stop thinking…I need to know more about the magic on her. Something about it doesn’t make sense to me. There has to be a clue inside her apartment. Something that I can use to help you break this magic. Her apartment wouldn’t be warded if there wasn’t something in there.”

      An alarm meant that we’d have to leave here, but that was fine by me. I wasn’t letting her out of my sight, and I couldn’t stay if the fey were watching her so closely. We were going to have to convince Tessa to leave here somehow.

      “Go inside,” I said. “Find something to help her.”

      “I need you to understand that once I go through that door, my sister will know we have her. She might come after us. I don’t know if it’d be immediate—if the seals would give an instant warning or if someone needs to check on them regularly. That my sister was here to see if we’d been inside makes me believe that it’s the latter. But if not, if the magic warns them, and we have to leave before Tessa is ready and there’s a backlash—”

      No. I wasn’t letting Tessa out of my sight. Not after tonight. Not after she just spoke to me before she fell asleep. “The magic is weakening, right? And we all heard what she said. She’s there. I don’t need more than a day.”

      “You need to be sure about that.”

      It was a risk, and I got that. But everything was risk right now. “I am. Go find whatever clues you can find.”

      “Good. I’ll be back.” She waved Chris over.

      He patted my shoulder as he left with her.

      The next few minutes were excruciating. I wanted to know what they found. Hell, I wanted to be there when they found it. But it was more important for me to stay where I was. I kept my fingers on the pulse point of her neck. The steady thump-thump soothed me. I breathed in time with her and waited for answers.

      My cell phone buzzed, and I glanced at it. The text was from a number I didn’t recognize.

      Cassie’s fey friend is in the elevator.

      I quickly called Cosette. “Your sister is here,” I said as soon as she answered. I heard the elevator ding. “She’s getting off the elevator now.”

      “I’ll handle it.” Cosette hung up.

      I wanted to go and help, but I wasn’t leaving Tessa alone. Not when there were fey around. If Cosette’s sister didn’t come alone—

      A few seconds later, Chris, Cosette, and another girl entered the apartment. She looked almost like Cosette—the same dark blonde hair, same height, same small nose, but her eyes were different. They were an eerie pale blue and filled with ice.

      Cosette’s grasp on her sister’s arm was tight as she shoved her toward the loveseat. “Sit there and don’t get up.”

      Cosette’s sister relaxed in the loveseat. “How cute, sister. It’s almost like you actually care about these werewolves. Mother told us not to get close to them. You know what they can do to our kind. Is the addiction already—”

      “I’m not addicted to controlling them because I don’t act on it, Georgine.” Cosette sat on the pouf and stared at her sister. “But you’ve been with Tessa. What have you—”

      “I’ve done nothing but watch her.” She looked at Tessa. “I don’t like her, but I didn’t hurt her.”

      I didn’t like Georgine looking at my mate. I didn’t know what the fey girl could do by just looking at her.

      I eased out from under Tessa and stood in front of her.

      Chris came to stand next to me.

      Georgine smiled at Chris, and it was like looking at a shark. There were too many teeth in her mouth.

      “Georgine.” Cosette’s voice held a threat in it.

      Georgine’s smile faded, thankfully, and she turned to her sister and shrugged. “You’re no fun anymore.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder. “I owed Mother a bargain, and I wanted out of that bloody court. I couldn’t take it there for one more day, so I watched your little werewolf friend. I went to classes, Cosette. Mortal school.”

      “Oh, that must’ve been so hard for you.” Cosette laughed, and it was colder than her sister’s eyes. “If you wanted no part in our feud, why did you take the job?”

      “Because I owed Mother a bargain. I had to do it, even if I didn’t want the boring job. I wasn’t allowed to contact you, or I might’ve just wanted to end my misery. But I was to watch Tessa until she either died or someone came for her. I was to alert her if either happened, which I have. But your timing is great. As usual.”

      Cosette huffed. I’d been in battle with Cosette, I’d laughed with her, we’ve shopped together, but I’d never seen her with family.

      It was almost like watching a soap opera.

      A very dangerous, possibly deadly soap opera.

      And even if I didn’t like Georgine, I wasn’t sure she was evil. At least not entirely. Especially since she wasn’t fighting us.

      “And why is my timing great?”

      “Van has caused a bit of trouble at court today. There’s a battle going on at court, and Mother is…occupied. And since I was the only one watching Tessa, you’ve time to fix what Mother has done.” She looked at me for a second.

      I started to say something—what, I didn’t know—but Chris gripped my arm.

      Georgine was a Lunar Court princess. Someone who could control wolves. Gaining her attention wasn’t wise.

      “And I’m supposed to let you go?” Cosette asked, gaining Georgine’s attention again. “Because my timing is good?”

      “I kept her alive, even when Mother’s magic would’ve smothered her wolf until it was dead.” Her words felt like a punch to my gut. “But I gave little bits of myself. I sacrificed for her. You owe me for that.”

      She’d helped keep Tessa alive? I wasn’t sure how to feel about this fey.

      Cosette’s sister stood from her perch on the loveseat.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Away, and you’re not going to stop me. You need to help that one there, and I want no part of it.” She motioned to Tessa. “When you go after Mother, you will either say nothing about me or tell her I’m dead. I honestly don’t care which.”

      Cosette crossed her arms, and I wasn’t sure why she was agreeing to this. “And where will you go? How do I know you won’t act against me?”

      “I won’t act against you as long as you don’t attack me. Said plainly and no lies hidden in my words. There’s war brewing among the fey, and I’m not like you. I was never Mother’s assassin. I’ll wait somewhere safe until this is over.”

      Georgine got up and walked to the balcony door.

      She was living, but she couldn’t lie. If she said that she wasn’t going to act against us, that she’d helped Tessa, then we had to let her go.

      “Georgie?” Cosette stood. Her voice was softer, kinder. “You swear you didn’t hurt her.”

      “No, Coco. I didn’t hurt her. I was sent here when the magic was already on her and only here to watch. I was bound to do that, but I didn’t hurt her. I couldn’t really help either.” She opened the balcony door. “See you in the next life, Cosette.” She stepped into the moonlight and was gone.

      Cosette sat on the pouf again, but this time her face looked paler. I wasn’t sure what to make of that or what to make of her sister.

      “Are you sure it’s okay to let your sister go?”

      Cosette sighed, and then she turned to me. “Yes. I would’ve killed her if I thought she’d harm any of us, but that’s not Georgie’s way. She’s cold, oftentimes heartless, a straight-up bitch most of the time, and a narcissist all of the time…but that coldness in her was built over centuries of being with our mother. Under it all—buried very deep—is a softness. She doesn’t have the stomach to fight or even hurt someone. Not like our mother. Or even like me.”

      “You’re not cold like that,” Chris said.

      Cosette laughed and reached her hand out to Chris. “I’m glad you think that.” He took her hand, and they smiled at each other.

      I wasn’t sure what to say, but I had more questions. “What did you find in her apartment?”

      Cosette turned to me. “There are spells woven into every wall. Everything she touches in there reinforces the magic.” She pressed her lips together as if she were thinking hard about what she would say next.

      I stayed quiet, waiting. Chris stood next to her. I could read him a little better, but his concern and worry didn’t give me answers.

      “When she was first taken, I remember thinking about how much magic someone would need to hold her hostage and thinking it was too much. I just couldn’t wrap my head around what would need to be done, and that’s because I wasn’t thinking big enough.” She leaned forward over her knees. “And it is big. What’s in there is no joke. They’ve got spells on every inch of that place, reinforcing the magic hiding her, the memory loss, and making her more…docile, I guess, might be the right word. Making her accept what’s given to her—what she’s told to do and believe—and not push for more answers. It’s vile. I know my sister helped keep that going, even if she was also feeding her a little strength to keep her going. I’m not sure how Tessa’s survived this long.”

      Chris sat down next to Cosette, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “She survived because she’s strong.”

      I sat next to Tessa, gently pulling her back onto my lap.

      Cosette stared at Tessa. “She’s got these clear capsules in her medicine cabinet. I’m assuming those are the meds she mentioned. They’re herbal, but potions. I can’t tell what they do exactly, but I have to assume that they make her more vulnerable to the fey magic. It says on the bottle that she’s supposed to take them every two hours and then five more before bed. That’s a lot of spells she’s been ingesting every single day for a very long time.”

      “Did your sister say anything about how to break the magic before you came in here?”

      “No. Georgine’s powers are less and weaker than mine. There’s no way she could break it if I can’t either. Eli said no one but you could do it, but this is actually good news.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or scream. “Why? How is any of this good?”

      “My sister is gone. She’s the only one that’s been keeping an eye on Tessa. My mother is occupied. Which means we have time for her to fall in love with you again. And look at her.” Cosette pointed to Tessa asleep in my arms. “She’s here, already drawn to you. When I gripped her hand tonight, I could feel her fighting against my mother’s hold. With both you together again, that magic doesn’t stand a chance.”

      I looked down at Tessa. “I almost gave up.”

      “I know.” Chris squeezed my knee. “I know how bad it got with you, but you didn’t give up.”

      I looked up at him. He was wrong. He was so fucking wrong. “She’s been fighting this whole time—so much that they have to shove the magic down her throat every two hours and press it into the walls where she lives—and she’s still here. She’s still fighting. And I almost gave up?” I’d never hated myself for that weak moment, but in that moment, I did. I hated how weak I’d been. “Tessa said she was running away to a mountain. She was afraid someone would die if she didn’t get there. That was me. Even under all that magic, she was still trying to save me.” I wasn’t worthy of her.

      “This has been incredibly hard. I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through. If something happened to Cosette—”

      “I saw Chris’s body.” Cosette’s voice was flat, and her words were too fast. As if she spit them out.

      My gaze darted to hers. “What?”

      “Chris was dead. Stabbed in the heart. I held him while he died. The blood was hot and everywhere and I was screaming and….” Cosette looked away and brushed away a tear. “I lay in my bed after. I couldn’t move.” More tears fell, but she didn’t brush them away this time. “I couldn’t talk to anyone. There was nothing to say. I hid in my room, in my bed, and I didn’t want to live anymore. Van tried to convince me to keep going, but I was fading and fading fast and I…” She turned to Chris, and he brushed her tears away with his thumbs. “I still have nightmares where he’s bleeding on the ground. Cold and lifeless. It haunts me. I’ve never felt that kind of pain before and—” Her voice broke.

      Chris pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m okay. You have to let it go.”

      She pulled away from him. “I can’t. I’ve been alive for a long time and gone through a lot, but losing you nearly killed me. It would’ve killed me if my father hadn’t fixed it.”

      Chris pressed his forehead against hers. “Cosette. Please.”

      “No.” She pushed him away. “This isn’t about us.” She looked at me again. “You survived much longer and did much better than I did. But this will haunt you forever—her being gone will haunt you—if you let it. I didn’t know you before you met her, but I know who you were with Tessa. She’s your other half, just as Chris is mine. And whatever happened for the last twenty-one months, you did what you had to do to survive, even if it was just barely. You don’t get to beat yourself up over that.”

      She was wrong. I could and I would, especially when I knew the truth. “I never should’ve had her in the first place.”

      Cosette’s mouth dropped open for a second, but then she covered up her shock. “Why do you think that?”

      “I bit her.” I ran my fingers over her shoulder, over where I knew the scar from my claws were. I ran my finger over her lip that I’d bitten. “I took away her choice. I—”

      “But you’re starting from scratch now.” Chris sounded so matter-of-fact that I wanted to hit him. He was annoying when he was arguing with me. “Her memory is gone, and she doesn’t remember you at all. And yet she decided to come over and hang out with you after talking to you once—“

      “Twice,” I corrected.

      Chris huffed. “Fine. After talking to you twice, she decided to come over for dinner, decided to stay, flirted with you, told you her whole backstory, and felt so comfortable with you that she’s currently asleep on you.”

      Chris had a point. “But part of her must remember because—”

      “No.” Chris cut me off. “Look at her. She has no memory of you, but her soul recognizes yours. You’re True Mates. Two halves. The same thing happened before. I know what I said before—about how I didn’t think you deserved her—but I wouldn’t have said that if I knew you’d felt the same way. And part of me knew because…”

      “Because?”

      “God. It feels like forever ago. After she jumped out the window, I went to talk to Mr. Dawson. I wanted to make sure Tessa was being taken care of. I wasn’t bitten, but I knew how werewolves would treat her as less than.”

      I couldn’t stop the growl. I didn’t want to stop it.

      Chris laughed at the sound. “Yeah. I agree. And I heard what you told Mr. Dawson. She left that party and saw you. She came to you. She sat on your lap, after only seeing you a couple of times. After she only talked to you once before. She’d never touched anyone before, and she decided to make out with you? She chose that. She might not have known what she was getting into, but she picked you. She was drawn to you just as you were drawn to her. Nothing could’ve stopped what happened next.”

      Now it was my turn to be shocked. “I didn’t know you knew. I…” No one except me, Tessa, Mr. Dawson, and the former Seven knew exactly what happened the night I bit Tessa. At least, that’s what I’d thought.

      “Tessa loves you,” Chris said plainly. “So stop thinking about whether you deserve her or not. If you really feel like you don’t, then spend the rest of your days proving yourself wrong. Be worthy. Be better. But enough of the pity party. We don’t need it. Especially not now.”

      I moved my hand back to her pulse point. Her pulse was slow but still steady.

      Chris was right about something. I would make myself worthy of her. “Okay. So what’s the game plan? I can’t let her go back in there, and I definitely can’t let her take any more of the potion. And we need to be gone before anyone comes to check on her.”

      “We’re all going to sleep here,” Chris said. “We take the bed, and you’re going to stay on the couch with her. It’ll be pushing it if you’re in the bed, and I doubt you’re going to let her out of your sight.”

      “You have that right.” I looked down at her. “And then?”

      “What was that bullshit about Above & Beyond?” Chris asked.

      I laughed because I knew Chris was going to hate going to the club. “It’s not bullshit. Axel told me about it earlier. The part about having tickets was bullshit, but—”

      “We don’t need tickets.” Cosette looked insulted. “I can get us in anywhere.”

      “No, babe. We’ll get tickets.” Chris nudged her. “That’s what normal humans do. We’re doing things normally for the girl who thinks she’s human.”

      I wasn’t getting in between Chris and Cosette if they were going to argue about it, but I agreed with Chris. “What if your sister—or your mother—comes back before we leave?”

      Cosette shrugged one shoulder as if it wasn’t a big deal at all. “Then, we’ll leave.”

      “What if Tessa wants to go get her stuff?”

      “Flash the dimples,” Chris said. “Tell her to take a shower here and that I’ll go get her stuff.”

      “Why does everyone think my dimples will solve everything with her?”

      Cosette grinned at me, and suddenly I felt like a piece of meat. “Well, they certainly don’t hurt.”

      Chris nudged Cosette again. “Babe. You’re making him uncomfortable.”

      She wasn’t. Not really.

      Tessa’s pulse seemed to stutter for a second, and I stopped breathing.

      “What?” Chris asked.

      Her pulse came back, and I could breathe again. “I must be losing it. Her pulse seemed to stutter, but it’s fine. It evened out. She must’ve been dreaming or something.”

      Chris and Cosette shared a long look, and then they turned back to me. Chris stood up suddenly.

      Now it was my turn to worry. “What?”

      “Look at her,” Cosette said. “Move your hand so you’re not skin-to-skin, and then really.”

      I moved my hand, and it was like the fake, blonde Cassie was semitransparent. “How did that happen?”

      Cosette shook her head slowly. “I’ve seen a lot of magic, but nothing like what my mother used to pull this off. It’s the mix of magics. If Tessa’s trying to fight them, I don’t…”

      I put my finger back on Tessa’s neck, feeling for her pulse. It was there and steady again, but my gut was churning, telling me that something bad was about to happen. “Something’s wrong. I don’t know anything about magic, but something’s not right with her.” I didn’t usually hold her pulse point. Not even when her soul was trapped in a Hell dimension with Astaroth over two years ago, and I only had her body to hold on to.

      I closed my eyes and heard my wolf growling at me to do something before it was too late.

      I opened my eyes, and I didn’t need a mirror to know what color they were. “Something’s very wrong.”

      Cosette shook her head. “If there is, I don’t know what it is, let alone how to fix it.”

      “Do you think Samantha would come over?” Chris asked. “She seemed to understand —”

      “I’ll text her,” I said.

      Not even thirty seconds later, the answer came. “She said yes, but she wants to get repaid for the Uber over. She’s short on funds. I’m sending her money now.”

      “She can’t pay for an Uber?” Chris asked.

      “No.” I didn’t realize how bad off she was, but that was something I could help with.

      “How much can that cost?” Chris asked.

      “Apparently, just shy of twenty bucks.”

      “How much are you sending her?” Cosette asked.

      “The reward I set up for anyone who found Tessa.” Also known as a lot of money. I’d been desperate, and I had my inheritance. Which was sizable.

      The phone rang, and I picked it up.

      “There were way too many zeros in that transfer. I’ll take out what my Uber is and send you back—”

      “No.”

      She was quiet. “What? I don’t understand. I told you I only needed $19.47. That’s the round trip fare. I checked the pricing from the address you sent. Why would you—”

      “Want me to send more?” Because I was happy to send her the $19.47 in addition to what I’d already sent.

      “No. Damn it. I don’t need your money or your handout. I told you. Money’s tight. I don’t have a car. If you’re in a rush, then the bus is out. I need to be repaid for the Uber. That’s it. I’ll send the rest back—”

      “Don’t.” I cut her off. This wasn’t something that I was arguing about. “It’s not a handout. That was the reward I set up for finding Tessa. You found her. You earned it. I’m sorry I didn’t pay you when you first called me. I just didn’t think about it until…I just didn’t think about it.”

      She was quiet for a while. “I didn’t do it for a reward.”

      “I know.” I knew she hadn’t been expecting anything but the twenty bucks.

      “But I didn’t do anything to find her. Eli set the whole thing up.”

      “I’m aware, but I’m not sending him money. He doesn’t need it. You do. So, take it. He probably wants you to have it.”

      She was quiet again. “You might have just changed my life.”

      “You saved mine when you found her.” It wasn’t a lie. “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah.” She sounded a little dazed for a second. “Uber just pulled up.” Her voice was stronger now. “Be there in ten.”

      “Don’t use the buzzer. I’m sending Chris to wait for you. She’s asleep in my lap, and I don’t want to wake her up. I just need you to look at her. Something’s happening with the spell that’s on her. It’s probably a good sign, but something feels off.”

      “Okay. Don’t panic. If I can’t figure it out, I’m sure Claudia will know something.”

      “We’ll keep her in the loop. See you soon.” I hung up and looked at Cosette.

      “I’m texting Claudia now. I don’t want to call Van if I don’t have to. Georgine said he was…busy at court. But I will if we need him.”

      Cosette texted back and forth with Claudia, Chris paced for five minutes before leaving, and I sat there holding on to Tessa.

      I tried not to get too excited or scared. I didn’t know why the spell to hide Tessa was thinning, but I was pretty sure that my being around her was helping. Assuming that the spell thinning was a good thing.

      Also, the food probably helped her. She ate a lot, and her color was better. So, that had to mean all of this was good.

      It sounded like Tessa might not have done much other than school. Which meant she must’ve spent a lot of time in the apartment. Being out of that apartment had to be helping, too.

      And hopefully, she hadn’t taken those pills since she got home from the hospital. Even if she had, she’d been at my apartment for a few hours before she fell asleep. Which meant her next dose was late. And the five she was supposed to take tonight weren’t happening.

      I stared at Cosette, and she stopped texting for a second to look at me.

      “Are you still texting Claudia?” I asked.

      “No. Everyone. I stupidly texted the whole group. I thought if I was texting Claudia, I might as well let everyone know.” Her phone buzzed, and she let out a frustrated sigh. “And now Axel’s texting. He wants to come tonight. I’m trying to tell him that his wolf can’t handle it, but he’s not taking no.”

      “Tell him to come.”

      “Really?” She said it as if I’d suggested something crazy. “I thought his control wasn’t good enough, and after your performance at dinner, your control isn’t good enough for your own wolf. You can’t help him.”

      “But you could. You’re Lunar Court. You can control his wolf.”

      “I could.” She sat on the pouf and shrugged like controlling someone’s wolf was no big deal. “You’re right. But I don’t enjoy using my will like that. It…it can be addictive.”

      Well, that was good to know. “That’s why you let me break the plate.”

      “Two plates. Yes. I don’t want to turn into my mother. It’s one of my fears. So, I don’t want to even be tempted with…” She glanced down at Tessa. “She learned French for you.”

      I looked down at my mate. “She did.”

      “How did that make you feel?”

      “What are you? My therapist.” I was teasing her, and she’d changed the subject. Abruptly. But I got that she didn’t want to talk about her mother. At least not right now.

      “No. Just curious.”

      “I guess I was shocked at first, and then a little sad for a fraction of a second. I wanted to be the one to teach her and that someone could steal that from me…” I sighed, letting that anger go again. “And then I heard her explanation, and I was happy. Because it meant that she was still thinking of me even when the best tried to fight against us.”

      Her heartbeat was still steady, but something was off about this. I couldn’t stop thinking that we should be doing something. “She never sleeps like this. She moves a lot in her sleep, and she would never be able to sleep with us talking.”

      “It’s a healing sleep. At least, I think that’s what it is. I think she’s taking power from you. I’m not sure, but…”

      If that’s all this was, then I’d be happy about that. “She can take whatever she needs from me. I don’t mind.”

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      The door opened, and Chris walked in, followed by a tip-toeing Samantha.

      “Hey,” she whispered. She glanced down at Tessa, and her eyes went wide. “Whoa.”

      “What do you see? Is our bond there? Can you see if the—”

      Samantha held up a hand. “Shut up. Just give me a second.”

      Cosette scooted over as Samantha knelt in the small space between the pouf and the couch. Samantha held her hands a couple of inches above Tessa’s body. She ran them from her head to her toes and back up. After a minute, she sat back on her heels, dropping her hands into her lap.

      “What? Just tell me.”

      Samantha was slowly shaking her head as if she didn’t like what she was going to say. “I didn’t see it when I bumped into her on the street. It was so quick, and she was freaking out and—”

      “She’s dying.” The words were out of my mouth before I even knew I was going to say them.

      “What?” Cosette’s question was half-screamed. “What do you mean? I thought it was a healing—”

      “No. This isn’t a healing sleep.” Samantha kept her gaze on mine. “This is so much worse.”

      I shoved down the fear and the anger and everything else until all I felt was a calm, cool well of power. “What do I do?”

      “Break the spell.”

      Great. I’d be happy to. But that was the question that we’d been struggling with ever since she’d been taken. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” Samantha tapped her fingers on her leg for a second and then whistled. The sound was so loud that it felt like it went through my soul. She shook her head as if whatever she’d been trying hadn’t worked. “Have you tried kissing her?”

      “She’s asleep, and she doesn’t remember me.” I wanted her to want to kiss me or at least be conscious for it. “No, I haven’t tried—”

      “She’s not asleep. She’s dying. Fix it,” Samantha said. “Kiss her.”

      Fuck it. I was supposed to kiss her, so I’d kiss her. I’d done it countless times before.

      Cosette and Samantha moved to the far side of the pouf to watch with Chris. I didn’t want to do this with an audience, but I was doing it. I needed Tessa to live.

      I slid out from under Tessa and pressed my lips to hers, but she didn’t wake up.

      I stood and turned to Cosette. “Who do I need to kill to break the spell?”

      “You can’t kill my mother.” Cosette crossed her arms. “You’d die.”

      My knuckles started popping, and I felt the shift start. “I can try.” My voice was more growl than not.

      “You’d die!” Cosette kept yelling at me, but I didn’t care. Either she would take me to her mother, or I would find someone else who would. Meredith was living next door to the entrance to the Lunar Court’s underhill. I could figure it out.

      “There were thirteen of you,” Samantha said, but she was talking so softly that I could barely hear her under all the yelling.

      “What?” I turned to Samantha, trying to shove the wolf back down so that I could talk to her.

      “In the spell that linked you all together. Thirteen. Right?”

      I shook my head, not because she was wrong but because we’d been over this. “We tried a spell—multiple spells—all together before. It didn’t work.”

      “But you didn’t have her. Now you do. You have to do something now. Tonight. The kiss didn’t work. So, try one of the spells again, but with her.”

      “Van!” Cosette yelled.

      Van appeared. “We’ve been over this. I’m not a taxi, Coco.” His sword was in his hand. Blood dripped down its blade. “I told you not to call me again unless it was an absolute emergency and—”

      “She’s dying,” I said.

      The sword vanished from Van’s hand. “What? That can’t be right.”

      “We need everyone in Texas.” I picked up Tessa’s limp body and focused on the sound of her breath going in and coming out. In and out. She was alive. I had her. I would fix this. “Now. Please.”

      Van gave me a slow nod. He knew—he understood everything that was on the line right now. “Everyone hold on to me.”

      “Wait,” Samantha said. “I can’t—”

      “Everyone.” Van’s command was sharper than his sword and left zero room for argument.

      We each grabbed onto a bit of his arm. Instantly, the world toppled and turned, but I held onto Tessa.

      The three times that I’d traveled with Van, I thought I’d die. But this time, I didn’t feel a thing.

      We appeared in Texas in front of our house. Mine and Tessa’s. The one she hadn’t seen before.

      “I’ll be back,” Van said, and he disappeared.

      He came back a few minutes later with Shane, River, Elowen, and Kyra from the Sanctuary. Then, Beth and Blaze. Then Lucas and Claudia.

      Somewhere among all of it, Axel came out of the house and knelt beside us. If he had questions, he didn’t ask them. We were too busy trying to save Tessa’s life to explain, and I didn’t have any words.

      Claudia threw her bag on the ground beside us and started digging out supplies. The other witches joined her—including Samantha—quickly prepping for a spell. The fey huddled together, discussing magic. And there were werewolves just standing around.

      I sat on the ground, cradling Tessa to me. She was breathing. Her heart was beating. It didn’t feel like she was dying. It didn’t feel real that this could be happening now. But Samantha wouldn’t lie about this.

      Something that we’d done had set this off. Maybe even being around her had done it. Or maybe it was always going to end like this.

      But if she died tonight, I would follow her. I wouldn’t have time for thought or regret or revenge.

      I was her True Mate. I didn’t doubt that anymore. I didn’t wonder if I deserved her because that didn’t matter anymore.

      Once bonded, when one passed from this realm, the other followed.

      There was some comfort in that.

      At least we’d always be together. In this realm or the next.
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      It didn’t take long for the witches to set up the spell. Minutes really. The last time I was inside a salt circle, I told myself I’d never again participate in another spell. But here I was, about to be inside another.

      I turned my back on all of this when I walked away from them last time. I walked away on the new council, on my friends, on my responsibilities. I walked away from everything except the pain and loss I was feeling.

      And now I was back here, asking them to help me again. As if I hadn’t abandoned them.

      I knew they understood why I’d walked away, but as I watched them rushing around to set it up after dropping whatever it was they were doing to come here, I knew I owed everyone an apology.

      That would come. After I had Tessa safe.

      I still had Tessa draped across my lap. Samantha sat beside us, watching Tessa in case something changed. The candles around us were already lit. Now Claudia was walking around us with a jar of salt, surrounding us in a circle of white crystals while whispering the beginning of her spell. Just before she completed the full salt circle, Samantha stepped out.

      “I’ll be watching,” she said, and she went to sit beside Axel.

      The rest of them surrounded us. When Claudia was done, she nodded to the rest.

      They knelt as one around us, and each slashed their palms with a tiny dagger.

      Blood dripped down the daggers as they stabbed them into the salt circle.

      With a slap of flesh against flesh, they joined hands. Their mouths moved together, saying the words. Magic filled the circle like too much static.

      The candles, the moon, the stars were all the light we had to see by, but it was more than enough. The moon wasn’t full, but we would need more than the power of the moon if we were going to break the magic on Tessa.

      The static feeling grew until it felt like tiny needles zapping along my skin.

      I watched Tessa, but there was no change in her. One look at Samantha told me that she didn’t see anything different either.

      This wasn’t going to work.

      My skin grew cold as I realized that we needed something more. Something bigger. We needed a magical intervention from God or at least an archon.

      “We need Eli,” I said.

      “We tried calling for him,” Cosette said. “And he hasn’t shown up.”

      “You can’t trust an archon,” Samantha said. “I know he’s helped you before, but you can’t rely on any of the archons.”

      “No, you really can’t,” Cosette said.

      Tessa was cradled in my arms, and I pressed my forehead to hers, willing her to wake up. “She was fine. She was eating. I don’t understand what happened. Did I do something to—”

      “No. Being with you made her stronger. She’s fighting the magic,” Van said. “Or more accurately, I believe her wolf is fighting the magic, but it’s taking everything from her. There must be a seed inside Helen’s magic that kills the wolf or makes the wolf submit. We need that gone. She can’t survive without her wolf anymore.”

      “I’m breaking out of the circle, but the rest of you need to keep holding hands,” Claudia said. “I have one more spell to try.”

      There was a hush, and then Claudia started her rhyming spell. She walked around the outside of the circle. She held a cup underneath each pair of joined hands, pricking their fingers and dropping the blood into a cup as she spoke.

      The candles grew brighter, and the flames flashed higher, but I didn’t feel the fizzle of magic along my body like I had with the first spell. And it certainly wasn’t doing anything to Tessa. She was still sleeping, but her breaths were shallow as if the weight of the magic was too heavy on her chest.

      I set her on the ground and laid down next to her. I watched her chest to make sure I didn’t imagine it, but with every breath, she moved less and less. The time between breaths grew more and more apart. And then they stopped.

      “Stop! Stop whatever you’re doing. It’s not working. She stopped breathing.” I pressed my ear to her chest, but I didn’t hear any thumping of her heart. It’d stopped pumping.

      I had a second of sheer terror—a fraction of a second—before I started CPR.

      God. We’d been here before. I’d been here before. But I didn’t want to be back here.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Four.

      Five.

      Breath. Breath.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Four.

      Five.

      Breath. Breath.

      One. “Someone do something! Help me!”

      Three.

      God. Please. I can’t lose her now.

      Five.

      Breath. Breath.

      I heard the murmurs of my friends as they debated what to do, and none of it mattered because I had to keep her blood flowing and oxygen moving in and out of her lungs.

      “Bite her.” Chris’s voice was firm, clear, decisive. “Bite her now.”

      I didn’t stop what I was doing, but I heard what Chris said. “What? You hated that I bit her without permission. I—”

      “Bite her,” Claudia said. “Her wolf needs you. Renew your bond. It’s the only thing left to try. Renew the bond and feed her your strength. And while you’re doing that, we’ll renew the spell that linked us all together. With all of us here, we should be able to defeat whatever magic this is.”

      Renew our bond. Cement it again.

      I hated myself for taking away her choice. I swore I’d never bite anyone ever again, and yet, here I was. I’d do anything to have her back.

      Last time I nearly killed her. This time maybe I could save her.

      Save us.

      I bit my hand, and then let the blood drip into her mouth.

      And then I bit her hand.

      I kept doing CPR. Kept hoping. Kept waiting to feel the bond slip into place.

      “What’s mine is yours, and yours is mine. From earth to air to fire to water. Moon and sun. I will be yours to the end of time.” The words were old. It didn’t matter the language that you said them in, but the magic of them always worked. They’d been joining wolf to wolf for thousands of years.

      Usually, a werewolf would see the past of their mate as the bond formed, but this time, I didn’t see flashes from her past. I didn’t see anything. I didn’t feel anything.

      I tried to tell myself that I didn’t need to. I already knew the past. I just needed the bond between us to be found.

      One.

      Two. “Knowing what I have to offer, will you accept me and this bond?”

      Three.

      Four.

      Five.

      Breath. Breath.

      One. I needed her to answer. She was supposed to answer. She was supposed to give her consent to the bond.

      Four.

      Five.

      Breath. Breath.

      I kept doing the chest compressions and looked up at the werewolves.

      “Just finish it,” Lucas said. “The magic will work. She already said yes once. Nothing will change that.”

      I hoped Lucas was right. I really needed him to be right.

      I stared down at my mate. The fake form that she was wearing had faded more, and with my hands on her, I could see Tessa. The real Tessa.

      Her skin was pale, her cheeks sunken in, and there were dark circles under her eyes. It terrified me that she looked like death. Worse. She looked like she’d already been dead for weeks.

      This couldn’t be it. We’d been apart for so long. I couldn’t accept that I might never get to talk to her again before we die.

      Please, God. Let this work.

      “With these words, the bond is complete. I share all my power with my mate.”

      Everyone was silent as we waited.

      There wasn’t a flash of light.

      There was no zing of magic on my skin.

      Tessa didn’t wake up.

      There was just the screaming of my wolf inside me, but he couldn’t do CPR. I needed this form.

      So I shoved him down even when I wanted to scream and cry and smash each one of the candles around this stupid fucking circle.

      Because I couldn’t feel any of the grief yet. I had a job to do. I had to keep giving her CPR because nothing else would save her right now.

      “What now?”

      No one said anything.

      “What now?!”

      Nothing but silence.

      “I’m not giving up. Someone say something.”

      Nothing?

      “Come on! She would never give up if one of you were on the line. She would never—”

      “Wait!” Samantha broke through the circle. “Wait!” She pushed me away, and because I was so desperate that someone could save her, I let her push me away from my mate.

      “Fast.” I pleaded with her. “Whatever you do, do it fast.”

      I counted seconds, knowing time was moving too quickly in my panic. I tried to slow my count, but I couldn’t afford to be too slow. I couldn’t afford to be wrong.

      Samantha held her hands above Tessa, moving them up and down her body.

      “Come on. Hurry.”

      “I’m trying. Just…give me one more second. I just need—here it is.” She yanked something, and I felt like claws had punched through my chest and ripped out my heart.

      “What are you doing!”

      “This might hurt.”

      “That already hurt!” And Tessa was turning blue. “Move!” I started to shove Samantha, but then she stared at me. And I froze.

      Her eyes were two globes of fire.

      What the hell was Samantha?

      “I said one second.”

      She turned back to Tessa and waved her hands. Then she yanked one hand toward her, and this time—instead of flying through the air and smashing into a wall like she had in her apartment—I felt like I’d been ripped from my body. Like something was missing from me. Like I was hollow and empty and all that was left inside my body was a sea of darkness.

      She’d taken my soul.

      “Bite her again. Save her. Now!” Samantha yelled. “I found your bond, and I destroyed it. Start the ceremony over!”

      Okay. Okay. I could do that.

      This had to work.

      I bit my hand again and dropped my blood into her mouth. I bent down to her and bit her lip, just like I had the first time. Her warm, metallic blood passed my lips, and I prayed that this would work.

      “What’s mine is yours, and yours is mine. From earth to air to fire to water. Moon and sun. I will be yours to the end of time.” The words came faster this time, one on top of the other, as fast as I could get them out.

      But this time—this time—I felt the zing of magic along my soul. I felt it reaching out—reaching toward her. I saw her past—bits I’d never seen before. I saw her with her brother dancing around her room in California like an idiot.

      I saw her jogging down a path.

      And then I saw her in class with Cosette’s sister beside her.

      I saw the doctor. Her mother—Helen. I saw witches, and I knew what coven they were from.

      New York. The same coven Claudia had trouble with.

      “Finish the words! She’s passing over to the other realm. Do it now!”

      Samantha’s words brought me back to myself.

      “Knowing what I have to offer, will you accept me and this bond?” This time I didn’t wait for an answer. “With these words, the bond is complete. I share all my power with my mate.”

      The bond slammed into place, and it hurt—my soul was back and so was hers and it was taking up way too much space. It was too heavy, too hot, and if it grew much more, I knew I would explode. There wasn’t enough of me to hold it inside.

      I was screaming. I thought I was screaming, but then I realized it wasn’t me.

      It was Tessa.

      She was screaming.

      Her heart was thumping hard—slow at first, but then speeding up. Her breath was coming harder, faster, and she was alive.

      Oh thank God. She was alive.

      I pressed my forehead to hers. She was still screaming, but I had to find a way to fix this. “Tessa? Please. How can I help? How—”

      “God. Damn. It. That fucking burned. Felt like I was going to explode for a second.” Her hand came up, touching my cheek. “Dastien?”

      A sob came out before I could stop it. “Do you remember—”

      “Everything.” She slid out of my arms and tried to stand, but her legs couldn’t hold her yet.

      She was moving too fast. She was too weak for this. “Wait.” I stood, wrapping my arm around her waist to give her some support while I poured power through her bond.

      She jerked in my arms and then blinked up at me. “God. That’s like guzzling a twenty-four pack of Diet Coke all at once.”

      I didn’t care. I would give her everything I had, and then I’d give her more. But I never wanted to be apart from her again. I brushed a kiss against her lips because she was here and alive and I could.

      “Hey.” Her hand cupped my cheek. “It’s going to be okay. I love you, you know? I’m glad you figured my plan.”

      I pulled away just enough to see her face. She had to be joking.

      Her plan? This was her plan?

      If that were true, then we were going to have a long talk about discussing plans before enacting them.

      Steadier now, she stepped away from me. “Oh, good. Everyone’s here. I love it when my plans work out.”

      “What?” I screamed at her, but it wasn’t just me screaming—it was half the council.

      She gave a little shrug as if telling us all it wasn’t a big deal. Which was complete garbage.

      It was a very big deal. The hell I’d been through—that we’d all been through—she knew?

      She spun to me. She was still way too thin, and I could feel the exhaustion in her, but there was a light in her eyes that I’d missed. I’d missed it so much.

      “No.” She put her hand on my cheek. “I didn’t know exactly what would happen. I’m not sure I would’ve done this if I’d known how long it’d take to get home.”

      I’m so sorry. Her soft voice came through the bond. We have a lot to talk about when we get home.

      I dropped to my knees. She was really here. All the way back. I closed my eyes, and I could hear her thoughts. She was here, and it was everything.

      I missed you. I— There were too many emotions. I couldn’t give them words, not even in my mind. Not even along the bond. It was too much, too big, too raw.

      I know, but we’ll be okay. I swear.

      No. She didn’t understand what it’d been like without her. She couldn’t possibly get it. I’m not sure I believe you. I want to go home. I want to take you home.

      Not yet. Soon. I promise. She grabbed my hand and pulled me from the ground.

      Tessa linked her fingers with mine and turned to our friends. “Well, it’s not exactly as I planned. I’ll explain more later, but we need to do something now. Van? Will you take all of us?”

      Van’s shoulders drooped as he watched Tessa. “Where are we going now?” He sounded as exhausted as I felt.

      “To see Mother. Or the woman who made me believe she was my mother.”

      “You want to see my mother? Now?” Cosette muttered quietly. She stepped closer to Chris, who wrapped his arm around her. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “There was a fight starting when I left, and I’m not sure which way time is passing among the courts.” Van flicked his hand, and a sword appeared in it. “It could be over by the time we get there or not started yet or in the middle of the worst of it. Are you sure you still want to go?”

      “Yes. We have to. We have no choice.”

      I opened the bond until I was inside Tessa’s head again. I knew she liked privacy, but the bond was back, and in place, and she wasn’t getting any privacy. Not for a while.

      I could feel the weight of her exhaustion—at how her bones felt too heavy inside her body—and I pushed more power at her because she was so certain that this had to be done now or everything that we went through would be for nothing.

      We had to go now, before it was too late.

      “I’ve waited twenty-one months for this. I lost twenty-one months for this. Your mother is about to be taught a lesson. It’d be best if everyone came with me, but you don’t have to.” She turned to Elowen and Kyra. “I’d understand if you wanted to stay.”

      They shared a look and then turned back to my mate. “And miss the Lunar Court fall?” Kyra said.

      “No.” Elowen crossed her arms. “I think we both want to be there for this.”

      I stepped close to Tessa. “What’s happening? Explain.” Please.

      I will. I promise. But if we don’t go now, we’ll lose our one window. And we both sacrificed too much to let this window pass us by. She pressed her free hand to my cheek. Trust me. Just one more time. Please.

      I peeked into her mind and saw her determination and her strength and her urgency. I understood that we had to do this now. I didn’t understand all of her plan—she was thinking too many things at once—but I didn’t need to. She’d explain the rest when there was time. I trusted her. Always. I’ll follow you wherever you go.

      I know. She gave me a small, sad smile. I counted on it. Thank you for finding me.

      I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t found her. It wasn’t me. I’d drowned without her every day. But that would wait.

      Van stepped toward us. “Everyone, hang on to each other.”

      “Wait,” Cosette said. “Dastien, Lucas, and Blaze. Before you agree to go, you need to be warned. It’s not wise for werewolves to go into the Lunar Court without protections. I can try to—”

      “Dastien and I will be okay,” Tessa said. “I’ve got him, and I have my own ways around your mother’s power now. Lucas and Blaze might need help.”

      “Really?” Cosette seemed suspicious of that, but the confidence was strong in Tessa’s mind.

      “Really.” Tessa grinned, and it was maybe the best thing I’d ever seen.

      I leaned down and breathed in her scent—lavender, vanilla, honey, and something just Tessa.

      Lucas laughed at Blaze. “You think you’ll be okay, old man?”

      “It’ll be a brisk day in Hell when I’m bested by one of the Lunar Court. Especially Helen.” Blaze’s laugh turned to a small smile. “No worries on our account. Lucas and I are quite a bit older than you. One of us might be older than your mother, Cosette. And I believe I can speak for both of us when I say we have our own protections.”

      Cosette gave one of her long-suffering sighs that sounded like bells chiming in the distance, and if I didn’t know her, I would’ve thought she was disappointed. But I knew it was relief. I’d heard her say that she was afraid of giving in to her power over werewolves. She didn’t want to help us if she didn’t have to.

      “Good, but the offer stands if any of you get into trouble.” She linked hands with Chris. “You only need to say the word.”

      Tessa squeezed my hand tighter as she grabbed onto Van. “Let’s do this. Now. The timing is just right.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that. I’d just gotten Tessa back, and now we were about to go face her kidnapper. Without a plan. Without an army. Without a chance in Hell.

      This was probably going to be one of the stupider things we’d done, but I trusted Tessa. If she said she saw this in her visions, then she saw it. I trusted her with my life. With all of our lives.

      I reached out to Chris.

      Within a second, we were all touching. Everyone except Samantha and Axel.

      When Tessa looked at her standing off to the side, Samantha held up her hands. “This is not my bag. I don’t fight. Not the things you do. That’s not how I work.”

      Tessa nodded. “You’ll wait here? With my brother?”

      Samantha shrugged. “Not like I have a great alternative. I’m not even sure where we are, and I don’t have a car. So, yeah. Just try not to take too long.”

      “I’ll take care of her,” Axel said. “But hurry home. I missed you.”

      “We’ll be back soon,” Tessa said.

      I hoped that was true. I really, really hoped. All I wanted was a little quiet time alone with my mate.

      “Everyone ready?” Van asked.

      There was a small chorus of yeses and grunts, and then everything was spinning and tumbling through a black abyss, but I didn’t feel it.

      Because she was back. I could be tumbling through a deep, dark abyss and not feel it ever again as long as I had her. As long as I could feel our bond. As long as we were together, I was home anywhere. Even here in the black, barren space between realms.

      Tessa was back.

      She was back, and she was mine again.
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      I never ever wanted to do anything less than go to the Lunar Court tonight, but it had to be done. The consequences of not going now would be unspeakable.

      I was so far beyond tired that I was in another realm of exhaustion, and there was this gnawing pit of hunger in my stomach that made me feel weak and woozy. All I wanted to do was walk inside the house in the distance. Through the bits and pieces I’d seen as our bond renewed, I knew Dastien built it himself with my brother and Mr. Dawson. But I hadn’t seen how it looked when finished.

      God, it looked like a dream. I could happily spend the next three years inside it with Dastien, but I wouldn’t get that chance if I didn’t keep moving tonight.

      I glanced back at my mate. My husband. His hair was longer. He’d added some muscle, which was insane because he already had more than enough. And there was a haunted look in his eyes that made me ache because it was my fault it was there. I did that to him.

      I didn’t remember him while I was gone. I didn’t know that I’d been missing anyone or anything, other than my memory. But there was this emptiness inside me that never seemed to go away. There was this constant pressure that made it hard to breathe or think sometimes. But now I knew what that was.

      It was Dastien.

      I didn’t realize he was my other half when I met him, but he was. After our bonding ceremony, we couldn’t live apart. Not for long. Not if we wanted to live.

      I knew I was too weak to fight anyone tonight. I’d been pushed to the brink of death fighting the queen’s magic for twenty-one long months. It was a poison in my veins, weaving through my soul, sucking the life from my body. It made me forget who I was, what I was, and everything important to me.

      My wolf paid the price of keeping me alive until Dastien found me. But I was with him now. I would eat and rest and heal.

      At least I would if I could do this.

      I had to push through. One more thing and then I could relax for a while.

      So, I took the energy and power that Dastien sent me and prayed it’d be enough.

      One more fight.

      One more night.

      One more and then I was taking a break from all of this. So, I needed to make this one, last thing count.

      When my brother had been hurt and we’d been pulling up to the warehouse, I saw so many different ways this could go. So many terrible ways. Endings with us dying. Endings with fey wars. Endings with so much needless death. Innocents. Humans. Werewolves. Fey. Witches.

      The futures I saw terrified me, and there wasn’t one that ended well. Almost every time we fought, we lost. Even when we won, the cost wasn’t worth it.

      Which meant I couldn’t fight this. I couldn’t start a war with the fey. Not then and not now. I had to find a way to end this.

      The only path to stopping our destruction started with my surrender.

      And today, tonight, right now, that path ended.

      I wasn’t sure what lay beyond this, but if I could pull this off, then I at least had some hope for what came next.

      Van pulled us through realms. The black abyss swamped me—tossing and turning me through space on the worst rollercoaster of my life—until we landed in the middle of the Lunar Court’s throne room.

      In the middle of a battle.

      Swords clanged against swords. The walls were flickering quickly. I was sure it meant something, but what? Warning? Defense? Instructions? There was so much magic being flung around the room that it was enough to drown in, but I was here to do one job. I would do it and leave and never come back.

      I didn’t know enough about the fey to know who was good and who was bad. Were they all from the Lunar Court? Or was this an intercourt war? Van hadn’t said who started the fight or why.

      Our group stayed tight in the center of the chaos, but we couldn’t stay there.

      “Van?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “War,” he said, and now I knew why he was still carrying his sword in his hand.

      Cosette flicked her wrist, and her flaming sword appeared.

      Lucas and Blaze shifted.

      They were about to jump into the battle, but they couldn’t. We didn’t know enough. They didn’t understand that this had to stop. This fight—this war—it wasn’t happening. At least not yet.

      The bond that linked the new council together pulsed. Each tie led to me. I felt their magic rising as they primed themselves for the battle ahead.

      But I had another use for their magic.

      I pulled it into myself until the tingles of magic on my skin turned into burning, searing pain. And then I let it brew some more, until Dastien squeezed my hand.

      That’s enough! He shouted at me through our bond.

      It’s okay. I’m fine.

      No, you’re not. You’re more than half-starved and weak and—

      I didn’t have time to argue with him. I felt the rest of the council about to move, and I screamed, “Stop!” I released a taste of our combined magic into the room. Just a pulse of it. Just enough to have the fighting slow.

      I couldn’t see the throne from where I was standing—the room was too crowded for me to see past all the fey—but I knew where it was by chandeliers swaying on the ceiling.

      I shoved my way to the front of the room, using my body and the power pulsing out from me to protect and clear a path.

      I didn’t need to look behind me to know that the rest of the council followed me. They would watch my back, and I would keep them safe.

      By the time we got to the front of the throne room, I could see Mother on the ground, ringed by four guards. They had a bubble of iridescent magic surrounding her, protecting her.

      But it wouldn’t protect her from me.

      I felt responsible for putting that broken look in Dastien’s eyes, but none of this would’ve happened if she’d left us alone.

      She should’ve left us alone.

      “Mother?” Cosette pushed past me, leaping six feet up onto the dais. “What’s going on?” Cosette’s command went unanswered, but the queen tried to sit up.

      She tried and then failed. There was blood on the ground under her, but only a few small spots of red on the front of her white silk blazer.

      I didn’t feel sorry for the queen, not then. Not even when I saw the pool of blood growing. But I felt sorry for Cosette.

      This woman who’d caused so much pain for so many people was the only person Cosette could call Mother.

      I had a real mother who was kind and caring and loving. Who would’ve done anything—anything—to protect me from a monster like the Lunar Court’s queen.

      What’s happening? Dastien asked though the bond. You have a plan, but is this it?

      Kind of. I’m trying to stop a war. I’m not sure that’s possible, but—

      That’s why you let them take you. He was in my head again. He knew the answer, but I would give him the confirmation he needed.

      Yes. I hated it. I mostly knew what I was doing when I let them take me, but I hated that I’d been apart from him. Hated that what I’d done almost killed him. Hated that he’d felt so alone for so long.

      But that was done now. Now I was finishing it.

      I gathered up the energy I borrowed from the council and used it to fuel my jump onto the dais next to Cosette. The others jumped up after me, supporting whatever my plan was.

      I looked at the fey guards surrounding the queen. “Move.” They parted, and Cosette spun to me.

      Her eyes were wide as she stared at me. “How?”

      I’ll explain everything. Just let me get through this part, I sent through the bond that connected the new council.

      I moved into the space the guards made and stared down at the queen. Her skin wasn’t quite so golden or glowing. Her power had dimmed enough for someone to attack her, and it was my fault.

      I knew some of what would happen when Helen took me. I knew that she’d hide my bond from Dastien. I knew that she’d take me away, hold me somewhere. And I knew that to do that, she’d need to weave her magic through the pack bonds and into my soul. Her little barbed threads of magic would wind their way in and out of my soul, over and over until I was hidden. But when Dastien found me—if he found me—then he’d need to find a way to sever those threads.

      That’s exactly what Samantha did. She’d destroyed our old bond, and when she did that, she cut Helen’s barbed threads from the source. And when Dastien re-formed the bond, the strands burned like bone-dry shrubs in a brush fire, but some of the barbs of Lunar Court magic remained deep inside of me.

      Helen seeded so much power into me—to keep me under her control, to keep me hidden, to keep me from everything that I was—that when Samantha and Dastien finally broke through all of it, part of her burned with her magic.

      She was weak today. That wouldn’t last, and I wasn’t even sure if the barbs would be inside my soul forever or if they’d burn up eventually, too. But now—when her court was in chaos, when a battle was happening, when she was weakened by the severing of part of her power—I had a chance to stop her before this turned into a bigger nightmare than it already was.

      The last time I saw her, I’d been a little scared of her. But there was nothing terrifying about this woman now.

      “You.” Her breath was thin and reedy. “You will give me back what’s mine.”

      There wasn’t a chance in Hell that was happening. “No. No, I won’t. Because it’s gone, and what’s left in me is mine.” I squatted next to her. She wasn’t scary and powerful anymore. The power from the council pulsed inside me, and I would use it now. Because right now, the fey were in turmoil.

      I had one chance to fix this. To fix everything.

      I looked at the queen. “You took me,” I whispered. “You tried to slowly kill me. But it turns out, I’m pretty hard to kill. So, I’ll take what’s left of your power in my soul, and I will stop you before you destroy us all.”

      I rose and looked at her court. Fey filed into the large room. The countless chandeliers were swaying. The walls were pulsing as they glowed. But everyone was quiet and still as they watched me. There weren’t just warriors, but all manner of fey. People looking to fight and people looking terrified of what I might do.

      But I wasn’t going to fight. Not right now. Not today. I didn’t have the energy for that, and that wasn’t why I was here.

      I strode to her throne and stepped up on the seat. I wanted all eyes on me. I was only doing this once, and then I was going home. The room was starting to go a little gray, and I knew I didn’t have a long time before the last of my strength ran out.

      “Before your queen stole me, I spent months trying to play nice with all of you. You pointed the finger at me. It was my fault you were hiding. My fault that the humans knew about the existence of supernaturals. My fault that the fey had lost control of the portal between realms. But you failed to look inside yourselves.”

      I paused, waiting for anyone to speak up, but the room remained quiet.

      “It was you who decided to hide from the humans. You who decided to close yourselves off. That wasn’t my fault. If you truly believe that you could’ve stayed hidden in the age of technology, then you’re stupider than I thought.”

      I didn’t care that I was insulting them. I was over them.

      “If you hadn’t forgotten about your vow to protect this realm from the one beyond, then the seals never would’ve broken. The portal to Hell never would’ve opened. I only fixed your fuck up. Not my fault. Yours. Your fault. The only reason I have this power is because of your failures.”

      I’d tried to say that nicely before in countless meetings, but no one heard me. No one listened. But they were listening now.

      “When your queen kidnapped me, she gave me some of her magic. And now, there’s not just witch inside me. Not just werewolf. Not just some archon power linking me with a lot of other powerful supernaturals. I’ve got a little bit of your queen’s magic, too.”

      There were some murmurs, some gasps, and I was sure I’d shocked the ones who remained quiet, too. But I wasn’t done.

      “Blaming me ends now. Blaming the werewolves ends now. You will be responsible for your own behavior. You will stop acting like spoiled toddlers. You start a fight, I will show up, and I will end it.” I held my hands out, pushing the queen’s ice-cold magic out of me. The light in the walls died. The chandeliers went out. And the room was plunged into darkness for a moment.

      And then I did one of the spells I’d been working on with Claudia before I’d been kidnapped. I traced a pattern in the air, and light blossomed around me.

      “If you test me, if you try me, if you want to come after me, remember that I have a bit of her magic now mixed in with all the rest. And I’m not alone.”

      I spread out my hands to the side, and the glow around me extended to the rest of the new council.

      The four fey stepped forward—Cosette, Van, Elowen, and Kyra.

      The four werewolves stepped forward—Dastien, Lucas, Chris, and Blaze.

      The four witches stepped forward—Beth, Shane, River, and Claudia.

      “I’m not alone. You attack one of us, you attack all of us.”

      I jumped down from the throne and moved to the edge of the platform. “Together, we can break through any magic. Even the strongest one of you. Even when you work with witches and werewolves. Even when you spend twenty-one months trying to weaken me. I’m still strong enough to take on the most powerful of you.”

      I walked back to Helen and squatted again. “I win,” I whispered to her.

      I rose and stared at her advisors who stood to the side of the dais. They were the ones I’d spent months trying to reason with.

      Assholes. All of them thought they knew everything. They thought they were the only ones that mattered. But they were wrong.

      “You wouldn’t listen to me before, but you need to hear me now. You will leave the humans alone. You will stop sending your monsters after us. Because if you don’t, I’ll come back here. And when I do, I’ll bring my friends, and we’ll be a lot less nice.”

      The room started to spin a little, and I knew I was reaching the end of my strength. I needed to get home before I dropped.

      I needed to eat and sleep and be with Dastien.

      I can carry you. He was in my head. He knew how weak I was.

      No. They have to believe I’m strong. They have to be scared. If I can scare them enough, they’ll listen to diplomacy. Or at the very least, they’ll think for a while before they attack again. I need time before our next fight.

      I held a hand out to Van, and my friends moved without me needing to tell them it was time to go.

      There was the darkness and the dizziness and then we were home and Dastien was there. It was still dark, but it felt like we’d been gone for a million years instead of maybe a few hours. I started to sway, and Dastien pulled me to his side, holding me up.

      “I’m so hungry,” I whispered to Dastien.

      “I know. But you’re going to have to go slow. Okay? You’re going to be fine. The house is stocked.”

      “Our house.” I’d almost forgotten.

      I turned to see the house I’d dreamed of. The exterior was a mixture of white stucco and red brick. The roof was matte silver metal. There was a large wraparound porch with a few rockers at the front with small tables between them, and I could make out a swing along the next section of the porch.

      There were so many windows—larger on the first floor, smaller on the second and third—and it was massive. We didn’t plan on something this big. Why was it so big?

      “I expanded it a bit.”

      A bit? A bit? “How many square feet?”

      “A little over ten thousand.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Jesus, Dastien.”

      “And it’s fully furnished.”

      My eyes started to burn, and he wrapped his arms around me. I was surrounded by the scent and feel of him. He was in my heart, in my mind, in my soul. And I was home.

      “I missed you so much.” I felt the first tears come. “I missed building this house. I missed everything.”

      He held me tight against him as he stroked my back. “I used the binders of ideas you made. I think you’re going to love it. Chris and Cosette helped me with a lot of the decorating part, but your brother and—”

      I pushed him away. “Axel?” I’d seen him, but I didn’t get to talk to him. To really see him. “Is he—”

      “Fine.” He brushed his fingers through my hair. “He’s fine. A werewolf with not super great control, but—”

      “What? It’s been twenty-one months. I was fine after a couple weeks. Why is he still not totally in control?”

      He ran his fingers down my face. “And you had me in your mind, in your soul, even before we cemented our bond. I was there with you, keeping you steady. He doesn’t have that. He’s doing great for the most part. He just needs to be with someone very alpha.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s been living with me. I’m assuming he’s still inside, waiting for you. I can—”

      A throat cleared, and I turned to see Van standing with everyone else. I’d forgotten about them. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “You guys have a lot to catch up on,” Claudia said as she stepped forward. She pulled me away from Dastien to give me a hug. “I’m so glad you’re home. Finally. I wish I’d been able to—”

      No. Absolutely not. I wasn’t letting her do that. “Don’t blame yourself for this.” I leaned back from her. “I knew what I was doing, and I knew what I was asking of you. Of Dastien. Of everyone here.”

      Then I stepped away from her to look at the rest of my friends. “I know I can’t say the word that rhymes with shmank-shmoo because of the fey here, but know that I’m thinking them all the same.” I turned to Cosette. “I…I don’t know what to say about your mother. I—”

      Cosette held up a hand, cutting off my apology before I could really get into it. “Don’t. She deserved that, and I think this might have stopped a war. Only time will tell.” She looked back at Van.

      He gave her a long look, and I knew they were talking in their own way.

      Van finally shook his head before glancing at me. “I’m not sure, and I’m too old to hope, but it’s possible. I’m going to be spending a lot of time among the fey. They need to stabilize now, and if they don’t…”

      He was quiet, but he didn’t need to say the words.

      If they didn’t sort it out, we’d have to sort it out for them.

      “There are others who will need to pay for the part they played in this,” Dastien said, and he was right.

      But not tonight. Nothing else was that urgent.

      Yes, Imogene was a problem. I wanted to find out what had happened to her. And the New York coven had to be dealt with before they did any more damage, but I couldn’t deal with that now. From the way Claudia was leaning against Lucas, I couldn’t send her to deal with it either.

      I could’ve asked Beth or River—because it needed to be another witch that took care of it—but we could figure it out later.

      Next week. Next month. When I wasn’t so tired that I couldn’t plan that far ahead, but we’d figure it out. Together.

      “I’m going to take everyone back where they belong,” Van said. “You two need privacy.”

      “Hey! You’re back.” A voice called from behind me.

      I turned to see Samantha and Axel striding from the house.

      “Been waiting over a day,” Samantha said. “I want to catch up, but it’ll have to be later. My mom is flipping out, but dang, Dastien. The house is really amazing.”

      “A day? I thought it felt like minutes, and I guessed we’d been gone hours, but a day?” I looked at Cosette.

      She gave me a small shrug. “It’s normal. The time varies widely at court.”

      I guessed it must. I walked to Samantha and my brother, stopping just in front of them. “Thank you for your help,” I said to Samantha.

      “I’d say it was my pleasure, but it kind of wasn’t. I really hate getting mixed up in this fey, werewolf stuff. I’ve got enough on my plate without adding that in.”

      I wasn’t sure what else she was dealing with, but I totally understood wanting to stay away from all this drama. “You need anything—”

      “I’ll let you know. Promise.” Her gaze darted beyond me to Dastien. She gave him a little two-finger salute. “You’re going to regret owing me a favor.”

      “No,” Dastien said. “I don’t think I will.”

      “If you say so. I’ll let you know.” She sighed. “And thanks for the money. My mother immediately put most of it into savings for college. She wants me to write you a thank you note.”

      “Money?” I asked. What were they talking about?

      I’ll fill you in later. “No need for a thank you. You found her. You earned it.”

      Samantha started to say something, but then stopped. Instead, she pulled out her silver skull earbuds, shoved them in, and turned on some music. “Can I get one of those nauseating trips home?”

      I looked at her for a second. “Why do you need the earbuds?”

      “Helps drown out all the screaming when the fey dude drags you between realms. I mean, I did not need to see that much of purgatory. Definitely closing my eyes this time.”

      It was so quiet for a second that all I could hear were the cicadas.

      And then Van laughed, and it was a sound I wasn’t sure I’d heard from him before. Maybe I would’ve liked the sound, but I was still getting over the purgatory thing.

      “Sure.” Van reached out for her hand, like they both hadn’t just blown our minds. “I might need a second before I can come back for the rest. All the back and forth with multiple passengers is exhausting, but I’ll be back.”

      “Did you know that?” Chris yelled at Cosette as soon as Van and Samantha were gone.

      “Well, I mean…” Cosette winced. “How did you think you were getting from place to place?”

      “I don’t know, Cosette. Maybe just…you know…magic.”

      Cosette laughed, and it sounded a little too much like Van’s with a hint of evil cackle mixed in. She was enjoying his horror a little too much.

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m not going back with him.” Chris started marching to the house. “I’m staying with you guys tonight.”

      The fey seemed to find this whole thing hilarious, but I was with Chris. I would need to think long and hard before I agreed to travel with Van again. I mean—I didn’t see or hear anything, but just knowing where I’d been—

      I shuddered. It creeped me out.

      “Hey,” a familiar voice said.

      I turned to my brother. He was so much bigger than before—so much muscle—and he seemed taller. It was the werewolf effect, but he was still my brother. “Nice man bun.”

      “Shut up. Not you, too.” He hugged me. “You’re so thin it’s scaring me. You need food before you see Mom and Dad. They’re going to flip.”

      I patted his back. “I’m okay, and I’ll get better fast. Promise.”

      He pulled back, and I saw tears in his eyes. “Don’t you ever do anything like that for me again. I’m so fucking mad at you right now. And I’m going to yell at you, but…after you eat. When you don’t look like you’re ready to fall over.”

      I couldn’t help it. I started to laugh, and I couldn’t stop. It was just so nice to be back.

      I’d wanted time alone with Dastien, but it looked like I might have a house full of friends and family for a bit first. At least until I could get them on their way in a less Hell-ish way.

      Dastien pulled me into his arms. Welcome home.

      I guess it’s good you made the house so big because it sounds like they’re all staying with us tonight.

      I guess so, but it’s not that big once you get used to it.

      It’s a freaking hotel, Dastien. A hotel.

      His laugh echoed through our bond as he lifted me up, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, my legs around his waist. My stomach growled, and he pressed a kiss against my neck.

      Let’s get you some food.

      Oh man. You’re going to annoy me about the food, aren’t you?

      Yes. And you’re going to take it without any whining.

      I breathed in his scent, and the last of the empty feeling in my soul disappeared. I would take it, I would take whatever he’d give me. And then I would ask for more.

      Because if I was right, then I just bought us some serious quiet time.

      And I was going to enjoy every second of it.
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      Two Months Later

      

      After our showdown at the Lunar Court, it took a few days for everyone to clear out, my brother included. Axel figured Dastien and I needed a little alone time, and he was right.

      People stopped by to hang out a lot, and Sunday dinners were back on at my parents’ house. They made a ton of food, and whoever was around would show up—usually at least us, my brother, and Mr. Dawson. But for the most part, it’d been two months of relaxing, lazing, and spending time with Dastien.

      Also, the house was amazing. Dastien said he’d used my binder as inspiration, and he wasn’t kidding. Some of the rooms looked exactly like the images from pages I’d ripped from magazines. I couldn’t have done a better job if I’d been here. And it was probably better that I wasn’t here. I would’ve been an anxious pain in the butt—going back and forth about tiles and paint colors and wood finishes. But now it was done, and I just got to enjoy it.

      It didn’t feel like I’d earned all of this, but after what I’d been through, it felt like I’d won a prize.

      Was it worth it? I wasn’t sure, but things had quieted down. There were no middle-of-the-night fights. No alarms waking me up. A few human groups were grumbling about us being made from the devil, but the vast majority accepted us. Everything had been quiet—beyond quiet—and for once, I could relax.

      I was currently in the pool, drifting in the water on a pink mesh float, and living in a golden state of zen. I hadn’t even thought about putting in a pool—especially since we had the pond—but Axel told Dastien how much time I used to spend in our pool in LA. My brother won mega points with that move. The pool was my favorite place ever.

      The days had cooled a bit, but the water was heated. The sun was hot on my face, and I didn’t mind the little bit of chill in the air. Birds chirped in the distance and cicadas were making their buzzing music and I knew this was home.

      The peace in my soul and the happiness in my heart were enough to tell me I’d found my place. My home.

      “We have a meeting with the others in an hour,” Dastien said from his spot floating beside me. “We should probably get out of the pool.”

      That sounded exactly like something I didn’t want to do. “Can we skip it?”

      The council met every week to assess any threats or problems that were brewing that could become threats. Dastien had been calling in when needed, but they’d let me skip so far. They were doing fine without me there, and I didn’t feel ready to go back. Not yet.

      Dastien slid off of the float and stood in the water next to me. “Do you want to pull away from the council? We can. No one would think twice after what we’ve been through. It wouldn’t have to be forever.”

      We’d gone back and forth about this over and over and over. I just didn’t know if I could or if I should. I wasn’t a quitter, but I still didn’t feel a need to participate.

      At first, I thought it was because I was tired, but I wasn’t anymore. I was rested. Well-rested. I’d gained back the weight I’d lost—thanks to Dastien hounding me. I was stronger than I’d been before all of this happened. Stronger than I’d ever been.

      But something was still holding me back.

      And then that had me asking another hard question—if I did pull back, what would I do?

      I was twenty-one years old. Part werewolf, part witch, formerly human, with a hint of fey magic running through my soul. My magic was the center of a council that protected the seal that separated Earth from Hell and kept the demons where they belonged. They needed me.

      But right now, there was nothing to fight. No battles to win. No need for my visions to save us from war.

      Everything was quiet.

      Everyone was safe: my parents, my friends, my mate.

      This was everything I’d been dreaming of.

      What’s next, chérie? Anything is possible. We could even go to college. You could finish the degree you started. We can travel. We can stay here. You only have to choose what you want.

      I’d thought about school, too, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back. I’d also thought about going to LA and hounding Samantha until she spilled what was wrong with her, but she told me to give her time. So, I was giving her time. I had a feeling she’d be calling in that favor soon, and when she did, we’d be there.

      Until then, I wasn’t sure of much except Dastien. I don’t know what I want to do, but whatever it is, I know I have to be with you. We can’t be apart again.

      That’s not a choice. You’re stuck with me. He pressed his lips against mine. Forever.

      Forever. I slid off the float and into his arms.

      I wasn’t sure what would come next or how long the peace would last, but for now, it was quiet.

      I was going to enjoy every single ounce of peace I found and be thankful for it.

      And maybe when the next battle came, I would be ready to lead again.

      But for now, it was me and Dastien.

      Dastien and me.

      That was all I wanted. That was more than enough for me.

      For now.
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            To My Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh boy, has the Alpha Girl series gone on a journey. I truly hope you enjoyed reading Alpha Erased. I bet you're wondering if this is the end of the series--it's the question I get asked the MOST. Answer: yes, I’m calling the series complete because it’s the end for now. I'm so excited to be taking a break from the Alpha Girls series to spin Samantha off into her own trilogy.

      For those of you following along the series from the beginning, you know that I almost ended the series with Alpha Unleashed. I was planning on writing Samantha's book—Invocation—after Unleashed launched in Sept of 2015, but I got so many emails from all of you, that I canceled that book to write more for Tessa and her friends.

      But the deeper I got into the Alpha Girl books, the more Samantha wanted to come forward, until I finally sneaked her into Being Alpha and Alpha Erased.

      Samantha's books will be a little darker, a little spookier, and have a solid, slow-burn romance over the series arc. You'll also see a certain archon popping, aaand she might ask for that favor Tessa and Dastien owe her.

      Look for Invocation coming your way in the fall/winter of 2021.

      Will Tessa, Dastien, Meredith, Claudia, Cosette, Chris and the rest be back after that? We’ll just have to see what the fates have planned… 😉😉 

      Join the Ink Monster newsletter for updates, and keep in touch via my Instagram - @aileenerin and the Ink Monster Superfans group on Facebook. Those two places are where I post the most. ❤️

      

      xoxo

      Aileen

      

      PS: My next release is On Mission, Book Three in the Aunare Chronicles. Due out December 1, 2020! The Aunare Chronicles might be different from the Alpha Girl series in terms of genre, but it's got the same non-stop action, kick-ass heroines, swoon-worthy heroes, and some flaming hot romance. (Read: FLAMING. HOT. In book 2, if you know what I mean. 😉) If you haven't checked out the series yet, please give it a shot. Keep reading for a sample from Book 1, Off Planet. 
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        Keep reading for a blurb and sample chapters!

      

      

      

      Maité Martinez has always yearned for more than waitressing in a greasy diner, especially when most people have left the polluted ruins of Earth behind for a better life on other planets. It’s not just working at the diner that’s making life hard for her. Being a half-human, half-alien girl has never been trickier. With the corporate government hunting down the last of her father’s alien Aunare race living on Earth, hiding her growing special abilities has become a full-time job on its own.

      Every minute Maité stays on Earth is one minute closer to getting caught. The stress is almost more than she can bear, and when a fancy Space Tech officer gets handsy with her at the diner, she reacts without thinking.

      Breaking the officer’s nose wasn’t her smartest move. Now she’s faced with three years forced labor on the volcano planet, Abbadon. With the job she’s slotted for, it may as well have been a death sentence.

      It doesn’t take Maité long before she realizes there’s more to the mining on Abbadon than Space Tech has let on. As she makes unlikely allies, Maité uncovers Space Tech’s plot to nuke the Aunare homeworld. The firepower stored in Abbadon’s warehouses is more than enough to do the job ten times over.

      As the clock ticks, Maité knows that if she can’t find a way to stop Space Tech, there will be an interstellar war big enough to end all life in the universe. There’s only one question: Can she prevent the total annihilation of humanity without getting herself killed in the process?
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      A chorus of shouts rippled through the room, sending a zing of energy up my spine. The warehouse’s old wooden floors creaked as the class launched into a jump kick. Not even the mats I’d scrounged from around Albuquerque could mask the noise of the battered floorboards.

      The massive room was good enough for us to hold a class in and not much else. I’d created a little makeshift locker room in the back with a floral curtain and a few cubbies where the students could stash their stuff. A few industrial lights hung down from the ceiling. They weren’t very bright, but they also didn’t cost much to keep turned on, which was essential since I was on a budget. I’d shoved a small, battered desk I’d found abandoned in an alley in the corner and some outdated vidscreens hung on the wall. I didn’t watch much on them, but I liked to check the news and a selection of social channels—both legit and off the grid resistance sites—before leaving. It was dangerous out there, especially for halfers like me, but I was a girl who knew how to survive.

      Except for the study area and the lockers, the warehouse was just one massive open space that looked like it could fall down on our heads at any second, but thankfully, it was studier than it appeared. My students didn’t care about aesthetics. The tiny fee they paid was barely enough to keep the lights on. My students came here to learn how to fight, and that was the only thing that mattered.

      We finished the warm-up and the students bowed. I took in the twenty-three people standing in front of me. Their spines stiff. Most wore some type of active gear, but a few were in pajamas. I didn’t require white karate gis or hand out colored belts. None of that was important in here. My only goal was to make sure these Earther kids survived the walk home from school every day.

      “Good job, everyone.” The girls relaxed their stance. This class was my beginner level. The students were only a few years younger than me—fourteen-ish, give or take a year—but they seemed like babies to me. Probably because none of them lived under constant mortal fear like I did. I was pretty sure that kind of danger had aged me faster than most, but rampant crime—especially personal assaults—were at an all-time high. If these kids wanted to make it through the next decade of their lives unscathed, they were going to have to toughen up.

      “We’re sparring tonight.” That got me a few smiles. Most looked a little nervous, but no one looked particularly freaked out. “This is going to be fun. I promise.” I gave them a smile, hoping to put them at ease. “It’s important to try what we’ve learned on an opponent. Roan!” I yelled for my best friend to join us, and he waddled out from behind the curtain where he’d been putting on thick, head-to-toe padding.

      “You all need to feel okay about beating the crap out of someone, so Roan’s going to be our punching bag.” Roan somehow managed to wrap an arm around me even with the constraining pads, and I nudged him softly. “Don’t be afraid to rip into this guy.”

      “Hey,” Roan’s light green eyes filled with laughter, and he tugged on my braided hair. “Don’t listen to Maité. I have plans tonight. Don’t want to mess up my face.”

      “That’s why you’re going to put on the mask I gave you,” I said.

      “You didn’t tell me Yvette was in this class,” Roan murmured in my ear. “Been trying to get a date with her sister for years. Think she’ll put in a good word for me?”

      “Roan.” The word was a warning, but he looked at me with wide, innocent eyes. I elbowed him in the stomach—this time harder. He let out an “oof.”

      Roan wasn’t the least bit intimidating. At three inches shorter than me and a little too energetic to be anything but adorable, he was more like a speedy teddy bear than anything else. He could keep up with me and made me laugh constantly. Which is why he’d been my best friend for nearly a decade, but his timing needed work. “If anything happens to them because you were goofing off when—”

      “Come on, Maité. I’ll do my job here. But that doesn’t mean we can’t make this fun, okay?”

      “This is too important to mess up,” I whispered. The truth sat like a ball of molten lava in my stomach. Life was dangerous out there for all kids. They had to be able to defend themselves. “All right. Who wants to go—” A sharp burn ran through my finger and I couldn’t stop the curse from flying out as I shook my hand.

      A couple of shocked gasps came from my students.

      “Sorry. I…” I glanced to Roan, not sure how to fix this.

      He looped his arm with mine. “One second. Gotta talk strategy with my girl before we start.” Roan dragged me toward the make-shift locker room.

      “We’ll be right back,” I said looking over my shoulder at the class. “Try doing bunkai number eight to stay warm. Yvette? You help lead.”

      Yvette nodded. “You got it.”

      That gave us a second, and by the look on Roan’s face, I was about to get an earful.

      “Jesus. You’re going to get us killed,” Roan whispered as soon as we were through the curtain. At least he wasn’t mad enough to forget that if anyone—even one of my students—found out I was a halfer, we’d both be as good as dead. “The implant still bothering you?”

      “Bothering is too nice of a word.” I bit down on the tip of my finger for a second, feeling the microscopic chip beneath my skin. “It feels like a hot poker is stabbing my finger. The alerts from my contact lens were bad, but I turned them off and I’m still feeling the frequency shifts.”

      “How often?”

      “It feels like every other minute, but maybe more like every ten. I thought shutting down my email would help, but… I hate it.” I spat the words out. It was the truth. I hated every damned second that this piece of shit tech sat under my skin. “I have to get it removed or else I’ll end up cutting it out or—”

      “No. You can’t. Not after everything we went through to get it in the first place. The fake ID. The sketchy doctor. And I could get in so much shit if they find out I was the one who replaced your blood sample. No fucking way, Maité.” He stepped closer to me, and I could almost feel the heat of Roan’s anger. “We’ve talked about this. You gotta start blending in better. Most people have their neural lace implanted straight onto their brain by now, and—”

      “But I’m half alien.”

      “Don’t say that word.” His tone was outraged, but for no good reason.

      “It’s not a dirty word. It’s what I am. I’m half Aunare. And that side of me is stronger than the Earther side. My kind can’t have implanted tech. I’m too sensitive for it. This will kill me—or worse—drive me insane. There’s no way I’d survive lacing my brain, so don’t even start with that again.” A neural lace hardwired all of a person’s apps, calls, games, and everything else they wanted straight into their cerebral cortex for maximum convenience. Earthers loved it, but if a simple finger implant and AR contact lens nearly drove me crazy with jolts of fire-hot pain, that kind of tech would kill me for sure.

      “So, what now? You get your dinky-assed implant taken out and then go back to using a wrist unit? And then what’s going to happen to you?”

      “It worked before.” My words were mumbled. I knew I couldn’t go back to that. I’d stick out, and I already looked too Aunare as it was.

      “It worked because we were kids. We all had wrist units back then. But in a few days, you’re going to be eighteen. You can maybe pass for sixteen—maybe—but not once someone talks to you. You act and sound much older than you are. And I get it. You’ve been through shit. But babe, by sixteen most people already have the neural net. You need this implant or you’re going to get caught. And we both know what happens then.”

      He was right. I knew it, but I still wanted the implant gone. It’d been a couple of weeks, and the burning pain was getting worse. Maybe if I—

      “No way. Stop it.” Roan cut off my thoughts. “I know that look. You’re about to argue with me, but you’re just being stubborn and you’re wrong. You’re just going to have to suck it up. SpaceTech will kill you if they find you. Your family and your friends. Anyone who spent any significant time with you. Which means me. You have to get your shit together and stop cussing every time that thing gets an alert. People will start to notice. Not everyone is as smart as you, but not everyone is a freaking moron either. And you’re not some ordinary halfer. If they find out exactly who you are, there will be war.”

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose, trying to find my Zen. “I know. I know. I’ll figure something out and—”

      Someone tapped on my shoulder, and I spun. One of my newest students—Hillary—let out a gasp at my too-quick movement and I winced.

      Shit. Shit. Just fucking shit. I’d moved too fast. Aunare weren’t like Earthers. They were an elegant race built for speed and fighting. It’s why I taught the class. Fighting for me was like breathing. But I couldn’t show these kids who I was. What I was.

      When I taught my classes, it was painfully hard not to give in. Not to let my body move like it could. And in that one second, I’d given myself away.

      Roan was right. I hadn’t lived this long to be stupid now, but the implant was distracting me. It was making me too on edge, and I couldn’t afford to forget my Earther façade for even a for even a second.

      Hillary’s eyes were wide as she stared up at me. She’d had a close call a couple weeks ago and ended up in my class a little battered and bruised, but I saw the will to fight burning in her. I wanted to make sure that next time, she’d fight and win. “Are you— Was that—” She was too afraid to ask what I was.

      “Sorry. You startled me.” I’d found that if you explained a movement away as being scared or excited or some other extreme emotion, most Earthers dismissed it. They didn’t want to find an Aunare living on this planet, especially if it’s someone they’d been spending significant time with. Hillary had been here every night for three weeks.

      “Oh. Sorry,” she said, and her shoulders relaxed. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “We only have twenty minutes left in class.” She swallowed. “I need the practice.” Her words were barely audible.

      I immediately felt guilty. “Of course. I’m so sorry I got distracted. Apparently, I’m having a day.” I shoved through the curtain. “Okay, everyone. I promise to stay focused on your training the rest of class.” My finger burned again and I bit my tongue. I swallowed the coppery tang of blood in my mouth along with another curse that was begging to slip out.

      This had to get easier. Didn’t it?

      Maybe not. At least not for me.

      These girls? I could help them. Volunteering here three hours a day, six days a week took its toll on me. Especially since I also had my shifts at the diner. But if teaching them to survive was the only thing I did before I got caught, then that was something I could be proud of.

      “We’re going to work off of bunkai number eight—the one you were just practicing—while sparring with Roan. Each movement in the bunkai is something that can be used to fend off an attacker. Roan is covered in padding, so don’t be afraid to let loose,” I said as I settled back into teaching.

      Everything was going to be fine. I could do this. I could stay hidden, teach my classes, and save my money. One day, I’d be light-years away from here and safe. Until then, I’d dream about making my escape from this godforsaken planet.

      



  




CHAPTER TWO

      About an hour after all the students left, I waited for Roan while he changed. He’d stayed through my intermediate and advanced classes to spar with me, sans padding. It was nice of him, especially since he knew I was going to kick his butt every time. It’d been good, but I was still on edge. I needed a second to relax. I needed to let my body really move, but I couldn’t do that, even with Roan. He could barely keep up with me at half-speed. I needed to actually unwind for one goddamned second. But now that everyone was gone and Roan was changing, all I wanted to do was go home and hide.

      It was getting harder and harder to hold myself back, and I felt like I was fighting a losing battle. One of these days I was going to slip up—I was going to do something I couldn’t talk my way out of—and that one slip up was going to be the death of me and everyone I loved.

      I sat at my desk in the dark and watched the news on the vidscreens. I could always tell my mom I was sleeping here if there was a riot or the police were out searching for their latest target. She wouldn’t love it, but spending the night in this shithole of a warehouse was better than risking my life to get home.

      Supposedly, it hadn’t always been this dangerous. Way before I was born, SpaceTech—the biggest corporate conglomerate—took over all of Earth’s government. I didn’t know the specifics of it, but I hoped whoever thought that was a good idea was rotting in hell because it was an unmitigated disaster for everyone on Earth. As long as it didn’t hurt SpaceTech’s bottom line, they didn’t care what happened to us. Which meant we lived in a world with too much violent crime, corruption, and poverty.

      But SpaceTech was good at one thing—expanding to grow a stronger power base. Their colonization and trade routes spread across the galaxy and they’d found dozens of other species to exploit along the way. But in all their greed to find more profits and colonize more planets, SpaceTech finally met a race that was stronger, smarter, and had better tech than them.

      From all the stories, it had been nice between Earthers and the Aunare for nearly a decade, but when I was three, SpaceTech assassinated all high level Aunare officials living on Earth, and then started hunting everyone else on any of their colonies with ties to the alien race. In less than two weeks, most Aunare or part-Aunare people living on a SpaceTech controlled planet were murdered. Except the few of us that got away.

      That was why I forced myself to watch the news multiple times a day. I couldn’t get caught. Especially since me and my mother were the only two high level Aunare targets that managed to get away before SpaceTech could murder us. But there was a hefty reward for anyone who had information on us. And if someone actually turned us in, their whole family would be set for life and then some.

      If things could get worse, I wasn’t sure how.

      The news tonight was normal. One image caught my eye. A massive SpaceTech warship was landing on Terra 10—one of the colony planets on the edge of SpaceTech’s official empire. A report of increased Aunare activity in the area had more of SpaceTech’s IAF—Interplanetary Armed Forces—landing to secure the area.

      If they said the Aunare were dangerous and they needed more forces in the area, then it had to be true. Right?

      Except it probably wasn’t. I’d bet my day’s wages from the double shift I’d pulled at the diner that the Aunare weren’t even close to that colony. SpaceTech just wanted the humans to feel the alien threat all the time and used it to justify all the crap they did.

      Slowly, all six channels—including the off the grid ones—changed to cover a new story happening on Earth. I flicked the button, linking all the vidscreens to show one large image: a half-Aunare guy, maybe a couple years younger than me, being dragged into an execution arena in Ohio.

      Damn it. I looked away for a second but then made myself watch.

      He was bleeding, dirty, beaten up. Whoever had found him and turned him in had clearly done a number on the guy. SpaceTech liked to make a big spectacle of murdering any person with Aunare blood or ties left on Earth. There was a sizable reward for whoever turned the enemy in. It wasn’t nearly as big as the one for me and my mom, but it was a game changer for most people. And they got the added bonus of having the best seat to watch the execution. I whimpered and squeezed my eyes shut, but that didn’t stop the sound coming from the screens. The guy pleaded for his life and the crowd yelled. Calling him names that should never be uttered. Not ever.

      It wouldn’t be long before a pack of rabid dogs would be let loose in there. They liked to remind everyone that Auanre weren’t human. When this kid started fighting for his life, he’d move with his true, in-human speed. His skin would glow like it was lit from within. And, if he was from a strong Aunare bloodline, his tattoos would appear along his skin.

      Once it was over, SpaceTech would come on the screen and tell Earthers here and across all of the colonies how the Aunare were the problem. The Aunare were the reason our lives sucked ass. The Aunare were why there was so much crime and poverty.

      What a crock of shit.

      “Hey,” Roan said as he gripped my shoulder. He’d changed into a pair of black pants and a bright blue button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a shiny pair of Kicks I hadn’t seen before. He looked a little more dressed up than usual. “I’ve been calling your name.”

      I shook my head and pointed to the screen.

      “I saw the alert and hurried. How many times do I have to tell you not to put yourself through this shit?” Roan shut down the screens with a flick of his finger. “You okay?”

      I nearly laughed at the absurdity of his question. “Is any of this okay? That kid will be dead soon and for what?”

      “It’s not okay, but—”

      “But nothing.” I snapped. “There’s nothing we can do about it. It’s done. That kid did nothing wrong except exist and that’s how it is for all halfers. I have to hide or that’s happening to me. And if SpaceTech ever finds me, I’ll be wishing for the end that poor bastard is about to get right now. I haven’t even heard from my father since I was three, but that won’t fucking matter to them when they make an example of me in some horrible way. Or worse. Use me to start the war they’ve been wanting to fight for the last fifteen years.” The air was rushing in and out of my lungs in quick gasps and I knew I had to calm down. Roan wasn’t the one I was upset with. This wasn’t his fault. I shouldn’t be yelling at him.

      I wiped a hand down my face as I tried to get it together. The mad started to fade, and a bone-deep exhaustion took its place. I wanted to break down. So badly. But if I started crying now, I didn’t know when I’d stop.

      A searing pain ran through my finger and that was it. I was done. My eyes burned and I struggled to keep the tears from falling. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. It’s been a long day. I worked a twelve-hour shift at the diner before coming here to teach and I need to get home and—” My voice broke and I cleared my throat, trying to cover it up.

      He reached a hand down and I took it, letting him pull me out of the chair. “I’ll walk with you,” he said.

      I took in his outfit again and remembered… “It’s gamer night at Starlite, right? That’s where you’re heading?”

      “It is.”

      “Then go. Have fun and forget about me and all my problems.”

      “Come on, Maité. Don’t be like that. I’m not letting you walk home alone. Not tonight. Not when you’re upset.”

      “I can take care of myself, and you have plans. Just because a halfer fifteen hundred miles away is being brutally ripped apart by savage, diseased dogs doesn’t mean I will be. At least hopefully not tonight.” I tried to laugh, but Roan just stared at me.

      “I know you’re capable of handling everything on your own, but we both know it’s better if I go with you. No one will bug you if we’re together.”

      I didn’t want to mess up his night, but if he was offering, I couldn’t afford to refuse him. “You’re right. I hate it, but you’re right. Will you please walk with me?” I asked as I put my backpack on.

      “That’s why I offered.” He pulled me toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get you home. I know how you like that beauty rest.”

      I gave him a small smile. “Sleep is very important. Critical even.”

      Roan opened the door, holding it for me. “I’m aware.” He might have heard it from me a time or two.

      “Well, as long as you know.” I set the lock for the warehouse and then quickly undid my braid. I bent my head down, letting my long hair fall to shield my face as we stepped into the crowded streets. I tried to wear neutral colors that didn’t attract any attention. Since I hadn’t even broken a sweat tonight, I kept on my black active leggings and tank top. I pulled the hood of my thin gray hoodie up over my head. Patrol bots zoomed overhead, scanning everyone. I’d yet to be picked up by facial rec, and I was doing everything I could to make sure it stayed that way.

      Someone bumped into my shoulder as they pushed through the crush of people, and Roan pulled me closer to his side.

      A ship flew low over the mishmash of buildings in Albuquerque’s warehouse district. The engines were so loud I had to cover my ears. I watched it disappear from view but kept looking up for a second. Smog and light pollution hid any inkling of the night sky overhead, but I still tried to make out the stars. Hoping to see something to wish on. Hoping that something would change. But it never did.

      A Tykson revved its engine down the street. The single-person, hovering motorcycle was on the wish list of every eighteen-year-old I knew, except me. I was saving every penny I had to buy my own ship so that I could safely get off this planet. It was my only chance at not getting caught. Another solid five years of saving, and I might be close to having enough.

      The blast of air under the Tykson spat dirt along my leg as it zoomed past. “Asshole. SpaceTech isn’t even attempting to clean up the city anymore.”

      Roan ignored me because I could go on forever once I started on the company. “Haden stopped by during your intermediate class.”

      I winced. I’d seen my ex stop by, but thankfully I hadn’t talked to him. “What’d he want?”

      We separated for a second to let someone pass between us. The side streets were way too crowded tonight. It was making me antsy.

      “Jorge has a new recruit for you to train.”

      “Oh. Really?” Jorge was the head of the ABQ Crew. He’d been the one that found me and my mom eleven years ago when we first got to New Mexico. He set us up with a safe place to live and papers to make us able to work and we were finally able to stop running. I owed him everything. In return, I trained his recruits so they could help patrol the streets. Someone had to make Albuquerque safe, and SpaceTech wasn’t doing shit. This city owed a lot to the Crew, even if SpaceTech viewed them as a vigilante gang.

      “Guy a year older than us wants in. He’s got some medical training, so he’ll be an asset, but he has to learn how to handle himself in case shit ever goes bad.”

      “I can do that. He’ll have to start in my beginner class, just like everyone else. No bitching about being in class with kids.”

      “That’s fine. He’s already agreed and won’t be complaining. He’ll be there tomorrow.”

      “Frosty.” Teaching was the only thing I actually liked doing on Earth. It made me feel like I was making a difference.

      “And…”

      Oh boy. Roan never hesitated to say anything unless he was about to piss me off. “What?”

      “Haden wanted to talk to me about something more personal,” Roan said as he pulled me back to his side again.

      “More personal? With you? You’re not even friends with him.”

      “He uh… He wanted my opinion on how to get back together with you.” Roan blocked his face, as if I’d hit him.

      I rolled my eyes, and Roan stood straight again.

      God. Haden was a bad decision that apparently wasn’t going away. “No. He thinks he wants to get back together with me.”

      Roan laughed. “How is him thinking he wants to be with you different than him actually wanting to be with you?”

      “Because as soon as we’re together, he’ll start whining again. I’m not opening up. I’m not letting him in. Blah. Blah. Blah. He’s got this picture of what we’d be like in his mind, but when it’s not actually like that, all he does is complain. I couldn’t ever be myself around him.” And that had been the downfall of our relationship. “Honestly, I’m starting to think I’m not built to be with anyone. Haden was sweet, caring, has a good business. In his spare time, he cooks for the homeless with the Crew. On paper, he’s pretty perfect. Maybe even too perfect. But he kept calling and calling and calling. The more he called the more I wanted him to leave me the hell alone. He doesn’t deserve that. He should have a girl that actually wants to answer his calls.”

      “Well, you’re the girl he wants. Haden showing up to talk to me? That takes balls.”

      “I guess, but don’t you think it’s a sign that you’re my best friend and you’re not friends with him?”

      “No. He’s in the Crew, just like us. Which means he’s already been vetted. And I’m not in the relationship. That’s just you and him. He really wants to try to see what’s between you two, and you say he’s perfect on paper, so maybe he’s worth another shot?”

      Christ. Enough with this already. “Don’t make me feel bad about it. I didn’t feel a connection with him, and I tried. That’s it. It’s over.”

      “But did you try? Did you open up to him?” Roan raised his voice over the sounds of the people around us as we moved through a crowded intersection. “Did you tell him about your dad?”

      “Are you crazy? No. Of course I didn’t tell him about my dad.” The only people that knew exactly who and what I was were my mother, Roan, and Jorge. Telling Haden was too big of a risk. One I couldn’t afford to take.

      “Maybe you should’ve.”

      I shrugged off his suggestion. “I just didn’t get that feeling. That click. And I knew I couldn’t tell him the truth.”

      “But you told me like five minutes after we met, and I’ve never said anything.”

      I glanced at Roan for a second as we waited for the next crosswalk to light up. There were too many people around to really talk openly, but I knew what he meant. Roan could’ve turned me in and become one of the richest people on Earth. The bounty on an average halfer was big enough to set a person up for life. But the bounty on me and my mom? It was astronomical. But he hadn’t turned me in. I’d be shocked if he told me he’d even considered it.

      Roan stared at me pointedly, giving me his best see, it’s okay to open up expression. But he was wrong. For me, opening up meant death.

      “You’re different. I trust you.” I wasn’t sure what was different about him, but it was a gut feeling. I’d learned the hard way to trust my gut, and it said that hanging out with Haden was okay—he was damned pretty to look at—but nothing more.

      “You could always just date me,” he said way too loud, and I laughed. He gave me one of his big, infectious grins.

      The light changed, and we started making our way closer to the intersection. Some girl pushed me into Roan as she wove past us. “Aww! Give him a chance. He’s cute!”

      I snorted. “Nope. Not happening.” The idea of being with Roan was icky. I didn’t have a sibling by blood, but Roan was more than my friend. He was my brother. He felt the same way, but we hung out so much everyone liked to think we were a couple. It’d turned into an inside joke with us.

      Roan cupped his hands around his mouth. “Thanks for the support.” He climbed up the light pole to stand above the swarm of the people moving across the intersection in all directions. “Maybe you could meet me one night? I chill at Starlite every Thursday. It’s iced,” he shouted.

      The girl laughed and waved as she disappeared from sight.

      Roan looked down at me. “I might have scored a date!”

      His grin was infectious. “Dude. You’re living in dreamville. She didn’t even turn to wave at you.”

      “No way. I’m so in with her. Trust me.”

      I laughed a real, gut-deep laugh for the first time in weeks.

      He gasped, pretending to be hurt. “If I didn’t know you as well as I do, I’d be offended right now.”

      “That’s why I love you. Now will you get down from there before we get into trouble.” He was attracting way too much attention.

      “Don’t worry so much.” He hopped down. “I love you, too. I just wish you could be happy.”

      “I’m as happy as I can be given my circumstances.” That had to be good enough.

      He dragged me across the intersection as the light changed to yellow.

      I jerked my hand from his. Roan knew I didn’t like to break any laws—even jaywalking—but it was already too late. We were the only people in the intersection now and that was bad. I hurried across, dragging Roan behind me.

      “Chill out. It’s still yellow,” he said as the light turned to red.

      Shit.

      “Freeze!” A booming voice came from behind us. “IDs. Now.”

      I froze as ordered and closed my eyes. The words echoed in my ears. IDs. Now. IDs. Now.

      I couldn’t show him my ID. It would never pass an official inspection, but running now would be worse.

      This so wasn’t happening. It was a bad dream. A nightmare.

      I opened my eyes to find a SpaceTech police officer standing in front of us in his navy and gray uniform. He didn’t have any medals over his right pocket, so I knew he was a newbie, but that was almost worse. Newbies liked to find ways to prove themselves. The traffic and commotion around us had stopped as lookie Louies all stared, waiting to see what the officer was going to do to us.

      “What’s the problem, officer?” I asked in what I hoped would be a calm voice, but the sound came out way too high-pitched.

      Roan grabbed my hand, and I wove my fingers with his.

      “After your buddy here climbed that light pole—which as you know is official SpaceTech property—you crossed the intersection on a yellow.”

      “I’m sorry, officer. We didn’t notice it had turned yellow until we were already in the intersection. It won’t happen again,” I said a little too quickly.

      The cop’s eyes narrowed as he spotted something behind me. “Halt! Right now!” He lunged past me.

      Across the street, some kid took off running. People started yelling as the kid pushed into the crowd, holding a bag in his arms. The cop dashed across the street, missing a speeder by a fraction of an inch.

      Roan dragged me to the curb so that traffic could start again, but I could barely move. I stood there frozen as people moved around us on their merry way. Meanwhile, my world had been seconds away from ending.

      I tried to calm down, but all I could hear was my heartbeat thundering in my ears, as if it was urging me to run-run, run-run, run-run, yet my feet stayed firmly in place.

      “Maité?”

      I swallowed, but I couldn’t speak. Not yet. I wasn’t even sure how to process the fear that still coursed through my veins. I felt Roan’s arms wrap around me and I crumpled against him, my forehead resting on his sternum.

      “Just breathe.”

      Roan was quiet for a second and a moment later, the sound of a pod stopping to hover in front of us made me jerk away from him.

      I blinked a few times at the bright yellow, double-capacity pod. I almost didn’t believe it was there. “You called a cab?” They travelled on tracks above the human-driven vehicles and had a sharp fee.

      “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one night. My treat.”

      As we sat down in the cab that smelled way too much of body odor and cheap booze, I wondered how long I could actually keep hiding. My heart-shaped face made me look all too much like a female Aunare. I wasn’t as tall as their women—they were six feet at a minimum and I was five feet, seven inches. But if the shape of my face didn’t give me away, the size of my eyes might. They were a little too big. Thankfully, I had my mother’s light brown eye color instead of the brighter shades of Aunare blues and greens. Still, if anyone looked too closely, they’d know I was a halfer.

      Roan took out a small case from his pocket. He carefully opened it, pulled out the fingernail-sized device inside, and flipped it on. The tiny piece of tech would disrupt all video and sound recording that SpaceTech mandated for every public transportation vehicle. Which meant that now we could safely talk. “Are you okay?” Roan said, breaking the silence.

      My breath shook as I released the air I’d been holding in. “That was too close.”

      Roan pulled me into his chest, squeezing me tight. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have rushed through the light. And I really shouldn’t have climbed the light pole. My flirting almost got us killed and I’m so fucking sorry. I just… That was so iced. Seriously, Maité. STPF never does that. They never stop people on the street. They have bigger problems and they—”

      “I know.” That wasn’t the point. That wasn’t why I was freaking out. “How much longer do you think I can keep hiding? Really. I mean, let’s be honest here. It’s only a matter of time before I do something wrong or someone notices. I can’t change what I am. I’m terrified that—”

      Roan pulled away and grabbed my face. “You won’t get caught.”

      “You don’t know that.” There was every chance that sooner or later, someone would catch me. Every couple months SpaceTech would remind the world who my mother and I were. My mother had altered her appearance some and the aging they’d done on my toddler picture wasn’t totally accurate. It was the only reason no one had turned us in yet. But someday someone would look at me and they wouldn’t see Maité Martinez. No. They’d see Amihanna di Aetes. Daughter of Rysden di Aetes, head of the Aunare military and second to the King.

      And when that happened, there would be no more running from my fate.

      



  




CHAPTER THREE

      I’d never been happier to be home as I was that night. Roan had paid the exorbitant cab fare and then left on foot to Starlite as soon as I’d entered the apartment building. He’d asked me to join him, but the close call with the cop had me on edge. All I wanted to do was hide in my darkened room for the next day or ten. But as I approached my front door, voices seeped into the cement-lined hallway.

      For a second, I dismissed them, but Mom’s sing-songy voice rose above a deeper one and I stopped walking.

      We rarely had anyone over at all and never at this hour. Something was going on, and it couldn’t be good.

      I tip-toed the rest of the way, pressing my ear to the door.

      “I tried to get ahold of you. I really did.” Mom’s voice was muffled, but I could make out her words. “But how could I know if he’d come for Maité after all these years?”

      It felt like a noose slithered around my chest and tightened. Someone had come for me. But who?

      In between the next three heartbeats, a few scenarios ran through my mind.

      One. The cop from earlier had sent another officer to bring me in, but SpaceTech Police Force didn’t move that fast, especially for an idiotic ticket.

      Two. SpaceTech had found us. Two of Earth’s Most Wanted. But if that were true, then there would be fighting and screaming and the sounds of my mother begging for them to leave me alone.

      And then the third idea came and I took a big breath. There was only one other possibility. They were here. The Aunare were here. I’d stopped dreaming my father or the Aunare would show up to rescue us years ago. I wasn’t sure what this meant except that my life was about to change in a huge way.

      The fluttering in my stomach started small and crescendoed into thousands of flying butterflies. I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or nerves, but specifics didn’t matter.

      Better face this now.

      I slid my backpack off my shoulders and unlocked the door.
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