
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Undone

      Their Shifter Academy 3

    

    




      
        May Dawson

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

        
          Chapter 51

        

        
          Chapter 52

        

        
          Chapter 53

        

        
          Chapter 54

        

        
          Chapter 55

        

        
          Chapter 56

        

        
          Chapter 57

        

        
          Chapter 58

        

        
          Chapter 59

        

        
          Chapter 60

        

        
          Chapter 61

        

        
          Chapter 62

        

        
          Chapter 63

        

        
          Chapter 64

        

      

      
        
          Also by May Dawson

        

        
          A Note from May

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The Coven of the Day

      

      Two witches stood outside the isolated, repurposed factory that housed the coven and its scientific labs. The wind ruffled Winter’s cloak and his long gray hair around a chiseled face, and he formed a dramatic picture with the rising sun at his back.

      His coven would have appreciated how dangerous Winter appeared, had any of them looked from the coven’s windows that morning, but they were all busy preparing for a day of dark magic and mayhem.

      Bennett thought Winter looked preposterous. It was one more entry on a long list of things he despised about American witches. Weren’t Americans supposed to be casual? There was nothing casual about the long black robes. It was rather try-hard, really.

      He didn’t think much of Winter’s habit of summoning him for meetings in the cold when Winter had a perfectly lovely office in the building.

      Winter, for his part, enjoyed making Bennett suffer. Bennett stuffed his chapped hands into his pockets, hunching his shoulders against the powerful winds that raced across the open field, and Winter might have felt a faint ripple of amusement. He could be petty for a powerful warlock.

      “We haven’t attempted the Cure on any princess,” Winter said. “It might work differently on them.”

      “I’m sure that can be corrected.”

      Winter nodded slowly. “You know which one I want.”

      Bennett snorted. “Yes, well. Of course you would want her. But witches that wander anywhere near the Northsea pack tend to end up decapitated. And lately, any witches who venture near the shifter academy tend to meet an ugly fate as well.”

      “I understand there’s no easy way to reach Maddie Northsea,” Winter snapped. “But I don’t keep you around for the easy missions, Bennett.”

      Bennett quirked an eyebrow. “Do you keep me around, Winter?”

      “You know what I mean.” Winter wouldn’t accept that insolence from anyone in his coven, but Bennett was his own animal. “There’s something going on there. The shifters have never been that… aware… of what we do. Their ignorance of magic has always worked in our favor.”

      “Fools,” Bennett said shortly.

      The wolves had more magic than they realized, but they chose to make their power solely of the tooth-and-claw variety due to their own superstitions. Both witches were keenly aware that if she packs woke to their capacity for magic, the wolves might win the imminent war.

      “Find out what’s happening at the academy,” Winter said. “Make use of our alliance with the nearest coven.”

      Bennett nodded, his face troubled. Winter assumed he thought the mission was beneath him, and irritation flared. Bennett was immensely useful, and that was the only reason why Winter kept him around…until they completed their mission. There was something off about Bennett, and Winter trusted his instincts.

      Once the Day was the strongest coven, once the Cure was either in hand or not needed anymore, he was going to kill Bennett before the man could turn on him.

      “And bring me the girl,” Winter added.

      Bennet knit his arms over his chest, cocking his head to one side, as if he were contemplating. Winter began to stride toward the coven, having issued his final order.

      “Maybe there’s a way to lure her off academy grounds,” Bennett said, his voice catching Winter.

      Winter turned, reluctantly. As the leader of the coven, he was prone to the flashy entrances and exits his witches expected. Though Bennett was incapable of being impressed, Winter still kept trying. “Go on.”

      Bennett flashed Winter a cool smile. “You know how kids are.”

      Winter certainly did. He’d converted many desperate young teenagers into witches for the Day. All they wanted was a mission to save the world and a mentor to look up to. He understood where Bennett was going. “Maybe she just needs another message from her father.”

      “She might be suspicious about another message from Daddy,” Bennett said. “We need something new.”

      “We could reach out to her mother,” Winter suggested.

      “Yes, good thinking,” Bennett said. “It’s been a while.”

      Bennett nodded goodbye to Winter, but Winter said, “If you’re going to the coven, you’ll need to look the part. Have Ackerman lend you a robe, at least.”

      Bennett kept his sigh internal.

      Oh, the things he suffered to make this world a better place.
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      Maddie

      

      Something jolted me awake. I was still lying curled up in Jensen’s arms, my head resting on his shoulder, but suddenly my heart was pounding. When I shifted, his arm automatically closed around my waist, and he turned his face into my hair. He breathed out a sigh that might have been contentment.

      Who would’ve pegged Jensen McCauley for a cuddler?

      I lifted my wrist to stare drowsily at the glowing hands on my watch. Still more asleep than awake, I stared at the hands until I managed to figure out the time. 3:30 am. Two hours until PT. Sleep was precious, and I could sure use some more of it.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling I was awake for a reason. Maybe the wolf buried deep in my subconscious gave me my hunches, or maybe it was a human impulse.

      When I sat up in bed, Penn murmured sleepily from my other side. “Where are you going?”

      “Go back to sleep, Penn,” I said softly. I didn’t want either of my boys to see me worrying over nothing.

      I slid to the end of the bed, climbing carefully over Jensen’s feet—which hung off the edge of the bed, since he was ridiculously tall—and reached for my sweatshirt. I was hot sleeping between them in even the thinnest t-shirt and shorts, but the air in the academy was cold at night once I left our cozy little nest.

      I cocked my head to one side, listening. Nothing. My heart beat so fast I could hear it in my ears, and I pressed my palm over my chest. Calm down.

      Then in the distance, a long, desperate howl split the night.

      Goosebumps rose on my arms instantly. Had the guards who patrolled our woods found evidence of witchcraft? Was the academy under attack?

      I ran to the window and pressed my face against the glass. The pines behind the academy swayed back and forth in the breeze under a bright half-moon. The night looked quiet.

      Jensen was on his feet, moving quietly across the room despite his size. “What is it?” he asked softly as he joined me at the window.

      “I don’t know. Something feels off.”

      Penn sat at the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes drowsily. “Let’s go see what it is.”

      Now that they were both out of bed, I felt foolish. “It could be nothing.”

      No matter how bleary-eyed he was, Penn shook his head. “Trust your instincts.”

      The fact that he trusted my instincts warmed me. My lips parted, and then the howl went up again, followed by the baying of other wolves nearby. They were tracking something.

      That first howl felt so familiar. I frowned, feeling as if I were trying to place a few bars from a song I’d heard before.

      Suddenly, I could pick out a familiar voice in the howl.

      My mother.

      “It’s my mom,” I said.

      From the sounds of the baying in the woods, she was here without permission. The patrol guard might kill her.

      As I raced out into the hall and headed down the stairs, Jensen and Penn were hot on my heels.

      The three of us burst out into the cold night air and clattered down the steps to the lawn.  I stopped, my nostrils flaring as I tried to figure out where she was.

      Out in the woods, she screamed. A human scream.

      Everything in my body cried out to run to her, but it could be a trap. There were things I didn’t understand in this world, like why a demon had possessed a bear and stalked me—or protected me—out in those woods.

      I stopped dead, even though my chest heaved with my wild, distraught breathing.

      “Get the rest of the team,” I told Jensen quietly. “I think I need them.”

      Jensen raced back into the house to sound the alarm. Penn rested his hand on my shoulder, and I leaned into him, taking comfort in his warm, muscular body.

      “This is my fault,” I murmured. “I should’ve figured out what was happening to my family the second I knew something was wrong.”

      My family. I hadn’t thought of my mother as my family in a very, very long time. My sister and her mates were my family. Not the father who had disappeared and the mother who had betrayed me.

      “It’s not your fault,” Penn said firmly. “You have every reason not to trust them.”

      The woods were quiet. I didn’t hear another scream.

      Penn and I waited.

      Lex flew down the stairs, with Rafe behind him. Rafe was still slinging his sword harness on over his broad shoulders.

      “Stay here,” Lex barked. The two of them raced across the lawn and into the woods.

      Penn turned to me, his lips pursed. It was written across his face how much he hated following orders, but he looked to me.

      The human scream rose into the night again, then abruptly cut off. My mother might have been knocked unconscious. She might have been killed.

      The front door of the dorm flew open. Chase, Tyson, Silas and Jensen came flying out—half-dressed but fully armed.

      I stared around at them for a second, my heart beating wildly in my chest. If they were with me, I trusted them to watch my back, even if the scream in the night was some kind of trap.

      I turned and took off running into the woods.

      Rafe must have heard me behind him, because he came to a halt, then whirled to face me. “Northsea, stop!”

      “That’s my mother!” I shouted back, running past him. “Would you stop?”

      “Trust us,” he said, his voice exasperated. He caught up with me and shouldered me aside impatiently, before racing through the woods ahead of me with Lex on his heels.

      When the two of them abruptly came to a stop, so did the rest of us. Lex turned and flashed me a warning look.

      Together the eight of us picked our way carefully through the brush. My heart hammered in my chest. Fingers brushed mine, warm and comforting, and I wrapped my hand around his without even looking to see who it was.

      Voices murmured up ahead. We stopped between the trees. Moonlight shone down on the fluttering leaves raised by a thin, cold breeze.

      As I listened intently, I glanced at the men around me. Rafe stood with his head cocked to one side, Lex beside him; both of them had their hands on their swords, ready for anything.

      It was Chase’s hand I held, and my tall, imposing friend squeezed my hand gently as he looked down at me, as if he wanted to give me strength. Silas stood by my left shoulder, his face thoughtful.  Tyson, Penn, and Jensen stood in a half-circle around me, as if they automatically formed up to protect me.

      The woods felt eerily silent, as if the wolves out here had frightened off every other animal.

      “What are you talking about?” A man demanded, his voice cold and dangerous.

      “There’s a witch at the academy.” That was my mother’s voice. Not dead. Relief flooded my chest.

      But then that sense of relief curdled at her words. What was she talking about?

      “Witches are preparing to attack the academy?” The man asked.

      “There’s a witch already here,” she said abruptly. “Among you.”

      Dani. Dani was here at the academy.

      “Posing as a wolf,” she added.

      Shit.

      Silas tilted his head. There was the faintest tightening of his lips at that news. Wolves feared witches like nothing else.

      Fear spiked in my chest. Why was my mother here?

      Could she even be trusted?

      “Who is this witch?” a man’s voice demanded.

      All of us listened, but my mother didn’t answer.

      “Go back,” Rafe mouthed to us. “Lex and I will deal with this.”

      Then, Dean McCauley’s voice broke the night. “How do you know all this?”

      The silence hung, and I barely breathed, waiting for her answer.

      “This witch?” Dean McCauley pressed. “It wouldn’t happen to be your daughter, would it?”

      “Go!” Rafe mouthed urgently, anger darkening his features as he pointed back through the woods toward the academy.

      He and Lex turned as one and headed through the forest toward the dean.

      “He’s right,” Silas whispered, the words almost inaudible. He caught my other hand, tugging me back toward the academy. “It’ll be all right, Maddie.”

      There was a long pause as we began to move back silently through the woods.

      Then my mother said, “I don’t know what she is.”

      I stopped dead. My heart hammered in my chest. I couldn’t make sense of what she’d just said.

      Then Tyson had his arm around me, and I was moving again. The guys closed around me, tighter than before, as if they could protect me.

      Although of course, the one person they couldn’t protect me from was my mother. Not in any way that mattered, not tonight.

      I don’t know what she is.
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      Rafe

      

      Lex and I headed through the woods at an angle to intercept the dean and his guards. The two of us traded a look as we neared them. They’d scent us coming. We’d have to justify our presence in the woods.

      “Let me take the lead,” Lex said.

      I snorted. “I don’t think so. Everyone knows you’re soft on the girl—“

      “On Maddie?” Lex demanded, his tone exasperated. “You can use her name. You know it.”

      “You know what I mean.” She was the only girl. It wasn’t as if we needed to name her.

      “I know a shitty attempt to keep your distance when I see one,” he said. “Firsthand experience. And the fact that I’m ‘soft on Maddie’ is exactly why I’m taking the lead. Trust me.”

      Despite the way he drove me crazy, I did trust him. “Good luck.”

      The two of us stepped out into the clearing at the edge of the academy grounds at the same time as the Dean. Two of his guards half-dragged, half-carried a wild-eyed woman who must be Maddie’s mom.

      She looked desperate, unhinged, and my heart tightened in my chest. At least Maddie had listened—finally—and didn’t have to see her mother like this.

      Lex moved swiftly ahead of me to the dean. “Where are you taking her?”

      Dean McCauley stared at him for a long second, as if he might not answer. But he’d counted on Lex and me before when he needed us, and he’d count on us again.

      “To the cells,” he said shortly. “Why are you here?”

      “Northsea could tell it was her mom out here.”

      “Well, tell her to keep it to herself,” the dean snapped. “The Alpha council is arriving tomorrow to visit the academy.”

      “You’re just going to lock her mom away so no one notices her?” Lex demanded.

      “She’s obviously...troubled. I’ll call her pack to come retrieve her. They can get her the help she needs.”

      He didn’t say it, but he probably didn’t want anyone to know that she claimed there were witches here at the academy. Not for Northsea’s sake, but because it would make the academy look bad, and that would make him look bad.

      He was such a self-centered bastard.

      “What do I tell Maddie?” Lex asked.

      I got it then. Everyone knew Lex still loved Maddie. Anyone could see the tension between them. Lex made himself look weak in front of the dean to draw out the answers we needed. I couldn’t do that, or wouldn’t.

      Something about seeing Lex humble himself in an attempt to protect Maddie tightened my chest. I mocked him for his obvious affection for her, no matter how he’d tried to hide it in the past, but there was something genuine and tender there.

      “Tell her that her mother will be gone in the morning,” Dean McCauley said. “I’m calling her pack. They’ll take care of her.”

      “Joan doesn’t have a pack anymore,” Lex warned. “She’s a loner.”

      “Unnatural,” the dean muttered, because female wolves rarely left their packs. “Well, if Piper Northsea wants to protect her sister, she’ll send someone to retrieve her.”

      It was funny to me that men like the dean resented Piper’s role leading the combined Atlantic packs, and yet when they needed her, they couldn’t deny what she was.

      The dean gestured to his men to continue past us. Maddie’s mother Joan stared at me, her eyes narrow, as they dragged her away.

      Something about the way her eyes fixed on Lex and me was eerie, and fear twisted in my gut before it turned into anger. I shifted my weight impatiently to one side, crossing my arms.

      The dean wanted to get her out of here. But I wanted to know what was wrong with her. There was something unnatural here, something dangerous. One way or another, what happened today would rebound on Maddie.

      Why would Joan crash through the boundaries of the academy, babbling about witches and betraying her own daughter?

      What did she mean when she said she didn’t know what Maddie was?

      Strange things happen around Madeline Northsea.

      Maybe that should warn me away from her. But right now, all I wanted was to shield her from what would come next.

      Lex and I had to talk to Joan. Maddie shouldn’t have to see her like this.

      As they dragged Joan away toward the cells, she tilted back her head and screamed. There was so much of the wolf’s howl in her scream that the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

      Dean McCauley looked from me to Lex. “The council came early this year. They’re beginning the recruiting process for the Council’s Own.”

      Usually, they waited until the spring to come assess the first-years, once we’d had time to get them trained up.  They would already have an idea who they wanted to recruit for the Council’s Own from this year’s senior Cadre.

      The Council’s visit was an annual tradition. It reminded us of how much the shifter community needed us, the next generation of fighters. Academy life could feel frustrating and pointless, but we were preparing for war. That was worth brutal physical training in the rain and endless formations and all the suffering that forged discipline and teamwork.

      Lex met his gaze, listening patiently. His face was calm and stoic.

      There was no hint of how badly he wanted to be part of the Council’s Own.

      But I knew, and my own heart sped at the thought. If Lex wasn’t selected for the Council’s Own, he’d either have to go back to his pack or leave the academy entirely and go out on his own. Lone wolves had no territory, no family, no peace.

      Both those options sucked. I’d do anything to make sure my best friend ended up in the Council’s Own.

      “I want to make sure things stay quiet,” the dean went on. “I don’t want to distract the Council.”

      Jesus. He was putting it on us to make sure that Joan’s disturbance didn’t cause any trouble for him because otherwise, Lex and I might lose the spots we expected to be offered on the Council’s Own.

      “Got it, sir.” Lex nodded.

      “Do you?” The dean asked. “This is where decisions are made. This is where you prove yourselves. Your loyalty, your skill.”

      I frowned. What the hell did he want from us? He wasn’t talking about the trials anymore.

      Although the Council came to see for themselves, his recommendations would play a large part in who was selected.

      “You know you can count on us,” Lex said.

      The dean studied him. “I hope so.”

      Then the dean turned his cold gaze to me. “I don’t believe for a second that witches infiltrated the academy. She’s crazy. But I don’t want to be surprised. You two—investigate. Use your discretion.”

      Memories of Maddie’s gift of magic, more intense than it should be, rose in my mind again. But her damn pack used magic freely. Her gift could be born of practice and experience that few wolves have.

      That no wolves should have.

      “We’ll figure out what’s going on,” I promised.

      “Good.” Dean McCauley ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper hair, smoothing it even though as usual, not a strand was out of place. “Leave the academy grounds if you must. But be discreet. No trouble.”

      “We will be.” I had no doubt that if the Council somehow discovered we were missing, the dean would deny he had any knowledge we were leaving campus.

      Dean McCauley studied us, a sudden glint coming into his eye. “The Council hopes your team will lose. But I expect you two, at least, to put on a good show.”

      The Alpha Council wanted to see Maddie fail.

      Maybe they’d look on Lex and me more favorably if we gave her every opportunity to falter. The dean’s words, as usual, were full of subtext. He didn’t say what he meant. He wanted us to pick up on what he intended… and later, he could deny it all if things went south.

      No one pissed me off like Maddie Northsea, but she was one of us. She deserved to be treated like one of us. She had earned her place here.

      Fuck him, and fuck them. My jaw tightened, but I nodded stiffly.

      We were going to put on a good show, all right.

      All of us.
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      Lex

      

      I looked across the dark yard toward the house. Maddie was there waiting for us. She must be miserable.

      But right now, there was nothing to tell her.

      The dean had made sure Maddie’s mother was left alone. I followed Rafe into the dimly lit academic building, and then we headed down into the cells.

      Rafe glanced around the eerie building. “I told Maddie once I might make her serve out her restriction down here. It is a miserable place, isn’t it?”

      “You fucking won’t,” I said.

      I was ninety percent sure he was joking.

      But Rafe was ten percent wild card.

      “Put her in here with Penn or Jensen and it’s not like they’d even notice the place is haunted,” he muttered. There was an edge of jealousy in his voice that he probably didn’t even hear himself.

      It would piss him off if he knew I recognized it. He was trying to pretend he hadn’t fallen for Maddie.

      Let the man have his delusions. Everyone knew how he felt, except for him.

      “What are you smiling about?” he demanded. “You can’t like it either.”

      “Like what?”

      “Our cadets playing house.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t care.”

      I wasn’t going to tell him what made me smile. Maddie had already brought her biggest bully to his knees. She would take Rafe down sooner or later. He’d been so damn smug about how he didn’t fall for cadets. I couldn’t wait to see it.

      No one escapes fate. Not when you’re a wolf.

      “Really?” Rafe stopped abruptly in the hallway, raising his eyebrows. “I thought you felt all growly and ‘mine’ where Northsea was concerned.”

      He had the same amused look on his face he got whenever we discussed her, on the rare occasions he wasn’t pissed at me about her. But there was something real in his eyes, something curious.

      As if Rafe knew just what it was like to look at Maddie and want to growl ‘mine’.

      That was the only reason I told him the truth. “Yeah, I do. But I want her to be happy. And Penn and Jensen—oddly enough—make her happy.”

      Rafe snorted.

      “My turn to ask what that meant,” I said.

      “You’re a good guy, Lex,” Rafe said, not looking back at me, “in your own twisted way.”

      Well, that was unexpected. “Thanks?”

      Just as he reached the door to the cell, when it was too late for him to retaliate, I added, “You’re a good guy too, taking a bullet for Maddie. You must really love that girl.”

      He gave me a hard look. “I’d do it for any cadet.”

      Before I could answer, Maddie’s mother slammed into the bars, her eyes wild. She grabbed the bars. “Let me out. We’re all in danger. The witches are going to attack.”

      “Take it easy,” Rafe said, his voice suddenly soothing. “We’re friends.”

      It was a complete 180 from his tone fifteen seconds ago.

      “We’ll protect you, don’t worry,” I promised. “Just tell us about the witches.”

      She shook her head, rocking back and forth, hugging herself.

      Rafe looked to me and mouthed, “What’s wrong with her?”

      There was something really off.

      “Enchantment, maybe,” I muttered under my breath. “Or some kind of…sickness?”

      Rafe stilled at the thought, just for a beat, before he came back to life. For years, the shifter community had been terrorized by an illness brought on by poisoned drugs from the covens. He took a step back from the bars, but raised his hands soothingly.

      “Where were you before you came to the academy?” he asked.

      She stared at him. “Why are you asking me stupid questions?”

      “Well, I see where Maddie gets some of her charm,” he muttered. To her, he said, “I’m just trying to help you.”

      She leaned against the bars, her eyes narrowing. “I came to help you.”

      “Right,” I said. “Like you’ve helped Maddie all along.”

      Maddie didn’t like to dwell on the past, but she’d told me enough that I knew Joan had failed her as a mom in just about every way.

      Joan stared at me, frowning. “Do I know you?”

      I shook my head. I felt as if I knew her, although it was different seeing her.

      Maybe I shouldn’t judge anyone for hurting Maddie. I’d done a fair share of damage myself.

      But her mother was here, right now, and still hurting her. The dean’s words in the woods—is the witch your daughter?—had settled like dread in my gut.

      I had a feeling that things were going to get bad around here.

      “We need Dani,” Rafe said. “She might be able to reverse an enchantment.”

      “Get her,” I said. It was the middle of the night, but Dani would always help if we needed her.

      Rafe held up his cell. “No signal. I’ll be outside.”

      As Rafe strode down the hallway, I leaned against the cold cement wall across from the bars. Maddie had said before that her mother was crazy like a fox. Her mother did wild, unpredictable things, but she was always certain that they’d lead to her getting her way.

      “When’s the last time you saw Maddie?” I asked. I was curious how cognizant she would be.

      “More stupid questions?” she asked. “I want to see my daughter now.”

      “Then answer my questions.”

      She scoffed. “You’re barely more than a boy. I’m supposed to answer to you?”

      “Believe me, I’m better than the alternative.” I hoped Piper’s men were on their way to get her out of here, like the dean had said. I didn’t want Maddie’s mother to come face-to-face with the Alpha Council.

      They had ways of getting information, and those ways were often cruel.

      Maddie had every reason to walk away from the academy. She’d been bullied and mistreated. So far, she’d only become tougher and more determined under the abuse. But how much could one girl take?  I didn’t want to give her one more reason to run.

      Knowing the Council tortured her mother wouldn’t help.

      I tried to think of what to say to reach her. “You said there are witches pretending to be shifters here at the academy. How do you know that?”

      She glanced away from me. “You’ll think it’s stupid.”

      “I’m pretty open to the possibilities right now.”

      “In my dreams, I keep seeing the witches, working in the shadows,” she said. “They were working in my life, and they’re working at the academy.”

      Great. I’d love some specifics. The shifter community as a whole was already always terrified of more attacks from the covens.

      “Why did you say you don’t know what Maddie is? She’s your daughter.”

      “Is she?” she asked.

      Holy shit. “Lady. You were there, I assume.”

      She shook her head. “There are gaps in my memory. There were stories in my mind that weren’t true, and they’re all falling out now, and I don’t remember…”

      My blood ran cold. No wonder she was acting so unhinged. She had to be terrified.

      “What are the stories that weren’t true?” I demanded. “What don’t you remember?”

      Her eyes flooded with sudden tears. “I don’t remember her being born. I don’t remember anything from that first year.”

      “It’s going to be all right,” I promised. “We’re going to figure out what’s going on. We’re going to help you.”

      She stared back at me, frowning. “Why?”

      “Because that’s how I can help Maddie.”

      “Who are you to my d—” she had started to say daughter, but she stumbled.

      “A friend.” I’d done a sad job of being Maddie’s friend sometimes in the past, but I was going to take care of her now.

      Rafe came back down the hall, and Dani followed him. The pretty witch shivered as she pulled up the zipper of her hoodie, folding her arms over her chest; her long, dark hair fell in loose waves around her face and hung down to her waist.

      Dani frowned as she studied Joan for a few seconds. Then she said decisively, “I need to touch her.”

      “Not safe,” Rafe warned, moving to intercept her as she stepped toward the bars.

      Dani flashed him a smile, which she then turned on me. “When I’m with the two of you, I feel one hundred percent safe. You don’t give yourselves enough credit.”

      Rafe rolled his eyes, but Dani was already stretching her hand through the bars.

      “Miss?” Dani said. “I’m here to figure out if someone used magic on you.”

      Joan gave her a long, uncertain look, then seemed to make a sudden decision. She reached out and grabbed Dani’s hand.

      As Dani’s lips moved with the words of her spell, her eyes drifted closed.

      Then she opened her eyes wide, her lips parting.

      “Someone definitely used magic on her,” she said, a note of alarm in her voice. “But it’s old magic. Years old. Fading now. Someone altered her memories, over and over.”

      “Why’s she here now?” Rafe demanded. “She won’t tell us.”

      “I’m not sure she can tell you,” Dani said. “Someone’s been messing with her head. I’m not sure she chose to come here.”

      “Do you think someone could be setting Maddie up?” I demanded. “To get her to leave the academy?”

      “I thought we were past that. She’s won over so many of the other students…” Rafe said.

      “She hasn’t won over all the alphas and other assorted assholes out there,” I reminded him. “And she never will. Doesn’t matter what she does.”

      Rafe’s lips tightened in anger. Then, his eyes brightened, as if he’d been struck with an idea. “Dani, everyone knows you’re a witch. Maybe she can say she got confused, that she meant to warn us that you were here.”

      “We’ll have to set up a situation where she could meet me,” Dani pointed out. “I’m not sure I’m exactly welcome to meddle around here like this.”

      “We appreciate you,” Rafe said, and she smiled faintly in response, a wry twist to her lips.

      “Not enough,” she said, touching his arm. “But that’s all right.”

      “Can you make her say that?” Rafe asked her.

      Dani fixed him a stern look. “You can talk to her, Rafe. I’m not using magic to meddle with her brain. She’s been through enough.”

      Rafe blew out a breath, then turned to Joan. She listened to him, but she still seemed frantic, and Rafe gave up after repeating himself twice. He ran his hand through his hair as if he was just as worried for Maddie as I was.

      Dani flashed Joan a comforting smile, then squeezed her hand. As she closed her eyes, her lips moving again in a silent spell, Maddie’s mother seemed to relax.

      Dani gently pulled her hand away. She indicated that we should go with her down the hall.

      “Having your memories changed… it makes an impact,” Dani said. “I know Maddie and Piper had their memories altered when they were kids. They’re lucky they don’t seem to have permanent damage—”

      Rafe snorted doubtfully.

      “But most people, especially adults who have lost some mental flexibility, start to lose their minds if their memories are tampered with too often,” Dani said.

      “Could the magic have impacted Joan’s behavior all along?” I demanded.

      Would it bring Maddie peace if there was a reason behind why her mother had acted so erratically in the past?

      “Possibly,” Dani said. “And certainly, now she seems to be…falling apart.”

      We all turned to gaze at Joan. She sat down heavily, folding her legs around her, then rubbed her hand across her face.

      “We have to get her out of here,” Dani said. “She’s sick. She doesn’t belong in a cell. This is barbaric.”

      “Working on it,” Rafe promised. “Her old pack is coming to get her. Dean McCauley is trying to cover up the whole thing, but at least that works in Maddie’s favor.”

      “Tell me they have a better plan than locking her up with the spiders and ghosts.” Dani frowned as she examined a spider on its web on the rafters. “I mean, I don’t mind the spiders, but witches are…different. You big, bad wolves might be scared of spiders and ghosts.”

      “Witches certainly are different.” Rafe frowned, watching her, and I turned just in time to see the spider walk onto her palm.

      She smiled at us as she raised the spider in front of her face, until she peered at us over its dark shadowy shape. Long, delicate legs rested on her palm. The spider seemed to be looking at me too, just like she was, and it made me shudder inside.

      “Do you need anything else?” she asked.

      “You’ve been a huge help,” Rafe said. “Please put the poison-bug down and go to bed. I’m sure you’ll be more normal when you’ve had a full night’s sleep.”

      His tone was amused, though. We liked our strange little witch friend with the dark past and the bright smile.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” she said.

      She took the spider with her when she left.

      “My life was a lot less weird before women started coming to the academy,” Rafe muttered.

      “We’re better off with them,” I reminded him. I glanced at Maddie’s mother. At least Dani’s magic had calmed her nerves. She curled up on the mattress in the corner of the room, her eyes staring forward blankly.

      “I never said we weren’t,” Rafe retorted. “But you had to admit. Life hasn’t been the same since the two of them arrived.”

      Well, that was true enough, but I didn’t want to go back to the way things had been, even if we could.

      Together, my friend and I headed toward the house.

      Time to talk to Maddie.
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      Maddie

      

      The lights in the hall were too bright when it was this late at night—or rather, this early in the morning—but I couldn’t stop pacing, waiting for Lex and Rafe.

      I’d tried to send my guys to bed—we still had PT and classes and the trials hanging over us—but they didn’t follow orders very well. That wasn’t a surprise.

      Silas. Penn. Chase. Tyson. Jensen. The five of them waited with me, no matter how bleary-eyed and tired they were. Jensen leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, one boot braced against the wall behind him, towering over me as I wandered back and forth. It was a familiar pose from him, but now it was protective rather than intimidating.

      Well, Jensen was always intimidating, but I didn’t mind it anymore. The scary man was on my side.

      Penn, Silas, and Chase sprawled across the floor, studying from our freshman Myths text, as if there was nothing odd about breaking the books out at two o’clock in the morning.

      The three of them had such an easy way of being my friends, sacrificing for me like it was nothing. No matter how much anxiety tightened my stomach, I also felt a glow of warmth as they leaned over the books spread across the floor, sharing notes and quizzing each other.

      “Kiddo.” Tyson grabbed my shoulder, bringing my pacing to a stop. “We don’t all need to be awake. Go to bed. I’ll keep watch and get you when Lex and Rafe come back.”

      “You’re right, we don’t all need to be up. But I’m not going to sleep anyway.” I yanked absently on the end of my ponytail. “You guys should just leave me to wait. I’ll tell you what’s going on in the morning.”

      Ty’s lips pursed to one side. He didn’t say it, but I knew what he was thinking.

      Leave me?

      Never.

      The fire door at the end of the stairs swung open. Rafe and Lex entered. Their tall, muscular bodies moved in sync without the two of them even realizing it as they loped down the hall.

      Rafe stopped and glanced around at all of us. “What are you all doing up? Tomorrow is going to be a long, unpleasant day for you.”

      “They’re all long, unpleasant days,” Penn reminded him, flipping his book shut.

      “It’s good you guys are there for each other,” Rafe said. “But Lex and I want to talk to her alone. She can decide what she wants to share with the rest of you.”

      “That bad?” I asked lightly.

      Instead of answering, Lex swept his arm toward my room.

      Ty squeezed my shoulder as he gave me an encouraging smile. I touched his hand quickly. I couldn’t quite smile back, but I wanted him to know I’d be okay.

      “I’ll be on the other side,” he said, tilting his head toward the boys’ door just down the hall from mine, separated by our shared bathroom. He and Jensen both had single rooms now, since their old roommates had left the academy. But he planned to wait with them until he heard if I needed him. He shrugged as if it was nothing.  “Just in case.”

      The thought that these men all knew how upset I was about my mom made me feel vulnerable. I didn’t know what to do with that.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just led Rafe and Lex into my room.

      Rafe closed the door behind us and leaned against it. Lex reached the windows and glanced outside at the empty yard, as if he was looking for something, then turned.

      “Rafe and I talked to your mother. She’s really out of it. I’m not sure she fully understood what she was doing, coming onto academy grounds…” Lex trailed off, but we all knew that could have been a death sentence.

      “She’s always been…odd,” I said, “but this isn’t like her.”

      Lex nodded. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

      The question made my cheeks blaze.

      “It’s been a while.” Then, because they should know the whole, specific truth, I corrected myself. “Three years.”

      Once Piper stopped forcing me to stay with Joan during the summers, I’d stopped going. It was one of the few things Piper and I had fought over, and just admitting that I abandoned my mother made shame flush my cheeks.

      “It’s all right,” Lex told me. “The dean wants your pack to come get her before the Council arrives. He already called Piper.”

      He sounded soothing. Lex was trying so hard to make me feel better that instead, it made me anxious.

      “I want to see her,” I said.

      Lex and Rafe exchanged a look that was far too telling. They were worried about how Joan’s condition would affect me.

      I was tougher than they realized.

      “What did she mean when she said she doesn’t know what I am?” I chewed my lower lip.

      “Someone altered her memory.” Lex’s tone was all business, but his gaze was kind. “She’s starting to lose the false memories, and now she doesn’t remember you being born.”

      I stared at him. “Someone deleted me from my mother’s memories?”

      “Or they added you, and now she’s losing the false memories,” Rafe said grimly.

      His words punched into my gut. I stared back at him, my lips parting. Joan wasn’t my mother?

      It was too ridiculous. It couldn’t be true.

      “I was born into a pack,” I said. “Someone must have seen my mom pregnant, must have been there after I was born—”

      “Piper and her pack will help us sort this all out,” Lex promised. “Don’t get spun up in what-if’s, Maddie. We’ll figure out what’s going on together.”

      “We brought down a smuggling ring,” Rafe said. He suddenly pushed himself of the door and crossed to me as if he needed me to hear him. He towered over me, his dark eyes intent.  “We crushed a coven. We’ll figure this out together. We always do, right?”

      I nodded, but I felt sick, as if the floor had just fallen out from underneath me and I kept falling.

      “Go to bed,” Rafe said, clapping his hands together. “Everything will be okay. We’ve been through worse.”

      I wasn’t sure about that.

      He gave me a tentative look, as if he wanted to say something more. He was so close that I could feel the heat coming off his body. Part of me wanted to press forward into him, into the taut lines of his muscular body, and have him wrap his arms around me.

      But I didn’t dare. Rafe and I didn’t have that kind of relationship, as much as I longed for him sometimes.

      And even if I could close the distance between us, would it really make me feel better?

      Lex and Rafe seemed strong enough to protect me from any enemy.

      But they couldn’t protect me from the truth.
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      Lex hesitated in the doorway of my room. “Are you all right, Maddie?”

      I could never look him in the face, with his worried blue eyes fixed on me, and lie to him.

      “No,” I said. “But I will be.”

      Somehow, someday.

      He looked as if he didn’t want to leave me. Then there was a knock on the bathroom door. His face changed as he realized I had my guys to comfort me, and he managed a smile as he nodded.

      “Lex—” I didn’t want him to leave like that.

      But he was already closing the door between us.

      God damn it. I yanked absently on the end of my ponytail. “Come in.”

      Penn opened the door and leaned through the doorway. “You want company?”

      “Yes.” Even I could hear the relief in my tone.

      My boys made me feel better.

      “How much company?” he asked.

      “Any and all.”

      “Then we’re going to have to re-arrange the furniture,” he said.

      Penn came into the room and wrapped me up in a big hug. I rested my face against his shoulder, wrapping my arms around him. Some of the tension left me just with his body against me.

      Behind him came Jensen, Chase, Silas and Tyson. Without comment, they started moving furniture around, dragging the mattresses off the bunk beds until they’d made one big bed on the floor.

      No matter how upset I was, I found myself smiling.

      “Like a sleepover.” Chase hit me playfully in the lower back with a pillow.

      I laughed out loud as I grabbed a pillow and smacked him back. It was so weird to see my enormous, furry friend acting like he was a stereotypical teenage girl at a sleepover.

      But who doesn’t love a pillow fight?

      As if they seized on anything that would make me smile, the room broke out into a fight then. Wolfish boys take any combat seriously though—even of the fluffy kind—and it quickly degenerated into tackling each other and what appeared to be affectionate attempts to break each other’s noses or smother each other to death with pillows.

      I laughed as Chase slammed me into one of the beds. He tried to pin me down, throwing one leg over my waist to anchor me, but I was too quick. I rolled out of the way just in time. When his knee caught my lower back, I let out a small grunt of surprise.

      “Sorry, Maddie—” he started.

      He broke off as I slid behind him, grabbing his muscular neck in a choke hold.

      He flipped me over his shoulder onto the mattress. Then he pounced on me, tickling me.

      “You clearly need some help,” Jensen told him, grabbing me around the waist. He held me tight against his muscular body, his arms hard bars wrapped around me. I was laughing as I protested, but I didn’t want them to let me go. It felt good to be playful.

      “We just can’t let anyone know it takes multiple shifter males to bring Maddie down.” Chase’s tickling fingers along my side made me gasp with laughter—but also sent a strange wash of heat through my body.

      I was so close to Chase and Jensen that this playful moment could easily take a turn into something more. It wouldn’t, tonight… but it made me imagine what could be.

      As if I didn’t do enough daydreaming about that already, with my gorgeous guy friends and my traitorous body that longed for all of them.

      I felt better by the time we all climbed into bed. I needed to see my mom for myself—it felt as if maybe if I saw her, I would know if she was really my mother or not—but either way, at least I had my guys.

      It had been a long day, and we didn’t have much longer to sleep. The guys all fell silent around me, their breath dropping off into slow, even breathing.

      All except for Chase. I could feel that he was still awake, even though he moved very quietly when he shifted his weight, trying not to wake anyone.

      I half sat up, looking over Jensen’s sleeping form to find him in the semi-darkness. “I can practically hear you thinking.”

      “It’s hard to turn off sometimes.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Isn’t it?”

      That was why I was awake. We all knew what my problems were—my problems had burst through the woods today to make themselves apparent to everyone. Embarrassment squirmed through my stomach, but I tried to push it away. These men were worth trusting with my story, even the parts that made me feel small.

      I asked him, “What’s on your mind?”

      He groaned. “Blake and Skyla. Always.”

      His brother and sister.

      “Can I meet them?” I asked.

      “I guess,” he said skeptically. “They’re both pains-in-the-ass.”

      “So am I, but you like me anyway.” I just wanted to see him smile. He carried so much heaviness about his family.

      “True on all counts,” he said.

      “But we all have our quirks. I put up with your chest hair collecting in the shower drain.” Having three sexy guys as roommates was awesome, most of the time. Sharing a bathroom with three guys, no matter how hot, is a different story.

      Plus, even the handsomest men sometimes do unspeakable things to a toilet. Especially on taco night.

      “I’m not sure that’s all chest hair,” he said.

      I groaned. “I pulled it out of the drain this morning. With my bare hands.”

      “We’re all friends here. And did you know, you can actually wipe your toothpaste spit out of the bathroom sink? You don’t have to erect little blue gel statues as monuments to your dental hygiene.”

      “Oh really? I haven’t noticed any monuments.”

      “That’s because one of us always cleans up after your artistic endeavors.”

      “Philistines,” I accused.

      He leaned up on his elbow, glancing over Jensen at me. “Sometimes it worries me that fifty percent of our conversations involve bodily functions and/or hair.”

      “It’s comfortable,” I said.

      “Is there such a thing as too comfortable?”

      His question hung in the air.

      I wondered sometimes how Silas, Ty, and Chase really felt about my relationship with the other guys. Sometimes I thought they didn’t care. They were my friends, but sometimes it felt as if they were keeping some distance between us.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted that distance. I didn’t want to stop being roommates and teammates, not ever. Maybe I was greedy, but I wanted even more.

      But sometimes, I thought I was being stupid. If Chase just wanted friendship, I shouldn’t ruin what was so good and comfortable between us.

      I eased myself carefully over Jensen’s body, straddling him. He kept breathing deeply without waking, although his hand rose to stroke up my thigh, as if even in his sleep, he had to touch me.

      I slipped in between Jensen and Chase. Suddenly we were very close, and butterflies tickled my lungs. What was I thinking?

      Chase’s face was very close to mine, his eyes bright even in the dim light.

      “No such thing as too comfortable,” I said.

      “It’s good to be friends.” He yawned, covering his mouth with the back of his hand a second too late.

      “Yeah,” I said softly.

      He held his arm out, and I wriggled closer. I rested my head on his shoulder, and he wrapped his arms around me.

      “Sleep tight, Trouble,” he said.

      And snuggled between him and Jensen, I did.
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      Early the next morning, the guys and I tumbled downstairs for P.T. We were all exhausted, and I accidentally careened into Silas on the stairs.

      “Steady there,” he said, catching my elbow with his hand. Silas always seemed bright-eyed, no matter how much the rest of us were dead on our feet.

      “How are you so awake without coffee on so little sleep?” I demanded. “I want some of your—”

      I’d been about to say magic, totally joking, but I stopped myself. My mother’s words about witches on campus last night reverberated through my mind. I didn’t want Silas to get into trouble, and we both knew damn well he had more magic than a shifter is supposed to.

      “Practice,” he said, totally sober for once. “Growing up, we trained hard. They’d get us up in the middle of the night. We never knew when we were going to get to sleep through the night, or when they’d get us up an hour after bed, or at three o’clock in the morning.”

      I hadn’t known there were packs that trained more miserably then here at the academy.

      Silas went on, “They’d take us on these long runs or hikes with full gear. When we were so exhausted we were staggering, we’d take these long, miserable pen-and-paper tests on what we were studying in school.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      He shrugged. “Training.”

      “So you’ll be ready for the trials, at least.” Unease twisted through my stomach. On top of our regular classes, we were supposed to begin the fall bout of trials this week—exercises meant to test our characters and our ability to work as a team.

      Rafe grabbed my shoulder. As I twisted to look into his face, his hand released, but I could still feel the ghost of his fingers on my body.

      “Clinic,” he told me. “The doc wants to see us both to evaluate our recovery.”

      I nodded.

      “We’ll catch up later,” he called to Lex.

      Lex jerked his head toward the trail, then took off running. The guys fell in behind him, although I could feel their reluctance to leave me behind.

      Silas gave me an encouraging nod, then joined the group of guys. Jensen hesitated, looking over his shoulder as he ran, but this morning’s run wasn’t optional. They never were.

      Rafe took long strides toward the clinic without looking back toward me. I would’ve assumed he was angry, but maybe Rafe seemed like a ball of rage whenever he was worried.

      When the two of us were alone, crossing the grass toward the academic building, he muttered, “McCauley let me know this morning. Your sister will be here later today. But so will the rest of the Alphas for the trials.”

      “She doesn’t usually come to the trials.” I hadn’t seen the big team competitions since I was a kid, and things had changed a lot at the academy since my sister left her tenure as dean.

      The unfairness of how she’d been kicked out of her position—even though she had started the academy—burned in my chest like always. She didn’t seem to care anymore, but it still bothered me.

      “The Alpha Council will have questions about your mother if they find out she’s here,” Rafe said. “I don’t think we want to answer them.”

      “I thought the guys would come get my…mom.” I only stumbled a little bit over the word mom. “When do I get to talk to her?”

      It made sense to use the trials to smuggle my mother off academy grounds, without anyone from the Council noticing. My mother’s claim that she didn’t know if I was really a shifter would bring me attention I didn’t need. But I was still surprised.

      Piper tried valiantly to pretend to be neutral on the subject of my mother. She’d encouraged me to have my own relationship with her. But Piper also tried to avoid her.

      Given that my mother had stabbed Finn, one of Piper’s mates, neutral was pretty generous.

      I didn’t want to talk to Rafe about any of that, though. Not right now, when he was striding quickly along toward the academic building. I had to rush to keep up with him.

      “Talk to your mom? Or Piper?” he demanded.

      “Both.” I was lost in my thoughts, and I didn’t notice until it was too late that Rafe stopped abruptly, his gaze sweeping across the campus as if he was judging if we were sufficiently alone to talk about my mother.

      I crashed into his back, and he steadied me with his hands falling onto my shoulders. Just for a second, there was a flash of warmth in his eyes. Then it was gone.

      “Watch where you’re going, Northsea,” he said, pulling away from me.

      As he turned, I rolled my eyes. That man was going to eventually realize that there was no joy in being a condescending prick. I hoped I was there when he did.

      “One day,” he muttered, and I realized he’d seen that.

      “One day what?” I demanded, walking ahead of him toward the shadowed academic building. It was deserted right now, while everyone was at PT and the sun hadn’t yet risen.

      The teachers weren’t here yet—the lucky staff did not join us on frosty fall mornings at o’dark thirty.

      Rafe shook his head.

      Typical. Most of the time, Rafe was completely outspoken and confident. Around me, though, he muttered these little asides. Sometimes, they matched the heat in his eyes when he looked at me. He murmured things full of desire or even affection, and then he pretended they were my imagination.

      “You could give me a break, you know,” I said, before bounding up the stairs ahead of him.

      The clinic was in the left wing, so I headed that way. I didn’t look back to see how he took that thought.

      But I didn’t expect him to take it well.

      My sneakers squeaked on the polished floors as I headed toward the clinic. The last time I was there, Rafe had stormed out and left me behind. Now, the hall was empty, the lights still off.

      “You’re right,” he said behind me.

      I turned on my heel. He took another step toward me, then abruptly paused, knitting his arms across his chest. Even with a frown crinkling his brow above his dark eyes, he was gorgeous.

      “I think I heard you wrong,” I said.

      When I had such a ridiculous crush on him, how come everything that I said to him came out sounding like I wanted to start a fight?

      I was right, though. Having my mother around made me feel undone like nothing else ever had. Knowing she might not be my mother at all made my heart gallop at the thought of seeing her.

      Stumbling in the yard was nothing compared to how much I was stumbling inside.

      He lifted one perfect eyebrow. “You know what I said. Don’t push it.”

      He strode past me, checking that the hall was still empty, then held the door to the basement stairs open.

      The cells.

      My stomach clenched around nothing, since I hadn’t had breakfast yet. We weren’t really going to the clinic at all. He’d brought me to see my mom, just as I’d asked.

      “Thank you.” I ducked under his arm, which brought me close enough to his chiseled body to make me self-conscious. “Although I’m not sure I should thank you for letting me down here. After all, you threatened to lock me down here.”

      “Well, you’re safe. You haven’t pissed me off lately.” There was an edge of humor in his voice.

      “I pissed you off yesterday.”

      “Is that really your idea of a winning argument?”

      The two of us descended down the stairs. The concrete stairwell smelled musty, and guilt threaded through my gut that my mom was down here. I couldn’t do anything to help her. I wasn’t sure she even deserved my help. But the sense of guilt still washed over me, thick and full of despair, driving away the comfort I felt from Rafe’s playful scolding.

      He glanced toward me. “I never would, you know.”

      When I looked at him, he was already staring straight ahead again, his face handsome in profile.

      “You’d never actually lock me in a haunted prison? That’s a relief.” My voice came out dry, but maybe it was a relief.

      “You don’t trust me,” he said flatly. No matter how coolly he said the words, I had a funny feeling my tone had stung.

      “Do I think you care about what happens to me?”  In your own twisted way? “Absolutely.”

      Did I doubt that Rafe cared about me? Not in the least. No matter what he said, the man would take a bullet for me. And he had. He cared deeply about following the rules, but he’d still break them for me…sometimes.

      Rafe looked faintly satisfied, and I added, “But I do think you’re overbearing and bossy and might try to crush me into the ground, if you think it’s for my own good.”

      His eyes widened at that admission, and then his lips quirked to one side, as if he didn’t mind the idea.

      “And that doesn’t mean you’d be right,” I added.

      His mouth straightened. “It’s my job to be overbearing and bossy.”

      “No,” I disagreed. “I mean, sure, maybe to some extent. But it’s different. You know it.”

      Even if he would never admit it.

      He didn’t admit it, but he did add, “You’ve earned your place here. No one can deny that.”

      “Did anyone else have to earn their place here?” I demanded, my voice acerbic. “Or did all the men deserve to be here? Because they’re shifters, because they want to protect our people… you know they’re just like me, except for one thing.”

      I’d felt so lost about my mother. Now, I just felt angry, and it left me feeling…better. Stronger.

      I glanced at Rafe suspiciously, wondering if he’d pushed me into anger, because he could see me coming undone.

      “No,” he admitted, surprising me. “Nobody else has to earn their place here like you do, Maddie.”

      At least someone admitted it.

      He never used my first name, and the softness of it surprised me before he unlocked the door to the cell hall and led me down it. It was cold in here, and I shivered. But maybe it wasn’t a shiver of cold, but of fear.

      I wasn’t scared of much, but I dreaded seeing her.

      “I’m glad you’re here, though,” he said, half to himself. “Even if you have fucked up my world immensely.”

      I was going ahead of him through the doorway, so he couldn’t see the sudden smile that arched across my lips.

      I had such complicated feelings as I walked down the hall toward my…mother?

      At least I had Rafe behind me.
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      My mother sat on the floor, her arms wrapped around her legs and her head resting on her knees. She wore her ashy blond hair in a long Dutch braid, like she had all my life, but she’d gone gray at the temples over the last few years.

      My view of her was obscured by the bars. My heart stuttered. If Rafe hadn’t been right behind me, a warm, solid presence, I might have been tempted to back away before she saw me.

      She raised her face from her knees as if she heard our footsteps, and her face brightened.

      The expression was gone in a second, replaced by uncertainty, but her first reaction when she saw me had been happiness.

      I didn’t know what to do with that. I realized I’d stopped dead, and I forced my face to neutral, afraid of what emotions might show. I didn’t even know what emotions I felt.

      “Hi,” I said. That word sounded so stupid, so commonplace, that I immediately hurried on, “Why are you here?”

      She rose to her feet. “I had to see you.”

      “Why?”

      Her lips pressed together tightly. “I’m sorry, Maddie. I was trying to get on campus, to protect you, and then when they caught me I panicked. I said so much more than I meant to say.”

      “You said a ton,” I agreed.

      “Do you know?” She looked from me to Rafe.

      “I know that you don’t know who I am.” My voice came out even. “Or what.”

      She pulled a face. “I know who you are. I just don’t know how you got here. How you became… mine.”

      She stumbled over that word.

      Rafe looked to me as my lips parted.

      “Am I yours?” I demanded. “Was I ever really yours?”

      Her lower lip trembled before she got it under control. I thought she was going to say yes, and my heart rose in my chest. I didn’t know until that moment that I wanted her to say it.

      Piper raised me, Piper loved me, and I wasn’t her biological sister. Even when the false memories fell away, our love didn’t.

      But this woman, who was supposed to be my birth mother, paused. She couldn’t answer me, and my heart lurched in my chest. Then, slowly, I hardened. She’d hurt me dozens of times over the years. Maybe I’d been right to walk away years ago. I wasn’t going to let her hurt me all over again now.

      “All right,” I said. “You came here for a reason, right? What the hell do you want?”

      “What I want is to protect you,” she said, a flash of her underlying steel in her gaze as it met mine. “Whatever is happening, someone changed my memories for a reason. There’s some secret, some terrible secret in our past, and one way or another, it all comes back to you.”

      “So what am I supposed to do?” I demanded.

      “Find your father.”

      Joan had always told me that he must have died out there somewhere, searching for me. But I’d known since I heard his voice, that strange night, that he wasn’t. I need you, sweetheart. Your mother won’t tell me where you are…

      I should have tracked him down then. Guilt and regret washed over me. I’d promised him then that I would come find him. I should have left that night, left the academy behind and taken care of my family….

      I forced myself out of the spiral of regret. I would have endless sleepless nights to obsess over the mistakes I’d made; I didn’t need to let them distract me now. “He’s not dead. You know where he is?”

      “I thought he was.” There was a defensive edge to her voice.

      Crazy old wolf still cared what I thought.

      “Funny, because he claimed that you wouldn’t tell him where I was.”

      Rafe’s eyes widened, confusion written across his face, as my mother frowned at me.

      “When the hell did you hear from your father?” Rafe demanded. “Who is he?”

      “It was some kind of magical message.”

      “Relevant fucking information, Northsea.” Rafe stopped himself with obvious effort, then turned to Joan.

      “What changed?” Rafe asked her, and now his voice was low and smooth, almost soothing. I wished I got Calm Rafe sometimes. He sounded nice.

      “I had a message from him. Well, I think it’s from him.” She paused, rubbing her temples with her fingers. “I’m all mixed up.”

      I stared at her drawn face, the dark circles under her eyes, and I wanted to hate her.

      It would always have been easier to hate her. Sometimes I wondered—was it the witch Rippedthroat who stole my childhood, the one who gifted me my nightmares? Or was it my own mother?

      But when I looked at her face, empathy for her washed over me, stealing away my anger. The other emotions that rushed in to fill their place left me drowning.

      But I glanced at Rafe, at his impassive, handsome face, and it reminded me that I could choose who I wanted to be now. I could be kind and strong, no matter what dark memories dogged me when I looked at my mother.

      “We’ll figure out what’s going on,” I promised her. “What kind of message did you get?”

      Before she could answer, there was a clanging sound at the end of the hall. Someone had opened the door.

      “You never saw us,” Rafe warned her in a harsh whisper.

      He grabbed my wrist, his fingers bruisingly tight, and pulled me into a closet just down the hall. My ass brushed across his hips in the close confines as I closed the door almost all the way shut, leaving just a tiny sliver of light coming in.

      Rafe’s hand slid across my waist, holding me close to him. He probably couldn’t help touching me, because we were in such close quarters, but my heart still hitched at the casual way he wrapped his arm around me. His breath stirred my hair as we waited.

      No matter that we were hiding, I noticed too much about him, like the slow, gentle movement of his breath with his hard chest pressed against my shoulder blades. His heart didn’t seem to beat faster at the danger.

      His calm made me feel safe. Unthinkingly, I leaned back into him, my head against his shoulder.

      He didn’t react. Didn’t move a beat.

      Then his fingertips curled into my abs as he held me just a little tighter. It was such a small gesture that he probably didn’t even notice.

      There were footsteps coming down the hallway. It sounded like more than one person. They stopped in front of my mother’s cell. I couldn’t see them through the sliver of the door, but I didn’t dare move.

      “God, it stinks down here,” one of them muttered to the other, and I relaxed slightly. They could smell that we had been here recently, for sure, but the musk and the scents of diverse human misery that permeated the basement might protect us.

      “Who are you?” It was a different voice, gentle but nonetheless commanding.

      There was a long pause, as if my mother refused to answer.

      The voice took on a dangerous note. “My apologies. I should have introduced myself first. I’m  Etan Clearborn, Alpha of the Delaware Valley pack, chair for the Council’s Own.”

      What brought him down here?

      “What’s that to me?” My mother demanded.

      “Do you like it down here?” There was an amused edge in his voice. “I have questions about the way Dean McCauley runs this school, given that he has undocumented prisoners in the basement.”

      There was another long pause. There was no reason for my mother to resist him, but it had always been her nature to push back against authority.

      If I did share her genes, then maybe a military school was a poor choice for me, come to think of it.

      “How long have you been here?” he demanded.

      The door opened again with a clang in the distance. Rafe shifted behind me. His body language demanded, what the hell now?

      Those footsteps came down the hall faster, the sound of a single pair of shoes clicking rapidly down the hall. Dean McCauley.

      “Alpha Clearborn,” the dean said. If he felt flustered, it didn’t show in his voice. He didn’t dare question the Alpha for wandering down into the basement, but I was sure he wanted to.

      “What’s the story with your guest?” Clearborn asked, his voice lazy, as if the question wasn’t loaded.

      “Trespasser,” the dean said. “She doesn’t seem to be in her right mind, so we’re holding her until we can reunite her with her family.”

      “How good of you.”

      There was another pause, and then Clearborn said, “She looks familiar. What pack is she from?”

      “The Atlantic pack.”

      “The Northsea pack, now?” Clearborn corrected.

      My mother had never seen herself as one of them. When the three packs united and took a new name—when I became a Northsea myself—my mother had refused to see herself as under Piper’s leadership.

      “She seems to be a lone wolf now,” the dean said. “She’s...unwell.”

      “And you didn’t contact the Council?”

      “There was no need.”

      “You know I don’t mind late night messages,” Clearborn said. “Part of the job.”

      “I didn’t think there was anything urgent about this situation.”

      “There was nothing for the Council to know?”

      “Exactly. Nothing important, nothing that I can’t deal with on my own.”

      “I see,” Clearborn said. “No threat to the academy.”

      “No. Just a troubled woman in need of help.”

      “Some help you offered her,” Clearborn said, a dour note in his voice as if he was looking around the cells.

      “It’s the best I can do for now—”

      “Enough with the lies,” Clearborn said, his voice low and threaded with steel. “So she didn’t claim there were witches at the academy?”

      “Delusions.”

      “Delusions. How confident you sound—as if you wouldn’t doom a generation of our young warriors if you turned out to be incompetent.”

      “She’s sick—”

      “And you are incompetent,” Clearborn went on. “Your students are undisciplined. The patrols graduating are unprepared. Your own son is…”

      “Jensen is being punished.”

      “If you can call it that. But I don’t give a damn about your brat of a son. There are reports of evidence of magic at the academy.” Clearborn’s voice dropped dangerously low as he added, “And those reports strangely didn’t come from you, but from your own guards, who are afraid the academy is in danger.”

      “There’s no credible proof,” the dean went on, but there was a strained note in his voice now. “Nothing but Faro’s death, which I reported, and that turned out to be—”

      “Bullshit,” Clearborn said, enunciating each word perfectly. “Maynard, get her out of the cell.”

      The guards in the woods must not have been as loyal to the dean as he thought. Someone reported him to the Alpha council.

      There was a clanging, then the shuffling of feet. My heart raced, afraid my mother might tell Clearborn that Rafe and I were hiding down the hall. She was so unpredictable.

      “You can both come with me,” Clearborn said, his voice full of danger. “It’s convenient the Alphas are gathering. We can hear what this woman has to say—together—since you can’t be trusted to relay the message.”

      It was only when the clanging door had shut again, when the hall had been quiet for a long time, that Rafe quietly muttered a curse word in my ear.

      I couldn’t agree more.
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      Rafe

      

      As Maddie and I rushed down the hall, I dared to steal a look at her face. Her lush pink lips were set, and high color lingered in her cheeks. Whatever she was thinking was locked up tight, and only the bleed of red across her high cheekbones gave away her emotions.

      God, I wanted to make things better for her so badly that it burned in my chest. Her words earlier about how she could trust my intentions—but she couldn’t trust me—still haunted me.

      We had to get out of the basement and back into the hallway before classes started and the halls filled.

      “Stay close.” I tried the door, only to find it locked from the outside again. Fuck. I had keys, but it didn’t matter from this side of the door.

      The clock was ticking down. I pulled out my cell phone, but it was a dead zone down here. No bars. No way to call for help.

      Everyone was still at breakfast. It wouldn’t be long until the hallways above filled with students, though. I didn’t want Clearborn to know we’d eavesdropped on him.

      “Now what?” Maddie asked, her voice calm. “When do you think Lex will come looking?”

      “Soon, hopefully. If things aren’t going to shit out there too.” So much for keeping Joan’s mysterious accusations under wraps. “You’re taking this well.”

      She shrugged. “It’s hardly my first time in an awkward situation.”

      I leaned against the wall opposite her, crossing my arms, and she mimicked my posture. With her long blond hair drawn over her shoulder, her leanly muscled body curvy even in our utility uniform, a t-shirt and cargo pants, she was sexy as hell.

      We’d have to clear Maddie’s name, now that the accusations were going to come out. I didn’t care about Dean McCauley or the academy’s reputation. I cared about protecting my guys, and I cared about protecting Maddie. Everything else was irrelevant.

      I was always curious about her, and for once, I had an excuse to ask questions without giving her the wrong impression. We were trapped down here anyway. “What was it like growing up as a pack princess?”

      “Don’t call me that,” she said, but went on without waiting for me to acknowledge her words, as if she expected to be obeyed. As if she were a princess. “Which part of my life do you want to know about? Growing up with the coven? Or growing up with the pack? Because those are two very different stories.”

      I glanced at my watch. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      “We’ve got that much time,” she said, not exactly a question.

      “Maybe.” A spider crept across the wall above her head, and I decided to ignore it as long as it didn’t drop toward her.

      Maybe I should start keeping spiders as pets like Dani. If we got caught down here, we might well find ourselves making a home in these cells.

      “I’ll skip over the part where I was born in the Atlantic pack because, well, who knows?” Maddie managed to sound blasé, but I’d seen enough lately to know that was an act. “I was kidnapped by Rippedthroat when I was a little kid. He changed my memories, and Piper’s too, so that we thought we were sisters. Then he drained our magic, using it to power himself and his coven.”

      “You’d think since he went through all that trouble that he’d value us, but no. He seemed to hate us. Maybe because he needed us. Maybe because we were wolves, or kids, or girls. I don’t know.” She shook her head, her face blank as memories washed over her, but pain flickered in her blue eyes.

      I hadn’t meant to make her relive the darkness in her past. I should let the conversation die. And yet rage flared through my body at her own emotion, no matter how much she suppressed it.

      “He’s dead now, right?” If not, I wanted to kill him myself.

      She nodded. “Piper took the worst of it. She protected me when I was too little to protect myself.”

      “You look up to her.” We had that in common. I’d met Piper Northsea once, briefly, on one of the darkest nights of my life. And I’d never forget it.

      “Yes,” she said simply. “I came here wanting to make her proud. Coming to her school—it’s meant a lot to me.”

      Then she’d been bullied and mistreated. Fury—at myself—tightened my chest. I shouldn’t have let it happen. I’d warned off the cadre when they dared to pick on her, and I’d debated making any cadet who bullied her regret their choices. But I’d always talked myself out of taking any action.

      I’d known she could take it. If she hadn’t fought her own battles, no one would ever have treated her as an equal. But it still felt like I’d abandoned her.

      As it was, she’d won over most of the school.  I heard the way the men in the other patrols talked about her, and it was very different from when she arrived. Did she even know that?

      Or had I let her down again, by not telling her just that?

      “I’m sorry you were alone when you came here,” I admitted.

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said lightly. “I’m tough.”

      “You are,” I admitted, and something changed in her face, which made my heart beat faster.

      “Anyway,” she said lightly, “now she’ll watch the trials, so hopefully I don’t embarrass myself.”

      “You won’t,” I said confidently. So many people still wanted to see her fail, but she was Maddie Northsea. She was a fucking pain in my ass, but she was also a force of nature.

      And she had us watching her back, anyway.

      She gave me a long look. “Going soft?”

      “No.” Her words irritated me. “But thanks for the reminder that it’s always a mistake to be nice to first-years.”

      A mischievous smile touched her lips. It made my heart leap, but it was the faintest hint of a smile before it flickered and her gaze dropped from mine.

      She said, “It’s probably a mistake to be nice to fourth-years too for that matter, but here I am, spilling my life story.”

      “I just wanted to get to know you better.”

      Her brows arched. “What about you, Rafe? I know you’re an uncle. That’s about it.”

      I’d half-expected her to finish that thought. I know you’re an uncle… and an asshole.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Charlotte turns one in a month.”

      “You ever think twice about the world she has to live in?”

      I met the challenge in her gaze. “Yeah. I do.”

      I thought I’d given her what she wanted, but she didn’t break her stare.

      “So what,” she asked slowly, as if I were an idiot, “are you going to do about it?”

      That tone, the condescending way she talked to me, made me heated, but the way that question ended stopped me dead.

      “It’s what you have to do, isn’t it?” I asked, and my voice came out genuinely curious. “I can’t make anyone see you the way you really are.”

      “The way I really am?” Her brows arched.

      Cain on a cracker, she won’t let a damn thing I say stand without pushing back.

      “You know. You’re the only one who can make them see that you’re one of us,” I said impatiently. “Probably tougher than most, to be honest.”

      “Oh?”

      “Definitely tougher than Silas, probably not tougher than me.” I could feel the cockiness slip into my grin, even though I was joking, and I made my mouth straighten back out again. I shouldn’t be teasing her.

      “Don’t underestimate Silas,” she said. “I think he’s pretty amazing.”

      Jealousy curled through my stomach, but I shouldn’t feel a damn thing.

      “You asked for my life story,” she said. “Tell me something about yourself.”

      “I had a brother and a sister.”

      Something sad flickered in her eyes, registering the had. My brother had been dead for years now, but it never got easier. I didn’t want to talk about it, and I was about to shut her down.

      She said lightly, “You seem like an oldest child…”

      Relief flooded my chest that she’d shifted the subject. My eyebrows arched. “Because I’m bossy? No, this is just how I’m wired. I’m the youngest.”

      “I thought the youngest is supposed to be the fun-loving trickster.” Maddie’s lips arched. She was the youngest, and that certainly seemed to describe her.

      “Maybe I am. Maybe you don’t know everything about me.” I could be fun.

      “Maybe.” She flashed me a skeptical look that made me want to prove her wrong.

      Just then, the door rattled. I drew her to one side, concealing us behind the door in case it wasn’t the Calvary.

      Or maybe I was just taking any excuse to be close to her again.

      The door flew open.

      Silas, in school uniform, stuck his head around the door. His blond hair flopped over his forehead, and he grinned his big boyish grin.

      “Found you,” he said. “You two having a moment?”

      Yep. We had work to do, but I still felt irrationally annoyed that this brief moment with Maddie was over.

      I ignored Silas’ insinuations. “We’ve got to move.”

      He slid his thumb under the strap of the book bag over his shoulder, and for the first time, I realized he was carrying two bags. “I’ve got Maddie’s bag and both your uniforms.”

      We only had a few minutes before the bell, but everyone was usually running over here from breakfast at the last possible minute. If we hustled, no one would know we’d been locked in the basement.

      I grabbed the strap of Maddie’s bag and tossed it over my shoulder. She rolled her eyes, not that I missed it—every single time, swear to god, my palm itched to smack her rebellious but perfect ass—but she was already going ahead of me down the hall. We needed to put some distance between us and the cells, no matter what.

      “Don’t ask me what kind of school has a prison under the classrooms,” she muttered as the three of us ducked into an empty classroom. I knew the schedule well enough to know it was unused during hour one. We’d have a minute of privacy in here.

      If someone caught us, I’d just pretend I’d needed privacy to yell at my smartass cadets. That would not be a tough sell.

      Without hesitating, I grabbed my clothes out of the book bag, then handed it to Maddie. It was too light—Silas must have had to sacrifice some space—so she wouldn’t be completely prepared. “Guess it doesn’t matter if you have all your books, the way your classes are going.”

      “The guys and I will share.” Silas stared me down, challenge in his gaze. “We look after our girl here.”

      Our girl? When the hell did that happen?

      “Yeah, you’ve done a bang-up job so far,” I muttered. I yanked my t-shirt over my head, before pulling on my dress shirt and beginning to button it.

      Maddie didn’t hesitate. She was already skimming off her PT uniform, completely unembarrassed to strip in front of us. I tried to focus on my own shirt, but I missed a damn button and had to start over.

      She stripped down to a sports bra and cotton panties with lace along the waistband. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but the combination of her lean, athletic frame and her narrow curves had me suddenly, humiliatingly hard. As she leaned over, pulling up her short plaid skirt, the muscles in her arms and her back rippled. Those lean muscles were clearly defined, even though her frame was feminine.

      That was Maddie in a nutshell, though: tough and badass and feminine all at once. It was a fucking addictive combination.

      I turned away, buttoning up my blazer. Think about the least sexy things in the universe. Washing my grandmother’s laundry for her. Big panties, the size of dish towels, spotted with flowers.

      Silas watched us both, his arms folded across his chest in his blazer, a faint smile written across his lips.

      “What’s funny?” I asked him, warning in my voice.

      “You know what’s funny,” he said.

      When Maddie was around, my sense of authority over all of them seemed to slip. My jaw tightened as Maddie looked up from buttoning her blouse, her eyes bright with curiosity.

      Then Silas added, “But any of us could have been trapped in those cells. We didn’t see Clearborn coming.”

      Was Silas really covering for me?

      I adjusted my trousers as best I could and moved behind the desk. The last thing I wanted was for Maddie to know the effect she had on me, or worse, to make her uncomfortable because of it.

      “You two get to class,” I said, taking a seat in the teacher’s chair. “I’m going to figure out where Clearborn took Maddie’s mom.”

      The two of them nodded. As they headed out the door, Silas touched Maddie’s back, and she glanced up at him with a smile. Jealousy rippled through my muscles again, even worse than before.

      I still had a hard-on that I was ashamed of, and worse than that, it wasn’t just her body I wanted.

      I wanted all of Maddie Northsea.

      I could sit in the instructor’s chair all I wanted.

      But my grip was slipping.
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      Maddie

      

      I had to go through my classes, no matter how distracted I felt. Luckily, I had Silas, Penn, or Chase—or on occasions, all three—in my classes, so I was never alone with my troubles.

      We made jokes between classes, and Penn—because he never cared much about getting in trouble—passed me notes. I was too good a girl to actually pass him one back, but I still read them all, and they made me smile.

      Chase never messed around in class, or at least he confined himself to checking his secret cell phone under the desk, so I was surprised when he leaned over to me as our instructor, Kingfisher, had his back turned.

      Chase usually was nothing but annoyed when he checked his phone. He always received texts about family stuff where he was too far away to help, but this time I could feel his joyful energy as he leaned toward me.

      He held his phone up. I looked at the screen—lottery numbers—and then looked back up at him, trying to figure out why he was showing me that.

      “They’re mine,” he mouthed.

      “All of them?” I mouthed back. All six numbers?

      “All of them.”

      His eyes were bright.

      “Northsea, Freeman, out of my class.” Kingfisher snapped from the front of the room. “You can say whatever you want in the hall. Five points off your house for each of you.”

      “Sorry,” I said abashedly. I mostly felt sorry for getting caught, but still.

      I gathered my books, then Chase and I headed out into the hallway. I should be worried about getting in trouble—I was already on restriction until the end of time, possibly until well after graduation if Rafe had his way—but I was too interested in Chase’s news right now to give a damn. Things were hard for Chase. Maybe this would take the weight off his shoulders.

      “How much?” I asked as soon as we were out in the hallway.

      “Seven million dollars,” he said. He was grinning as he raked his hand over his hair like he couldn’t believe it. “Holy shit, Maddie. This changes everything. My aunt can quit her job, I can move Blake and Skyla closer to here, we can have a house…”

      “I’m so happy for you!” Elation swelled in my chest. The situation with his family was so tough on him. Maybe this would be the start of something new.

      I grabbed him in a hug, and he pulled me against his chest so hard that my toes lifted off the ground. As I laughed at him, he grinned back at me.

      Then suddenly he said, “Oh, I’m sorry I got you in trouble. I just wanted to tell you—“

      “Dude, I get in trouble all the time,” I reminded him. “I don’t care. I’m glad I got to be part of this moment with you.”

      “I’m glad I got to share it with you too,” he said. “No one else knows yet. Just you.”

      He gazed into my face, still smiling as those words settled in. But he told me just because of how our day had gone, right? It wasn’t that he chose to tell me first…

      “You should call Blake!” I said.

      He shook his head. “What if something goes wrong? I don’t want them to be disappointed. I’ll get the money, get everything set up, then tell them.”

      I had the feeling that for him, something had always gone wrong, and it made my heart lurch in my chest.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I told him.

      “Shouldn’t I be telling you that?” He ran his hand over his hair again, his smile dimming. “Sorry. Here I was so caught up in—”

      I caught his hand with mine. “Don’t do that. I couldn’t be happier right now if I’d won the lottery myself.”

      His eyes sparked. The two of us were so close, and I was suddenly keenly aware of his hard fingers, warm against my palm.

      Chase and I were just friends. So why was it that butterflies rose in my chest when I gazed at his soft, pink lips, a contrast to his hard-angled, big-jawed face?

      “For now, this is a secret,” he said. “Okay?”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “I don’t know how the dean or the Council would take my new independence,” he muttered, even though we didn’t know yet if Dean McCauley would be the dean much longer.

      I cocked my head to one side, feeling a jolt of anger at the thought people had intimidated him before. “Why?”

      My voice came out sharp, protective, and his lips quirked.

      “Just a feeling,” he said, squeezing my hand gently in his big one. “The dean’s tried to keep me under his thumb before. But I don’t mind you knowing my secrets.”

      He was trying to change the subject. I shook my head at his clumsy attempt to distract me, but standing in the empty school hallway was no place for me to pry. We didn’t know how much longer we’d have alone.

      “You know I can’t tell on you. You know my secrets too.” Lord, did I have some secrets. But I trusted him with them.

      Chase leaned down as if he were going to whisper into my ear, his big shoulders hunching slightly in a way that was sexy.

      He looked as if he were going to whisper to me—or kiss me.

      As I looked up into his face, my lips parted. I swayed toward him. My heart was beating so fast I could hear it pulsing through my eardrums. Chase had to hear it too, or maybe he couldn’t, because it felt like his heart was beating just as fast as mine.

      “What are you two idiots doing in the hall when you should be in class?” Rafe demanded.

      His harsh voice drenched a bucket of ice water over the two of us. Chase pulled away, his eyes widening.

      Irritation flared in my chest, and I almost rounded on Rafe with a bad attitude, but I bit back the words that came to my lips.

      Or maybe I didn’t manage to hide my attitude. Rafe’s arms knit over his chest, his jaw setting as he stared me down.

      “How are you always here?” I demanded. Always killing the moment?

      “I have a sixth sense for when you’re getting yourself into trouble.”

      Sure. Or maybe he had a sixth sense for when I was about to kiss another guy.

      “We were talking in class,” Chase admitted, breaking the tension between Rafe and me.

      Rafe glanced at Chase as if he had forgotten he was even here. Of course. I was the one that Rafe lived to scold, it seemed.

      Rafe checked his watch. “Last class before lunch. You two can come with me.”

      Chase and I exchanged a look. Was this an excuse to get us out of here because we needed to talk about the unfolding situation with my mom? Or was he just dragging us off to peel potatoes or take a beating in the pit for our misdeeds?

      Rafe was already walking back the way he’d come. His posture was straight and perfect, his leanly powerful frame enhanced by the fitted blazer and trousers of our school uniform. He was gorgeous and commanding, as he strode away. He was so confident that we would follow.

      “I hate him sometimes,” I whispered to Chase, almost mouthing the words rather than saying them aloud. Chase nodded in agreement.

      “I know,” Rafe said without looking back. “And I wonder if a hundred push-ups would improve your attitude.”

      I loved to work out, but push-ups were on my top-ten list of hated exercises. “Probably not.”

      “Maybe two hundred, then.”

      “Stop talking,” Chase whispered to me urgently, but his eyes were amused.

      Right now, nothing could dull Chase’s good mood.

      And no matter how much my own worries weighed on me, that made my heart lift too.
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      Rafe

      

      “Every house is responsible for cleaning and maintaining one of the guest quarters,” I told Chase and Maddie as we headed up the wooded trail toward the guest house. “Of course we already made sure the houses were ready for the Alphas, but I have to double check it’s ready before our guests arrive. You two can scrub the bathrooms one more time. Since you don’t have anything to do in class.”

      I wanted to make sure we had the chance to talk to Piper in privacy. Lex called Piper to warn her that Clearborn took Joan, but Piper was still coming in to help. Piper made it clear she wanted to see her sister.

      Maddie’s lips twitched in a faint smile. She obviously understood my plan.

      Normally, I would’ve told her that I wanted her to explain to her alpha why she couldn’t follow simple freaking instructions. But after this morning’s conversation about how she wanted to make her sister proud, I couldn’t say it.

      At least, unlike my parents, Maddie’s sister was capable of being proud of her.

      The guest houses had belonged to doctors at the asylum before it was abandoned. These houses weren’t haunted like the academic building and dorms. It almost made them seem lonely.

      I unlocked the front door and laid the keys on the table in the foyer. The house was old, and the faintest musty smell mixed with the scent of Lysol. From here, I could see down the hall to the eat-in kitchen in the back, and stairs led up to the second floor. On the right was a living room, and to the left was a dining room, both simply furnished.

      “Upstairs. Cleaning products are in the closet.” I pointed up.

      Maddie turned luminous blue eyes on me. “Oh, you weren’t joking.”

      That gaze made butterflies rise in my chest, and I crossed my arms, as if I could crush them into oblivion from the outside. “Do I ever joke?”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re capable,” she said. “Even though there isn’t a lot of evidence yet to back up my hunch.”

      She headed up the stairs, with Chase at her heels. She tripped on one of the steps—they were the short, narrow stairs of another age, so they weren’t as deep as expected. I’d tripped on those stairs the first time too.

      Chase caught her with an arm around her waist. She leaned into him familiarly, touching his arm as she looked up at him.

      “Win seven million dollars in the morning,” Chase teased, “clean toilets in the afternoon. The academy keeps it real.”

      They were so comfortable together. Anyone could see what was happening between them. Anyone except them, maybe.

      In the distance, I heard the sound of wheels rolling over gravel.

      “We’ve got company.” I jerked my head to the stairs. “Make yourself busy in case it’s Clearborn, and not more Northseas.”

      More Northseas. There was a phrase to strike terror into my heart. One Northsea had turned out to be a whole lot of trouble.

      But the enormous dark-haired, blue-eyed shifter who filled the doorway was definitely not Clearborn. His nostrils flared as he stared at me. “Who are you?”

      “Rafael Hunt.”

      Recognition glinted in his eyes; he knew my name, even if he didn’t remember me. I’d met some of Piper’s pack in passing, a long time ago.

      “Logan Northsea.” He gave me a long look, his nostrils flaring again. He must scent Maddie in the house.

      “Come on down,” I called up the stairs.

      Logan turned his head over his shoulder and shouted to the car behind him that it was safe to come in. His head was still turned when Maddie clattered down the stairs and rushed down the hall, before she tackled him.

      When Maddie flew into him, Logan’s shoulders slammed into the doorway with her force. He laughed as he wrapped his arms around Maddie. Affection glinted in his otherwise-icy eyes as he looked down at Maddie. “You doing okay?”

      “Keeping my chin up,” she said lightly, as if that was something he’d told her before. She stepped back from him, glancing at me as if she was worried what I’d think.

      I straightened my tie, ignoring the way she’d just looked at me even though it grated on my nerves. I wouldn’t judge her for having a pack that loved her, and that she loved.

      Then she asked, “Did Clearborn invite you and Piper to the Alpha meeting they’re having?”

      He frowned. “Clearborn? Since when does he invite Piper anywhere?”

      “He’s trying to take over the academy,” I said. “He was the one who took Maddie’s mom off-campus.”

      Logan’s mouth tightened in frustration. “Goddamn pack politics. Like we don’t have bigger concerns than who has the biggest dick.”

      Piper Northsea stepped in behind him. She was flanked by two huge shifters, each of whom carried a baby wrapped in blankets. Piper was smaller than I remembered, a petite woman with soft blond hair curling around a heart-shaped, delicate face.

      “Maddie.” Piper crushed her sister against her chest in a hug, even though she winced when she did.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” Maddie said, resting her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “You could’ve just sent some of the guys.”

      “If I know Clearborn, it’ll take Arthur and Callum and myself to deal with this,” Piper said drily.

      “And you brought the babies.” Maddie was already reaching out for one, making dramatic grabby hands, and the red-headed guy who carried the baby grinned.

      When Maddie turned around, the baby’s head nestled just below her chin. She swayed back and forth, her slender hips rocking, as she gently patted the baby’s back; her knuckles were cut open from hand-to-hand training, and the juxtaposition of her wounded hands and her softness with the infant startled me.

      I was used to seeing Maddie as a tough fighter—as well as headstrong and exasperating—but the smile that lit her face made my heart lurch. She could be cradling my baby like that one day, far in the future. She could be mine.

      Mine. The word echoed through my soul, a deep and primal urge.

      Oh, fucking Cain. I didn’t know what to do with that.

      Chase stood on the stairs, glancing around at them, and Maddie suddenly came to life. More big shifters were squeezing into the hallway from the door, filling up the space.

      “Chase, Rafe, this is my sister Piper, and her mates. Arthur and Callum, these are the twins Finn and Seb, this is Kai and Nick and Josh and Logan.” Maddie pointed to each of the guys in turn, but there was no way I was going to keep them all straight.

      Callum, who looked like he was in his thirties with five o’clock shadow across his chiseled jaw, looked between Chase and me pointedly.

      “This is Rafe, one of my cadre. Please don’t repeat anything I’ve said about him behind his back,” Maddie said, gesturing to me as I reached to shake Callum’s hand.

      Callum grinned. At least someone thought Maddie was funny.

      “And this is Chase, he’s on my team.” Maddie touched the small of his back, and from the way the other wolves glanced at him, no one missed the ‘casual’ way she touched him. “He’s a good friend.”

      A friend. Sure.

      “It’s nice to meet some of the people who’ve had your back at the academy.” Callum spoke to Maddie, but gave me a searching look.

      My jaw set. If he was implying I could’ve done a better job looking after Maddie, well, it wasn’t my job to protect her from hurt feelings. My job was to help her be tough enough to fight in the patrols alongside more men that might not want her around.

      I was pretty sure that, given enough time, Maddie would overcome anyone’s prejudice, though.

      Or at least, put them in their fucking place.

      “I don’t know what Jensen and I would’ve done without them,” Maddie said, as if she didn’t realize there was any subtext to Callum’s words, as if despite her teasing, she’d had good things to say about me to her pack.

      The awkwardness was broken as the guy in the doorway—I thought his name was Kai—whistled. When everyone turned to look at him, he said, “We’ve got company inbound.”

      “Probably Clearborn,” Piper said. “Finn, Seb, Logan, Nick, stay in here and protect the babies. Just in case.”

      The four of them nodded. Piper jerked her head, and she and the rest of her guys moved out onto the front porch.

      Piper looked over her shoulder and added, “You three stay in the house too. You don’t need Clearborn to notice you.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said.

      Maddie rolled her eyes, and I elbowed her as her sister swept out onto the front porch. “She might be your sister, but she is an alpha too.”

      “You don’t need to worry about how I treat Piper,” Maddie whispered back to me. “Trust me, her guys would let me know if there were any issue. They’re a wee bit protective.”

      “It’s true,” Logan said. “It’s different in public. Maddie knows the difference.”

      Different in public? Maybe Chase and I were being treated as friends of the pack, even though they barely knew us, because of Maddie.

      She moved to one of the windows, positioning herself to one side of it, and Chase joined her. I stood on the opposite side. There were so many wolves in and out of this house that Clearborn shouldn’t pick up our scents.

      Maddie kept swaying, still holding the baby, and Chase smiled over her shoulder at the baby blinking blueberry-blue eyes open. I pushed down the swell of jealousy at the picture they formed.

      A truck rolled slowly up the driveway and stopped in front of the house. Clearborn stepped out.

      “It’s good to see you here, Northsea,” Clearborn said as his feet crunched over the gravel. “Congratulations on the children.”

      “Thank you.” Piper Northsea had perfect posture, standing in the center, flanked by Arthur and Callum, her two alpha males, then the others spread around them.

      “I thought surely you’d sit these trials out.” His eyes flashed with humor. “I’d expect you to be busy.”

      “Don’t worry about us.” The thread of command in Piper’s voice surprised me. She sounded so different from how warm she had been in the house. “I’m glad to have the chance to check in on the academy.”

      “It’s changed quite a bit since you ran things.”

      “Since I started this school? Yes, so I’ve heard.”

      “It’s going to change a bit more.” Clearborn crossed his arms. “I called an emergency meeting of the Alphas for tonight to discuss replacing Dean McCauley.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t reach out to you. I thought you’d be busy. I’d hate to take a new mother away from her most precious mission.”

      “I’m never too busy for pack business.”

      “The dean’s been concealing concerns about magic on campus.” Clearborn tilted his head to one side. “Have you heard anything about that?”

      Piper ignored the question, with all its implications. “I’ll happily volunteer my men to assist in any way needed with the investigation. The packs have relied before on the hacker expertise we’ve developed—”

      Clearborn cut her off, his voice dismissive. “Generous of you, but there are concerns your pack is compromised.”

      Arthur and Callum took a step forward, and Clearborn leaned forward, flashing them a dangerous smile.

      “If you intend to accuse me of something, I’d be clear…and careful,” Piper warned Clearborn. “I have my own concerns about who might be ‘compromised’.”

      “You know the rumors about your pack’s use of magic.” He tilted his head to one side. “I don’t believe it, of course. But I can’t squash the rumors single-handedly.”

      “I’m so glad you’re on my side.” Her voice was acerbic.

      “You misstepped, Piper, when you tried to bring magic to the academy,” he said. “And so did McCauley when he invited the Hunters’ witch here.”

      “And so you see your opening,” Piper said. “I don’t remember you hating magic yourself, Clearborn. But you’re happy enough to use their hatred, aren’t you?”

      Clearborn didn’t deny it.

      “Many of the Alphas want to see a return to old-school ways, to old Pack law,” he said.

      “Funny how those Alphas want to return to old-school ways and yet whisper to each other as if they’re frightened to fight for what they want.” Piper’s voice was amused.

      Clearborn shrugged. “Perhaps the effort began in the shadows. I don’t want you to be surprised when it comes into the light.”

      “Good of you to warn me.”

      “If I were you, I’d stay clear of the investigations,” he said. “It’s not my call, Piper. But I would expect your pack is being watched. I’d hate to see an excuse for other Alphas to unite against your pack.”

      “I see.” Piper’s voice was cool. “I so appreciate the warning.”

      “The trials are canceled,” he said, already standing in the door of his truck, his foot on the running board. “McCauley’s witch was integral to their plans, and the trials are being re-worked without magic. But at least we’re all together for our meeting.”

      Piper said, “Aren’t you going to tell me about the wolf from my pack that you have in your custody?”

      “I know who you mean, but she’s a lone wolf, no wolf of yours.” He flashed her a thin smile. “She’ll testify tonight. Then she can choose where she goes. There’s no reason to hold her.”

      “If she’s in a rough state, I’d like to help her,” Piper said.

      “Oh?” Clearborn asked skeptically. “When’s the last time you spoke to her?”

      “She’s still a member of the Atlantic pack,” Arthur interrupted. He was a mountain of a man, dark haired and dangerous. “She lived off pack lands these past few years, but she never renounced her place.”

      Clearborn held his gaze. “You can meet her at the Alpha meeting and see what she says about that.”

      Next to me, Maddie chewed her lower lip until it was on the verge of bleeding. Chase touched her lip tenderly with his thumb, and she released her lip from the death grip of her teeth.

      Piper watched Clearborn go, then spoke briefly to Arthur and Callum before she returned to the house. Finn took the baby from Maddie, giving her a sympathetic smile.

      Maddie looked miserable.

      “This is my fault,” she whispered to Piper, and I had the feeling I was hearing a far more intimate conversation than I should.

      Piper shook her head. “No, don’t do that. This isn’t your fault.”

      There was still a hint of the steel in her voice that I’d heard throughout the conversation with Clearborn, and then she softened. “But it doesn’t matter who owns the fault anyway. What matters is what we have to do next. Should we speak privately?”

      Maddie glanced over her shoulder at me. Then she shook her head. “Whatever we’re going to do next, I’ll need them.”

      Well, this was going to be trouble.

      So why did a warm glow light my chest, just for a second, when Maddie said she needed me?

      “We need to get to the truth about what happened with Joan,” Piper told Maddie. “I know it’s hard.”

      Maddie shook her head. “I’ll do whatever needs to be done.”

      “I know you will,” Piper said fondly. “I’m going to get Finn and Seb to work running down any lead on your father. But when it comes to ground work, you might…”

      She trailed off. If their pack was being watched, they could lead the Alpha Council right to the truth, and that truth might be that Maddie wasn’t what she was supposed to be.

      But Maddie could slip off academy grounds. She’d done it before. And she’d be in the best position to get the truth out of her father.

      “I should go find him,” Maddie said. “I know.”

      Her voice was calm, cool.

      But when she turned away from Piper, she accidentally caught my gaze with hers just for an unguarded second, before her mask snapped back into place.

      Maddie’s wide, worried blue eyes had made it clear she didn’t feel calm at all.

      “Rafe,” she said, “I know you’re going to hate the idea…”

      She was right. I hated the idea. I wanted her here, at the academy, safe.

      But the academy might not be safe for her if someone else found the truth before she could. “I don’t like it, but I agree. You have to prove you’re not a witch.”

      If she could.
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      Maddie

      

      “We’ll figure out how to get you out of here. For now, you go to combat training with Chase. Try to stay out of trouble and keep a low profile,” Rafe said as we emerged from the wooded trail and back onto the long green lawn that surrounded the campus. He gave me a skeptical look, as if staying out of trouble for two hours was a tall order.

      “I can manage,” I said tartly.

      Strangely, my attitude seemed to do nothing to dispel his worry. But he went on, “Don’t draw any attention. After dinner, bring Ty and Penn to my room.”

      “Got it.”

      We were late to hand-to-hand combat already. Despite being dressed in our blazers and dress shoes, Chase and I ran along the gravel road that led up to campus, past the haunted-looking asylum buildings that formed our school. Chase glanced at me like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t.

      The two of us talked to each other through the open bathroom between our rooms as we threw off our clothes and pulled on our PT shirts and cargo pants instead. I jammed my feet into my boots, jumping on one foot as I laced them up until I reached the doorway. Looking through, I could glimpse Chase across the way, his broad shoulders hunched as he laced up his boots.

      “I wish I was going with you,” he said abruptly.

      “I know,” I said. “I wish you all were.”

      He glanced up at me, frowning subtly. His eyes were a strange shade that shifted between gray and green, and I couldn’t quite tell what color they were under his dark lashes from here. Sometimes I thought the colors betrayed his mood.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, quickly tying the last lace and coming through the bathroom to him. “Besides the fact that you’re late because of me and that means we’re almost certainly in for an ass-kicking?”

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s not because of you, and I don’t care anyway. It’s not worse than football practice.”

      He pushed the door open for me, and the two of us headed down the hall at a jog. The shiny waxed floors squeaked under our boots.

      “Do you miss playing football?” I asked as the two of us headed down the stairs.

      “Every day,” he said. “But mostly I miss being normal.”

      Piper had tried to give me a typical, happy childhood, but looking back at my high school days, I’d failed at being normal despite her best efforts. “So would you go back?”

      “I can’t,” he said. “But no, I guess I wouldn’t anyway.”

      “Really?”

      He ruffled my hair with one big hand, and I ducked away, trying to frown at him but losing it and smiling instead.

      “Couldn’t leave you on your own, Northsea. Someone has to look out for you.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m looking out for you, actually.”

      “Maybe.” He inclined his head. “Race you.”

      The two of us ran as hard as we could for the pits. I crashed into his shoulder, trying to slow him down, and he laughed as I bounced off; the man was built like a tank.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, green eyes twinkling under the sun.

      A gorgeous tank.

      The two of us crested a small grassy hill, and the fighting yard—and the sand pits where we did a lot of our hand-to-hand training—spread beneath us. Conditioning was over; the fields were dotted with small groups practicing hand-to-hand. I searched for my patrol.

      “Late again, Northsea?” Duncan snapped. Of course he’d be the cadre lingering closest to the dorms, eager to catch any cadet running late. He also hated me. He was all too willing to be just another asshole instead of a decent instructor.

      He glanced across the field, and I followed his gaze. Lex was with our team, a hundred yards away. Our team was always outnumbered, given that we’d lost all the second-year and third-year students except Jensen and Tyson. Without Chase and me, they had to fight two-to-one.

      As if he sensed me, Lex looked up the field toward us. Duncan scowled.

      “Go help your team,” he grumbled. “You already let them down enough today.”

      Chase and I jogged down the hill, exchanging a look once Duncan couldn’t see our faces. We both knew he was pissed off that he couldn’t try to do anything to us with Lex looking on.

      “Always winning friends,” Chase teased.

      “Some people just don’t realize how awesome I am. It’s a personal problem, really.”

      “Short-sighted of them,” Chase agreed.

      An hour later, when we were coming back from hand-to-hand, Dani’s car was parked in front of the house. She wrestled a box into the trunk.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. But Clearborn’s words echoed in my ears. He’d implied that bringing the Hunters’ witch here was a mistake he intended to correct.

      At least sending her packing wasn’t the worst thing the shifters could do to a witch.

      “Headed back to the Hunters’ academy.” She looked exasperated instead of scared. The fact that she felt that way made me think even more that she belonged with us at the shifter academy. “Apparently, I’m no longer wanted here.”

      “This isn’t fair.” I frowned. “Anyway, they let me stay, even though I’ve never been wanted here.”

      “Maybe you should come with me.” She said it lightly, but she arched her eyebrows at me meaningfully.

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said.

      “I don’t know anything of the sort. But maybe it’s better this way. I’ll be on the outside when you need me.”

      I leaned in close to her before I whispered, “Does this have something to do with the prophecy?”

      “No,” she said, her red lips parting in a smile. “Just from meeting Clearborn, I know that asshole is going to cause problems for you. And if you need help, I’ll be there.”

      I’d never expected to find a friend in Dani Hedron.

      She touched my shoulder. “Maybe the goddess intends for me to leave the academy for a reason.”

      I couldn’t believe that, but then, I didn’t believe in much except friendship and fighting.

      “The book you left me,” I said. “I lost it… or it was stolen, I should say. I never got the chance to read it...”

      “That’s all right,” she said. “It was a book of prophecy, but maybe prophecy doesn’t mean anything to you.”

      “That’s cryptic.”

      She shrugged. “What can I say, I’m a witch?”

      “What was in the book? What did you want me to know?”

      “If the prophecy mattered, half of your friends would be dead already,” she said. “You changed what was supposed to happen.”

      Wait, who would be dead? “What?”

      “I don’t know what happened to the book I left you,” she said. “But maybe it’s for the best. It would have told you what the prophets believed would happen. But who cares about the opinion of those grumpy old men? You don’t need to live in the future they imagined.”

      There was a teasing smile on her lips, but I couldn’t keep up with the things she said.

      “I can give you the name of a nice tarot card reader,” she added. “Maybe she can help you find what you need, Maddie.”

      Rafe joined us then, a frown dimpling his forehead above dark brown eyes. He studied Dani with troubled eyes. “This isn’t right.”

      “Oh, your precious academy isn’t perfect?” she teased him. “This only surprises you. The rest of us were already keenly aware.”

      She rose on her tip-toes to hug him goodbye, and Rafe hugged her hard, his arm around her waist.

      “We’re going to miss you,” he said.

      “You promise to look after Maddie. I think things are going to get rough around here.” She patted his cheek familiarly, and Rafe’s frown deepened.

      “I always try to look after Maddie,” he said drily. “Not that she makes it easy.”

      I pulled a face, but Dani was pulling me into a hug. “And you look after Rafe,” she said. “He desperately needs you.”

      “Well,” Rafe began, as if he was going to protest that thought.

      “You can’t argue with me right now,” she told him over my shoulder as she squeezed me. I hugged her back, ducking my head to hide my smile from Rafe. “Your stupid academy is kicking me out. I get to have my dramatic goodbyes.”

      Rafe raised his hands. “Fine. I’d hate to interfere in your witchy need for drama.”

      She rolled her eyes as we separated, then said to me confidentially, “He says that as if wolfish boys aren’t the most dramatic people I’ve ever met.”

      “In all seriousness,” Rafe’s posture was tense, “if I were you, now that you don’t have any formal shifter protection, I’d head right back to the Hunters’ academy.”

      “I’ve got a full tank,” she told him lightly. “I’m not going to stop until I reach the gates of the Hunters’ academy.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “But for you to be afraid that your fellow shifters would hurt me for no reason, beside who I am,” she said, “you must realize that things are going very wrong in wolf-world.”

      Rafe’s mouth tightened. It was as close as he’d come to agreeing with her.

      “Oh, I’m going to miss you all so much,” she said, and she still sounded light and playful, but there was a note of truth in her voice too.  “I’d tell you to be careful, Maddie. But we both know that’s not your path in life.”

      No matter how teasingly she spoke, there was something about her words that nagged at me, even though I flashed her a smile and waved goodbye as she left.

      She said I defied prophecy. But there was something about the way she talked about my path that made me feel like she knew something about what waited ahead of me…

      …and I was pretty sure that the something that lay ahead of me was dark and dangerous and full of misery.
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      Lex

      

      I stood watch in the doorway as Rafe sat at Cormac’s computer, in the dean’s anteroom. Rafe asked, “Do you know how to backdate a file so it looks like it was created before today?”

      “I do not know that,” I said. “Last I checked, tech is not usually a werewolf strength.”

      “We’ll just have to hope for the best,” Rafe said.

      “Look at you, breaking rules and hoping for the best,” I said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d been body-snatched.”

      Rafe snorted. “I hate it.”

      “But you’re willing to do it for Northsea.”

      Rafe rolled his eyes. He tapped a few keys, then stood as the printer rumbled to life.

      There were footsteps down the hall, and then I caught sight of Clearborn as he came around the corner. I ducked into the room. “Clearborn’s on his way.”

      “Awesome.” Rafe grabbed the sheet of paper off the printer and jerked his head toward Dean McCauley’s office. The two of us hurried on silent feet. Rafe leaned over the dean’s desk as he plucked a pen out of the brass organizer. Despite the rush, he seemed steady as he focused on forging the dean’s signature.

      We had to get Maddie off campus, and she’d need permission to get past the guards. Dean McCauley would’ve been willing to sign, but no one had seen him since he walked off academy grounds with Clearborn that morning.

      Rafe shook the paper, drying the signature, as he headed toward me. There was a creak of a door in the next room..

      “Good afternoon,” Clearborn called, clearly aware there was someone else in the office.

      “Good afternoon,” Rafe called back.

      Rafe handed me the paper, and I ran it through the copier in a hurry. Shit, shit, shit. The copier made a soft whispering sound as it printed the copy, as Rafe headed for the door to intercept Clearborn.

      As soon as it had scanned, I slipped the paper off the copier and into the outbox for filing. I still needed the copy for Maddie, Tyson and Penn to carry to the gate guards.

      Just as Rafe reached the door, Clearborn came in. He was shorter than Rafe and me, short for a male shifter, and exceptionally short for an alpha. But even his bland clothes—khaki trousers and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up—couldn’t hide his lean, ropily muscled body, as if he were a fighter. He carried himself with a commanding presence, even if he only came up to my shoulder.

      He cocked his head to one side. “May I ask what the two of you are doing in Dean McCauley’s office?”

      “We were supposed to have a meeting with him,” I said.

      “And he would want you to make yourself at home,” Clearborn said.

      “Cormac’s off this late in the afternoon, so we were looking for Dean McCauley. I’ve never known him to run late,” Rafe said.

      For all his many faults, Dean McCauley was at least punctual.

      “Do you know where Dean McCauley is?” Rafe added innocently.

      Clearborn gave us a long look, then crossed to the desk. He began to shift through some files there, and it was only when he did that I noticed Rafe had thrown the pen back into the cup, but it was askew, on top of the other pens. That was a tiny detail though, not the kind of thing anyone would notice unless they were as tense as I was now.

      I blocked the copier with my body. I couldn’t leave the forged form there. I folded my hands behind my back, the way I’d been taught to stand at ease as a cadet in front of teachers and staff.

      Clearborn picked up the wayward pen, studying it for a second, and my heart almost stopped before he began to twirl it between his fingers absently. “It’s convenient I ran into you two. I’d like to have some student cadre perspective at the Alpha council meeting tonight.”

      Tension twisted through my stomach, but maybe this was a good thing. We’d know more about what was going on at the academy and how they intended to deal with the ‘threat’ that Maddie’s mother raised.

      “That would be an honor, sir,” Rafe said.

      Clearborn glanced at him, and I took the opportunity to reach one hand behind me, finding the hard plastic edge of the copier and then the sheet of paper.

      “We’ll see,” Clearborn said.

      I folded it behind my back, then slid it into my back pocket, tugging my blazer down to hide its edges.

      “You can ride with me,” Clearborn said, although it sounded more like an order and less like an invitation.

      We hoped to get Maddie off campus tonight, but there was nothing to do now except follow Clearborn. I resisted the temptation to keep checking that the paper was still in my pocket. If anyone discovered Rafe and I had forged an off-campus pass, we’d be put in a situation to explain too much.

      Clearborn stopped in the hall and locked the door to the office, then pocketed the keys.

      Clearborn had Dean McCauley’s keys. Rafe and I exchanged a glance.

      “Security seems awfully lax around here,” Clearborn said. “I think it might be time for some changes.”

      Great. Dean McCauley had been easy to go around, when Rafe and I felt we needed to break the rules ourselves, as much as we tried to get our cadets to toe the line. Right now, when Maddie could be under suspicion, wasn’t a great time for changes.

      We headed through the dark school building toward the doors, then outside to the circle where a black truck waited. I hadn’t expected Clearborn to drive a pick-up truck. I wondered what was in the files he threw on the dashboard as he settled in the driver’s side.

      “So, tell me about yourselves,” Clearborn said as I climbed into the passenger seat and Rafe got into the cab behind me. “What brought you to the academy?”

      “We want to protect the packs from the witches,” I answered.

      “Sure,” Clearborn said. “That’s the simple reason why everyone is here. But everyone has another, deeper reason. What else?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer as Clearborn drove the truck toward the academy gates.

      “It’s not a trick question,” he said, but I had a feeling everything Clearborn said was a trick to some extent or another. He seemed calculating. “I was a Marine for fifteen years before I came home to the packs. Everyone who puts their life on the line has a real reason, or maybe I should say a second reason, no matter how much they believe in duty and honor.”

      “What was yours?” I asked.

      Clearborn’s lips twitched in a faint smile. “Fair enough. I went into the Marines because my pack was an undisciplined mess that never stood a chance. When a coven attacked us when I was a teenager, we lost a lot of people.”

      He went on, without hesitating, “I was useless then, and one thing the Marine Corps promises is that you may experience plenty of pain and suffering, but you’ll never be useless. Pain and suffering comes anyway in life—it might as well be for a purpose.”

      “You fought in their war?” I didn’t know much about the endless war America had waged in the Middle East. It wasn’t something we thought about much in the packs. We had our own war.

      “I did. Fallujah, Kabul, Basra. Took the grand tour.”

      “And then you went back to your own pack?”

      “They needed the help,” Clearborn said simply.

      People had been talking about him since he showed up at the academy. Apparently, his pack hadn’t had any choice in accepting the help. Clearborn had walked back in after fifteen years, with no standing in the pack, then waged a bloody campaign to become the alpha.

      “So do you want to make the academy more like the Marine Corps?” Rafe asked.

      “No,” Clearborn said. “We’ve got our own problems. We need our own solutions.”

      Rafe was on the verge of asking something else, when Clearborn said, “You didn’t answer my question. It was fair enough to want my answer, but now it’s your turn.”

      Rafe paused. “I never really thought about it. I think I’m good at this.” He waved his hand to indicate the academy.

      Clearborn rolled down his window as he approached the gate, but the guards were already moving to open the gate. Clearborn said nothing, but the faintest lines of tension appeared around his eyes, as if he didn’t approve. Nonetheless, he rolled through the open gate and took a right onto the main road.

      “You think you’re good at the part that comes after, as well,” Clearborn said. “You might not have gotten the glory, but I heard about your team bringing down the smuggling ring.”

      “We work well together,” Rafe said, pride in his voice.

      I wanted Rafe to shut up. Clearborn seemed too curious about us. We didn’t know him well enough to trust him or not.

      But I had a feeling we’d better get to know him.

      “And you, Lex?” Clearborn asked. “Why do you want to be part of the Council’s Own?”

      I hadn’t told him that I did. I hated the thought that was common knowledge, when Dean McCauley had tried to use my desire to control me.

      “Rafe’s right, we all work well together,” I said. “We come from different packs, but I want to bring the team back together.”

      Clearborn nodded, but I felt like I’d just said too much. I hadn’t even told Rafe that my dream wasn’t just the Council’s Own, but to pull in Ty and Jensen as they graduated, then Silas, Penn, Chase and Maddie.

      That wasn’t just because we worked well together. There were three years until our first-years graduated, and nothing we could do about that. But eventually, I wanted to see them all every day. The world felt like it’d be lonely without all of us together.

      “I would posit that you could work together even better,” Clearborn said, “if we trained a little harder.”

      “We’re up for anything,” Rafe said.

      And I once again had a prickling feeling that made me wish he’d shut up. I wasn’t sure we really were up for whatever Clearborn might be thinking up.

      “We’ll see.” Clearborn pulled into Dean McCauley’s driveway and cut the engine. There were already a dozen vehicles filling the drive.

      When we got out of the car, Duncan was on the front porch of the house with a few of the alphas, and he waved at us, a cocky grin spreading across his face. He seemed pretty happy to be here. I wished I felt that good about it.

      “Who’s the student with Alpha Garmond?” Clearborn asked.

      “James Duncan,” Rafe said, his tone coolly neutral. “He’s cadre in our house as well.”

      “He’s in Garmond’s pack,” Clearborn said, and I wondered why he’d asked the question when he knew that. “I didn’t realize we were bringing mascots.”

      The three of us joined the dozen or so Alphas as they entered the house. I worried about Dean McCauley saying something that would reveal our little forgery, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      Piper Northsea was on the other side of the expansive living room, flanked by her two alpha males, Arthur and Callum.

      Arthur’s gaze met mine across the room. As if he felt Arthur’s attention shift, Callum followed his gaze.

      “I would not want to be you if they think you hurt their girl,” Rafe muttered.

      “We’re all good,” I said, turning my back to avoid their gaze.

      I wasn’t sure we were all good.

      Apparently, Alpha council meetings involved alcohol. Once everyone else had a drink in hand, the head of the Alpha council called the meeting to order. A fire crackled in the fireplace behind him as he greeted everyone, but he quickly passed control of the meeting over to Clearborn.

      “We’re here today because I believe Dean McCauley has been concealing information from the council regarding the situation at the academy,” Clearborn said. “I’ve been concerned about the preparation level of the students I see emerging from the academy and entering the Council’s Own. After my visit to the academy, I think the issue is one of McCauley’s competence.”

      “We need to talk about how there are witches undercover at the academy,” Garmond interrupted Clearborn urgently. Garmond’s face was faintly red, his expression eager.

      “That’s a claim that the Council needs to carefully consider,” Clearborn said. “We wouldn’t have known about that accusation if Dean McCauley had his way. He had tried to conceal the presence of Joan Coventry.”

      Clearborn turned over the floor to one of the guards who had been in the woods with us, who explained what he had seen that day. Joan’s answer to the question of if Maddie were a witch only sounded more damning now. I don’t know what she is.

      Joan had also babbled about how witches worked in the shadows to attack the academy. I wished they would focus on that.

      “And the Council was not informed,” Clearborn added. “McCauley should have passed that information on—”

      “Well, is the girl a witch?” One of the alphas broke in to demand.

      “It might be the only logical reason a girl would want to insert herself into the academy,” someone muttered, and while no one laughed, there was a faint exhalation of tension around the room, as if they almost had.

      My hands tightened into fists, and I folded my hands behind my back so no one could see. I hated to hear anyone laugh at Maddie.

      “There’s no reason to believe she is,” Clearborn said. “I think Joan Coventry had a mental break. Perhaps induced by magic, yes, or perhaps earned long ago, given that her daughter was kidnapped and tortured by the covens at such a tender age.”

      The few smiles that had appeared around the room disappeared at the reminder of just who Maddie Northsea was, and what her family had been through.

      “No reason except her mother accused her, and no one knows who her father is,” Garmond said, and there were a few mutters of agreement.

      “You and I might have a history, Garmond, but you’d think you could leave my teenage sister out of it,” Piper said. Her tone was mild, but the accusation fell heavily.

      “This has nothing to do with you,” Garmond said back to her, his cheeks reddening darker. “Except that perhaps you’re a witch too.”

      The accusation sat heavily in the air. Piper had already diffused Garmond’s accusation a bit by calling him out as nothing but a bully, but the Northsea pack’s reputation for using magic would work against them.

      Clearborn broke in before Piper could respond. “Would the Council like to hear Joan Coventry’s testimony?”

      A few minutes later, Joan was brought in, accompanied by an older woman. Joan babbled without making much sense. I wondered how much of that was an act, if it was at all, or if she was getting worse. Either way, I was glad that Maddie wasn’t there to see it.

      I glanced across the crowd at Piper, but her face was a coolly beautiful mask as she stared at Joan without expression. Her face startled me, and I was glad Maddie wasn’t there to see that, either. I’d only ever known the warm, gentle version of Piper Northsea. But the woman in this room had to be someone else to face her allies and enemies.

      “It seems like the ranting of a mad woman,” one of the alphas said when Joan had left. “But she never should have been able to breach campus security. And we should have been informed of the possible threat.”

      “I move to replace Dean McCauley with Alpha Clearborn until a suitable temporary replacement can be determined,” the alpha added.

      Clearborn managed to look faintly surprised, but I was pretty sure he had orchestrated that move.

      By the end of the meeting, Clearborn was our new dean.

      It was a very quiet ride back to the academy.
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      Maddie

      

      That night, as I was packing my bag, I couldn’t help but think about the last time I’d snuck off campus. I’d left with Jensen to find out what really happened to his sister.

      I’d known I was headed into danger, but I hadn’t realized it was my heart that was going to fall.

      As if my thoughts summoned him, there was a tap on the door. Then Jensen came in without waiting.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him with a mischievous smile, about to make a crack about how he came in uninvited, but he looked so troubled and stoic at the same time that the words died on my lips.

      “I want you to take this,” he said, flipping a sheathed boot knife in his hand so he could hold it out to me, hilt-first. “In case you find trouble out there.”

      “Me?” I asked innocently. The knife felt nicely weighted in my hand. I leaned over, pulling up the hem of my jeans to tuck it into the edge of my boot.

      “It was Eliza’s,” he said, then frowned. “If you think it’s bad luck, you don’t need to bring it—”

      I knew how much Eliza meant to him, and something tugged inside my chest knowing he’d gifted me something of hers.

      “I don’t believe in luck,” I told him firmly, bobbing up onto my toes as I caught his shoulders in my hands. Relief flashed across his face, as if my reaction to that gift had meant a lot to him. “Thank you.”

      “Then what do you believe in?” he asked, his lips quirking up at the edges.

      “Besides the value of a good blade?” I murmured, because I wanted him to know how much I appreciated Eliza’s knife. “I don’t know. Myself. Us?”

      I didn’t know what was coming out there as I tracked down my true origins, but when Jensen’s strong arm was around my waist like this and the rest of my men were waiting for me, I felt deep in my soul that we’d be together. That we’d be good.

      Even though right now, I couldn’t see down the dark road ahead of us, to the place where the light shone.

      “I believe in you,” he murmured. His lips grazed my cheek, and I turned my face instinctively up to his, searching for his lips. “You made my world a better place, Madeline Northsea. I wish I could be at your side the whole time, but I know you can handle whatever comes next.”

      Jensen’s golden eyes were steady on mine, and warmth glowed through my chest. He’d always been the one who saw the worst of my faults. He still did. He knew about my broken bits, my imperfections, and he still thought I could set the world on fire.

      It’s a powerful thing, being loved and accepted the way Jensen loved me.

      Our lips met. He kissed me, tenderly at first, then our kisses deepened. His arm around my waist tightened, drawing my body tightly against his. I smiled against his lips at the feel of his hard body against mine, his cock pressing against me through his school uniform.

      I should stop kissing him. I should finish packing my bag. But I couldn’t pull myself away from the hard, warm lines of his body.

      “Jensen,” I murmured, my voice came out husky.

      His lips were still on mine as he scooped me up and carried me across the room to the bed. The two of us fell together, still trading kisses as if he was my life and I was his. We undressed each other in quick, hurried movements.  Then Jensen was naked in front of me, a chiseled god of a man with golden eyes that shone even brighter when he looked at me.

      He held himself over me, his big biceps to either side of my head, as he peppered my throat and shoulders and chest with his kisses. I wrapped my thighs around his narrow waist, bucking my hips up toward him impatiently.

      When he slid inside me, his breath hitched, as if I felt so good to him.

      He pumped into me with long, steady strokes that had my thighs tightening around him. The scent of my arousal and his mixed in the air, smelling like citrus and salt. That scent always made me throb even harder for him.

      A tingling sensation raced through my body, as if my every muscle was on fire for Jensen, as if his love for me went deep as my bones. Then when the pleasure was so intense that it was almost unbearable, I found myself gasping, “Jensen…”

      His lips arched up in a familiar smirk. That smirk no longer made me want to slap him across his face. I knew he was just delighted that he had that effect on me.

      “Northsea,” he murmured, but it was full of affection now when he said it.

      This time when he thrust deep inside me, my head fell back into the pillows as pleasure arched through me. I caught the sheets with my fingers, ripping them off the bed as my orgasm rolled through me in powerful waves. He bit his lip as he came too, his dark lashes fluttering above those beautiful eyes.

      Then he sank against me, his big body falling to one side of mine. As he toyed with my hair, stroking it back from my forehead, his expression was watchful and amused.

      “You’ve got to come home to me,” he said softly, and I didn’t doubt he meant it.

      “I promise,” I said. I traced my fingertips over the curves of his chiseled shoulder, down to his bicep. “You can’t get rid of me now.”

      “Good.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’d die without you, Northsea.”

      His voice was soft, but there was a ring of truth to it.

      It worried me, and my lips parted, about to tell him—what? I didn’t even know what to say to him. I couldn’t bear the thought of meaning that much to him. I was going to be one of the packs’ fighters protecting our people from the covens. My own life was meant to be held lightly.

      Someone banged on my door, instantly setting my heart racing.

      “I said ten minutes, didn’t I?” Rafe demanded out in the hallway. “Or was that just my fanciful imagination?”

      “Be right there!” I called.

      Hastily, Jensen and I rolled off the bed, beginning to dress again. He turned away from me as he dragged his boxers and trousers back on in one motion.

      When he turned back, his familiar Jensen mask—relaxed, in control, as if nothing could ever rattle him—was firmly in place.

      But I couldn’t shake a sense of fear, and it had nothing to do with my own mission.
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      All of us filled Rafe’s room, talking through our plan one more time.

      I’d go with Tyson and Penn to Penn’s pack. Penn’s pack was struggling after the death of their alpha. His men were fighting each other, and they were in danger from other packs who might try to take advantage of their weakened position. Given that the academy’s top mission was to promote peace and good relations between the packs, it was believable that the dean would let us sign out early for the weekend to go back.

      I glanced at Penn, worried about what I was hearing. He stared forward without reaction, his tattooed arms crossed over his chest. Whatever he felt was shuttered behind his cool demeanor.

      “And what do the rest of us do in the meantime?” Jensen asked.

      “Try to stay out of trouble,” Lex said pointedly. But then he added, “I don’t know what Clearborn is up to, but it worries me. And having Maddie, Ty and Penn out there might draw attention as it is. So really, keep your heads down and stay out of trouble. For once.”

      Jensen touched his first two fingers to his forehead in a fake salute.

      “Maddie, one second,” Rafe said when everyone was filing out. Lex glanced over his shoulder at us, but then followed the rest of them out.

      I stared at him expectantly. But when the door had closed behind them and it was just the two of us, he still seemed to hesitate.

      “We’re talking about getting a jump on what…might be uncovered about you,” he said. “Meanwhile, Lex and I will try to find out if there’s any truth to the idea there could be witches undercover at the academy.”

      “I know,” I said. We’d just covered that in our team meeting.

      Rafe sighed, finally meeting my gaze. His dark eyes looked sad. “What if it turns out you’re half witch, Maddie? What are you going to do?”

      A shiver ran down my spine at his words. I wanted to deny the possibility. I’d called myself witchy before, joked about it, because my abilities with magic were beyond what was normal for any shifter. But I was a shifter.

      The Academy might not agree, though.

      And the Council might have their own thoughts too.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      Rafe chewed his lower lip, studying me. Then he gripped my shoulders. My breath caught in my chest, but he was frowning, worried. His hands felt heavy, and his gaze bore into mine.

      “Maddie,” he said softly. “I know it’s not your nature. But I want you to think—now—about running, if it turns out you’re a witch.”

      His words shocked me.

      “Why?” I asked while I tried to regain my equilibrium. The thought of running—of leaving the academy for good, of leaving the guys—made me feel sick, as if the world was spinning around me too fast.

      He squeezed my shoulders gently, as if he could tell I was struggling, but he didn’t acknowledge it in words. I might’ve cried if he had.

      I knew, deep down, that the academy might not welcome me back if I was a witch.

      There was no denying I was a shifter. But I wasn’t sure what place I’d have in the shifter world, if I was half-witch and half-shifter.

      “The thought that there could be witches at the academy—hell, that there could be witches in our community—will send people into a panic. That’s why Dean McCauley wanted to keep it quiet and why Clearborn wants to use that fear.”

      I nodded. Focusing on something else, something that wasn’t so personal, made me feel calmer.

      “I think they might kill you, Maddie.” His voice had gone very soft, but his words still struck deep. “So I want you to think—now—about if you find something out, just running for Northsea territory.”

      “And then what?” I asked. “Then I just stay there all my life?”

      He hesitated. He didn’t want to say yes, but that was what would happen next. Instead, he said, “You’d have a life, though.”

      Everything in me wanted to revolt at the idea. But Rafe looked so worried, his brows drawn together above his handsome face, that I wanted to comfort him.

      “I’ll think about it,” I promised, because that was the best I could do.

      He gave me a long, searching look, then his hands fell off my shoulders.

      “I doubt that very much,” he muttered. “But thanks for humoring me.”

      He turned away, heading for the window which he leaned against. I stared after him for a second, but apparently Mr. Dark-and-Broody was done with me. I guessed that uplifting message was our goodbye.

      I had just grabbed the doorknob to leave when he said, “Northsea.”

      “Yeah?”

      He turned away from the window, his gaze troubled. “If you don’t care about your own life that much, think about these guys. They’d follow you into a war.”

      “We’re friends,” I said, even though that seemed small compared to what we all meant to each other. “That’s what friends do.”

      “Friends look out for each other,” he said. “And you might be the one to start the war.”

      His words freaked me out.

      “I’ll think about it,” I promised. “I really will.”

      “Good.”

      I was about to open the door when I turned back. I had a burning question that I shouldn’t ask Rafe, but the impulse was so strong that I couldn’t help it.

      “This might be the last time I see you, then,” I said. “I just have to ask. When you say they’d go to war for me…”

      There was something resigned on his face when he looked at me, but he crossed his arms in that familiar, intimidating posture. The silence seemed to stretch between us.

      “Yeah?” he asked. “Say what you’ve got to say.”

      “Would you be there too?” The words came out sounding simple, flat, even though the question I was asking him was huge.

      One of his perfect eyebrows arched. “Don’t you know?

      “No, Rafe.” My voice came out a whisper. “I don’t know.”

      His mouth tightened, pulling at the corners, and I would’ve thought he was angry except for the heat that flared in his eyes. The whole room was between us, and yet he looked at me as if he wanted to close the distance, push me against the wall, thread his fingers through my hair and kiss me so hard I wouldn’t have to wonder anymore.

      But he didn’t.

      “If you’re as headstrong and determined as I think you are,” he said, “I guess we’ll find out.”

      I jerked my head in a nod goodbye and headed out the door.

      My gaze was suddenly blurry—I just felt so overwhelmed by the thought that no one would see me as a real shifter—and so I didn’t see who was in front of me until I crashed into someone. I bumped into a slender but defined body, and he caught me so I couldn’t fall.

      “Hey there.” Silas’ hands went to my hips to steady me. He’d sounded playful, but when I blinked the tears away that had formed in my eyes and flashed him a smile, his face changed. “Are you okay, Maddie?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. I glanced down the hall. At least we were alone. Around here, I never wanted anyone besides my guys to see me emotional.

      “Personally, I pretty much only cry when I’m either not-fine or watching Korean drama, but okay,” he said.

      My lips parted in confusion, but then I found myself smiling. I wasn’t sure that Silas really watched any melodramatic TV shows, but I could one-hundred-percent believe that Silas was on board with crying as a healthy expression of emotion.

      “You’re really different, you know that?” I told him. We were still standing close together, close enough for me to breathe in the clean scent of Silas’ aftershave.

      His eyebrows rose. “Yes, I hear that a lot. A concerning amount, really.”

      “No, it’s nice,” I said. “It’s refreshing.”

      He smiled down at me, his signature nice Silas smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made faint dimples appear under his chiseled cheekbones. His fingertips stroked over my hips, so faintly that I wasn’t sure he even realized he was doing it, but I was keenly aware of every shift in his body.

      “What’s really wrong?” he asked me, his voice gentle. “If you tell me, maybe I can help.”

      “I think this falls into the category of problems Maddie Northsea has to face on her own,” I told him.

      “That’s my least favorite category,” he said.

      “Mine too,” I said, but I didn’t mean it.

      After Rafe’s positive thoughts, right now the worst category was problems that could crush my men.

      “You’ll be home again in a few days,” he said. “Sunday. It’s not long at all.”

      Not long at all. Just long enough to change everything.

      “I know,” I whispered. I was afraid my voice would break. If I took Rafe’s advice, I might never see Silas again. Just imagining that made me feel like my heart was being torn in two.

      He wasn’t just a friend anymore, not to me.

      I hadn’t fully understood that until the moment I was staring into his face, trying to figure out how to say goodbye to him without giving away the emotion pounding through my chest.

      “Maddie.” The word came out a breath, and he cupped my face in his hands, gazing at me intently. His thumbs brushed over my cheekbones, wiping away tears I hadn’t realized had fallen.

      “Look after them for me, will you?” I murmured. “We both know you’re…more…than you pretend to be.”

      He jolted away from me, his eyes widening, as if I’d said something that shocked him.

      I gazed up at him, blinking away the tears that clung to my lashes, then scrubbed my hand across my eyes for good measure. Why had that bothered him so much?

      But he was already back to normal, albeit standing now with his hands dangling at his sides instead of touching me.

      “Of course,” he said. “But everything’s going to be all right, Maddie.”

      “Yeah? You ever seen a prophecy that said so?” Dani’s words had been on my mind, but at least the glib words helped me smile through my tears.

      “Maybe.” He shrugged, slipping one hand into his pocket. He had a slender, elegant frame, tall and athletic but not as big and built like so many of the guys around here. “I don’t believe in prophecies, though. Just… pain-in-the-ass women who love hard and never quit.”

      His gorgeous eyes were still intent on mine, and his plush, tender lower lip seemed to call me. He looked at me as if he wanted to kiss me.

      And despite what he was trying to promise, I might just have one last chance to kiss Silas.

      So I bobbed up onto my toes, my hands slipping up his chest, leaning my face up to kiss him.

      Silas turned his face away as he folded me into a hug, pulling me tight against his sinewy body. My lips brushed the smooth skin across his jaw.

      Embarrassment flooded my chest, turning off the desire that had throbbed through my body a second before.

      I pulled away from him, forcing a smile to my face. “See you later, Silas.”

      “Maddie,” he said. “Wait.”

      I just waved at him over my shoulder as I headed to get my bag.

      And far behind me, when I was almost out of earshot, I heard him mutter, “Don’t know when I turned into such an idiot.”

      I didn’t want to leave things like that between Silas and me. I wanted to rewind three minutes or, if that wasn’t possible, to talk to him until I was sure our friendship was on solid footing. My chest ached.

      But Penn and Ty came out of the guys’ room then, bags slung over their shoulders, their faces expectant. They were obviously looking for me.

      It was too late to go back, even if I’d wanted to.
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      Penn

      

      When we reached the parking lot, Maddie’s sister Piper was waiting there with Rafe and a few of Piper’s men. I glanced curiously at the men who Maddie grew up with, who had trained her to fight. They were all stoic-faced and cold now.

      “We’ve got Joan and we’re taking her home with us,” Piper told Maddie. “We’ll find a way to help her.”

      Maddie nodded, and Piper studied her with troubled eyes. “I wish I could come with you. Finn thinks he found a lead on your father. I’ll text you when I know more.”

      “I’ve got this,” Maddie promised her sister, her chin rising, as if there was some subtext passing between them.

      “I know you do.” Piper hugged Maddie tightly, burying her face in her shoulder. “I just wish you didn’t have to do it on your own.”

      “I’m not on my own,” Maddie reminded her.

      Piper tried to smile as the two of them separated. “Right. I know.”

      They said their goodbyes, and then we both got into our separate cars. Rafe watched us go, his face stern as we headed down the drive to the gates. I held my breath, hoping our forged pass would get us through.

      But soon, we were on the road.

      The drive was quiet at first.

      “It feels good to be away from the academy, doesn’t it?” Maddie asked, breaking into the silence. “Even though we have work to do.”

      “It does for now.” I twisted in the passenger seat as she leaned forward from the back. “I wish we were sticking together.”

      I hated the thought of being separated from her and Tyson once we reached my pack.

      “So tell me everything I need to know to be your pack princess.” Her lips twisted ruefully. She slipped Lex’s sunglasses out of the center console and pushed the oversized gray aviators up her nose with one finger, ducking her head to avoid the rays of the setting sun beaming into our car.

      “You know he wants you to really be his pack princess,” Tyson said.

      I glared at him, but he didn’t look away from the road to appreciate my irritation.

      “Don’t make it weird,” I said. “Lord. Is Silas’ uncomfortable-honesty-habit contagious?”

      “I don’t think it’s uncomfortable for Silas.” Maddie chewed her lip, and even though we were joking around, the air in the car felt tense to me.

      I said, “I don’t want you to do anything that you aren’t—”

      “I’m not,” she said, an edge of laughter in her voice. “Trust me. No, I’m worrying about everyone else back at the academy.”

      “That they’ll be bored without you?” I asked lightly.

      “I’m worried that they won’t be bored. I don’t trust Clearborn.”

      “I never would’ve thought that we might miss Dean McCauley,” I said.

      “Missing seems like a stretch,” Ty said.

      Maddie sighed.

      “Nothing we can do about it now,” I said.

      “Right.” She still sounded troubled, and it made me ache to fix anything that worried her. But I couldn’t.

      “We’ll be back Sunday,” Tyson said. “How much trouble can they get into in four days?”

      “I think we all know they can get into a lot of trouble,” Maddie said, a teasing edge in her voice.

      “I’m worried about how much trouble we’re going to get into.” Tyson glanced toward me. “I don’t like leaving you there alone.”

      “I’ll be fine. I was on my own when I faced down Anton,” I reminded him.

      Ty’s brows arched. “I’m not sure I’d call that day a win, as a whole.”

      Sometimes it was hard to tell if Tyson felt protective of me like a brother…or if he wanted to knock me down a peg in front of Maddie, since I was supposed to be his alpha.

      I debated asking him just that. Probably wouldn’t do much for the tension in the car.

      “It has to be a good thing the pack saw Penn act as alpha right away,” Maddie said, running her hand over my shoulder. “They might’ve doubted he’d even want the job.”

      Under her firm fingertips, some of my tension ebbed away. I hadn’t realized how stiff I was until my shoulders sank back into the seat.

      “Even if he got his ass kicked,” Ty said it lightly.

      What a jackass.

      “It’s not an ass-kicking if you’re the one who walks away,” I reminded him.

      Maddie glanced between the two of us. Her bright blue eyes seemed worried. She was picking up far too much about the troubled undercurrents between Ty and me.

      I wanted my best friend back, the way things used to be.

      But there was no going back. The door on the way things used to be slammed shut when my father was shot.

      The memory of the bright red bloodstain spreading across his white shirt kept coming back to me, and every time my heart began to race the way it had that night. I had the same sickening sense of the world spinning out of control.

      “Let’s stop up here,” I told Tyson, pointing at an upcoming exit off the highway. “I’m starving, and we’ve put some distance between us and the academy.”

      “You’re the boss,” he said lightly.

      Yeah. Lucky me.

      There wasn’t much off the exit, except a gas station and a truck stop and country roads stretching in either direction. Ty gassed up the car while Maddie and I headed into the convenience store.

      “What should we get Ty?” she asked, pausing in front of an end cap full of mini donuts and fake pies.

      “Do you think Ty got abs like that eating Twinkies?” I asked. I picked up a package of devil’s food cakes. “Because yes, he did. That fucking asshole.”

      Maddie grinned.

      “He likes these,” I said. “And Twizzlers.”

      “I’ll find the Twizzlers.” She headed down the candy aisle. “You two know each other so well.”

      I grunted in response.

      She crouched down to grab two packs of Twizzlers. “It’s not like you to just grunt at me. The grunting is usually covered by other guys… Are you trying to make sure I don’t miss Rafe and Lex?”

      “You’re going to make me think that you like them more than you like me.”

      “Don’t be jealous.” There was a teasing smile across her lips as she jumped up and into my arms.

      I caught her, throwing my arm around her lithe waist. It felt so good when she was in my arms, even if she was being impossible.

      “You know that I like you for you, right?” she murmured, so close to me that her lips grazed my ear. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

      I pulled back just enough to flash her a skeptical look. “I’m a fuck-up who doesn’t want to be his pack’s alpha, even though every normal little wolf cub dreams of the job. And I self-medicate to make up for the gaping hole left by my dead parents’ signature combination of neglect and unrealistic expectations. You could do better, Mads.”

      Her brows arched. She studied me, and I thought she was going to argue with me. But for all my faults, I was pretty self-aware.

      “Maybe,” she said, and I almost laughed at the fact that she just agreed with all that. “But you’re my fuck-up. And you’re also brave and honest and loyal—”

      “And a goddamn Hufflepuff, apparently,” I cut her off.

      She smiled and when she smiled, I couldn’t resist her, so I pressed my lips to hers.

      She kissed me back, dropping the Twizzlers as her hands curled around my shoulders.

      “You don’t even know your Harry Potter houses,” Tyson said. “And you guys are making a gas station spectacle.”

      Maddie started to pull away, and I tugged her closer, deepening the kiss, just for a second. When I let go of her, she fixed me with a look I couldn’t quite read. Her fingertips played absently across her now bee-stung red lips.

      I glanced around as Ty scooped to grab the packs of Twizzlers, then said, “There’s no one else in here.”

      “Cleaning up your mess as usual,” Ty said, straightening and slapping the two cherry-red Twizzler packs against my chest.

      I caught them. “They’re for you, actually. You’re welcome.”

      “Always so thoughtful—”

      “Guys,” Maddie cut in. She frowned as she glanced around the brightly-lit convenience store. “You’re right. We are alone in here. And that’s weird, right?”

      Ty and I exchanged a glance. We’d been so busy squabbling we’d almost missed it. But now that I was paying attention, I could smell the faint human tang of fear. Recent. Close.

      I touched a finger to my lips. Then I said, “It’s not that weird. I guess someone’s slacking tonight.”

      “Guess that makes my Twizzlers free.” Ty set them quietly down on the counter, then moved to the door, his boots squeaking on the linoleum.

      Maddie followed him without missing a beat and I brought up the rear, as an eerie prickle ran up my spine. Ty pulled open the door, setting the bells to ringing, then let it slam shut again.

      Moving quietly, the three of us skirted the store. The scent was stronger at the back, by the Employees Only door next to the refrigerator cases for beer and wine coolers.

      I nodded to Maddie and Ty. Their feet were silent as they moved across the floor to join me.

      I raised three fingers for a silent count down.

      One, two, three.

      Then we burst in.

      Someone had turned off the lights in the tight, warehouse space behind the convenience store. Boxes filled the floor-to-ceiling wire rack shelves. I blinked and my eyes adjusted to the dim light, faster than any human’s could.

      Between the shelves, the girl’s eyes shone in the darkness. She was behind the last row, sitting on the floor. Tears trickled down her face.

      She wasn’t alone.

      The guy shot up to his feet, holding out the same knife he must have used to force her back here to begin with.

      He wasn’t prepared for what came next.

      Maddie leapt on top of him, knocking the knife out of his hand. He went after her, but Ty snarled at him, his canines popping out, and the man pulled back, his eyes widening with fear.

      “Guys!” I shouted at them. “Don’t scare the girl.”

      We didn’t want her to see anything she would question later.

      I knelt next to her, eyeing the knife that had fallen a few feet from her. She tried to yank her torn dress a few inches further down her legs.

      “Hey, you’re all right,” I said, trying to get her to look at me. Her wide, terrified gaze finally met mine.

      “Do you have a phone we can use to call 9-1-1 for you?” I asked.

      “I went out with him a few times,” she said, her voice coming out broken. “I thought he was just stopping by to talk. I always work by myself for a few hours on Tuesday nights while my dad goes to his bowling league…”

      There was a thump behind me as Ty and Maddie brought her attacker down to the ground.

      “We’ll stay with you until the cops come,” I promised her. Ty shot me a skeptical look, but I ignored it. We could wait. She deserved to feel as safe as she could.

      It’s strange to think that the humans think we’re the monsters.

      There’s plenty of monster in them, it seems.
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      Rafe

      

      When I swung open the door to my room, Duncan smirked at me.

      “What do you want?” I asked. I should be polite to Duncan, but there were no first- or second-years in the hallway behind him to hear me being rude to another member of the cadre.

      I hadn’t liked Duncan at any point in our four years at the academy, but after the way he treated Maddie, I couldn’t imagine myself ever not despising him.

      I wouldn’t have resented him being harsh. Maddie’s spirit and smarts were admirable, but the rough edges of her personality needed polish, and that inevitably required some pain. But he wasn’t just harsh. He was unfair and vindictive.

      “The dean wants to see you and Jensen McCauley and Madeline Northsea.” He tilted his head back, studying me with satisfied eyes.

      And besides that, he was just a rat.

      “The dean? You’re calling him the dean?” I didn’t wait for his answer. “Where is Clearborn?”

      “In the dean’s office.”

      I grabbed my blazer from the back of my chair and swung it over my shoulders.  I called through the open bathroom door to Lex’s side, “Hey, Clearborn summoned me. And McCauley and Northsea.”

      Lex was through the door in a second, his book still in his hand. His lips parted to say something, but then he saw Duncan in the doorway and he swallowed whatever he thought.

      Duncan was still standing in the door, in my way. I shooed him off.

      Duncan was never any good at schooling his expression. His irritation and pride flashed across his face, then was replaced with smug certainty. “Things are going to change around here.”

      There was a hint of threat in his voice, but it was easy for me to ignore. Duncan was nothing to me.

      Lex followed me out the door and we left Duncan behind, heading to McCauley’s room. I knocked quickly.

      “Come in,” Jensen called.

      The faintest scent of Maddie lingered in his room, along with the mingled scents of their sex—faint notes of citrus and salt. My nostrils flared before I could stop myself; there was something intoxicating about the scent of Maddie’s arousal.

      Lex glanced down the hall, then closed the door behind us. “Weirdo’s still lingering out there.”

      I shot him a look. He didn’t need to talk that way in front of Jensen. Just like my parents pretended they didn’t each think the other was a worthless jackass, the cadre should present as much of a united front as possible.

      “What’s up?” Jensen got up from his desk.

      He’d apparently stripped off his uniform after dinner because he was dressed down to the white t-shirt most of us wore underneath, as well as a pair of basketball shorts.

      Part of me still remembered him as the kid he’d been, and it was always surprising that he was as tall as me now, broad-shouldered and built. He’d been tall as a teenager, but he looked like he was growing into himself now.

      “The dean wants to see us both,” I said, my voice clipped. “Uniform.”

      “What the—what do you think he wants?” Jensen caught himself. Well, at least he was trying. That was better than he used to be.

      Maybe Northsea, despite her faults, could work miracles.

      “He wanted to see Northsea too,” I said. “Did you two idiots do anything lately I should know about?”

      Jensen pulled on his white dress shirt, buttoning it quickly. “Nothing new.”

      “There’s plenty Clearborn could go after them for in the past.” Lex said.

      “Well, Maddie’s out of here, anyway,” Jensen said, and there was a note of relief in his voice.

      “Unless he sends the patrol guard to bring them back.” I shot him a look. “Watch your mouth in there. Don’t provoke him.”

      Jensen paused in knotting his tie. I could’ve sworn he was on the verge of some smartass remark, but then he promised, “I’ll do my best.”

      Lex rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. It was his usual tell that he was worried.

      A prickle of unease ran through my gut. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were walking into a trap.

      “Ready?” I asked, already heading for the door.

      Jensen ran his hand over the front of his blazer, smoothing it down. “Ready.”

      I wasn’t used to seeing Jensen nervous. He got himself into plenty of trouble, but he never seemed to care much before.

      Maybe he cared about Maddie—and even Tyson and Penn—in a way he never cared about himself, though.

      When the three of us headed out, Duncan was still in the hallway, as if he intended to wander along with us to the dean’s office. Lex and I exchanged a look, then Lex peeled off, distracting Duncan.

      Jensen and I headed down the central staircase and through the foyer of the house, which was quiet but busy at this time of night, with students studying at tables and having low, murmured conversations.

      Then we were outside, crossing the dark campus. Cool fall air brushed across my face, and I breathed in. Normally, being outside gave me a sense of peace. It wasn’t enough today, but it helped.

      Jensen was stone-faced and silent, reminding me of the sullen kid I’d known. I glanced at him, wondering how much I could really count on him in there. I trusted Jensen wanted to protect Maddie. I just didn’t trust his judgment.

      But reminding him to follow my lead might activate his usual stubborn arrogance.

      In the anteroom outside the dean’s office, his secretary, Cormac, looked up from his desk. He looked weary. “Dean Clearborn said to send you right in. He’s waiting.”

      When we walked in, Clearborn stood in front of the window, his hands clasped behind his back. He seemed to be studying the campus, light glowing out of the buildings, the dark shadows of the pines beyond.

      He turned, and when he saw Jensen and me, irritation wrote itself across his face.

      “Where is Miss Northsea?” he demanded.

      “Off-campus.”

      Clearborn gave me a look. “I’m going to need more than a one-word answer to explain why Miss Northsea is not in my office right now, Mr. Hunt.”

      “She had permission from the dean to leave with Penn and Tyson on a visit to Penn’s pack.”

      As if Clearborn and McCauley were on such good terms.

      Clearborn fixed me with a skeptical look. “Dean McCauey must have failed to mention it. Why exactly are students leaving campus in the middle of the week? And while they’re on restriction, no less?”

      “It’s a unique situation,” I said. “Dean McCauley’s first priority has always been the mission for peace between the packs.”

      “I don’t need you to remind me of the academy’s real mission,” Clearborn said, his voice soft. “I know you and the other fourth-years are under the impression you run this school. You’re still students, no matter how you style yourselves.”

      Anger flared in my chest. But my tone was even when I said, “My apologies, sir.”

      Clearborn leaned back in his chair, studying us carefully. He seemed comfortable sitting while Jensen and I stood, even though we loomed over him. “Go on. Where are they?”

      I hated to tell him anything about Penn’s situation, but it was unavoidable right now. “Penn is supposed to be the alpha, but there’s a lot of infighting within his pack. The Dean thought it was best to let him return home early for the weekend to straighten things out.”

      Clearborn looked irritated at my reference to the dean, but he let it pass.

      “And he took Northsea with him?”

      I nodded. “Tyson Atlas and Northsea, yes sir.”

      “Why?”

      “Atlas will watch his back. Northsea is…” I stumbled to explain what Maddie was, even though we all knew that marrying a princess was a status symbol. I didn’t want to reduce Maddie to nothing more than that. “Having the two of them at his side will help him look more like an alpha. He’s young.”

      Clearborn waved his hand impatiently. “McCauley overstepped. It’s not the business of the school dean to manage what happens in the packs.”

      “Other packs will try to take their territory if they believe there’s no real alpha, and at this time when we have to face the witches—”

      “Enough.” Clearborn cut me off.

      If he looked, he’d find the letter from Dean McCauley authorizing Penn, Tyson, and Northsea to leave campus.

      I paused, waiting patiently even though anger flared in my chest.

      “I thought Northsea was being punished for leaving campus already,” Clearborn demanded.

      “I don’t like it,” I admitted. I wanted Maddie here and safe. “But the situation in Penn’s pack is short-fused. She can write essays and scrub floors and be miserable next week.”

      “Hm.” Clearborn looked to Jensen. “What about you? What was your ‘punishment’ for running away from the academy in the first place?”

      Clearborn sure loved to use air quotes.

      “I didn’t run away,” Jensen said gruffly.

      “Spare me,” Clearborn said. “You were on that ‘restriction’ that’s supposed to keep you under control and you broke it. Having a tantrum because you don’t like how people talk about your sister.”

      Jensen’s mouth tensed at the corners. Clearborn’s use of the present tense, suggesting that people still talked about his sister like she destroyed her patrol, irritated me. It must affect him even more.

      “Well?” Clearborn asked.

      “Restriction,” Jensen said reluctantly. “Hand-to-hand training—”

      “So, more of the thing that you already disregarded,” Clearborn said. “And that Northsea isn’t even here to serve out. Amazing.”

      “To be fair, sir,” Jensen said, and I tensed. “I didn’t break restriction for a weekend in Vegas. The Council betrayed my sister and her memory. It was time for someone to set things right, if the Alpha council couldn’t be bothered.”

      This was hardly the time for to be fair, sir. I could feel that, and knowing Jensen, he would’ve bided his time if Clearborn hadn’t baited him with his sister.

      “It’s remarkable you didn’t get yourself killed in the process, Mr. McCauley,” Clearborn said. “I’m less interested in what students see as their mission to save the world, and more interested that they are where they’re told to be, learning a measure of discipline.”

      “I’m sure we’d all appreciate if the Council did their jobs, and we never had to worry about saving the world,” Jensen said.

      Anxiety unfurled in my chest. Jensen wasn’t exactly making a case for the current system of discipline here at the academy.

      Clearborn looked at Jensen consideringly, then nodded. “Yes, the Council should indeed be doing their job far more efficiently than they are. And the same goes for the Dean of this school. We’ve let you all down, I agree.”

      That was unexpected, and some of the tension loosened its vice grip on my lungs.

      Clearborn looked to me. “Letting Northsea loose from her punishment for a special mission to feed her ego? That was yet another time this school has let her down.”

      His wording almost tripped me up. How else did Clearborn think we’d let Northsea down? But I promised, “Next week, I can make her regret her choices just as much.”

      Clearborn tapped his pencil absently against his desktop. “Will you really, though?”

      “Sir?” I asked.

      “Doesn’t it seem strange that you’re all full-grown wolves—the future of our packs—and we ground you? It seems childish, doesn’t it?”

      I glanced at Jensen, who stood there sullenly, his arms crossed over his chest. The look on his face made me want to slap him.

      “It’s effective,” I said, even though the look on Jensen’s face didn’t suggest it was.

      “When are your wayward cadets due back at school?” Clearborn asked.

      “Sunday night,” I said. “Curfew. They’ll be ready for P.T. that next morning.”

      “I hope they are,” Clearborn said. “And then you expect they’ll have some extra chores until the next time they’re called upon for some essential mission even though they’re barely more than kids.”

      “I promise,” I said, “I’m capable of making them miserable.”

      Jensen nodded, one corner of his mouth quirking in a faint, rueful smile.

      “Maybe,” Clearborn said. To Jensen, he said, “It hardly seems fair that you’re here on restriction while Northsea is not. I’m releasing you from your current punishment.”

      Jensen said, tightly, “Thank you, sir.”

      Clearborn said slowly, “I want to see you two and Northsea back here Sunday night.”

      Whatever Clearborn had up his sleeve, I didn’t like it at all.

      But all I said was, “Yes, sir.”

      “Mr. McCauley, you can head back to the barracks,” Clearborn said. “I’d like to talk to you in more depth, Mr. Hunt.”

      Jensen nodded good night to Clearborn and me even though he knew better, but his jaw was tight as if he was holding back his thoughts. I was glad to see the door close behind him, and I exhaled slowly, not wanting Clearborn to see my relief.

      But I was still trapped in here with the man.
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      Maddie

      

      We drove late into the night to get to Penn and Ty’s pack. When we arrived, it was early in the morning.

      “Home sweet home,” Ty muttered, staring out the window as Penn drove up the long driveway.

      I was always glad to go back to my pack’s house in Blissford. It worried me that Ty had mixed feelings about being home. But then, I hardly ever visited the Atlantic pack grounds on the island. There was nothing wrong with the island—it was idyllic in its beauty—but it was haunted for me.

      “Prepare yourself for Mel,” Penn said.

      “Are you talking to me or Maddie?” Ty asked as he got out of the car.

      Penn glanced at him over the roof of the car before he slung his leather jacket over his shoulders. “Both of you.”

      The two of them didn’t look alike at all—Penn was slender and elegant under all that ink, Ty was clean-cut and built like the varsity all-star athlete he’d been while he’d pretended to be human—but sometimes, they gave me a definite vibe of brothers.

      They were brothers who loved each other, but that didn’t mean they always liked each other.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Mel stood on the front porch. She didn’t look as disgruntled as her words sounded.

      “I called to tell you I was coming,” Penn said, looking aggravated. “Answer your damn phone sometimes, sis.”

      Mel suddenly threw herself off the porch at him, and Penn grinned as he hugged her.

      Then Mel pulled away to jump into Ty’s arms. And she did jump. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and he caught her with his arm around her waist. If he hadn’t, she would’ve fallen.

      “Welcome home,” she told him, bumping the tip of her nose against his. It was surprisingly wolfish…and surprisingly intimate.

      “Mel,” Ty said, sounding exasperated. He leaned over, trying to put her down, but he had to wait for her to finally deign to unwrap her legs. “Hello to you too.”

      “And this is Maddie,” Penn said pointedly.

      She glanced at me. “I can guess who she is.”

      “My whole pack has gone feral,” Penn told me, catching one of Mel’s belt loops and tugging her away from Ty. She reluctantly backed away, shooting a dark look at Penn.

      “Would you make us something to eat?” Ty wheedled to Mel.

      “I’m pretty sure you two are competent to make us food,” I teased him. I gave Mel a conspiratorial glance. She didn’t have to cater to her brother just because he was the alpha or to Ty just because he was so…Ty.

      Ty pulled a face. Mel glanced at me in surprise, then frowned.

      “I don’t mind doing it,” she said, and there was something barbed in the way she looked at me, even though her voice was sweet. “I love taking care of my men.”

      She rested her hand on Penn’s shoulder.

      Penn hesitated. “Maddie’s right. We roll in this late, it’s rude to expect you to cook for us. What were you doing, anyway?”

      “Going to bed.” She let her hand fall off his shoulder and headed for the porch steps.

      “Don’t let us keep you up,” Penn said. “We can catch up in the morning.”

      “Stop trying to get rid of me, Penn,” she called over her shoulder.

      Ty glanced at Penn in irritation. Penn shrugged. “I tried.”

      “I’ve got questions,” I told Ty, bumping my elbow against his as we headed for the house.

      Tyson just grunted in response.

      I caught glimpses of the alpha’s expansive house as we headed into the big farmhouse-style kitchen at the back of the house.

      Penn rifled through the fridge and then pulled out steaks, mushrooms, tomatoes, parmesan and cream cheese. “Start heating up the grill pan, Ty. Oh, and a pot of water for pasta.”

      His voice was friendly, but Ty still gritted his teeth as he snapped on the burner on the stove.

      I leaned over Penn’s shoulder to snag a red can of Coke from the fridge. Penn rattled off directions to Ty, who started chopping onions and garlic. Ty was far clumsier with a paring knife than he was with any other blade, and I winced, hoping he wouldn’t cut his thumb open.

      “How’d you learn to be useful?” I asked Penn. I popped a can of Coke open and settled onto one of the stools at the kitchen island.

      Mel hovered—as if she couldn’t relax while someone was in her kitchen—but I was always more than content to park myself on a stool and watch men cook.

      “I used to cook with my mom.” Penn’s tattooed fingers danced over a row of cookbooks  on the shelf before he pulled one out. He held it up. “This was hers. But I might be rusty.”

      “Dad wouldn’t let him cook, really, after she died.” Mel yawed.

      “Let’s not talk about Dad,” Penn said.

      “Did you ever learn to be useful?” Mel asked me.

      “In the kitchen, specifically?” The way she said that sounded petty, but I decided to let it pass. “Yeah. My sister’s mates do most of the cooking. I was pretty spoiled growing up, but they taught me too.”

      “Your sister’s mates cook for her?” Mel asked, a judgmental note in her voice. “What does she do? Besides them?”

      “Mel.” Penn’s voice was warning. “Jesus.”

      I shrugged it off. From what Penn had told me about his sister’s situation, I wasn’t exactly upset that she was being kind of a bitch.

      “I’m going to bring our shit upstairs,” Tyson said, pushing the chopping board covered in roughly cut-up onions and garlic over to Penn. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      Penn nodded, as if he was giving his permission. I didn’t think he realized he was even doing it.

      I followed Ty out to the car. He glanced away across the compound, the wind tousling his hair. The moonlight falling across his face lit his eyes silver.

      He opened the trunk and tossed his overnight bag over his shoulder before he reached in for Penn’s.

      I grabbed my bag as he reached for it. “Oh, no. I’m not feeding into this useless-Maddie-Northsea narrative.”

      “Ignore her,” he said.

      “I’m not mad.”

      He shrugged one shoulder, his face taut, and I realized he was mad.

      “What’s really bothering you?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Let’s eat, get some sleep. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us tomorrow.”

      “Ty,” I put my hand on his arm. Tyson was always so easygoing, taking everything in stride with quiet strength. He seemed different here.

      “Maddie,” he said, and a familiar note of mischief sparked in his eyes as he turned to me.

      “It’s weird being home, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.” He leaned against the car, crossing one booted foot over the other as he shoved his hands into his pockets. His relaxed posture was sexy as he gazed at the house. I couldn’t help twisting to look behind me, but there was nothing strange about the house. His gaze on it was haunted, as if he replayed dark memories.

      “It’s not really my home,” he said after a second. “But it’s where I grew up. I lost both my parents when I was just a kid. The alpha let me stay there.”

      “You and Penn grew up together,” I filled in.

      “Almost like brothers.” A rueful smile twisted across his lips. “Except I couldn’t forget that the alpha killed my father. Sometimes I can’t tell if Penn’s all but forgotten, or if it haunts him too.”

      “Must have led to some strained family dinners.”

      “You could say that,” Ty said. “Speaking of strained meals. This one with Mel is probably going to be something too.”

      “Yeah. She doesn’t like me.”

      “She doesn’t like the idea of you,” he corrected. “She wasn’t always such a good girl, living up to what her father wanted and waiting to get married.”

      Tyson almost sounded condescending. But if she never felt like she had a choice, no wonder she was pissed.

      “I didn’t grow up like she did,” I said. “My pack always encouraged me to do whatever I wanted with my life.”

      “It’s almost hard to believe they’re shifters.” Ty teased. Despite his light-hearted tone, Penn and Ty were locked into their roles, too, roles that they didn’t choose and didn’t necessarily want.

      I caught his hand. Silas had a habit of holding my hand, just being light-hearted and silly, but the other guys had adopted the habit too, when it was just us.

      Maybe it was supposed to be platonic. Maybe the guys meant it sweetly. But for me, Tyson’s hand against mine sparked butterflies in my chest and a throb between my thighs.

      We ran the bags upstairs, then came back, still hand-in-hand. Mel looked up at us and irritation sparked in her eyes.

      “Welcome to our pack, Maddie,” she said. “Dinner’s almost served. I guess you’re a princess wherever you go.”

      “Knock it off, Mel,” Penn warned, a note of steel in his voice. “If you can’t behave, then get out of here.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you alpha-ing me?”

      “Do I have to?” he demanded. “I don’t want to treat you that way. But I’m not going to accept you making my girl feel unwelcome and uncomfortable in my house.”

      “Is she your girl or Tyson’s?” Mel flipped her hair over her shoulder and headed out of the kitchen before Penn could order her out. She called over her shoulder, “Enjoy serving her, Penn.”

      His lips tightened, but he returned to stirring the creamy red pasta sauce on the stove now, which smelled delicious.

      “Sorry,” Ty said shortly.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “You’re right. It’s not really about me.”

      “She’s just all fucked up,” Penn said. “I don’t know how to make things better.”

      I was lucky. Despite everything I’d been through at the academy, I’d grown up sheltered from the misogyny that was rampant in other packs. I didn’t have a voice in my ear telling me that the way things were was how it should be, even when I chafed under the expectations for female wolves.

      “Women are hateful to each other when they hate the world around them,” I said. “Maybe you should just try to change the world, Penn.”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice light, as if he thought I was making a joke.

      But I wasn’t.
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      Rafe

      

      “What else do you do with your wayward cadets?” Clearborn asked, but I didn’t trust his idly curious tone. I had a feeling he knew perfectly well what methods of discipline were available to the cadre.

      “Besides restriction, chores, extra physical training, library hours during prep?” I asked. “We take them to extra hand-to-hand sometimes. All the fourth-years should be able to kick their asses or we aren’t really worthy to lead them.”

      “And can every fourth-year ‘kick their asses’?” Clearborn made air quotes as he repeated my indelicate language.

      “They should be able to,” I repeated. Of course there were some—like Duncan—who weren’t hard enough on themselves when they trained to be worthy of being hard on anyone else. I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want to play into Clearborn’s hands, either.

      “They can’t,” Clearborn said, his voice satisfied. “I see. But you do rely on corporal punishment—if you can.”

      Dread unfurled in my stomach. I didn’t like where this was going. Corporal punishment had long been a part of life in the packs—judging from his scars, Lex had been beaten mercilessly as a teenager—but when Piper Northsea founded the school, she left that behind. It had never been a part of life at the academy.

      “I wouldn’t call our fights corporal punishment,” I said cautiously. “It’s training.”

      “Dress it up how you like, we all know what it really is,” Clearborn said. “I imagine most of the cadre would have a hard time administering that punishment to someone like Jensen McCauley.”

      If someone like Duncan took him into the pits, it was far too easy to imagine Jensen pummeling Duncan into next week. He’d probably relish the chance.

      “Both Lex and I are capable, sir. So I guess it’s a good thing he’s in our patrol.”

      Clearborn fixed me with a look. “There’s a fine line between confidence and arrogance, Mr. Hunt, and I think you and your friend might have veered onto the wrong side of it.”

      There was nothing to say to that. I tried to keep my face neutral, even though it was hard under Clearborn’s intense, penetrating gaze. He let the silence in the room stretch uncomfortably long.

      “So first, taking a cadet to the ‘pits’ is a discipline method—if you can even call it that—not evenly applied to all students.” Clearborn said. “Second, some of your fellow students have gotten badly hurt in the process, haven’t they?”

      “Yes, sir,” I admitted grudgingly.

      “Third of all, it doesn’t even seem to be effective. Some of your cadets seem to relish a fight,” Clearborn said drily.

      That was true enough.

      “When what you meant to dish out,” Clearborn went on, “was a beating. No more of this vigilante justice.”

      The word beating made me pause. “Sir?”

      “From now on, the pits are for training. Punishment will be administered in my office or in the barracks in an organized and safe—though painful—manner. Perhaps that will have a little more impact on your cadets. And then you don’t even have to restrict them on the weekend, only to be ignored.”

      His insinuation that the cadets in my patrol didn’t listen irritated me, but the unease I felt about this new punishment was far more pressing. “I’m not sure I follow, sir.”

      “I think you will,” he said. He rose from his chair and moved to the big wooden wardrobe in the corner. He opened the door and drew out a leather strap.

      He carried it back, draped across both his open palms. The strap had a wooden handle, and the ends were split into two, forming two long, thick leather tails.

      Clearborn followed my gaze. “This is a tawse. It’s a Scottish strap for corporal punishment. As I understand it, it’s not used there anymore. But we’ve still found it useful in my pack for the younger wolves.”

      The thought of whipping Jensen or Maddie—especially Maddie—sickened me. But I knew my squeamishness would hardly impress Clearborn.

      “Sir, with all due respect, this isn’t what we do here,” I said. “We’ve never used corporal punishment, and we’ve turned out great shifter teams.”

      Clearborn snorted, and I realized too late I’d misstepped. He asked, “Have we, now?”

      I forged on. “These cadets are supposed to trust us—how are they going to trust us if we beat them?”

      “Well, they’ll be able to trust that the rules do mean something,” he said breezily. “A perception that seems to be lacking at the moment.”

      “You don’t get the best out of anyone by making them afraid. Our goal is to make sure they have the courage and the integrity to—”

      “Oh, I very much disagree with you that you don’t get the best out of anyone by instilling fear,” he said, his voice biting. “Fear is an essential part of training, because I guarantee you will feel fear when it comes to the mission. And I promise you, as an alpha, I do have a bit more experience than you.”

      He raised his hand, and I paused, holding back the words I wanted to say. “But I’m not the one who will use the strap. You will—you and the other cadre.”

      My lips parted, and he went on. “There are two ways to look at this, Raphael. Either McCauley deserves to be punished, and you should be able to wield the strap without reservation. Or you know, deep down, that you’ve failed to set the example as a leader and enforce the rules.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his eyes bright as he studied me. “Is that the case? Because if this is painful for you, that’s because you know deep down that you’ve failed them.”

      “I’ve made plenty of mistakes,” I said, my voice clipped. “But I haven’t been too lenient with them, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      “I’m not suggesting it,” he returned. “That’s exactly what I’m saying has happened.”

      “With all due respect, sir, I’ve seen McCauley and Northsea both grow considerably the past few months. We don’t need this.”

      “Oh really, Rafe?” He rested his elbow on the desk, his posture relaxed. “Do you intend to give up your position as cadre, then? Because I can assure you, I have other young leaders who are open to new—or rather, traditional—ideas.”

      Duncan’s smug, eager face rose in my mind, and I gritted my teeth at the thought. Duncan would be thrilled to beat all my cadets at any excuse he could find.

      “If I were you, I’d prepare your cadets for Sunday night,” Clearborn said. “And I’d prepare myself as well.”

      When I pictured laying the strap across Maddie’s narrow shoulders, something inside me flared into panic.

      “They’ve already served part of their punishment, and it’s unfair to change the sentence now. If they’d known then—”

      “Oh, so you admit this is a more effective deterrent than grounding them?” Clearborn cut in.

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “They thought they were doing the right thing when they left campus without coming to me first. That was my fault. I take full responsibility for their actions.”

      Clearborn stared me down curiously, and I took a deep breath before I plunged on.

      “I should take the beating. It’s my fault. Then in the future, if they break the rules, I will use the tawse. I have no problem with that.”

      “A very generous offer, Rafe, but I don’t think I’m going to let you out of your punishment.”

      “Sir?”

      “Punishing them,” he said. “You’re dismissed.”

      There was more I wanted to say, but instead I said, “Good night, sir.”

      I was almost dazed when I walked out of Clearborn’s office. It had been easy enough to go around Dean McCauley. I wasn’t sure there was any way to go around—or through—Clearborn.

      When I headed down the steps of the building, I didn’t expect to find Jensen waiting for me. But he was there, leaning against one of the columns at the base of the stairs. He nodded hello and I nodded back, feeling something knot inside me as we headed together across the quad.

      He’d waited for me as if things had changed between us over the past few months, and we were friends now.

      It would have been easier to punish the spoiled boy I’d thought he was a few months ago. Now I knew the man he was behind the mask, fiercely loyal and competent. He reminded me of everything I’d admired in his sister Eliza.

      Jensen and I fell into step together, walking across the quad back to Northsea house.

      Finally, he asked, “So what did he have to say?”

      “He thinks discipline around here is complete shit,” I admitted. “That the threat of restriction or the pits doesn’t hold any fear for you or the rest of the team.”

      “Well, that’s true enough,” he said.

      His tone was friendly, confiding, and frustration grated my nerves. I liked Jensen. I wanted to be friends with the version of him I’d gotten to know lately.

      But I wasn’t going to be his friend Sunday night. “The academy’s returning to old pack ways. Corporal punishment.”

      Jensen nodded slowly. “Inconvenient.”

      “You’re up first,” I said, my voice coming out hard. “You and Northsea.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” he said. “You? Or him?”

      “Me.”

      He glanced at me as if he wanted to say something, but whatever he saw on my face made him press his lips closed again.

      We weren’t friends, no matter what we both might wish.

      What mattered was that he and Northsea made it through the rest of their time at the academy, stayed out of trouble, and eventually graduated to join the Council’s Own, just like Lex wanted.

      Maybe then we’d be friends.

      If not, if they couldn’t get over the past, it didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to be liked.

      Jensen was quiet, but he walked next to me anyway. His usual don’t-give-a-damn persona was in full effect.

      But then, so was mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      Mel rejoined us silently as we sat down to dinner. The four of us had a tense, polite conversation about what had happened while Penn and I were away at school. Two new babies had been born this fall—both boys—and the crops were coming in well. At least our pack didn’t just deal in crime and strippers.

      “I’m going to take a minute to enjoy this,” I told Penn as he grabbed my plate to bus the table at the end of our meal.

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. “All right, weirdo.”

      When Maddie carried the rest of the plates out ahead of him back to the kitchen, he touched his free hand to the small of her back. My brief moment of satisfaction at Penn serving me instead of me serving him—for once—flickered into irritation.

      Well, jealousy.

      “The two of them seem cute together,” Mel said. There was a glint in her eye that I didn’t care for.

      I leaned back in my chair, tilting it onto its back legs.

      “Don’t you think so?” she pressed. “How long have they been together?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked wearily, trying to refuse her bait. “Wolves know.”

      “I’m not sure they always do,” she said. Her eyes studied me curiously. “You want her to look at you the way she looks at Penn.”

      Yup. “Mel, don’t.”

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” she said, which seemed like a lie. “I’m just trying to get you to wake up.”

      “Oh, really? Out of the kindness of your heart?”

      “The two of them have each other,” she pressed. “And you and I could have each other again.”

      “It was good while it lasted,” I said. I leaned forward, letting the feet of my chair slam down into the ground. Bringing my face close to hers, I said softly, “Don’t ruin it now, Mel. All the good memories. Don’t light them on fire now.”

      “I thought we could make new good memories.”

      In a second, she leaned into me, brushing her lips across mine.

      I jumped to my feet. The legs of the chair scraped against the cold hardwood floors.

      “No, Mel,” I said. “Goddamn it. You know it’s not like that for me now—”

      Mel jerked back. Her eyes narrowed with hurt as she stared at me. “You can’t see what’s right in front of you.”

      Maddie stood in the doorway, her lips parted in surprise, and Penn stood behind her, close and protective. The two of them looked like they belonged together, standing so intimately close.

      I flashed a quick smile at them all that didn’t feel convincing, as if nothing had happened.

      Then I headed through the door out of the dining room toward the living room.

      “Not again,” Penn said, when I pulled the front door open. “Ty, you can’t just run out of here. Stay and have a drink—”

      “I’ll be back,” I said.

      “Jesus, Mel!” Penn said to his sister. “We’ve been here what, an hour? You’ve been a bitch to Maddie and to Tyson—”

      “Maybe you should stop bringing guests back here,” Mel shot back. “You don’t even live here anymore, Penn. But you come and go whenever you feel like it. You don’t—”

      “Believe me, I wish I could stay away.” His voice was low and fierce.

      I let the door slam shut behind me, and their voices faded. God. I loved them both so much, but they were a pair of idiots.

      The compound was quiet as I headed across the lawn and through the woods to my parents’ old trailer.

      As I passed a few other houses, some of them had lights on in the windows, and I caught glimpses of people moving around. Some of the kids that Penn and I grew up with were adults now who lived in the houses that had belonged to their grandparents, and they were raising their own children now.

      I wondered what it was like to feel that much at home in a community, to want to just stay. I’d felt suffocated here for as long as I could remember.

      My parents’ trailer was unlocked. There was nothing to steal anyway.

      I threw myself on the old couch, then breathed in the faint scent of mold and instant regret.

      This trailer was no more home than the alpha’s house. It wasn’t exactly full of good memories, either.

      Penn, as a freckle-faced blond kid, had pushed in my bedroom window that morning, the same as he had a hundred times before. He stuck his grinning face in. “Come on, we’re going fishing.”

      I’d grinned back. “My mom said we’re cleaning the place first thing this morning.”

      “Then we better get out of here fast.”

      I’d moved silently to get my fishing pole and tackle box out of the narrow closet, then passed them up to Penn. I climbed onto my bed to squirm out the window.

      “My mom’s going to be pissed,” I said, even though that didn’t stop me. I never said no to Penn.

      She’d be pissed too if she heard me saying she’d be pissed. My mother’s parenting style leaned less on the swear jar and more on the wooden spoon.

      “We’ll help you clean up when we get back.” Mel had her own bright pink fishing pole over her shoulder. Her hair was in a long braid, her baseball cap pulled low over her eyes.

      Penn groaned. “No promises.”

      “She’ll get over it,” Mel had said.

      The three of us had another long, magical day that would’ve just faded into pleasant childhood memories, if it hadn’t been for how it ended.

      When we came back home at the end of the day, the house had been locked. I’d ended up climbing in through the bedroom window, afraid my mom had locked me out.

      But instead, when I edged into the living room, I’d seen her feet sprawled across the floor.

      “Mom?” I’d asked. I couldn’t see her face, not until I came closer.

      When I screamed, and Penn couldn’t get through the front door, he’d backed up for a run, then jumped through the big window behind the couch. He’d come through the glass shattering around him like some kind of action hero, even though he was just a kid.

      That window was still boarded up, and the cool night air seemed to leak through, caressing the back of my neck.

      I wondered if Penn still carried any of the scars from going through the glass. No matter how much we fought or what else happened, in the end, he was always the guy who went through the glass for me.

      And no matter what I told him now, I’d never really hesitated that rough night when he was shot and I drove through hell to rescue him. I’d always go back for Penn.

      There was a tentative knock on the door.

      “Yeah?” I got up, already feeling like I’d been stupid and dramatic when I stormed out of there.

      I just didn’t know how to deal with Mel sometimes. We’d been such good friends before. I wished now that we’d never dated, because I couldn’t imagine ever getting back together.

      Everything was different. But I still didn’t want to lose her. I didn’t know how to get back to friends again, though.

      Even worse, as I tried to fumble my way back into friendship with Mel, I had Penn watching me. Mel might aggravate him, but she was still his sister. And now Maddie was watching me too.

      Penn and Maddie were the two people in the world whose opinions mattered most to me. I didn’t want to disappoint them.

      The door creaked out. Penn stood there uncertainly, a sixer of Coke cans dangling from one hand and a bottle of rum in the other. Maddie crowded behind him.

      “I thought you might want to drink in the woods,” Penn said. “Like when we were kids.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Then Penn said, a little more certainly, “You know Maddie was a good girl in high school? She never once burned things for fun and destroyed her brain cells with underage drinking.”

      Ah, we were making fun of Maddie to make things more comfortable. She pulled a face. She didn’t mind.

      “Well, it’s never too late to try to be normal.” I got up and headed for the door, stopping to ruffle her hair.

      “I don’t think you two could teach me a damn thing about normal,” she shot back.

      I’d thought I was running away from them. But it was funny, just having the two of them here made me feel better.

      The three of us built a bonfire back out in the woods.  It burned hot enough that we pulled off our sweatshirts as we stood around it.

      “You didn’t bring cups,” I told Penn.

      He shrugged. “I’m more of an idea man.”

      I snorted, because all our lives, he’d been the idea man, and I’d been the one who figured out how to make things work.

      Penn took a long swig from the bottle of rum, then passed it to me. He took a sip of Coke. “Practically the same thing.”

      “Nice try.”

      The three of us drank together for a while and played truth-or-dare.

      There’s really only one way for truth-or-dare to go when you’ve been drinking, in the long run. The three of us sat together in the leaves at the edge of the bonfire, warm despite the chill of the night air, and watched the sparks drift upward into the moon-brightened sky.

      “Kiss someone.” Penn’s lips tilted up devilishly as he raised the bottle to his lips again.

      The fire reflected golden light off Maddie’s high brow and chiseled cheekbones and those stubborn, kissable lips.

      Of course, I wanted to kiss Maddie—I always wanted to kiss Maddie—but I didn’t want to make things weird. Mel’s words still burned in the back of my brain. She’d said there was something different in how Maddie looked at Penn than how she looked at me.

      I didn’t want to kiss Maddie if she didn’t want to kiss me.

      “Get over here, you beautiful bastard, then,” I said.

      Penn ducked his head as a grin twisted across his narrow lips. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “And you’re the one who didn’t specify.”

      Penn couldn’t stop laughing, but he didn’t stop me as my lips grazed his cheek. Penn’s cheekbones were sharp when he laughed, and I barely managed to catch his cheek before his smile flashed dangerously near my lips.

      “Insanity.” I pushed him gently away. I rarely heard Penn laugh like that anymore, with the easy laughter of our childhoods. It took alcohol now to make him unwind. But deep down, I had the feeling he was the same person he’d always been. Funny. Light-hearted.

      And my ride-or-die best friend.

      “If you two weren’t such a pair of goofballs, that would be hot,” Maddie said.

      Penn shook his head. “Well, I know we’re not taking any dares from Maddie now…”

      “You think I’d make you two kiss again?” she teased. “As if I don’t have all kinds of ways to make you do my bidding.”

      Penn growled at her, the sound half-wolfish and half-playful. “I told you when we met… I might not be the biggest of the guys—”

      “To be fair, you’re all ridiculously tall as a group,” she inserted.

      “—but I’m a born alpha,” he finished. His tone was teasing, not annoyed.

      She walked her fingertips up his t-shirt, and his breath hitched in his chest. She glanced up at him, challenge written across her face. “I think I have my ways, Penn.”

      Maddie pushed Penn, and he went to his elbows in the soft earth. He grinned at her, although his desire was written across his face.

      “Well, I’ll just excuse myself—” I said, half-joking, half-not.

      “Stay,” Penn said. He caught Maddie’s hand in his, glancing toward me. “We’ll, ah. Truth? Or dare?”

      “It’s not your turn,” Maddie chided him. She looked up at me, her brows arching. “It’s Ty’s. If he wants to stay.”

      I should go. But I couldn’t tear myself away. Maddie still had her hand on Penn’s chest, and his fingers had wrapped around hers. The two of them looked almost as if they’d paused in the middle of the act.

      “Truth or dare, Maddie?” I asked.

      “Dare,” she said, her voice husky.

      “You already used this one,” I said. “Kiss someone.”

      She reached across Penn and caught the front of my t-shirt. My breath hitched when she pulled me close. My knees brushed against Penn’s hip as I shifted closer, and I leaned over him.

      Her lips grazed mine tentatively. She looked up at me, her eyes wide and bright, and caught her lip with her teeth.

      Penn’s lips parted, but he didn’t look jealous. He looked…curious. My chest tightened, waiting, for whatever he was going to say.

      But his next words were lost when another voice came from the edge of the forest.

      “Staking a claim, huh?” It was Mel.

      I groaned.

      “We came out here to get away from you,” Penn said, squinting at her through the darkness.

      Maddie narrowed her eyes at him, but he shrugged unapologetically.

      “It’s my sister,” he said. “I’m allowed to be brutally honest. And she is being a jerk.”

      “I know,” Mel said. “I came out here to apologize.”

      That surprised me. The three of us had always been close growing up, and Mel usually never apologized for anything. Not even the time we were play-fighting and she helped me face-plant into the barn wall. Three stitches later, she told me not be such a klutz.

      But now everything was shifting. She must feel like she was being left behind, and that made me ache for her. I wouldn’t want to be the one who was left out.

      “Oh really?” Penn snorted. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      Maddie smacked his chest and mouthed, “Be nice.”

      Mel hesitated, leaning her weight on one leg as she tugged at the hem of her sweatshirt like a nervous habit. It reminded me of a dozen other times I’d seen her anxious. Like her first day of high school, when she’d convinced her father to let her leave the pack’s one-room schoolhouse behind and come with Penn and me.

      Before I could figure out what to say to ease the tension in the air, Maddie patted the grass beside her.

      “Come sit,” Maddie said. “We don’t need drawn-out apologies around here. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this is pretty much asshole central.”

      “Hey,” Penn protested, but his frown wasn’t real.

      “Ty, stop hogging the rum.” Maddie turned to me as I held the bottle out to her, and our gazes met. Her eyes were bright and warm, and my heart lurched in my chest. She was making things better with Mel. That was something that mattered to me, something that I didn’t know how to do on my own.

      God, I love this girl. Maddie was sunshine and light, shining into a world that had been dark for too long.

      I looked up at Mel, hoping she’d come join us, hoping we’d start finding our way forward as friends.

      Mel’s gaze had been darting between Maddie and me, as if she read that moment. For a second, pain etched itself across her face.

      Then she took a step forward as I held the bottle up. She grabbed it and took a long swig of rum before she sank cross-legged next to Maddie.

      “An assembly of assholes, maybe?” she suggested. “A federation of fuckheads?”

      “You started off alphabetical,” Maddie pointed out, making a give-me gesture with her hand. “But you couldn’t keep it up, could you?”

      Mel’s eyebrows rose as she handed Maddie back the bottle. “A bevy of bastards? A council of clusterfucks?”

      “I think we’re going to get along,” Maddie told her.

      Things were awkward at first, but they got easier. After a while, voices and laughter rose into the air, higher than the flames when the wind caught the bonfire.

      The light of the fire reflected off Maddie’s face as she laughed. Mel grinned too, caught up in Maddie’s easy magnetism.

      Penn smiled at them both. He looked half-baked, even though I knew he wasn’t, when he was content. He leaned on his elbows, the fire casting his face half in light and half in shadow.

      Penn caught me watching him and winked, as if he too was relieved that Maddie and Mel had begun to make peace with each other’s existence.

      And for the first time, I found myself really thinking that maybe even I could have peace too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      “You really started something out there, Maddie.” Penn pulled his t-shirt over his head, and the muscles in his back rippled with the motion before he tossed the shirt onto the floor.

      “Did you mind?” I asked. I crawled into his bed and fell back against the pillows. My head felt dizzy and light in a pleasant way. I wondered if it would feel that way in the morning.

      “No,” he said, without hesitation.

      Well. The memory of having him and Ty so close to me rose again, flushing me with heat, the same way I had felt in that moment.

      Then he flopped onto the bed beside me. He leaned on his elbow, reaching out to trace his fingers over the curve of my face.

      “What are you doing?” I murmured, but I shifted subtly closer, drawn into his touch.

      “I don’t like being away from you,” he said. “I don’t want to say goodbye, Maddie. Not even for a few days.”

      His words brought Rafe’s warning back to mind, and suddenly my heart beat faster.

      I didn’t want to make any promises. I didn’t want to worry him, either. I knew these men and I would find a way to be together.

      Or at least, I wanted to believe we would.

      So instead of answering, I closed the distance between us and brushed my lips across his.

      He crushed his lips to mine, as if he was claiming me. His fingers threaded in my hair, pulling me against him.

      I drew in a quick, sharp breath before he kissed me breathless.

      When his eyes were heavy-lidded like they were now, his touch firm and possessive, I felt so wanted. The way he looked at me was just as addictive as the orgasms that came after.

      “Get on top of me,” he ordered, his voice husky. He was already shifting, his hands cupping my hips, and he drew me on top of him in one quick motion.

      I leaned forward, my breasts brushing his pecs through my t-shirt. My nipples pebbled with desire as his hand stroked down my back, down the curve of my ass. As I kissed him, my hair fell around us like a curtain, brushing back and forth with our motion.

      If this is goodbye…

      No. I closed my eyes, trying to shut out the thought. Stay in the moment.

      It was too good a moment to miss, with his hand caressing my ass. Heat flooded through my blood, as if my whole body was on fire for Penn.

      “I’m glad you and Mel are getting along, but I didn’t want to be interrupted before,” he murmured, glancing up at me through dark lashes. “I wanted to see where things would go.”

      I kissed his cheek, his jaw, loving the feel of him against my lips. I nipped his earlobe before I murmured, “And where did you want things to go?”

      “Where were you going to take them?”

      His thumb slid under the waistband of my panties, drawing them away from my abs. He slid them down around my thighs, before his hand stroked down my naked ass. He ran his hand across my curves appreciatively, his fingers slipping ever closer and closer to my aching clit, and I groaned into his ear.

      “I don’t know,” I murmured. “It was an impulse.”

      “It’s a good impulse. Ty’s a good man.”

      I might’ve commented on the fact that he was bringing up Ty while the two of us were rather intimately engaged, but his fingers finally slid down the curve of my ass and pressed against my wet, throbbing core. My hips swayed forward against his. I was helpless but to grind against him when I wanted him this badly.

      “You’re giving me permission?” I asked archly, as his fingers began to work against my clit. Heat washed over my body as he relentlessly brought me closer and closer to orgasm.

      “Not that you need it,” he said, his brows arching. “We both know that. But yes.”

      His fingers stroked back up the curve of my ass, and the sensation sent sparks tingling across my skin. I gasped, and he looked self-satisfied.

      He ran his finger under the hem of my t-shirt, pulling it away from my body. I caught the hem and dragged it over my head. As I dropped the shirt to the floor, his breath caught as he took in the sight of my small breasts, my nipples hard, my pale skin flushed with desire.

      He crooked a finger at me to come to him for more kisses, but instead I moved lower, straddling his legs. My clit was throbbing, but I wanted to make him suffer the same delicious way he made me.

      “Maddie,” he started to say, his voice commanding, but I just glanced at him mischievously and then wrapped my mouth around his cock. His breath gave and his head fell back into the pillows.

      He might be an alpha, but he surrendered to me anyway.

      I twirled my tongue while I moved up and down his cock. He looked up at me, biting back a curse, and his fingers threaded in my hair again, gently this time. He played with my hair as his eyes drifted shut. His touch sent pleasant prickles down my spine.

      “I’m going to come if you don’t stop, you impossible girl,” he murmured. “Get up here.”

      This time, I obeyed, straddling his hips again. He caught me around the waist and rolled with me, changing our positions in a second. His lips seared to mine.

      His cock teased between my thighs with his movement, and I caught him in my hand, brushing him over my slick heat. The feel of him against my throbbing core both satisfied me and lit an even deeper, more intense ache. I drew him in circles over and over again against my clit until we were both gasping in desire.

      He pulled his hips away from me suddenly, pulling his cock out of my hand, and I started to protest. But his lips came down on my throat, covering me with kisses that stroked the heat even hotter in my blood. My chin tilted up, welcoming him in. He alternated between kissing and sucking my tender skin, teasing me with his teeth until my hips were rocking up against his.

      Then as my hips rose against his, he plunged deep inside me. I gasped into his ear, and his arm slid around my shoulders, crushing me against his chiseled body as he rocked into me.

      Our bodies moved in time together, and I wrapped my arm around his shoulders, feeling his muscles ripple. His jaw was near my lips, and so I turned into him, kissing him as wildly as the heat suffusing every part of my body now.

      My core clenched around him, the first ripples of my orgasm, and my thighs slid against his narrow hips as I wrapped my legs around him. Then the two of us were coming together, his lips parting. I could feel myself coming apart, starting to make a wild sound, and I bit his muscled shoulder. My orgasm swept over me in waves as my thighs squeezed him, and I felt him come inside me.

      Then the two of us stilled. He glanced down at me, his brows arching.

      I released my grip on his shoulder. I’d left teeth marks on his skin, and I rubbed my thumb across them, pulling a face. “Sorry.”

      “I like it rough,” he promised me, his lips tracing the curve of my throat, and my chin rose again to welcome him in even though my core was still sensitive and aching from the intensity of the orgasm. “As long as you want to take it as well as give it.”

      I pretended to think it over. “I think I do, actually.”

      “Well, let’s find out,” he murmured.

      I laughed out loud with the promise in that.

      And just in case there might not be a tomorrow for us, I turned my head and kissed him, my thigh stroking over his narrow side, welcoming him to keep going.

      I didn’t need sleep when I could have Penn instead.
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      The next morning, Tyson and I threw our bags in the car as we prepared to leave Penn behind. I hated being away from him.

      “Look out for our girl,” Penn told Tyson.

      Ty’s lips pulled up at one corner, as if he wasn’t certain how to take that.

      “I’m always the one looking out for you guys,” I pointed out. “You’d be lost without me.”

      “Maybe,” Penn murmured. He caught me around the waist, kissing me hard, and I grinned.

      I glanced in my rearview mirror one time as we left, but Penn was already walking back into the house. He didn’t look back.

      Wolves, man.

      They never look back.

      “He’ll be fine,” Tyson said.

      “I don’t like having any of you out of my sight,” I admitted. I didn’t like being away from the rest of the team, either.

      When we were together, it felt like we were invincible.

      “First stop, creepy fortune teller?” Tyson asked.

      “Dani said she’s very reliable.” I was going to show her the necklace that was tied to my father and to the demon-bear that had stalked me, and see what she could tell us about where it had come from.

      No one had seen my father in a dozen years. I wasn’t sure if the message had come from him at all.

      But part of me desperately hoped that I would find my father. I dreamed that he’d be glad to see me, that he’d hug me with wonder written across his face, or maybe break down crying because he thought I’d died and he was so relieved to meet me.

      Yeah, it was a ridiculous fantasy. I knew it. But that didn’t stop me from wanting my father.

      “Penn had reservations about our ability to keep a low profile.” Tyson pulled off the highway to take us through a drive-through for coffee. “If Clearborn catches us, it’s going to be hard to explain.”

      “If Clearborn catches us, I wanted to find the truth out about my mother’s craziness—I think that’s pretty understandable—and you went along with me to keep me out of trouble. Let me take the fall.”

      Ty rolled his eyes.

      “I’m serious, Ty.”

      He ignored that. “How do you want your coffee?”

      I crinkled my nose. “I’ll take a hot chocolate, please.”

      I wasn’t a fan of the hot bean water.

      I tried to bring Ty back to the subject of how things should play out if Clearborn caught us—there was no point in more than one of us taking the fall, and there was no way for me to avoid it, so it just made sense—but he kept diverting the conversation to concerns about my sanity if I didn’t drink coffee.

      We parked across the street from the tarot reader’s office. It was a second floor walk-up, and a glowing purple sign advertised her psychic wares.

      I would’ve doubted her, except when we walked into her office, she looked up and groaned.

      “Not shifters,” she said.

      “Hello to you too, witch.” Tyson flashed her a smile as he grabbed one of the chairs at her table and flipped it around so he could sit, his forearms braced on the top rail. “We come in peace. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      “Oh, a shifter and a skeptic,” she said. “Two of my favorite things.”

      “We’re happy to pay,” I said. “We just need some information.”

      Her gaze flickered to mine, and she patted the table. “I like you a little better.”

      I pulled out five twenty-dollar bills and laid them on the table. Then I dropped the necklace on top.

      Her hand had been flashing to grab the bills, but she paused when she saw the necklace. “Where did you get that?”

      “It was a gift.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

      “Someone sent me a message through this.” I tapped the heavy locket with my fingernails. “I don’t know who. I’m trying to find them.”

      “What kind of message?”

      “You have a lot of questions for someone who peddles answers,” Tyson said.

      “If I don’t like your answers…” She pushed the bills toward me, and the necklace with it. “I don’t want to get mixed up in this.”

      “Why? What does the necklace mean to you?”

      “The necklace itself means nothing,” she said. “But the magic that clings to it is another story.”

      I hesitated. Ty shifted his weight, and I could feel the coiled danger in his tense, muscular frame. I rested my hand on his forearm, stilling him.

      “Okay,” I said. “I think the message came from my father. But he disappeared a long time ago, when I was just a kid.”

      She paused, as if she was debating what to say. “I see a lot of people come in here looking for someone. Usually, they wish to contact someone who has passed. The truth is, I lie—like a lot of fortune tellers—because meeting the dead is almost always a disappointment.”

      She went on, “If you can, I’d think about leaving him…unfound.”

      “He called to me for help,” I said. “He said my mother wouldn’t tell him where I was. And my mother… she doesn’t remember anything about me being born.”

      Her gaze sharpened. “Memory work? That’s cruel magic.”

      “So I’ve seen.” Even before my mother’s memories were erased, I’d experienced how cruel it was to alter someone’s memories. The coven stole my memories and Piper’s, convincing us we were sisters from birth and that our birth families never existed.

      “Listen, maybe he will be a disappointment,” Tyson said. “But we’d rather have the truth. The other option isn’t that great, either.”

      I glanced at Ty, whose lips were set. I knew my life was in danger if I were a witch, but I knew that in an abstract kind of way.

      The tension curling through Tyson’s voice made it feel a lot more real.

      He was scared for me.

      She gazed at his face for a second, then said, “The magic on this necklace isn’t of this world.”

      “Interesting,” Tyson leaned back impatiently. “Are you going to tell us more, or are we supposed to flag down the Starship Enterprise for help?”

      “Believe me or not,” she snapped. “I’d prefer not, really.”

      “Please tell us,” I said, shooting Tyson a look. Be nice.

      The look he shot back, his lips pursed to one side, suggested that being nice was not his strong suit.

      “I’d recommend you keep it to yourselves so you don’t seem like lunatics,” she said.

      Relief flared in my chest. She was going to tell us.

      “There are rips between worlds. There’s one here, for that matter.” She gestured to the wall behind her, which was covered in purple silk that hung sloppily from the ceiling.

      “And what happens in these rips?” Tyson asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. “The rips are just portals. Doorways. There are many places you can travel to. And not many places you would want to.”

      “Do all these worlds co-exist in the same space simultaneously?” Tyson asked.

      I glanced at him, and he said, “What? I took Physics in high school. Unlike Penn, I even tried to pay attention.”

      “Yes.” She studied the two of us as she frowned. “You two are taking this well.”

      I waved my hand airily. “Our lives are already pretty weird.”

      For some reason, that made me think of leaning over Penn’s chest the night before to kiss Tyson. I still wasn’t sure what had come over me.

      But neither of them seemed to mind.

      “Well, you might have a difficult journey ahead,” she said. “This necklace is marked by magic from another world.”

      The two of us stared at each other. She sighed as if she had to draw with crayons for us to understand.

      “Either the person who put the spell on this necklace had just come from the other side—maybe the Fae world, maybe Avalon, I can’t tell—or it was enchanted there. Either way, finding them might be more challenging than your average road trip.”

      Okay, it was going to take time to process that information.

      “So maybe my father came from… somewhere else?” I asked.

      “Or maybe it was a trick,” Tyson said. “Hell, maybe there’s a reason why your mother’s losing her fake memories now…”

      The fortune teller’s brows rose. “Your mother had false memories? If you weren’t a shifter, I’d think you might be a changeling child.”

      Well, I needed more info about that.

      “What else can you tell us?” Tyson asked.

      She rubbed her hand across her forehead. “I can read your cards. Try to give you a glimpse into what lays ahead. It will cost extra.”

      “Why?” Ty leaned back to glance out the open door into the narrow little corridor at the top of the stairs. “You have other customers?”

      “Because you annoy me,” she snapped at him.

      “Well, that seems legit,” I said, giving Ty a look. I pulled out my wallet and laid another stack of bills alongside the first.

      “Yours first,” she said to Tyson. “Perhaps the cards will predict you’ll die in a fiery car crash.”

      Tyson glanced at me. “Normally people find me very charming.”

      “I know.” I tucked my hand through his arm, feeling his corded forearm under my fingertips. “This seems like it must be good for you.”

      She turned over the cards in front of Tyson.

      “Your childhood is marked with trauma,” she said.

      “We’ve pretty much got a fucked-up childhood club going on around here,” he muttered. “But no one cares. Let’s get to the future.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “Or rather, you can’t. Your past and future are interlinked.”

      “Well, shit,” Tyson drawled dramatically.

      She tapped her long black fingernails on the second card she’d just turned over. “This trauma is connected to your childhood. The Stranger.”

      “And?” he asked.

      “Let me see something,” she said. She flipped over a card in front of me.

      The first was the same trauma card she’d played in front of Tyson. I found myself holding my breath as she flipped over the second.

      The Stranger. Again.

      Tyson and I exchanged a look.

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “Besides the fact that we have the world’s saddest club? We should really look for other things to bond over. Baking macarons. Raising hermit crabs. Whiteclaw appreciation. Anything.”

      “The two of you have a close bond,” she said. “Both of you have a Stranger in the family—someone you don’t know.”

      “Well, turn a third card over,” Tyson said drily. “I do know who both my parents are. They’re dead, which I guess makes them strangers—”

      “No, you don’t,” she said. “The Stranger is alive. The cards don’t lie.”

      “You already said that you do.”

      She gathered the cards back into her hands. “We don’t need to go on.”

      Tyson gritted his teeth, which made his jaw tighten. He managed to say, “No, I’m sorry. It’s just a lot to take in. Go on.”

      She favored him with a thin smile. Then she handed the cards she’d shuffled back to him to cut again. His jaw was so tense his cheekbones were sharp above his drawn-in cheeks.

      She turned the same two cards over in front of him again, then in front of me. I’d watched her shuffle. It might be some slight-of-hand, but I wasn’t convinced it was.

      “I do an unconventional reading,” she said. “It’s time to address your problems.”

      “Great,” Tyson said. “I usually deflect with humor, but I guess we can try that instead.”

      She began to turn another card over, then frowned. I wasn’t sure why she was so annoyed until she tried to drop the second card back into the deck; it seemed as if two cards were stuck together. She finally peeled them apart with her fingernails, as if they’d gotten stuck together somehow.

      “This is the Queen of Hearts,” she said. “And stuck to it, we seem to have the friendship or Brotherhood card. And also, your presence seems to be damaging my card deck—”

      Without comment, I drew the last of the cash out of my wallet and dropped it next to the rest.

      “What does that mean?” Tyson asked.

      “Oh, are you feeling like a believer now?” she asked. “The cards don’t care if you believe or not. These…cards…show that you face obstacles.”

      Tyson elbowed me. “Should I start calling you queen of hearts?”

      “I’m going to get to you first,” I said. “I’m pretty sure the guys will embrace calling you that.”

      Tyson shook his head dramatically. “Don’t do me dirty, Northsea.”

      “Your first obstacle,” she said, turning over a card with a wolf on it. She stared at it, her cheeks growing pale. She turned over another card, and on it was a witch in dark robes.

      She frowned, turning over a third and laying it beneath the others. It showed a graveyard. Well, that seemed promising. “It seems you have many dangers to face. Do these mean anything to you?”

      “Yeah.” Tyson touched his finger to the wolf’s face. “Wolves are assholes.” He moved it to the witch. “Witches are assholes. This isn’t exactly new information for us.”

      The fortune-teller looked awfully twitchy.

      “What’s wrong with the cards?” I demanded.

      “They aren’t in my deck,” she said, her voice clipped. “There’s magic at work here.”

      “I thought that was your shtick, that magic was supposed to be at work—”

      “It’s not my magic,” she said. “It’s yours.”

      Tyson glanced at me.

      I swallowed a lump. “I’m not doing anything—”

      “Not you,” she said, then looked to Tyson. “It’s you. You’re controlling the cards.”

      Tyson got up abruptly, his legs bumping the table. “I’m not a goddamn witch—no offense, Maddie.”

      Apparently we were all assuming I was a witch now. I did have more power than any shifter was supposed to have. Maybe I was.

      Tyson’s reaction rattled me. He could believe that I was a witch, and take that in stride, but he was clearly shaken by the possibility that he was one.

      “Believe what you want,” she said. “There’s magic in this room, a lot of magic.” She tapped the death card again. “From the whispers from beyond, two of your friends were supposed to already be dead.”

      Tyson backed up to the doorway, then stood with his arms crossed and his face stony, watching the fortune teller.

      “That graveyard card doesn’t seem like a great sign,” I said.

      “No,” she said. “Perhaps not. Is his name…Rafe? He was supposed to die, but he was healed by magic.”

      My cheeks flared with heat. Tyson didn’t even know about that. I didn’t dare look over my shoulder at his face.

      Still, that was hard to argue with.

      “And Chase,” she said. “He should be dead already too. But he’ll have a second chance soon.”

      “What’s that?” I demanded.

      “That’s all I can see about the future,” she said, her face troubled. “You’ll have a tough road to protect your friends, Madeline Northsea. You’ll have to be stronger than you ever have before—and they’ll have to be strong for you.”

      “Not a problem,” I said automatically, even though dread twisted through my stomach. We were a team. A good one.

      “I wish I could make the path ahead easier for you,” she said, and her troubled gaze found Tyson for some reason. “It’ll be easier if you don’t deny what you know is true deep down. Love. Magic. Courage. That’s all you’ll have.”

      Tyson quirked one eyebrow, as if the fortune-teller was unbearably cheesy to him, as he pushed his hands into his pockets. The movement hunched his broad, sexy shoulders, pushing his jeans down his taut waist just a bit.

      Maybe he thought it was cheesy. But it felt true to me.

      “Do you have any idea where we find the Strangers?” I asked.

      “Well,” she said. “Someone is already looking for you.”

      “Is he good or bad?”

      She shrugged.

      “This has been really enlightening,” Tyson muttered.

      “One last thing,” I said, even though part of me wanted to drag Ty away. He wasn’t living up to his usual charming reputation today, so it was up to me to flash the fortune-teller my brightest smile. “Would you show us that portal?”

      “Hell no,” Tyson said. “Maddie, no.”

      The fortune teller had been on the verge of telling me no—I could read it in her posture—but now her brows arched, and she turned to Tyson with a smug look spreading across her face. “That’s a funny response from a skeptic. You have the chance to prove me a liar right now.”

      “Maybe I’ve just reached my bullshit quota for the day,” he shot back.

      “Have a little courage, Tyson,” she chided him.

      His lips quirked at one corner, as if he recognized the blatant attempt to manipulate him. Then he shrugged.

      “Whatever Maddie wants, she gets,” he said lightly, shoving his hand into his pocket. He glanced at me, affection lighting his eyes. “Isn’t that the secret motto of our weird little club?”

      The tarot reader had said that Chase would have a second chance to die soon. When I looked back at Tyson, who was smiling and easygoing as usual, Rafe’s words seemed to hang around me like a weight, dragging my shoulders down. They’d follow you into a war.

      “I don’t know if that’s true,” I murmured.

      A troubled look came into his eyes, but the tarot card reader was already tearing the silk down from across the wall.

      Tyson reached out and took my hand in his, and I clung to him tightly.

      I hoped I could hang on to him, and all to my men.
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      When she had torn down the silk, she stepped back.

      “I had visitors who used that portal not that long ago,” she said. “They must have succeeded in closing the rip from their side, because Avalon is gone now.”

      She pressed her palm to the wall, her fingers splaying over the pitted white wall as if it meant something to her. There was a flash of sadness across her face.

      “But that means there must be a way to safeguard each world,” she said, almost to herself. “If I can help you, I guess I have to.”

      “Yeah, out of the kindness of your heart,” Tyson said. His gaze fell to the stash of cash on the table.

      She turned, fixing him with a cold look. “You’re going to struggle with being a warlock. I look forward to a) helping you save the world and b) laughing at the unnecessary pain your ego and prejudice will cause you to inflict on yourself.”

      She tilted her head to one side, her voice changing, becoming more serious. “And possibly your friends.”

      Tyson folded his arms across his chest. From his posture, she’d gotten to him with that last line, and his voice came out hard. “So let’s see this magic.”

      “See this shimmer?” She ran her fingertips over a faint disturbance in the air along the wall.

      It was the kind of thing that seemed like it should have a scientific explanation.

      But then, maybe the rips were a scientific explanation.

      “When you go through the rip,” she said, “you’ll be in the Fae world, since Avalon is closed. Eat nothing—anything you eat will addle your brains worse than they already are. See the world for yourself, then come back.”

      “How do we get back?” I asked.

      “Just walk back into the shimmer,” she said. “Try not to trip on your way in.”

      She kicked the silk out of the way, pushing it into a pile to one side with the pointed toe of her shoe.

      “Could the magic in my necklace have come from the…Fae…world?” I asked.

      “I can’t get a read on it,” she said, picking my necklace up by the chain. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “This seems like a good idea,” Tyson said.

      I grabbed his hand, and he came along with me, no matter how much he grumbled.

      I stepped into the shimmer first. I felt him stumble behind me—as if he couldn’t force himself to walk directly into a wall—but then he was with me, just a beat behind. Our fingers were still tightly laced together as cold washed over me.

      And then it was gone. It was cool outside, a faint breeze teasing my nose with a heavy floral scent. I blinked and we were in what seemed like a garden within a forest; green vines heavy with vibrantly-colored blossoms hung from the trees around us. Emerald grass spread beneath our feet, the ground soft.

      I turned fast, looking for the shimmer, and it was right there behind us. I exhaled in relief.

      “Ty,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s…not bullshit.”

      “Well, those two sentences certainly summarize our different perspectives on life.”

      He abruptly pulled back.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as he looked down, wincing.

      He reached down and rubbed his leg. “I swear to god something just bit me—”

      Being bitten by something when you don’t know what the hell anything is is even worse than being eaten by mosquitoes. And I grew up in the south—I know all about being eaten by mosquitoes.

      “Hold still,” I told him, dropping to my knees and pulling up the hem of his jeans.

      There was nothing there but a leaf stuck to his sock and a tiny bead of blood.

      “I’m sure you’re fine,” I said as I straightened. “Looks like a regular bug bite.”

      “Northsea,” he said, his voice urgent.

      He only called me Northsea when we were in work mode. I looked up at him, a sense of danger spiking through my chest.

      “The forest is alive.”  His lips barely moved.

      I followed his gaze. There was the faintest rustling within the forest, and then I realized it was the vines themselves moving, curling like snakes around the branches, moving ever-so-quietly with a soft slither and flutter of leaves.

      “All we have to do is fall through the portal. One quick move. Together. On three,” he told me.

      I nodded.

      “One,” he mouthed at me. His hands wrapped around my waist, gripping me firmly, as if he was afraid of losing me. His bright hazel eyes were intense with worry, flecked with gold. “Two.”

      Pain twinged through my ankle, like something just bit me too. I couldn’t help flinching, but as I started to duck to shake off whatever just bit me, he said, “Three.”

      He pulled me with him, and the two of us fell into the shimmer.

      Suddenly the forest burst into life, greenery exploding toward us, petals flying off the heavy flowers as they flew toward us.

      Then, cold rushed over my skin and through me, as if I was being frozen from the inside out.

      Then, the two of us slammed into the hard floor.

      The fortune teller jumped out of the way, then looked at us with wide eyes. “What’s wrong with you two?”

      “We were attacked by something.” My skin still burned. I yanked up the leg of my jeans. There was a circle of greenery around my ankle, and I yanked at it before flinging it across the room. “What the hell? Were we attacked by plants?”

      “The Fae world is a strange place,” she said. She crouched, plucking the string of greenery between her fingertips.

      “Be careful,” I warned.

      “They’re just plants once they’re removed from the Fae world,” she said.

      “What was that?” Tyson asked.

      A smug smile played at the corners of her mouth, but she managed to keep it out of her voice. “I can look it up and tell you in a minute. There are only a few sentient plants.”

      “You know about the Fae world?”

      “I was born in Avalon,” she said, going to the shelves and drawing out a book. “There’s so much you who have lived your lives Earthside don’t know. It’s a vast, magical universe, and you have a strange, petty little pocket of it. Of course, you have smart watches and social media, so I’m sure it all balances out.”

      “I’m sure,” I muttered.

      As she flipped through pages,Tyson drew my leg into his lap. He rubbed his thumb over the spot of blood. Even though his fingers were just playing across my calf, that faint touch sent a powerful throb of lust straight to my core. I leaned back, squirming slightly on the floor, feeling how desire tightened my thighs.

      I gently pulled my leg out of his touch. “I’m fine.”

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” he said, his gaze troubled.

      “We had to know,” I said. I looked up at the fortune teller. “What do the rips mean to us?”

      “For now, not much,” she said. “Eventually, the end of the world as you know it.”

      The end of the world? I stared at her, wishing I’d misheard. “What?”

      “The rips are tearing the fabric between the worlds, and eventually, your worlds will merge together. You humans can try to fight the Fae and the Ravengers, but I doubt you’ll last long.” She didn’t seem bothered. “Probably won’t happen in this generation, though.”

      “We have to do something,” I said.

      “Sure, I hope you will.” She snapped the book closed. “Want to know what that was?”

      “Please.”

      She tilted her head to one side. “Do you feel anything strange?”

      “Are we going to die?” I asked.

      “No, this little beastie that bit you—“ she dangled the greenery from her fingers, wiggling it back and forth, “—lowers inhibitions and increases risk-taking behaviors to an incredible degree. It’s carnivorous, but I swear everything in the Fae world likes to play with its food first.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing is coming to eat you. You’re fine. But if I were the two of you, I’d lock myself into a hotel room now and stay there for the next twenty-four hours. Chain yourselves to the radiator or something.”

      “I don’t think most hotels have radiators anymore.”

      “Then I guess you’re out of luck.” But no matter how light-hearted her words, she handed over a card to me. “Call me anytime.”

      “How long do we have to get to the hotel?” I demanded.

      She sighed suddenly. “Do you want to come home with me? I can lock you in my basement?”

      “I’m not in the habit of letting witches lock me in basements,” Tyson muttered.

      “And I’m not in the habit of letting dickish shifters insult me while I try to help them, but here we are,” she snapped.

      He gazed at her, and after a second, his lips tilted up slightly at the corners. “Appreciate the offer.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She gathered her purse from a table, slinging her jacket over her arm. “Bringing shifters home with me. These days, it’s a strange world indeed.”

      “And getting stranger every day,” Tyson said. He and I were both headed toward the door, and his fingers accidentally brushed mine. I started to pull my hand away, flashing him an apologetic smile, but he grabbed my hand. His smile was sure.

      I didn’t mind the strange world nearly so much when Tyson and I held each other close.
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      Chase

      

      On Saturday afternoon when liberty started, Silas, Jensen and I hiked down the road to his father’s house. The guards at the academy gates looked more alert than usual, and they swung the gate open for us to pass when usually it would have been wide-open during liberty hours, with students coming and going.

      Jensen left us on the porch while he snuck inside, and he came out with a set of car keys held aloft.

      “Your dad isn’t going to report that stolen, is he?” I asked skeptically. “You just got out of trouble, you don’t need to get into new trouble.”

      “Did I?” Jensen asked. “I’m not convinced I’m out of trouble. Anyway, I’m not getting mugged by some Uber driver as we carry around your seven million dollars.”

      “And you’re not going to mug me, right?”

      Jensen slapped my shoulder with his hand. “After all this time, you’re still not one-hundred-percent sure on that one, are you?”

      Silas smiled to himself.

      Jensen climbed into the driver’s side, and Silas and I climbed into the car too.

      “Don’t worry,” Jensen said as he tossed the key fob into the center console and pressed the start on the dashboard. “My dad’s not noticing much of anything lately except how much Glenlivet is left in the bottle.”

      “Are you doing all right?” Silas tilted his head as he studied Jensen. Despite the perpetually dreamy look across his face, his bright eyes seemed keen.

      “I’m always fine,” Jensen said.

      After all this time, we were still lying to each other, too.

      I’d signed the lottery ticket right away, trying to make it harder to steal, but it still burned in the inside pocket of my jacket. I couldn’t help feeling like this good luck had to be snatched away at the last possible second.

      Jensen drove the car down the driveway and took a right onto the road. I glanced in the rearview mirror, but Dean McCauley didn’t come running after us, waving his arms.

      “Clearborn used the house once for a meeting,” Jensen admitted. “But he doesn’t want it. He’s letting my father stay while he figures out where he’ll go next.”

      “That’s nice of him,” Silas said, and I almost winced. Silas seemed to miss the occasional social cue.

      Jensen snorted. “Yeah. Well. I’m not sure where the man sleeps. Or if he sleeps.”

      The three of us had an hour-long drive to the strip mall where the State Lottery Commission headquarters were housed.

      “Your life is about to change,” Jensen said dramatically, waving his arm toward the nondescript office, which was in between a laundromat and a liquor store. “Behold, the grand setting in which your destiny will unfold.”

      “Why are you like this?” I asked.

      “You thought Silas was the dorky one, didn’t you?” Jensen asked.

      I was too nervous about the ticket to manage a glib response back. I almost pulled it out of my pocket to make sure it was still there, but a breeze kicked up just then, flinging grit and a few leaves up swirling above us, and I changed my mind.

      As we headed across the parking lot, the office looked closed. Shit. I’d called them to figure out how to claim my ticket, and they were supposed to be open. But if they weren’t, how would I ever get here on a weekday?

      Silas tried the door, and it opened.

      We entered a small lobby with a reception desk and a series of gray-paneled cubicles behind the lady who smiled at me. I reached inside my pocket, my heart racing.

      The ticket was still there.

      Two hours later, with many forms signed, I got back into Jensen’s car with just under four million dollars—thanks to taxes—in a brand-new bank account. I should’ve been ecstatic.

      Instead, as my stomach twisted, I got right back out of the car and puked into the median, right between a pair of skinny trees. A car driving past honked, like they were cheering for me.

      “Dude,” Jensen said. “You sick?”

      “No.” I turned around, only to find him popping open the trunk. He pulled out a bottle of water from an emergency kit and tossed it my way. I swished water around in my mouth before I spat it back out. I deadpanned, “I’m just so happy.”

      “You should be happy,” Silas said.

      “You and I are gonna split it,” I told Silas, not for the first time. “You’re the one who gave me the ticket.”

      “It was a fair trade,” Silas said. “I told you that if you brought my books back to the library for me, I’d give you the ticket. A deal’s a deal.”

      “But I didn’t expect to win,” I said.

      “Then why would you cart all my books back?” Silas frowned.

      It was true, the man was a power library user.

      “It was just supposed to be for fun,” I said. “It’s not for fun anymore if I feel like I’m cheating a friend.”

      “I don’t want the money,” Silas said.

      “That’s weird,” Jensen said.

      “I’m always weird,” Silas said, which was difficult to argue with.

      “So’s the fact that you’re puking,” Jensen told me. “Like you’re allergic to not-being-poor.”

      I didn’t get it either. I was happy, wasn’t I? And at the same time, my stomach and chest felt tight.

      Maybe it was because I wanted to do the right thing by Silas, but maybe it was something else. I’d never complain about the money—what kind of jackass would?—but it felt like a lot of pressure, too.

      “Whatever, let’s go to those open houses you picked out,” Jensen said. “If you think you can manage not to ruin the leather in my car.”

      “You’re always so caring,” Silas said as the three of us got into the car.

      “I gave him a bottle of water,” Jensen shot back. “What’d you give him to make him feel better? Good vibes?”

      The two of them bickered, the noise washing over me as I sprawled in the back seat.

      But strangely enough, just having them around made me feel better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding about the basement.” Tyson hesitated at the top of the stairs.

      “You can obviously break out if you feel you must,” she said, gazing at the narrow glass windows with sudden doubt, as if she was worried we’re going to wreck her place.

      She stood at the base of the wooden stairs, looking around the cinder block basement. There wasn’t much down here, just metal shelves full of canned goods like even witches worry about the apocalypse. We’d found a prepper, apparently.

      Actually, after what she’d said about the rips, I was really worried about the apocalypse. There was something else to keep me up at night. Usually, when I couldn’t sleep, I just stayed up regretting every time I’ve tried to make a joke that fell flat. Sometimes it felt like no one else—except my guys—ever laughed.

      Maybe we’re all doomed to fall in love with whoever laughs along with our peculiar sense of humor.

      “Just how feral do you think we’re going to go?” I demanded, suddenly worried.

      She shrugged. “I have no idea what it will do to wolf shifters. You all already have pretty low inhibitions, don’t you?”

      She helped us wrestle a spare mattress down, then dropped two pillows and sleeping bags on top of it. “There are plenty of snacks down here. If you feel fine in an hour, knock on the door and let me know. I’ll let you out. Maybe it won’t do anything to you.”

      “And if we are… uninhibited?”

      “I’m going to ask what you plan to do first.” She turned and headed up the stairs. “If it involves a jewelry heist or murder, you’re still grounded.”

      “Damn it,” Tyson muttered. “That’s pretty much my dream Saturday.”

      “The academy must really crimp your style,” I said.

      “Oh, it definitely does.”

      The door at the top of the stairs closed.

      Tyson looked at me curiously. “Do you feel…odd?”

      “No. Do you?”

      That was a lie. The ache of lust was stronger for me than before, and I pretty much always wanted Tyson. The man was sexy as hell.

      “Nope.” He shook his head for extra emphasis.

      “That was a very uninhibited kind of no,” I said.

      “Oh, Maddie…”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “If I were feeling uninhibited,” he said, “I’d tell you that I still have a lot of feelings about you kissing me.”

      “Oh? What kind of feelings?”

      He started to say something, then stopped. “Wait. Is this the magic? Because I think I’d actually rather be eaten by hostile vegetation than talk about my feelings…”

      “Just go with it,” I said. “I bet the magic will be over faster if we just dive into it instead of fighting it.”

      “You really think so?”

      “No, I want to hear what you were going to say. I’m just making shit up. I don’t know anything about Fae magic either.”

      He shook his head slowly, a faint smile touching his lips. “You didn’t need magic to act a bit, ah, uninhibited the other night…”

      “We were drinking.”

      “Oh? Is that all?”

      “That’s not all, Tyson. I’ve wanted to kiss you for a long time.”

      He gazed at me curiously. “How long?

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about feelings.”

      “I don’t want to talk about my feelings. If you want to tell me you’ve had a crush on me since day one, I’m open to any flattery you have to offer. It’s been a weird day. It would make me feel better.”

      “So now you want pity flattery?”

      He crinkled his nose at me. It was adorable. Somehow Tyson managed to be badass and adorable all at once.

      “Do you remember when we met?” There was a strange lightness in my stomach, as if I was falling. But I couldn’t stop myself.

      His lips quirked up at one side. “Of course I do.”

      “You told me that you hoped I’d come to the academy.” I tilted my head to one side. “Why? Why was that, Tyson Atlas?”

      “You seemed like you’d make things a lot more interesting.”

      “Yeah? I guess I have.” I gestured around the dimly-lit basement where we found ourselves. “But… better? Or worse?”

      I said the words lightly. But my breath caught waiting for his answer.

      “I don’t know,” he said slowly. My heart dropped, but then he went on, confessing almost as if he was embarrassed, “The world’s a better place with you around, Maddie. Doesn’t matter where we are. The pits, locked in a creepy basement, the Fae world. Everything’s a little brighter with you there.”

      His words lit a warm glow in my chest, but he’d started off with an I don’t know.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if this can work,” he said. “Any of this. You’re with Penn, he’s supposed to be my alpha…”

      No one cared about that in my sister’s pack. The alphas and the other shifters shared Piper equally. They all loved each other.

      “You and Penn are already like brothers,” I said, because I could tell they loved each other.

      His lips twisted. “If Penn and I were like brothers, I’d be the alpha. I’m the oldest.”

      “Does that matter to you?”

      “Being alpha? No.” He sat down heavily on the side of the mattress and heaved a sigh. “Having Penn be the alpha? Yeah, it matters to me. I thought I’d escape into the Council’s Own if I could. I need to get out of that pack.”

      “Are things bad there?” I sat next to him, my voice coming out sharp. I’d seen how bad things were in Lex’s pack.

      “Not like…some,” he said. “I just feel strangled there. Everyone thinks they know who I am, what I’m capable of…”

      I knew that feeling. My sister and her mates adored me, but they thought they knew me. But how was that possible? I didn’t even feel like I knew myself yet. When I was with them, I felt like I was pushed into a mold that didn’t fit, no matter how sweet and loving they were. “They don’t really know you.”

      “Not like you do.” The words came out soft. He tilted my chin up, until our gazes met. His bright eyes were intent, a small smile written across his lips.

      His lips brushed mine. Then he hesitated, his thumb sliding across my jaw.

      But when Ty kissed me, even so softly, the dam between us burst.

      I caught the back of his head with my hand, feeling his soft hair between my fingers as I tugged his face down to me. Our lips met over and over in quick, frenzied kisses.

      He pulled away, gasping as if I’d stolen the air from his lungs. “Is this the Fae magic…”

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “We both want this, don’t we… we both have for a while now.”

      Then his lips were on mine again, his fingers threaded through my hair. He pulled my head back roughly with his hand in my hair, before his lips clashed against mine.

      Sometimes I’d thought before that Tyson wanted me, and sometimes I’d thought he was trying to keep a distance between us. The way he touched me now left no doubt.

      I didn’t even realize the two of us were pushing each other across the room as we kissed until Tyson’s shoulders hit the shelving unit full of canned goods. When it swayed dangerously, Ty twisted to catch it with one hand.

      As a couple of cans tumbled down from the top shelf, Ty grabbed me tight against his body. He arched over me protectively, then winced as the cans rained down on his shoulders. They thudded to the floor at our feet.

      “My hero,” I teased him, capturing his lips with mine again. “Saving me from green beans and canned pineapple.”

      As he kissed me, his hands slid up the bare skin under my t-shirt. “Hey, that hurt, you ungrateful wench.”

      “Oh, do you need me to kiss it and make it better?” I caught his shoulders with my hands and tugged him down to me, and to my surprise he knelt at my feet. His lips caressed the skin across my stomach as I bent down, kissing the top of his head, his shoulders. “Let me see if your mortal enemy, the canned goods, left a mark.”

      He glanced up at me, humor sparking in his eyes, but he shed his leather jacket, then he pulled his t-shirt over his head in one deft motion.

      I ran my hands over the shape of his shoulders, appreciating the muscle that rippled under my fingertips.

      His lips across my abs sent me on fire. His fingers ran across the waistband on my jeans, unbuttoning them before he slid them down my hips.

      “Getting right to it, are you?” I ran my fingers through his hair.

      The smile on his lips was my only warning before he caught my calves in his big hands and pulled my legs out from underneath me.

      I hit the ground with my shoulders, stretching my arms out to catch my weight and distribute it, just like when we fought. It didn’t hurt, but the jolt still stole the breath from my lungs.

      Then he ran his fingers under the waistband of my panties, all but tearing them away, and my hips jerked up toward him.

      “You jerk,” I muttered, but he moved to hover above me, one big arm on either side of my head, kissing my lips until the names I meant to call him faded.

      “You’re not breakable,” he murmured, that teasing smile arching his lips. His fingertips trailed down my side, to my stomach, then down lower. My thighs fell open for him as his touch ran through my sudden slickness, beginning to tease me.

      Then his head ducked between my thighs.

      When he said I wasn’t breakable, he didn’t just mean I could take a fall. His confidence in me, as we faced down a situation that I couldn’t see my way out of, lit warmth in my chest.

      He pressed a kiss to my inner thigh, so close that the hard line of his jaw brushed my core, and the warm glow wasn’t just in my chest anymore.

      As his tongue teased me, desire jolted through me, and my thighs pressed against his ears as I moaned.

      He grinned, as if he realized he was in danger of having his head popped by a horny woman with muscular thighs, before his arms wrapped around my thighs. The sight of his big biceps locked around my legs and his head, bowed between my thighs made me smile in affection. God, I liked that boy.

      Then his tongue darted out, tracing every bit of me, and I gasped raggedly. I caught the faint hint of his wicked grin again before it disappeared as his mouth worked against my clit. My hips jerked, but I was helpless in his firm grip as he teased me, toying with his tongue until I was flushed and hot.

      My clenched toes dug into the cold cement floor as my hips heaved up, seeking more of him and seeking to get away at the same time. My tension rose to a new high, gasping and hot, but I couldn’t escape his relentless, pleasuring tongue. As he thrust the tip of his tongue against my g-spot over and over, my core seemed to turn to molten pleasure.

      When he rose, I was breathing raggedly. He tugged on the collar of my shirt. “Are you attached to this?”

      “I thought you were going to rip my underwear right off, you barbarian,” I said, hurriedly yanking my shirt off before he could be tempted to destroy it.

      “You like it,” he accused, then his lips met mine. His lips were warm from my body, and they carried the smoky taste of myself.

      His hand dipped between my thighs. My core was still sensitive, and my thighs clenched together.

      “Oh no,” I muttered, rolling up and to my feet. I walked away from him, flashing a mischievous smile over my shoulder. “You broke me, Ty. I need time to recover.”

      “Do you?” As he pressed behind me, his hands cupped my hips, and he leaned down, pressing kisses to my naked shoulders. He undid my bra with deft fingers, and the cups fell loose down my breasts.

      His hands cupped my breasts, toying with my nipples, and I bit my lip at the sensation that washed through me. My clit was still swollen and hot, but the first stirring of a new round of desire pooled low in my belly.

      I reached back, cupping him through his jeans, feeling his size and heft through the rough material. The two of us stumbled through the room as we tried to tease each other, and then suddenly I was up against the rough wall beneath the narrow windows.

      I braced my hands across the cinder blocks as his hands stroked across my breasts and my sides. “God, Maddie,” he murmured into my hair. “I’ve wanted you so long.”

      Then why didn’t you tell me? Claim me?

      I wanted to ask, but I didn’t want to ruin the moment. Instead I caught one of his hands in mine, steering him down across my thighs to my mound.

      He slid against me, his cock brushing between my thighs, and I ground my ass against him, wanting more.

      His tip stroked over my heat, but then he growled as he adjusted himself without being able to enter. “Why are you so damn short, Northsea?”

      “Why are you so oversized?” I demanded. My breath was coming short with desire, and his fingers were working devilishly against my clit.

      “So I can keep up with you,” he said, an edge of laughter in his voice. “So much trouble in such a delicate little package.”

      He grabbed my hips, pulling my ass back toward him until I slammed into his cock. His grip on my body was commanding as he positioned me the way he wanted me. The tip of his cock teased between my thighs, and I pushed my ass back into him, demanding more.

      Then he rocked inside me, and my fingers dug into the rough wall. He was big, filling me up completely, and I gasped as he stretched me.

      He stilled, his fingers still pressed against my clit. “Am I hurting you?”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Do I seem like I give a fuck right now, Ty?”

      His gaze smoldered, and he rocked into me over and over, until I couldn’t hold back a cry that was part pain and mostly elation.

      I came there against the wall, calling his name and clawing it at the cinder block as he shattered inside me. Then he spun me to kiss me. His lips were tender, the perfect contrast to the deep ache he’d left between my thighs.

      His arms went to either side of my head, and he caged me against the wall, his lips caressing mine.

      “I’m glad we did that,” I murmured. “I don’t know what I’d do if I never got the chance to have you.”

      He froze, and I mentally cursed myself. Goddamn it. I didn’t want any of the guys to know the thought that Rafe had planted in my mind. I knew how they’d react.

      “And why would you never have the chance?” he demanded.

      “Well, if you and Penn couldn’t share…” I seized on the first safe topic.

      He cocked an eyebrow at that, then pulled back.

      Shit.

      Not a safe topic at all. Just better than telling him I might have to leave my men, for their own good.

      “Did Penn tell you it was okay?” he asked, a mocking note in his voice.

      I was still trying to choose my words when disbelief bloomed across his face. “Oh, holy shit. He did. My alpha gave you permission.”

      He turned away, the muscles rippling across his back as he swiped his hand through his hair.

      “I didn’t need permission,” I said, my voice coming out hot. “I’ve wanted you. You’re the one who has pushed me away.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered, spinning around. “I don’t care about you and him, or you and Jensen, or…anyone else. I don’t care about anything but us, if this is real…”

      “It is real,” I said, my voice coming out husky. “Of course it is. I need you, Ty. I love you.”

      He stared at me as if he was trying to decide if he believed me or not.

      Then suddenly he closed the distance between us. His arm slid around my waist, and he spun, falling to the mattress, drawing me with him. I landed on top of his hard chest.

      “Tell me that again,” he muttered, then his lips were on mine, and I kissed him back hard, fiercely. He broke away, his eyes smoldering, to whisper, “I love you too, Maddie.”

      I kissed him as if we could leave the past and the future alone for tonight.
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      Silas

      

      When we walked in the front door of the open house, the scent of sugar and vanilla hung in the air, and I frowned. “Why does it smell like a bakery?”

      “Chocolate chip cookies,” Jensen said. “It’s a trick to make the place seem more homey. You don’t get out much, do you?”

      “Not enough,” I agreed. “The academy hasn’t helped with that.”

      I wandered around the two-story foyer, my shoes clicking over the hardwood floor, as I opened doors to find a coat closet and a half bathroom. Jensen followed me good humoredly, closing the doors when I was done.

      Sometimes it was annoying to pretend to be a bit of a fool. Mostly, though, it amused me.

      Besides, my play-acting gave me an excuse to voice my many questions about people in this world.

      A realtor emerged from the back of the house, smiling, but his smile ebbed when he saw us, then died altogether. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for a house,” Chase said.

      The man gave us a long, unpleasant look. “Fine. Come back to the kitchen and sign in.”

      Chase looked uncertain, but followed the man back. The realtor was terse with Chase as Chase signed his clipboard in a big, sunny kitchen, and I could see Chase lose a little of his confidence.

      If Chase was going to puke anywhere, this would really have been the moment.

      I glanced at Jensen curiously, knowing Jensen rarely missed much, just as he crossed his arms over his chest. Jensen clearly had assessed the situation already, but all Jensen said was, “You think our girl would like this kitchen?”

      “Does it matter?” Chase asked. “Is she going to be the one cooking in it?”

      “Pretty sure it’s going to be Silas who does all the cooking,” Jensen said.

      I grinned at that. I’d worked in the kitchen growing up, but our diet at the orphanage had been heavy on oatmeal, brown-bread-and-beans, and vegetable soup. The guys would not appreciate my cuisine.

      The three of us wandered through the house, pretending at first for the agent that we were three men buying a house to live in with our girlfriend. But after a while, the fantasy took over. There was a big deck and a hot tub in the backyard where we could all hang out; there was a massive master bedroom where we could put more than one king bed together to all sleep close to her and a walk-in closet that would probably be hers alone.

      “I’m about to talk myself into moving in here with you,” Jensen told Chase as we stood in the basement, which was already decorated in Early Man Den, with a giant pool table and stolen street signs and framed movie posters decorating the walls. “At least every Saturday night when they let us loose.”

      “As long as you’re buying the beer,” Chase said.

      We left behind a scandalized realtor, but walked away with some ridiculous plans, the kind that were supposed to be pretend but weren’t quite anymore.

      They were the kind of ridiculous that made me want to stay in this world.

      I was headed down the front steps as Jensen and Chase argued around me about what kind of honeymoon Maddie would want to go on, and about the feasibility of going on multiple honeymoons, and if each honeymoon would be one-on-one or if we should all get to go.

      Then I saw the black falcon, sitting on the hood of the car, head cocked to one side. Eerie yellow eyes watched me. As soon as I nodded, acknowledging that I saw the damn bird, it strutted to the edge of the hood, then flew away, soaring toward the north.

      Fuck. A message from home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      The next morning in the car, I toyed with the hem of my t-shirt absently, hoping I didn’t still smell like sex.

      We hadn’t wanted to infringe on the tarot card reader’s hospitality any longer than we must. This morning, we’d put away the canned goods, then carried the mattress up, but still, when she gazed around the room, I couldn’t help but feel like signs of our debauchery abounded.

      “We need to track down what happened to...Joan’s husband.” I couldn’t call them my mother or father anymore. Not until I knew. “He said he was my father. Joan said she searched for him—”

      I assumed he’d died somewhere along the way, and the strange message I’d received came from somewhere else. But there was still a part of me that beat with hope that I’d find him alive, and that he didn’t know about me, and that we’d develop some kind of relationship...

      My phone dinged just then. Piper.

      Finn thinks he found your dad. 420 Bearing St, Eastmont.

      Piper’s pack had been working on running down what might have happened to my father by tracking down financial records. Something must have turned up.

      I stared at it. “This shouldn’t be this easy.”

      “Maybe Joan didn’t really want to find him,” Ty suggested.

      My lips pursed at that thought.

      The thought made my chest tight, but I patted the dashboard. “Let’s go.”

      As we were driving, Ty glanced over at me. “Do you want to talk about your dad?”

      “I do not,” I said. “Pretend I’m a wolfish boy. Assume that’s how much I want to talk about my feelings.”

      “What about last night?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have regrets, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      His lips tightened. Maybe he had regrets. The realization made my chest hurt.

      “We should talk about it at some point. What it means,” Ty said. Then, he added, “Or did you and Penn already decide?”

      I couldn’t deal with Penn-and-Ty right now on top of things with my parents.

      “It means that you’re a beautiful man, and we had amazing sex,” I snapped. “And that I’m even more curious about the Fae world than I was before.”

      He nodded slowly. From the look on his face, he didn’t appreciate my quick, pat answer one bit.

      I couldn’t help being cold right then. I didn’t know what to say or do. The memory of last night’s festival of fucking and worse, feeling, felt like a night I’d spent drunk and now I was hungover.  I’d told Ty I loved him. I’d spilled enough about my feelings for a lifetime.

      I couldn’t be vulnerable right now. Not when I was about to face my father.

      Even though he seemed irritated with my reluctance to talk this morning, that fell away as he drove. He turned bright and easygoing again, making little jokes and arguing with me over the radio. When he grinned as he batted my hands away from the radio, his high cheekbones swelled, his smile wide and bright.

      He was so handsome it was ridiculous. I felt a growing ache in my chest that I’d hurt his feelings, but I wasn’t sure how to fix that now.

      His ability to make everything comfortable again after I made things weird made me feel safe.

      “You know what worries me?” I asked. “About you, and Jensen, and Penn?”

      He would know what the three of them had in common.

      “What?”

      “You all matter to me an awful lot,” I said. “I don’t want to ruin things.”

      “As friends?” He asked.

      “As whatever we are,” I said. “The future is so complicated. We don’t even know what next year will be like. But I like right now, in the moment—”

      “In the moment, things are pretty much a mess,” he reminded me.

      “True,” I said. But I did have them. For now.

      I needed Chase and Silas, Rafe and Lex, too. Even if I didn’t know what would happen between them and me, I did need them. Somehow.

      He was quiet for a few long seconds, and then he said, “You ever feel like you want things to change and you don’t, all at the same time?”

      “Yeah. That’s...exactly it.” I wanted things to be easy and comfortable between Ty and me. And I wanted to dive deeper into a relationship with him, to get to know him better, to have more nights like last night.

      “I feel that way too,” he said. “But that’s just not how life works. Things are going to change.”

      “Something bad is coming,” I said. “I don’t know if it’s...magic...that makes me feel that way, or if it’s in my head, or if it’s my wolfish instincts…”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I think you’re right.”

      “This is making me feel better. Not.”

      “The thing is, Maddie, whether or not things get worse? I don’t think that has anything to do with us. Not me or Penn—even though we have some shit to work out, we’ll be on your side. We’ll be here. When things get bad.”

      “Those are big promises,” I said, wanting to believe them, and at the same time, knowing the time might come when I should push them away to protect them.

      I glanced away out the window. It was all too easy to imagine myself running back to Blissford. I could picture myself stuck on pack lands because I couldn’t leave the protection of the Atlantic pack. I’d be a prisoner there, but trapped with people who loved me.

      But I shouldn’t sentence my guys to live in Blissford for me, even if they were willing to go.

      Tyson swore under his breath, as if he knew he wasn’t reaching me and it frustrated him.

      “I found a Christmas CD,” he told me, punching it into the CD player. “I didn’t really think of Lex as being a jolly kind of guy, but you seem like you could use some Christmas cheer.”

      “It’s October.”

      “Christmas cheer is year-round.”

      “It’s actually just annoying.”

      Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas filled the car. I groaned as I leaned back, covering my face with my hands.

      Then he asked, “You and Lex didn’t meet until spring, did you?”

      “Right. Prospective student visit. Met him, and you, and various other men sure to make my life far more complicated, all in one fell swoop.” I touched his arm to make sure he knew I didn’t mind.

      “Where does he go for Christmas?”

      The question made an ache lodge in my chest. Suddenly I could picture Lex listening to Christmas music in his car, tapping out the rhythm on the steering wheel as he drove with nowhere to go.

      And Ty must have felt alone too, during all those holidays in the alpha’s house when his parents were gone.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I hope maybe he’ll come home with me this year if he wants to. Damn the rules. And you…”

      I glanced at him sideways. “If you want, I’d love if you came home with me.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Northsea. It’s October.”

      I had to grin. Typical Tyson. I could tell he liked the idea, that it even meant something to him to be invited, but he gave me that mischievous smile and deflected the whole topic.

      When we got to 420 Bearing Street, we parked on the street. There were no cars in the driveway.

      Ty glanced at my face, and I wasn’t sure what he saw there, but he unlatched his seat belt. “Hang on. I’ll see if anyone is home.”

      He bounded up the steps to the front porch and rang the bell. When no one answered, he quickly meandered through the side yard, and circled around to the other side.  I was already getting out of the car.

      “Let’s get to know him before we get to know him,” I said, tossing Ty his lock-picking kit.

      When we got inside the house, I was drawn through the entryway to the photos on the living room mantle of a sandy-haired man I knew from other photos. He was older, but I felt a jolt of familiarity. I knew this man from my baby photos, where he’d blown out the candle on my first birthday cake as he held me, or where he’d slept on the couch with me on his chest.

      If those photos were even real.

      He had his arm around a petite brunette in a lot of the photos. The kids in the rest of the pictures all had dark hair too. They were young, maybe early school age.

      He’d had kids after I’d come home from the coven. He might’ve known that I was alive.

      But maybe he hadn’t known.

      Maybe it didn’t matter either way. I had a mission here.

      The two of us went to work, searching the house thoroughly. It made me feel better to snap on gloves and move, working through the house in a systematic manner, searching for any evidence he used magic.

      But there was no evidence of anything but a normal guy living a nice life.

      We headed back to the car and waited.

      An SUV came down the street, and I felt Ty’s attention focus. I was already staring at it, but even though I caught a glimpse of the man driving, I didn’t feel some magical thrill of recognition. The SUV pulled into the driveway of the house we’d just searched.

      There was a sudden, senseless lump in my throat. “We should confront him and see how he reacts.”

      I should use his name. Tom. But it didn’t feel natural to call him something other than dad, and it didn’t feel natural to call him dad, either.

      Ty glanced at me as if he saw right through me, but all he said was, “Okay.”

      “You keep an eye on how he reacts,” I said. Reluctantly, I admitted, “I might be distracted.”

      “Of course,” Ty said, as if it were nothing, as if I wasn’t betraying my weakness.

      Tom went in the front door with his two kids. The next thing I knew, the garage door rattled open. His car slid out under the opening door as soon as he could possibly clear it.

      “He scented us in the house,” Ty said. “You go, Maddie. He’ll be more likely to see me as a threat.”

      “Little does he know you’re the nice guy who loves Christmas carols and I’m the actual badass.” There was a deep pit in my stomach, but I automatically moved forward anyway, even though everything in my body screamed to run away.

      Tom saw me when I was halfway to his car. His eyes widened, and he stopped suddenly in the driveway.

      I thought he recognized me, but when he got out of the car, he said quietly, “What were you doing in my house?”

      He paused half out of the car, ready to duck in and run. In the backseat, I could see the top of the kids’ heads.

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” he asked, his gaze troubled as it met mine. “Do you need help?”

      God, my dad was a nice guy.

      Funny that hurt.

      “Yeah, I do,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you. Neither is he.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder to Tyson.

      “Why were you in my house?”

      “I wanted to know who you were,” I said. “Since it’s been a while since we met. Dad.”

      He touched his finger to his lips quickly. When he got into the car, I half thought he was going to run away for real. But he reversed the car back into the garage. When he got out, he looked over the car door at me, still frowning.

      “I guess you better come in,” he said.

      Inside the house, the two kids ran off to help themselves to snacks from the kitchen. He didn’t introduce us, and they didn’t seem to care, shedding backpacks and jackets and dumping them on the floor.

      “Come into the kitchen. Do you want anything?” He glanced around, his nostrils flaring. “I’d tell you that we’ve got tea, Coke, apple juice, but I guess you already know that.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “We had to know what we were walking into.”

      As much as we could.

      “Yeah, normally the best way to start a family reunion isn’t with a B&E,” he said.

      “Is that your fatherly advice?” My voice came out sharp.

      He hesitated, as if he was debating what to say next. Tyson leaned against the kitchen counter, crossing his arms. Maybe he was trying to blend into the furniture in the middle of this family moment, but his movement drew both our gazes.

      I studied Tom. “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      He must have known I was alive.

      “I figured you’d find me one day if you wanted to,” he said. “Even as a kid, you were too smart for your own good.”

      He said it fondly.

      My lips parted, about to ask a question, but the kids ran into the kitchen. The little girl was older; someone had pinned a ridiculous big sparkly bow on her ponytail that flapped when she ran.

      “Daddy, can I have a cheese stick?” She asked, swinging open the fridge door. “I’ll get one for Rhett too.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      The little boy pulled open the pantry door. “Can we have applesauce pouches?”

      “Knock yourself out,” he said.

      The little girl turned so fast that she almost knocked the milk jug out of the fridge. She must have picked up on his weakness, because she asked, “Can we have Oreos?”

      Without comment, he reached up to the top shelf of the pantry and pulled down the box of Oreos. He handed a sleeve of cookies to Rhett, whose eyes lit up. “There you go. A well-rounded after school snack. Go play.”

      As the two of them ran off, their high voices blended into chatty, bubbly glee.

      My chest was suddenly tight.

      “I like Oreos too,” I said, holding out my hand.

      He gave me the most confused look, but handed me the box. I did love Oreos, but I didn’t even know why I’d said that.

      This is what happens when you grow up being tortured by the coven and raised by a stranger who turned into a sister. You get socially awkward.

      I crunched into an Oreo. Maybe I was just stalling because the question I had to ask felt so big and terrible.

      “Are you really my father?” I asked.

      His lips parted.

      Rhett ran into the room, his socks sliding on the linoleum. “Can we watch TV?”

      “No!” Tom exclaimed.

      Rhett’s feet slid all the way out from under him, and he crashed into the ground. He started to cry.

      Tom picked him up and held him on his hip, bouncing him absently. “That’s why I tell you not to run on the linoleum,” he said, before kissing his hair. “Are you going to survive? Do we need to amputate?”

      Rhett raised his head from his shoulder, where he’d snuggled as if he belonged there. “You know what would make me feel better?”

      “No,” Tom said.

      “Watching Pokémon.”

      “I don’t want to tell you no a third time.” Tom put him down on his feet and gave him a playful push toward the door.

      “Well, we don’t want you to either,” the girl said from the doorway.

      The garage door rumbled open. He put his head down, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You two have some terrible timing.”

      “Us?” I asked, glancing at the kids. “Or them?”

      “All of you,” he said. “Kids, go see if your mom needs any help bringing dinner in. You two want to stay?”

      The kids ran off.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Didn’t think I could get rid of you anyway,” he said.

      “You have a nice family,” I said tightly.

      He hesitated, then said, “I don’t want them to know.”

      My stomach dropped, even though I’d expected that.

      “Yeah, I figured you wouldn’t. I don’t plan to blurt out the truth, don’t worry. You want me to be a cousin or something who dropped by unexpectedly?” A sharp edge broke into my voice, even though I didn’t mean for it to.

      “That would be great.”

      “Perfect.” My tone was frosty.

      “And who am I?” Ty asked lightly.

      “You’re my boyfriend,” I said.

      Given the conversation we had earlier, he might be the boyfriend who was sick of my shit.

      A woman followed her kids back into the kitchen. She was petite, her black hair pulled back in a smooth knot at the nape of her neck. She had a polite, perplexed smile fixed on her face.

      “Hey honey.” He moved to give her a quick peck on the cheek. “My cousin Maddie stopped by unexpectedly. And this is…her boyfriend. This is Marie.”

      She gave him a curious look, raising her eyebrows. Shit. He didn’t know Tyson’s name. The two of us had jumped right into our angsty conversation.

      “Tyson,” Ty said, holding out his hand. He flashed her a charming smile, and her eyes widened before a genuine smile bloomed across her face. Tyson went on, “Forgive us for just stopping in. We were driving through and we stopped on a whim.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” she said. “Well, I ordered too much Chinese food. I always do.”

      Soon, the six of us were seated around the oval table in their dining room. When Marie asked me if I could grab some more napkins after one of the kids spilled their milk, I pretended I didn’t know where they were in the buffet behind my chair. But I’d searched underneath the napkins looking for evidence he was up to something nefarious.

      When we were leaving, he walked Ty and I outside the house. The house was lit brightly from within. The soundtrack from some kids’ movie played loudly enough for us to hear the perky music even outside, and when I glanced in the window, Marie danced with her kids good-humoredly in the living room. An ache lodged in my chest. No wonder he’d chosen this clean, bright world.

      I told him quietly, “I still need an answer to my question.”

      “I raised you, Maddie. For those early years before you were taken from us.” He glanced down at his hands. “You must wonder why I didn’t come back.”

      “No,” I said, and my voice came out broken. He looked up quickly, but I forged on, swallowing the shards in my voice. “I don’t care. I just want to know if you were my biological father.”

      He hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully would make a difference, and my breath froze in my chest.

      “No,” he said, and he went on talking, but my blood rushed through my ears, drowning out his voice.

      I’d known it was possible he wasn’t my father. But hearing it was so final. I stumbled, and I realized I’d accidentally taken a step back off the driveway into the uneven grass, as if I could back away from the truth.

      He reached out as if he would steady me, but his hand paused near my shoulder before he dropped it without ever touching me. “Your mother was pregnant, and she was scared…”

      “What was she scared of?”

      His lips pursed regretfully, and I willed him to just say it. My heart was beating so fast I almost couldn’t bear it. I just wanted to get away from this conversation, but I had to know.

      “Your father wasn’t a shifter.”

      I’d been waiting to hear those four words. They still fell heavily, making the world lurch around me.

      If my father was a witch, then I’d be taking my life into my hands if I went back to the academy.

      “Who was he?” I demanded. Tell me it was some human, just some human. Maybe that was why I couldn’t shift as easily as most shifters.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Listen, Maddie, that wasn’t why I never came back. I didn’t want to be with her anymore. It wasn’t about you.”

      “You found out sooner or later that I was alive.”

      “Marie was pregnant with Keren and I didn’t want to drag her into that world—she still doesn’t know what I am—”

      “It’s all right. You don’t have to justify it to me.” It didn’t matter, and yet, I couldn’t stop myself. “It’s not like you’re the only person to have a complicated family life. It’s the twenty-first century. People manage. But it’s okay, I get it.”

      I wasn’t really his. There was no reason for him to come back for me.

      “Maddie,” he said, a hopeless note in his voice. “You don’t understand.”

      I took a step back toward the car. “You’re right. I don’t.”

      Tyson’s face went tight as he took in my emotions, and his hands folded into fists. I shook my head at him, my eyes blurring with tears, before I turned on my heel and rushed to the car. Tyson caught up with me a few minutes later.

      “He says he doesn’t know anything about who your biological father was,” Tyson told me. “But I asked him to write down everything he remembers about Joan from that time. We’ll find some kind of lead.”

      “Okay.” I turned away so he couldn’t see my face.

      He rested a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Maddie, are you…”

      He faltered. Wolves don’t deal well with emotion.

      “Crying outside the house of not-my-father who raised me for years but couldn’t be bothered to pop up when I turned out to be alive? After hearing that I’m a witch and will have no future in the shifter community? No. Of course not.”

      Tyson’s hand on my shoulder was comforting, but then his fingers tightened the second before he spun me around.

      Tyson met my gaze evenly. “You’re not a witch. You might have magic, but you aren’t running off to join a coven, are you?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. You know what people will think…”

      “No one can decide who you are but you, Maddie. It doesn’t matter who your parents are.”

      “That’s a nice idea,” I said. “We both know it’s a lie.”

      Tyson pulled me into a hug, and I let my eyes drift shut as he drew me into the warm solidity of his chest.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said, my throat thick. “We could go to my mom’s house next. Someone tampered with her memories for a reason. She might not remember who my father was, but maybe there’s something there…”

      “Let’s go,” he said without hesitation.

      But he should hesitate.

      “Maybe you should go back to the academy,” I said. “You heard him. I can’t go back. Maybe they’ll try to kill me. Maybe I’m some kind of witch sleeper agent, maybe they did something to my brain besides wiping my memories. Maybe I’m a danger to you all.”

      “Maddie,” Tyson tried to break in.

      “Hell, maybe the witch who posed as my father really was my father. Maybe that’s why he was so much more terrible to Piper than he ever was to me.”

      “You’re spiraling.” Tyson’s fingers curled into my shoulders, shaking me ever-so-gently back and forth.

      “I’m scared,” I admitted.

      Tyson didn’t deny that I had good reason to be scared.

      “I know,” he said. “But I’m here. We’ll figure it out together.”

      “Didn’t you just hear me say that I could be a danger to you?”

      “Speaking of hearing. Why don’t you listen to me for once?” he asked, fond exasperation written across his face. “I know you better than that, Maddie. You could never hurt me. And I’m not going anywhere. All right?”

      “You’re crazy,” I said.

      “Sure,” he agreed. He drew me into his arms, and I let him pull me into the warm comfort of his chest. I wrapped my arms around his lean waist, my breath hitching as I fought back tears.

      Until I couldn’t anymore, and I sobbed into his shoulder.

      He didn’t pretend I had nothing to be afraid of, but he held me as I fell apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      We were running out of ideas. Maddie seemed subdued as we drove toward Joan’s house off the island. Her natural state seemed to be a bright, constant energy, and seeing her like that made something protective and tight build under my skin. I wanted to make her smile again.

      But these were problems that I couldn’t fix.

      When her cell phone chimed with an incoming text, her lips tugged to one side. “Just a friendly reminder from Rafe that we have to be back at the academy in less than twenty-four-hours. Or… never.”

      “Did he say that?” Nothing would surprise me. Rafe wasn’t the type to pull any punches.

      “He wants me back by late afternoon,” she frowned. “Clearborn wants to see me. Rafe wants to talk first.”

      “You’re in trouble,” I teased.

      Her lips arched up in a smile. “Aren’t I always?”

      As we followed our route to the address Piper had texted, Maddie sat up, frowning. We were headed further and further into the city, and Maddie said, “It can’t be here…”

      I tapped my phone, mounted to Lex’s dash and displaying Google maps. “Six miles to go. Wait, you knew where your mom lived, didn’t you?”

      Something guilty flashed across her face before she shook her head. “She has a house on the island, too, and that’s where we always met. Piper would never have let me go to some random house with Joan where I would have no protection.”

      “From the covens?” I asked.

      She hesitated. “That was part of it.”

      So, Piper had wanted to protect her from Joan, too. I didn’t think asking more questions about that dynamic would improve Maddie’s mood.

      The last few miles flew by in silence. Maddie stared out the window at the endless concrete and the cars. “I can’t imagine her living here. Surrounded by so much concrete and metal, and not the forest and the sea…”

      “Do you think she had a reason? Her job…”

      She shook her head. “She bartended, mostly. I think a good bartender can find work anywhere.”

      “But she must have had some reason she chose here.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she did. Until lately, she always had some kind of plot.” Her jaw tightened. “And the one time she slipped and was just real, she set me up…”

      The look on her face, with her set jaw and her lashes closing as if she was seeing the future and it looked bleak, tore at my heart.

      “We’ll find a way out of this,” I promised. “So what if it turns out one of your parents is a witch? You’ve only ever used those skills to do good things. You saved Rafe, didn’t you?”

      Her lips parted in surprise.

      “I’m not stupid, Maddie,” I reminded her.

      “Do you think the Dean and Clearborn know too?” There was a note of fear in her voice.

      “No,” I said, too quickly to be convincing. “I was there when you blacked out. Rafe was bleeding—but not heavy—on both sides. As if he’d taken two bullets that both glanced off his skin, or as if he’d healed from the inside out…”

      She tugged at the ends of her hair, looping it around her fingers, then looked down at her soft blond strands as if she’d realized what she was doing. She tucked her hair back behind her ears before plastering it down with her hands. “Piper always scolds me when she sees me playing with my hair. Because people will think I’m a ditz.”

      “No one who knew you would think that.” I reached over and ran my fingers through her hair, and she swayed into my touch faintly.

      I racked my brain for something I could say to make her feel better. It would be a bonus if that something were true.

      “I know shifters are hard-headed and obnoxious, but I think eventually, they’ll see the truth about you. The truth about magic.”

      “Is that hope worth risking our lives for?” she asked, tilting her head as she studied me. “Worth risking all our lives?”

      Her voice was dark.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. It was the kind of gamble that couldn’t be undone.

      “I should tell you,” she said, “since it seems like there’s some kind of magic for you, too…”

      I still wasn’t sure about that, and my lips tightened as I held back my protest. She didn’t need to hear it right now.

      She hesitated long enough that I prompted her, “What is it?”

      I felt keyed up, but my voice still came out gentle. I wanted to be who she needed right now.

      “Rafe said maybe we shouldn’t go back,” she said reluctantly. “If we have magic. You know how wolves feel about magic…”

      “Where would we go?”

      “We could go to Northsea territory,” she said. “You and me. We’d have each other, at least.”

      She flashed me a sad smile. It would be a life of captivity. We’d be safe inside the borders of their pack lands, and Northsea territory stretched far now. But we’d never be able to leave it unless pack culture changed.

      “And they’d welcome us in? Even…”

      “Yes,” she said quickly, her eyes widening. “Of course. They aren’t like that…they don’t think magic is a bad thing. All that matters is what you do with it.”

      “Maybe someday the packs will all think that way.” I slowed the car, before nosing over into a parking space.

      Maddie was still watching me. “You don’t want to even think about it, huh?”

      “I’ve spent most of my life thinking about how I could make a life for myself outside my own pack territory. Ever since I saw my alpha rip my father’s throat out.” I cut the engine. “I’m sure your pack is great, but I’m not aiming to trade my freedom to any alpha for my food and my bed, ever again.”

      I hadn’t meant for my voice to come out so tight and full of emotion, but it betrayed me.

      She gave me a long look, her gaze full of sadness. Well, I’d done a great job lightening the mood.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Do you have a key?”

      She shook her head.

      “Good thing you have a reprobate for a boyfriend then,” I said lightly.

      Her lips curved up at the edges as she hopped out of the car. She looked at me over the top of it. “So you’re my boyfriend then, are you?”

      “Unless you don’t want me to be,” I said. “Given what we did the other day… and the… Penn and Jensen are your boyfriends, aren’t they?”

      “They haven’t given me their letter jackets or anything,” she said. “Although Jensen did give me a lovely little knife. I guess that was a token of affection.”

      Her tone was light, teasing, and it made my heart lift in my chest. It was like Penn not to nail things down in concrete terms, to give it a name. As much as Jensen obviously loved Maddie, he was too sarcastic and guarded to talk about their relationship.

      I came around the front of the car, and when she turned to me, smiling, I leaned in to pin her against the side of the car. Her face rose to meet mine, and I pressed my lips to hers in a sweet, tender kiss.

      “Would you be my girlfriend, Madeline Northsea?”

      She nodded, a smile still fixed on her lips. As I leaned in to kiss her again, her body swayed against mine. No matter how busy the street we were on or desperate the situation, the draw between us was magnetic. Just breathing in her scent had me hard with longing.

      “I happen to have my old letter jacket,” I told her. “If you want it. Hanging up in my closet at the academy.”

      I hoped we’d make it back there.

      “I’d like that,” she admitted. “I hope we can go back.”

      Instead of talking about the future, she tugged my shirt, pulling me down to her, and I covered her mouth with mine again.

      And just for a minute, the sun shone on us, and the world was peaceful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      Joan’s place was a fourth-floor walk-up. There was a faint odor as we climbed the stairs of wood rot and bleach. Ty glanced around, checking for cameras or prying eyes, but there was no one else on the lonely floor. As he jimmied his lock picks into the door, he blocked his work with his body from anyone who might come up the stairs.

      I rang the doorbell, then leaned next to him, pretending that we were two fine upstanding citizens waiting for someone to answer the door.

      Ty popped the lock. As I closed the door behind us, he moved rapidly through each room to make sure it was safe. I was pretty sure we would’ve scented anyone in here, but his protective urge still made me smile.

      The two of us snapped on gloves, just in case. My mother’s apartment was small, just a living room/kitchen combo, a small bedroom and a bathroom.

      When I opened her refrigerator door, it smelled like her milk had soured and her meat had turned. I pulled a face as I closed it again fast. There was a scent of garbage in the house too. I’d clean out the fridge and take out her trash before I left.

      I wanted to believe she’d be coming back.

      When I walked back into her bedroom, Tyson searched carefully under the bed.

      “Nothing in the kitchen,” I said, moving around in the narrow path between the bed to the window. There were no curtains, and I wondered if she could see the moon from bed, despite the light pollution and the surrounding buildings. From here, I could see into the windows of the next apartment building, and the roof that jutted into the skyline. “My father must’ve been here since he took the necklace from her.”

      Tyson’s back was to me as he pulled a box out from underneath the bed. “Do you think you would know? Sense him somehow?”

      I didn’t think I would, but part of me hoped I’d see someone and just know. I knew I was being stupid, though. “He’s probably not a very nice person. He did something to my mother’s memories…”

      Tyson lifted the top off the box to reveal what must be a dozen journals. “Maddie.”

      “Is there one from the year I was born?” I demanded.

      Together, the two of us lifted each book out and lay them chronologically on the bed. My mother had kept a journal faithfully. She hadn’t written daily, but she had written regularly, never missing more than a week.

      There were no journals, though, for the year before or the year after I was born.

      I flipped through the pages. My mother had tight, tense handwriting, as if her anger seeped out into her penmanship. In her most recent entries, she’d written larger, some of the sentences slanting off the lines of the pages.

      I don’t remember anything before M was 2. Maybe I’ll forget her entirely the way she’s forgotten me.

      Tyson gently took the journal out of my hands, and I realized when I met his worried gaze that I was biting my lip.

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “Do you think he took them when he took the necklace?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      I sat heavily on the side of the bed. “We can’t seem to get any closer to him.”

      Tyson rested his hands on my shoulders, and my thighs parted to let him close to me as he began to massage my shoulders, easing some of my tension.

      “Every investigation has its dead ends,” he said. “But something will move us forward. Trust me. I’ve watched a lot of Law and Order.”

      I started to smile, then the window cracked behind him.

      Ty’s eyes widened, his mouth parting.

      He fell to his knees in front of me.

      “Ty,” I said, sinking to the floor, slipping a hand behind his back to ease his way down as he fell. “Ty? What happened?”

      My hand came away covered in blood.

      “Shot,” he managed. “Someone’s been waiting for us. You’ve got to go. Now.”

      “Oh no,” I said. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Maddie.” He gritted his teeth as he raised his head to glare at me.

      “Would you leave me?” I demanded. He stared back at me, eyes narrowed. We both knew the answer to that. “So don’t think you’re better than me, jackass.”

      I looked up through the window, trying to see where the bullet had come from. The windows of the building looked blankly back at me. Someone could have shot Tyson from a lot of places up there. Someone could shoot at us again from a lot of places.

      “We’ve got to get out of the line of fire,” I said. “Can you get up?”

      He groaned as he pushed himself to his hands and knees. Blood was pouring out of the wound fast. He staggered, and when I wrapped my arm around his waist, he leaned into me.

      Together, the two of us hobbled into the bathroom, where there was no line of sight from a window into the apartment. As soon as he sank to the tile floor, I ran back through the house to the door. I hadn’t used my magic much since I came to the academy, and maybe I was rusty, but I ran my hand over the door and hoped for the best.

      I murmured, “Sigillum.” Magic sparked under my fingertips, a glow of light that flashed in the dim apartment.

      Then I ran back to the bathroom, tripping to my knees beside Tyson in my rush.

      “Hang in there,” I told him, before pulling the knife out of my boot and slicing up his shirt. It was already drenched in blood, and his blood was slick across the tile floor, soaking through the knees of my jeans.

      He’d bleed out if I didn’t have magic.

      “Maddie, I’m done for,” he said. His voice came out a rasp. “We both know that. If you fight your way out of here now, you can make whoever did this pay—”

      “Shut up and stop distracting me,” I said, because I could talk to Ty that way. Hopefully, he knew I was gruff because later on, I’d be able to curl up against his side and he’d toy with my hair. Then, this nightmare scene playing out in front of me now would fade into memory.

      The bullet was still in there somewhere. First things first, I had to stop him from bleeding out. I put my hand across the wound, felt it pumping his warm blood against my palm. “Plaga clautadur.”

      The blood flow seemed to lessen. Or maybe that was my wishful thinking. I closed my eyes, pouring all my magic into him, and magic seemed to warm the air between his body and my hand.

      “Pretty sure that punctured a lung,” he said with effort, and he drew a ragged, wet breath that made my heart lurch.

      “Hold on,” I said. I pressed my fingers into his ragged flesh, imagining the path of the bullet as it worked its way back out.

      It took so long I thought it wasn’t working, and then something hard bumped against my fingertips. I almost gasped in relief, then I dug my fingers into the wound to pull out the bullet casing. I stuffed it into my pocket for later, leaving blood smears across my jeans. It was evidence to track down whoever did this to Ty.

      Of course, we might not need evidence. I expected them to come through that door in a minute and take another crack at killing us.

      I muttered the words of a healing spell in Latin. My fingers burned with energy so hot that it ached as his muscles and organs knit together under my touch. His wound healed faster than I ever healed anyone before, and I had to pull my fingertips away abruptly as his wound began to knit together.

      New skin creeped rapidly across the wound, then formed together, looking like a scar, then faded entirely.

      I couldn’t stop my magic from pouring out now. It couldn’t be restrained from flowing into Tyson. But just like the last time I did this, I felt myself growing wobbly. My vision faded black around the edges.

      Ty turned over onto his side, and his face was the one thing I saw through my suddenly narrow vision. He was still covered in his blood, pale from its loss, but he looked up at me in wonder.

      “Best girlfriend ever,” he said weakly, and I had to smile even as I swayed.

      Then I fell on top of him, the world fading out, and he caught me in his arms, even though my mind kept falling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Silas

      

      When I stepped through the door in the woods, I hoped to find Frederick and Isabelle, manning the night watch once again.

      Instead, Sebastian Wright looked up at me as I emerged naked and shivering from the cold on the other side. He didn’t even try to hide his smile as I reached for the robe that usually hung on the chair, only to find it empty.

      “I doubt Mistress Keen wants to see me naked,” I grouched, stomping past the maps and chalkboards to the wardrobe in the corner. I found a robe inside and threw it on, knotting in tightly in the front.

      “You might be surprised,” Sebastian said. “It’s not as if she gets much action otherwise.”

      Sebastian had been in the orphanage with me, an arrival the same month, the month of S in the baby name book. We’d lost Samantha Yule, the girl between us, to the flu when we were eight.

      “Do you know why she wants to see me?” I headed across the room to the tall silver coffee pot in the corner, but when I lifted it, it was too light in my hand.

      I turned to Sebastian in exasperation, just as he raised his steaming mug in a toast. Despite his small, cheerful torments, his voice was serious when he said, “Things are getting bad, Silas.”

      “They’re always bad.” I moved in front of the fire, holding out my hands. No matter the reason, I couldn’t go in front of Keen when I was shaking. At least Sebastian hadn’t doused the fire just to be an ass.

      “Worse,” he said. “We’ve got just this rip and the outpost at Girsk now. They’re trying to close all the rips, Sy.”

      “They’ve always been trying to close them. Is our government suddenly effective? Because that would be terrifying.” The government thought they could end the instability caused by the Rips by sealing them all from the inside, the way Avalon had. Keen and her rebels believed that the only way to heal the universe was to heal it all.

      “Even on our side, people are tired of the war. Tired of losing people.” Sebastian paused in front of the chalkboard, absently twirling a stick of white chalk between his fingertips, which were always ink- and paint-stained. His dreamy, mischievous nature had caught him more than a few beatings when we were growing up, both at the orphanage and the academy after. I’d tried to channel his personality on the other side.

      “Everyone who fights in a war is always sick of it,” I said. “It’s only civilians who think war sounds like a fine way to spend a soldier’s life.”

      He shook his head, as if I was oversimplifying. “Well. You should go talk to Keen.”

      “I will. You know, Frederick usually has something in his flask to give me the courage to face her and her knitting needles,” I teased. “Where is he?”

      Sebastian hesitated, and my stomach dropped.

      “Where is he?” I repeated, my tone suddenly grim.

      “He’s not dead,” Sebastian rushed to assure me. But in our world, that wasn’t much of a positive.

      “Prison, then.”

      “According to our intel, they already moved him to the work camp at Elegiah.”

      “Isabelle?” I asked, my mind spinning. “How’s Belly holding up?”

      Sebastian glanced away, shaking his head. So she was gone too, then.

      “Shit.” I crouched to the ground, bracing my elbows on my knees before my legs could give out. “We’ve got to help them. Is Keen working up a rescue plan?”

      Sebastian didn’t answer.

      I straightened slowly, trying to push away the images my imagination helpfully brought to mind—Frederick being tortured, Isabelle wasting away, growing as thin and pinched as we’d been at the orphanage, then worse.

      “I’ll talk to Keen,” I said, my voice coming from far away. My friends must trust I’d come for them. What was the point of being one of the most powerful magicians of my generation if I didn’t’ save my friends?

      As I headed down the hall, I glanced through an open door through an empty room to the windows. The moon shone outside, scattering silver light across the trees. It was the same moon I’d left behind in the shifter’s world. It was the same moon that shone on Elegiah.

      Keen’s door was open. I stopped at the doorframe, waiting to be invited. Her knitting needles clacked together ceaselessly, and her head was bowed above her desk, reading the papers that flipped on their own, levitated by her magic. She took her sweet time acknowledging me, though she knew I was there.

      When she looked up, she said, “You must wonder why I summoned you.”

      We weren’t doing greetings.

      “Rescue mission?” I suggested lightly, aching for that to be my purpose here. “I can bring our rebels back and make it home in time for PT in the morning.”

      “Home?” she asked, her eyebrows arching. “No, Silas. We need you on that side.”

      “And we need Isabelle and Frederick on this one,” I said.

      “I need you to stop worrying about your friendships and start worrying about the fate of the world,” she snapped. “Let me manage our situation here. I’ve just got you over there. One goddamn arrogant kid to save the universe.”

      It wasn’t like her to lose her temper. She was terrifying without ever raising her voice, but the fact that current events had even Keen coming undone made fear worm its way into my heart. I stuck my hands into the pockets of my robe. “I’m not really a kid anymore. Can’t argue the rest.”

      She fixed me with a stern look. “Let me worry about Isabelle and Frederick and the others.”

      “The others?”

      She shook her head, rejecting my question. “You worry about the rips. We’ve intercepted a new prophecy, and you’ve got a new mission.”

      New mission? First Isabelle and Fred were in trouble and I couldn’t even help, and now I had a new mission?

      But she was studying me, so I waited, my face dispassionate.

      She went on, “There’s a coven that’s come to our attention. They call themselves the Day, and they’re on the verge of changing the tide of the battle. They think they’ll cure the werewolves, then kill them or convert them.”

      “Cute plan.”

      “They want Maddie Northsea.”

      “Of course they do. So I have to protect her?” Was she in danger now, while I was here?

      “No, Silas,” she said. “You have to infiltrate the Day. They’re on the verge of discovering the Rips, and when they do, they’ll try to use them.”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “They’re about to bring the apocalypse upon us all,” she said. “And only you can stop it, so I hope you are going to live up to your reputation, The Incredible Silas Zip.”

      “It sounds less incredible when you say it,” I said, even though my mind was racing.

      “It sounds less incredible when you know you tagged yourself that way when you were just a child,” she shot back.

      I spread my hands out as I shrugged. “I grew into it, more-or-less.”

      “For the fate of the universe, I hope you did,” she said. “Lord help us all. Well, sit down. We’ve got a lot of information to get through before you return to the academy.”

      “Do you really believe the prophecy?” I asked, taking the seat opposite hers.

      “Don’t you?” she asked. “Or are you at the academy for fun now? Because you didn’t get enough academy here in our world?”

      I’d complained quite a bit about this assignment, but I certainly hadn’t complained to Keen’s face. I’d been elated when we were rescued from the orphanage, leaving behind that long room where we slept, with Sam’s empty bed, the close air and scent of boiled cabbage and tooth decay. Then I’d realized nine years of the rebels’ academy were hardly a rescue.

      I shrugged. “It didn’t come true. But I believe in Northsea and myself. We’ll find a way to stop the rips.”

      “And then you’ll come home and rescue your friends.”

      “Yes,” I said, without hesitating.

      Even though when I thought of leaving Maddie behind, it seemed like my heart would be torn apart. But I’d survive. Most importantly, so would my friends… on both sides of the Rip.

      My life had never been pleasant, but if I’d learned one thing at our academy, it was that my comfort didn’t matter. I was put in this world to be useful, not happy.

      “Tell me what I’ve got to do,” I said.
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      Maddie

      

      “Maddie, wake up.” Ty’s voice seemed to come from a long way away. I was so tired and warm that I wanted to roll over in bed and ignore him. “Come on, kiddo. I’m freaking out…”

      His words tugged on me, and I started to surface just in time to remember five a.m. wake-ups, physical training, and Rafe’s flashing dark eyes.

      I jerked up to a sitting position, almost slamming into Ty, who fell back on his ass to avoid having his nose broken.

      “PT?” I asked, my voice harsh from sleep.

      “Oh no,” he said. “Good news. We aren’t late for PT. We’ve been kidnapped by witches and they’re probably going to try to kill us soon.”

      The room seemed to revolve around me, and I rubbed my aching temple with one hand as the last events before I blacked out came back to me. “I passed out from using magic…”

      “From saving my life,” he filled in helpfully. “By ignoring my many requests…”

      “To let you die,” I completed the sentence.

      He leaned in close to me, until his forehead met mine, his hand slipping up to cup the back of my head. My breath hitched as his nearness.

      “Which you should have done because I don’t care about anything on this planet as much as I care about you, Maddie,” he said softly.

      I’d meant to continue our joking run-on sentence, but there was no quick quip to follow that.

      “Well, you’d better start caring,” I murmured. “I happen to need you in my life, Ty.”

      It was too true, and so I hurried to make a glib remark to cover my real feeling. “And if you were gone, I’d be lonely in here.”

      I gestured around the cell we were in. Three walls were cinder block, windowless. There were chains suspended from exposed wooden beams in the ceiling and more chains were attached to metal loops set into the cold concrete floor.

      “Since the two of us are together, I imagine we’ll make short work of escaping,” he said.

      The fourth wall was prison bars.

      Our captors were certainly witches, because there was no door.

      “Oh, certainly,” I said.

      On the other side of the bars, there was a plain gray door that led out of the cinder block room. I looked up, but there were no lights above us, just the metal hooks that the chains were hung from. The fluorescent lights were in cages outside our cell.

      I reached for my pendant, but didn’t find the chain around my neck. My fingers curled frantically across the bare skin of my throat. The pendant was gone. Panic raced through my chest. We were on our own.

      Something glinted around my wrist, though, and I frowned as I raised my new bracelet in front of my face. “Do you have one of these, Ty?”

      He glanced down at his arms, which were unadorned except for tattoos and blood splatter. “I feel left out.”

      I rubbed my thumb across the gold cuff, and I could’ve sworn I felt the spark of magic within the cool metal.

      There was still dried blood all over Ty’s chest—he must have taken off the shreds of his t-shirt—and soaked through his jeans.

      “You look like an actual trainwreck,” I said.  “What happened?”

      I didn’t want to think about what happened to us next. I knew what the witches intended: a born shifter female like me had powerful magic they could bleed to power their spells.

      They’d probably bleed Ty, too, since he was available. But they didn’t have a reason to keep him around for long.

      “Three men came through the door and I tried to fight them, but I was still so weak… I couldn’t even shift. Then they used some kind of spell on me, knocked me out.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Maddie.”

      His voice was full of regret, bordering on self-loathing.

      “Oh, don’t do that,” I said, touching his face. There was a smear of blood on his cheekbone, dried now. “We’re together. We’re still in the fight. You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

      His lips pursed to one side, a bit of that usual Tyson mischief sparking in his eyes. “Should we be sorry we’re missing curfew?”

      I groaned. “I had so many texts from Rafe asking about our timeline and reminding me to be punctual. As if I’ve ever not been punctual.”

      Ty made a see-saw motion with his hand. “Weeell…”

      I frowned at him. Rude. “We have a very good reason to be delayed this time.”

      “Remember the time you were late for breakfast because you and Jensen stopped to have sex in the shower?”

      “You weren’t supposed to know about that.”

      “Just because we can’t scent you when you’re in the shower doesn’t mean we don’t know. Especially when you two break open multiple shampoo bottles and yank down the shower rod…”

      “Okay, maybe I’m not always completely punctual,” I said, in order to halt this trip down memory lane.

      “Remember when you were late to Myths because you were trying to read between classes?”

      “Technically I’d been trying to read in class, and it just kind of spiraled from there…” I wouldn’t have been so foolish as to try that in Myths, which had a harsh female instructor who I mostly respected and slightly feared.

      Nor had I particularly enjoyed that our desks were only available if we arrived before our classes began. I’d spent the class standing beside her desk, keenly aware of the amusement of my classmates.

      Although the embarrassment of that had heated my face for most of the hour, that was nothing compared to facing Rafe’s irritation afterward.

      There was a sound at the door. The easy teasing between the two of us fell away, replaced by tense expectation on Tyson’s face. He half-rose, as if he’d shield me.

      He could hardly protect me now. These men always tried to, but maybe now Ty would accept we were equals—that I was not, in fact, his kiddo even though I’d  liked the way he said it at first—before the two of us likely met a grisly end.

      The door swung open, and two men came in.

      The first one in was slender, dressed in a witch’s dark robes with a hood up to obscure his face. Maybe I’d finally get my long-awaited chance to ask a witch about the logistics of their costume. Did they take off the robes when they finished tormenting shifters so they could stop off at the post office or the dry cleaner’s on their way home? Even the wicked have to run errands. Did they go through the grocery store like that, with the train of their robe sweeping up bits of debris and stray grapes?

      Speaking of which, how often did they launder those things?

      The next man in was grizzled, in his late forties, I’d guess, but fit. With his craggy face and salt-and-pepper hair, brown utility trousers and shirt cuffed to reveal tanned, muscular forearms, he reminded me of an old-school adventurer. Like Indiana Jones, only evil.

      He stopped just inside the door and leaned against the wall, as if he had no interest in what was coming next. But his bright eyes watched us curiously.

      “We’re not going to hurt you.” The voice was musical and feminine—it startled me—and then the witch pulled back her hood, revealing tousled, short dark hair. She looked like she wasn’t too much older than I was. “We just have some questions.”

      Ty stared back at her without answering, then in one smooth, relaxed motion, stretched out on his back on the hard concrete floor. He cocked his arm beneath his head to pillow it, his eyes closing.

      Right. We weren’t talking to the witches.

      “I see,” she said, not sounding particularly offended. “Well then, let me do the talking for now. My name is Alice Munroe, and I used to be like you.”

      She waited a beat for that to land. If she hoped for a reaction, she’d be disappointed.

      Taking a note from Tyson, I yawned, then rested my head on his shoulder. His arm closed around me, his fingertips drifting up my side. No matter where we were, the stroke of his fingertips still pulsed through my blood.

      As I was closing my eyes like he had, Indy’s eyes sharpened on Ty’s hand. Fuck. I shouldn’t have gotten so close to Ty. They’d know what he meant to me. They’d know how to hurt me.

      “I used to be a shifter,” she added, as if we were too stupid to have picked up on what she meant.

      The thought that someone could stop being a shifter—or that they might want to—made my heart beat faster in my chest, but I clung to my blank silence.

      God, what if the witches weren’t just going to bleed me for my magic?

      What if they wanted to use our knowledge to get into the academy? To use us to destroy our friends?

      Maybe instead of healing Tyson, I should’ve taken myself out too rather than be captured.

      Too late now.

      “I’ll assume from this adorable act that you are not going to tell me your names. Or anything else. Brave front and all that.” She did not seem particularly concerned.  “Well, I know you, obviously, Maddie Sullivan. It’s been our intention to bring you in for a long time.”

      She called me by my old name, when I’d carried the name of the witch who had kept me captive. My mouth was suddenly dry, and I had to swallow hard to get the sudden throb in the back of my throat. Maybe they couldn’t see it.

      “And as for you…” I could almost feel her gaze lingering on Tyson, and it made my chest harden in fear.  But she sounded amused. “I’ll call you Lover Boy for now, I guess. Unnamed Wolf 32? It’s hard to choose.”

      She went on, sounding more sober, “It’s my job to question you for now. But you have nothing to fear from me. If you think I’m going to torture you, you’re wrong. This coven is not like that.”

      I’d believe it when I saw it.

      “We leave the brutality and the cruelty for your wolf packs,” she went on. There was a smile in her voice when she said, “We have magic.”
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      For her magic to work, she’d have to get close to us. And when she got close to us, she might find herself unpleasantly surprised. If I could get her against the bars, if we could choke her, maybe I could force her or Indy to release the magic that held us bound.

      Then she began to chant, her voice so musical and eerie that it seemed to roll through the room like a hymn. Tyson squeezed my hip gently in a gesture of solidarity.

      What fresh hell was this? Singing witches?

      The words of her music fell away. Nothing happened. The relief almost made me want to smile, although we still weren’t exactly winning this round.

      Suddenly, pain sparked across my chest, and I sat up with a jerk. Tyson’s eyes flew open. As I ran my hand across my chest to soothe the pain—which cooled as suddenly as it had flared—he seemed to search for his own wound.

      Ty’s chest was covered in blood. But, suddenly sure of himself, he reached out and raised my shirt.

      There were runes marked in blood across my bare skin. My blood, no doubt. They’d laid the groundwork for their spell while we were asleep.

      “I’m sorry if that was uncomfortable for you,” she said. “But look! You’ve recovered from your narcolepsy.”

      What did they do to us? What kind of spell? I wanted to know, but I stared at her without speaking.

      “I’m not sure the little wolves are going to appreciate your sense of humor while they fear their imminent execution, Alice.” Indy spoke from the corner.

      She turned as if she’d forgotten him. “Well, I did say we aren’t planning to kill them. I doubt anything is going to convince them of the fact, though, except for getting through a few cycles of breakfast-lunch-and-dinner.”

      Indy seemed to sigh to himself, but quieted.

      Alice’s gaze fixed on Ty again. “What’s your name?”

      “Tyson Atlas,” he said, and then his gaze widened as he glanced to me.

      I gave him an encouraging look. The gig was up. The witches put a spell on us to force us to answer their questions. Now it was just a matter of figuring out how much we could resist telling them and how we could trick the spell.

      “And what’s your name?” She looked at me, even though she knew it.

      “Maddie Nothsea.” The name tore from my lips before I could stop myself.

      “Great.” She clapped her hands together. “This will be much more fruitful a conversation now.”

      “What do you want from us?” I demanded. I’d rather keep her talking.

      “I want to cure you,” she said, her eyes wide-eyed and innocent. “Like the Day cured me.”

      “The Day?”

      “Our coven.” She studied us. “I know right now it seems like we must be the bad guys. I’d probably see things that way if I were in a cell.”

      Ty rolled his eyes at her generous sense of empathy. The dismissive gesture, when the two of us were behind bars, almost made me smile. Ty was hard to impress.

      “It’s hard not to see you as bad guys when you make a habit of murdering our kind,” I said.

      “It’s hard not to see you as bad guys when you make a habit of murdering our kind,” she shot back. “But I understand it’s just a difference in perspective.”

      She was trying so hard to seem reasonable.

      Reasonable people who do not lay elaborate traps to kidnap other people, though.

      “You went to a lot of trouble to capture us,” I said. “Why?”

      “You know you’re special,” she said, her lips arching up at the corners. “Half-witch. Half-shifter. When we cure the wolf, you won’t just be human. You’ll be a witch.”

      “How are you so sure I’m half-witch?”

      “Well.” Her lips arched. “We had a demonstration.”

      She stepped closer to the bars, holding out her cell phone. Despite myself, I got reluctantly to my feet and crossed the distance between us, until she and I were just a few feet apart.

      A grainy video played—there must have been a camera planted in the bathroom—that showed me working to say Ty’s life. My hands glowed, casting light over his wounds as they healed.

      My stomach turned. That video could end my career at the academy in less time than the two minutes it took that bloody scene to play.

      “You shot him to see if I could cure him,” I repeated.

      “We were confident in you.”

      “You would have killed him otherwise.” I grabbed the bars. “You’re waxing on about how you’re not cruel like we are when you tried to kill him.”

      She turned away before I could read the expression on her face and headed toward a table along the wall. Indy flashed her a sympathetic look, but then his gaze went back to us.

      No, to me. Indy was studying me curiously, and it made my skin crawl.

      “What?” I asked, meeting Indy’s gaze across the room. “What do you want, old man?”

      Indy stared back at me. He was just opening his mouth to answer when the door opened again.

      The witch who entered was tall, broad-shouldered. His hair had gone gray prematurely, and it was brushed back from a chiseled, dangerous face, even though he looked like he couldn’t be older than his forties.

      Alice bowed forward at the waist. “Winter.”

      “Do they give each other stupid code names to go with the stupid robes?” I asked Tyson in a stage whisper.

      Ty gave me a look back that said please don’t antagonize the witches while we’re helpless.

      “How’s the interrogation going?” Winter asked Alice.

      “I haven’t gotten much out of them yet,” Alice admitted.

      Winter’s face went tight with disappointment, and Alice, who had been so confident a few minutes before, almost seemed to shrivel in on herself.

      “The two of them are rather useless,” Indy cut in. Alice looked at him, surprise written across her face, but Winter had already turned to Indy and didn’t see it. “They’re just students—rather bad students at that, from the sounds of things. They don’t have any idea how the security wards work at the academy or how to breach them.”

      Now my competence as a student was being insulted not just by the instructors at school, but by random passing witches as well. Dandy.

      When Winter looked back at Alice, some of the tension had left his face. “All right. Well, at least we can get some use of them today. I came down to see your efforts pay off, Alice.”

      The last was said in a way that might have been fond or might have been threatening.

      The cure? Was he talking about the ‘cure’ that neither Tyson nor I wanted?

      She nodded briskly. With confidence that seemed feigned now, she took quick strides to a table in the back corner, near where Indy had lingered this whole time. He turned to watch her, his hand still in his pocket, while she prepared something in the corner.

      She raised a black fabric face mask from the front of her robe, covering her mouth and nose. “This isn’t harmful, but it doesn’t smell pleasant,” she warned Indy and Winter.

      No point in saying it to us. It was definitely harmful to us.

      “What is that?” I asked as she carried it toward us. She set it on the ground right outside the bars.

      Ty and I exchanged a look, moving toward her in one synchronized motion. She jumped to her feet and backed away a step.

      “They’re always dangerous, Alice,” Indy said. “You have to be careful.”

      “I am,” she said, her gaze troubled as she looked at us. She headed back across the room and came back with a box of matches. Still standing back, carefully out of our reach, she swiped a match across the box.  The tiny stick flamed to life.

      I assumed it was some kind of spell, but when she dropped a match into the bowl and the thing began giving off dense, acrid-smelling smoke, I didn’t feel pain burn through my blood like a blood magic had just been cast.

      It was just…smoke.

      “Maddie,” Tyson said, his voice warning. He pressed the bloody fragments of his t-shirt over his mouth and nose, and he tugged at the hem of my t-shirt meaningfully.

      Right. I pulled my t-shirt off in one quick motion. Indy averted his gaze as I pressed it over my nose and mouth. Together, Tyson and I backed into the furthest corner of the cell.

      “I don’t know what you think that’s going to accomplish,” she said.

      Well, she had a point, but I was still not going to stand there and breathe in as much of her smoke as I possibly could.

      Winter impatiently lifted his fingers through the air, and the smoke rising from the bowl twisted through the air, like a snake on its way to us.

      “Unless you intend to ask the coven to babysit your smoke-bombs, you’ll have to find yourself a better method of delivery,” he told Alice sternly.

      “I was going to create something more like a bomb—”

      “I was going to create.” he repeated, a mocking edge in his voice. Then more gently, Winter said, “What matters is what you’ve done. We’re in a fight for our very existence. I appreciate your efforts to cure them so we don’t have to kill them, Alice, but there’s a matter of pragmatism here.”

      “I could help her with the bombs,” Indy said.

      Winter twisted to look at Indy as if he had almost forgotten he was there. “Right. Yes. Except I need you at the academy.”

      They were going to attack the academy.

      The smoke curling around us made it hard to think. My head was growing heavy. No matter where we moved, the smoke still followed us.

      “I can do both. I’ll take care of our friend at the academy,” Indy promised.

      Ty captured my hand in his. I looked up at him, at his face as the smoke drifted around us. I heard myself choke, low in the base of my throat, as I could barely breathe anymore.

      I squeezed his hand tight in mine, knowing we were both going to succumb to the smoke. Together, we sank down the wall to the cold concrete. We could try to minimize our injuries—on the off-chance we ever woke again.

      I thought my life would flash through my eyes.

      In the back of my mind, a figure rose. I couldn’t make out his face, just the shape of his body; a bigger man, gone slightly to seed.

      Maddie.

      The voice was familiar. The voice from my necklace. From somewhere else too. I jolted awake, almost enough to fight off the smoke, and frowned as I tried to place the voice. But the smoke kept coming, and I coughed weakly, my lungs too aching now to even expand to fight off the poison.

      When you wake, don’t shift. Don’t let him shift. If you do, they’ll know the spell didn’t work.

      How did he know where I was? I tried to fight off the sleep that crowded my brain.

      But that was one fight I couldn’t win.
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      Tyson

      

      I woke up drowning.

      I bolted to my feet, panicked. The witch, Winter, stood at the edge of the bars, studying me. His magic swirled in the air, and I charged for him, only to stumble. My legs were weak and unsteady.

      “He’s stronger than that last batch,” Winter said to Alice. “There you go. They should be awake now.”

      Maddie. Where was Maddie?

      She lay against the wall, her mouth slack. My heart jolted with fear, but then she struggled up, her beautiful blue eyes blinking open slowly. Ignoring the witches, she focused on me as if I was the only person in the universe.

      “Ty?” It sounded like a plea, and I dropped to my knees beside her.

      “I’m right here,” I said, teasing my fingers into her soft blond hair. “We’re still together.”

      She rose with a shudder and fell against my chest. As I closed my arms around her, she whispered, “Whatever they say or do, don’t shift. Pretend you can’t. Trust me.”

      Why? What the hell was going on? But then, that was why she’d added the second part. Trust me.

      I squeezed her tight. “I’ve got you.”

      She leaned into my chest as a shiver ran through her body. I gathered her into my lap, holding her tight. I wasn’t sure how much of her weakness was an act for the witches’ benefit and how much was real.

      “Now the test.” Winter looked to Indy. “Would you do the honors?”

      Indy nodded although he looked disinterested in the entire endeavor. He came toward us, his hands rising, and magic sparked at his fingertips.

      Suddenly, a new level of anxiety curled through my bones. There was something wrong. My wolf senses were all awakened, my nostrils flaring as I breathed deeper trying to take in the scents around me, trying to make sense of the flare of fear and tension.

      Maddie’s hand was on my arm. As I looked into her face, cataloguing her worried eyes and the dimple of a frown between her brows, her words came back to me. I wanted to protect her from whatever was coming next. It was an urge as deep as instinct, almost impossible to overcome. A call to shift to fight for her.

      But I told her I’d trust her.

      I’ve got you.

      I gazed back into her crystal-blue gaze, and then abruptly turned away, grabbing my head. “Why can’t I shift? What did you do to me?”

      I still had to fight the rise of the wolf as he tried to take me over. I was usually in control of the shift as a full-grown male who had shifted hundreds of times, but right now as I fought waves of fear, my body reacted as if I were a teenager again. I could barely hang on, and the copper tang in my mouth was my own blood, my fangs trying to break through…

      But Winter turned away from the bars, his face satisfied. Indy stared at me, and I met his gaze, my eyes narrowing hatefully. He seemed to be studying us the most intensely. As if we were a zoo exhibit.

      Let me get free, and I’d show him how much fun a day at the zoo could be.

      “Good work, Alice,” Winter said. “That was far easier than your own cure, if it is a cure indeed.  Only time will tell.”

      Alice nodded. “We’ll need to watch them and stress them regularly.”

      Winter gave her a small smile. “I’ll review your records when I come home.”

      She nodded, her chin rising. “Be careful out there.”

      “Of course I will,” he told her fondly. “I’ve got to come home to my children.”

      Did he view his coven as his children? Or did the dramatic bastard actually have children?

      He headed for the door, but Winter glanced over his shoulder at us. His gaze seemed to seek Maddie, just for a moment.

      “I wish you’d take me—”Alice began.

      “I need you here,” he cut her off, as if this was a familiar argument. “And you wouldn’t enjoy the work, with your tender heart. There’s killing to be done.”

      Indy held the door for them. The three of them went out, still talking.  Then the door swung shut on their conversation.

      Something about that had unsettled me even further, and today was definitely not my favorite day.

      Maddie said softly, “They’re probably watching us with cameras, like they were in Joan’s house.”

      “Probably.” It made sense, even though I despised the idea.

      She held her arms out to me, and I drew her into my lap, the two of us curling up intimately close. I knew that it made sense to be so close, to speak so softly that only our enhanced hearing could pick up what we said, our faces close enough to make it difficult for anyone to read our lips from any likely camera vantage point.

      But having Maddie this close to me still made my heart lift. The smells of acrid smoke and coppery blood still clung to us, but as I breathed in her faint scent beneath that—the one that always reminded me of sunshine heating the grass after a summer rain—it became easier to push the last of the wolf away, deep down.

      “They think they have something to cure us,” she whispered. “To take away our wolf.”

      “And they’re going to attack the academy. But maybe not with their ‘cure’… not yet.”

      Instead, they must intend to kill our fellow students. We’d known for a long time that the witches would attack the academy one day. It was their chance to wipe out an entire generation of our warriors.

      Maddie’s face was resigned as she nodded. “We have to get back there. We have to warn them.”

      “Leaving aside any logistical issues with that plan,” I said, my gaze flickering to the monotonous row of bars, not broken by any door or hinge, “I thought it could be our death warrants to go back.”

      She shrugged. “That’s what Rafe said. But you know what a worrier he is.”

      “Hm.” There was being a worrier, and there were facts. Facts such as, the packs will kill any witch they find hiding in their ranks.

      “I have to go back,” she said. “I’m not leaving them to die. But you…”

      “Oh, shut up,” I said, and her lips tugged in a faint smile. “We’ve had this conversation too many times. I’m not smart enough to abandon you and you’re not smart enough to abandon me.”

      When we’d left on this trip, maybe we’d both been running from something. Maddie hoped she’d outrun the accusation she was a witch. I hoped I’d outrun the role I was locked into, as Penn’s beta, Penn’s brother, Maddie’s other lover.

      But we couldn’t outrun who we were or who we loved.

      Now we were running home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      

      Maddie and Ty weren’t back Sunday afternoon. Penn drove home on his own, arriving reeking of weed, his attitude even more sour than his scent. I told him to head upstairs and shower, that I would deal with him later. He flashed me a look that said he didn’t give a damn about anything but Maddie right now, even though he muttered a lifeless yes sir.

      I called her and I called Tyson. The first few times their phones rang until voicemail picked up. Then my calls went straight to voicemail, as if their phones were turned off.

      I couldn’t pick a favorite emotion between terrified they were hurt and fucking furious. It was a toss-up when I didn’t know what was going on.

      Even if the worst came true and Maddie took my advice and ran, they still owed the rest of us an explanation. If all she sent was a text goodbye, then at least that would have been something.

      The thought of never seeing that maddening girl again made something twist through my gut.

      But it was better than the thought that she was hurt somewhere, that she needed us—needed me—and we weren’t there.

      My nerves were stretched taut to begin with when I stopped by Jensen’s room. He answered the door as soon as I knocked, dressed in his blazer, shirt and tie, all pristine and pressed. His face was tense.

      “Still nothing?” he asked.

      “Still nothing,” I answered. I tilted my head in the general direction of the dean’s office.

      Jensen fell in alongside me.  The two of us walked in silence across campus; I could tell he was lost in his own worries about Maddie and Ty. He finally glanced at me, his golden eyes bright in the darkness.

      “How do we find out where they are?” he asked.

      I’d never heard Jensen ask a question he didn’t know the answer to. He was usually such a smartass.

      I wished I had a better answer to give him.

      “We’ve got to trust them, McCauley,” I said. “Northsea still has her necklace. She’ll call us if she needs us.”

      I’d bitched at her enough about that magic pendant she wore—in defiance of the school’s simple rules—but I was glad for it now.

      “And we’ll go?” he asked, gesturing vaguely around campus. Things were changing—fast—since Clearborn took over.

      His tone left no doubt that he would go. He just wasn’t sure about the rest of the team. About me.

      I pushed down the fear of what going would cost us. “Yeah, we’ll go. If they need us. Of course we’ll go.”

      The halls of the academic building were quiet at this time of night. When they were full of students, this felt like any other school—despite the strange curriculum. But on a night like this, when it was just Jensen’s footsteps and mine echoing down the hall, I remembered the ghosts who owned this place first.

      “I can understand having to set a standard that no one leaves campus without permission,” Jensen said abruptly. “Whatever the other circumstances.”

      I nodded. I had the feeling he was trying to justify what was about to happen, that he was trying to make it easier for me. There was no way around what I had to do. If I didn’t beat Jensen, Clearborn would have someone else do it. I’d lose my position, and the chance to protect Maddie and the rest of the team as much as I could.

      Still, Jensen’s attempt to be a good friend made me dread the situation we were walking into even more.

      “Besides,” he said easily, “I’m pretty sure I’ve done something over the last two years to earn this. Starting fights, bullying Maddie, general assholery.”

      I hesitated. I didn’t want to be soft now, right before we walked into the dean’s office, and yet Jensen had to hear what I really thought about him. “You’re a good kid, Jensen.”

      His eyes widened as they met mine, just for a second before his lips turned up on one side. “That wouldn’t be my takeaway, but all right.”

      Before his mask went back up, what I’d said had meant something to him.

      When I pushed open the door to the anteroom and walked in, the room was empty, but the door to the dean’s office stood open.

      “Sir?” I called. “May we come in?”

      “Please do.” Clearborn appeared at the door. He glanced behind me to Jensen and his gaze sharpened, but he didn’t look surprised. “Where’s Northsea?”

      “She’s late,” I said reluctantly. “We hope. She left in a car with Tyson heading back toward the academy, but now no one can contact her.”

      “Do you think she’s coming back?” As he walked ahead of us into his office, Jensen and I followed.

      “The academy is important to Northsea,” I said. “I’m worried she was…unavoidably detained. I’d like to go out and look for her.”

      The faintest smile played over Clearborn’s lips, then was gone. “I need you here, Raphael. For as long as you’re cadre.”

      Well, there was a threat.

      When he perched on the edge of the desk, his movement drew my attention to the long leather tawse that lay across the dark wood surface.

      The look on Jensen’s face was stoic, and unease rippled through my gut.

      “I meant it when I said it’s ridiculous that we ground you all. This is for the best,” Clearborn said to Jensen. “It’s clean, efficient. You’ll be punished for your disobedience and you can leave it in the past.”

      “I see.” Jensen’s voice was flat.

      “When your Ms. Northsea does arrive,” Clearborn said to me, “please make sure you bring her to me directly.”

      Jensen shifted subtly. His face was blank in that way that had often exasperated me when I tried to talk to him; he looked like a sphinx, as if nothing penetrated his rocky exterior. But his mind was always whirring along behind those narrowed golden eyes.

      “Let me take her punishment too,” Jensen said abruptly.

      Clearborn’s brows arched in surprise.

      He’d rejected that offer when I made it.  As the image of Maddie’s slender frame under the belt flashed through my mind, rage tightened my chest. Neither Jensen nor I could protect her no matter how much we wanted to.

      “How gallant of you,” Clearborn said.

      Before he could go on, Jensen interrupted.

      “It’s not gallant,” Jensen said. “You can ask anyone. I made her life a living hell here. I don’t want girls at the academy. Knowing that I took her beating for her—because she’s too delicate—will eat her alive.”

      Curiosity flashed across Clearborn’s face. He seemed too sharp to buy Jensen’s story. But he’d implied before that Jensen was self-centered and bratty, and this was a different side of Jensen.

      Clearborn looked to me. I said reluctantly, “He’s not wrong. It would kill her that anyone took her punishment for her. She wants to be seen as their equal.”

      Even though she’s more than the equal of most of the men here.

      “Interesting,” Clearborn said. “Well, hold that thought for now, Jensen. We’ll see how you feel at the end of your own punishment. You might be a little less chivalrous.”

      “You wouldn’t make that deal with me,” I said.

      As Clearborn glanced at me, disappointment wrote itself across his face, as if he was annoyed that I’d complained in front of Jensen. “You were trying to weasel out of your punishment. You’d rather take a physical blow than a blow to your ego, which is all wrapped up in leading that team. Jensen is a different story.”

      Thanks for that amateur psychoanalysis. I wasn’t sure he was wrong, though, which just made me feel unnerved.

      Clearborn fell back into his chair, watching us both curiously. “Have him remove his shirt.”

      “Jensen,” I said, my voice tight.

      He was already unbuttoning his school jacket.

      Jensen stripped off his blazer, loosened his tie so he could draw it over his head, then pulled off his shirt. He laid them all over the arm of the wingback chair by the window. His muscles rippled under his skin as he turned to the wall, spreading his hands out to brace himself against the wall.

      “Twenty,” Clearborn said.

      I wrapped my hand around the wooden handle and picked up the strap, the ends sliding across the desk until they fell off, dangling just above the elaborate Persian rug.

      When I looked up at Jensen’s naked back and shoulders as he waited, his jaw gritted, dread settled low into my gut.

      I carried the strap across the room until I stood behind and to one side of Jensen. It was heavier than it looked.

      “You know, the more you hesitate, the worse it is,” Clearborn said, his voice amused. “You’re drawing out his anticipation.”

      Jensen glanced at me over his shoulder. His jaw was tense, his teeth gritted.

      I wasn’t the one who had the worst of this moment. It was time to stop deliberating. I pulled back my arm.

      I focused on placing the blow across his shoulders, where it would be easiest for him to take it. His body rocked forward faintly under the blow, and then his fingers dug into the wall, holding himself tighter, more tense, for the second blow. That one that didn’t rock him at all. He took it silent, unmoving.

      As each stroke landed across his back, a red welt bloomed in its place as the strap fell away. It  wasn’t until the tenth blow fell that I heard the faint hiss of his breath in pain. Goddamn it. Only halfway through. Steady, Jensen.

      The eleventh blow landed with a fierce crack. I winced myself, but Jensen didn’t react, his head bowed and his face so tense I could see a tic flutter in his jaw.

      Better to get it over with as fast as possible. I rained the next blows down on his shoulders as fast as I could draw the strap back, hardening myself to the sight of his flesh turning white, then darkening as a welt bloomed, each time.

      If Clearborn intended to bring back the traditional ways of the packs, I was free to lay the stokes anywhere between his shoulders and his thighs, but I didn’t want to humiliate him any worse. Better to lay the strokes in close proximity, from his broad shoulders to the bottom of his shoulder blades. Already, the welts were blooming into fresh red bruises.

      “Twenty,” I muttered, the crack of the last blow lingering in the air. I lowered the strap, which was heavy enough that my shoulder tingled from the force. “It’s over.”

      Jensen jerked his head in a nod. He started to come off the wall, then seemed to sway, catching himself with one hand. For a second, I caught the sheen in his eyes. Tears of pain. Then he blinked them away. His face was still hard, but the tic in his cheek kept fluttering.

      Fury at myself—for not finding a way out of this, for not protecting him—tore through my chest.

      “Is it indeed over, Mr. McCauley?” Clearborn asked, the edge of curiosity back in his voice. “Your decision will never leave this room if you’ve changed your mind and leave Northsea to face her punishment herself. A second round now will be far worse across the bruises you earned yourself.”

      Jensen stared at him with hatred flaring in his eyes. He looked as if he might dive across the desk and give Clearborn a taste of his own medicine.

      But all Jensen said was, “Oh, let’s do it again. Please.”

      The edge of sarcasm in his voice broke through clearly, but instead of being offended, Clearborn’s eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he was holding back a smile.

      “Very well,” Clearborn said. “Raphael, if you would, please.”

      Jensen spread his arms, gripping the wall again. No matter how much he tried to stuff all his emotions, as he always did, the tic fluttering in his cheek gave him away.

      We’d come this far already.

      Cain help me.

      I pulled back the strap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Silas

      

      I stepped into the woods, deep in my own thoughts, then froze at the sight of the hulking, shadowy figure ahead of me.

      My heart beat faster at the possibility someone had seen me walk through the magical door I’d created between worlds. If they raised the alarm before I could alter their memory, my mission would be compromised.  I couldn’t let that happen. My hand tightened into a fist at my side, magic sparking in my palm, just in case.

      Then the moonlight caught the rough-hued features of his face. Chase.

      “What are you doing out there so late?” I moved past him to my clothes, still hanging on a branch. They felt faintly damp to the touch, and it was unpleasant to pull my t-shirt over my head.

      “Best defense is a good offense, huh?” Chase asked, tilting his head to one side.

      “I came out for a run,” I said; it was common enough for shifters to strip down and wolf out in the woods that surrounded the academy. “But you look like you’re just lurking.”

      “You weren’t out for a run.” Chase crossed his arms. “Who are you really, Silas?”

      I stared back at him, my feelings warring. I shouldn’t tell any of them who I was or why I was in their world. At the same time, my emotions were a raw nerve after learning Fred and Isabelle were in prison.

      I desperately wanted to tell a friend what was on my mind.

      Even if I’d have to erase his mind after.

      I buckled my belt, then tucked my hands into my pockets. “Aren’t you afraid? You know I’m…”

      I trailed off meaningfully, gesturing for him to finish the thought.

      “Not a wolf,” Chase said. “Maybe a witch. I don’t know, Silas. Should I be afraid?”

      “I wouldn’t personally confront someone deep in the woods with no backup.” I glanced around. “Did you bring Jensen or Penn along? Are they around here somewhere?”

      “Now I feel like I shouldn’t tell you the answer to that,” he said slowly.

      So, no. He’d trusted me.

      “What tipped you off?” I asked.

      “You were so weird about the money. A better person than any…normal person would be.”

      “To be fair, I am pretty odd.”

      “Are you, though?” Chase fixed me with an inscrutable look. “You’re the one who gave me the lottery ticket. You enchanted it somehow, didn’t you?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want Chase to feel like he owed me. “Do you want to know what I’m doing here, Chase?”

      “Desperately.”

      “I do use magic. But I’m not a witch like from the covens. I come from a pocket world, a split-off from the reality you know. In my world, there’s a lot of magic.”

      Chase nodded, as if any of that made sense, and I realized I needed to back up. “All the worlds are in danger right now. There are these rips through the fabric of the universe, and until they’re sealed, the worlds will keep bleeding into each other. We’re coming up on an apocalypse.”

      He blinked at me, then asked levelly, “What’s the time frame on this apocalypse?”

      “It’s really kind of freaking me out how well you’re taking this situation.” I was worried that Chase was quietly having a nervous breakdown under his still surface. “We don’t know how long we have until the apocalypse. Years, for sure. But eventually, we’ll reach a tipping point where we can’t fix it anymore, where the fabric is so shredded that it can’t be patched.”

      “And what are you doing here? Saving the world?”

      “That’s the plan,” I said.

      “From…our school?”

      “The universe is a weird place,” I admitted. I leaned against the tree behind me, letting my eyes drift shut. Exhaustion seemed to weigh me down, and it wasn’t until I spoke that I realized how broken I felt inside. “The people in my world want to leave yours to die. I’m one of the rebel magicians.  We’re trying to seal the rips and prevent the apocalypse in all the worlds.”

      “That seems like the moral high ground,” Chase said. “Why would anyone fight that idea?”

      “Yeah, well, the moral high ground tends to be eroded by war.” I scrubbed my hand over my face. “I’m not supposed to be here, tampering in your world. If they catch me, I’ll be sentenced to forced labor in the mines, and that’s pretty much a death sentence. Happened to a few friends of mine.”

      “Are they…”

      Dead? I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      “Can we help you rescue them?”

      The offer surprised me so much that my eyes flew open again.

      “A year ago you didn’t know shifters or witches were real,” I said. “Now you want to walk into a whole new world of magic?”

      “Want to?” Chase asked skeptically, his big shoulders rising as he jammed his hands in his pockets. “No. But I know you, and I know you’re going to go after your friends. Someone should watch your back.”

      I studied his face. I should delete his memory. That was the smart thing to do.

      “You need to tell Maddie,” Chase added, and then snapped his fingers as understanding dawned across his face. “That’s why you’re so weird with her!”

      The reminder that I’d turned my face when Maddie tried to kiss me still stung. “Yes. I’m weird with her because, well, I’m weird. I’m literally from another world. What’s your excuse?”

      Chase pulled a face. “I don’t want to ruin our friendship.”

      “So you’re fearless when a friend needs you, but in the face of a five-foot-six bubbly blond, you lose all your cool?”

      “Yep,” Chase said.

      “I know the feeling,” I admitted.

      “I’ve got a lot more questions about this world of yours. And this mission of ours.”

      “I shouldn’t answer any of them.” I should wipe his mind. But he’d implied it was our mission now, like he was all-in.

      And it felt so good to be myself in this world, for once.

      “I want to tell Maddie,” I admitted. “When I’m ready. This has to stay our secret for now, Chase.”

      “You’re not going to use magic on me?” Surprise flitted across his face.

      The realization that he expected me to enchant him filled me with guilt. “You’re a lot smarter than you look, aren’t you?”

      “Right back at you.”

      I could always wipe his mind with magic later.

      For now, it felt better to walk through the dark woods with a true friend at my side.
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      Rafe

      

      “Don’t go out there looking like a fool,” Clearborn said, already looking at the papers he shuffled on his desk, as if he wasn’t interested in us now that the beating was over. “Full uniform back on, properly, please.”

      Jensen’s face was a mask as he pulled on his shirt, but he moved slowly. The second strapping over his swollen skin had caused it to split in places, weeping blood. As soon as the white shirt went over his back, it stuck to his back in those spots as the blood seeped through.

      Only the uncertainty of his movements gave away his pain as he raised his arms to slip his tie on. He pulled the tie taut, checking the length of the ends before he pressed the knot against his throat.

      “Are we dismissed?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Clearborn glanced up at me. “If Northsea doesn’t come back by morning, let me know. If she hasn’t returned to her pack, then I’ll send out the search parties in case she’s been taken.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Jensen gritted his teeth with the movement as he slid his blazer on over his wounded skin, then he moved toward the door, looking as normal as ever. Maybe there was something to be said for his mask. I headed for the door, eager to get Jensen out of there.

      “Oh, don’t forget your tawse,” Clearborn said. “I wanted to make sure you understood how to use it without causing any real damage. I hope I won’t have to order you to punish your cadets again.”

      I didn’t want to carry this goddamn thing across campus. But I picked it up anyway.

      He was already writing something, his head down, ignoring us. Jensen and I left the room in silence. Neither of us had anything to say; Jensen was moving slowly, his face stiff, and my mind was racing. I wanted to make sure that scene never played out again.

      It wasn’t until we were halfway across campus that he said, “You can’t tell Northsea. You were right in there. It would kill her to know.”

      The thought of her narrow back, her pale skin, under the lash made me sick. The tawse in my hand seemed to drag at my shoulder with its weight. I had to find a way to protect the rest of them.

      All of them.

      But especially Northsea.

      “You don’t want credit?” I asked, only half paying attention to the conversation because my mind was still on how we could avoid this happening again. I needed all of them to be on their best behavior.

      He flashed me a look, disgust in his gaze. “No, I don’t want credit.”

      “I didn’t mean that—”

      He cut me off, turning to face me. “You really think that’s who I am, don’t you?”

      Maybe it was because the beating had stripped away some of his pride and left him vulnerable, but hurt flashed across his face. It made something tighten in my chest. I hadn’t been fair to him in the past when all I’d seen was the spoiled kid and the bully. I’d failed him long before tonight.

      “No,” I said, knowing it was true as I said it. “You obviously care about Northsea…”

      He stared at me, his blank face intimidating.

      “Thank you,” I added.

      Thank you for protecting her when I’m not sure how I would.

      That tic pulsed in his jaw again, and I couldn’t read his face. Then he said, “I hope she’s just running late. That she forgot to charge her phone… I’d rather she made a bunch of stupid mistakes and left me here alone than came back to that. You think she’s all right, out there?”

      “No,” I said. I didn’t want to say the words, and they felt heavy in the cool night air. “I don’t think she’d be late if she could get back here.”

      He jerked his head in a nod as the two of us started across campus again.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” I warned him. “I meant what I said earlier. She’ll let us know if she needs us.”

      As if what he’d already done tonight hadn’t been stupid…and brave and self-sacrificing.

      Jensen nodded again, but I didn’t buy for a second that he agreed to listen to me.

      “Jensen,” I said, my voice warning. Then I changed tactics. “Listen. Can you talk to the guys? Tell them they need to walk the line. Keep out of Clearborn’s sites. Especially Penn—he looks like he’s jonesing to do something stupid. Let’s give Maddie and Tyson time. Faith. Okay?”

      Jensen frowned slightly. “You think any of them listen to me?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “You don’t realize it yet. Things have changed since the start of the year.”

      There was a faint hammering sound coming from the forest. Jensen glanced at me, and I returned his stare, trying to figure out what the hell that was.

      Together, without having to discuss it, the two of us headed toward the foreign sound. It didn’t belong out here in the night at the academy.

      In a clearing in the woods, a dozen men were at work, constructing a pair of flogging poles and a gallows.

      “Yeah,” Jensen muttered. “You could say that things have changed since the start of the year.”

      Dread settled heavy in my gut.
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      Tyson

      

      “Was it hard not to turn?” Maddie asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Did you feel it? That almost uncontrollable sense of fear?”

      She shuddered. “It reminds me why the packs think magic is so terrible…”

      Just remembering that sense of terror made my heart beat faster in my chest. But focusing on Maddie’s face had helped me fight that fear and find my center again.

      “You trusted me,” Maddie whispered. “Thank you.”

      “I always trust you,” I said.

      The way she smiled at that made lightness bloom in my chest. But it was true. She was the most incredible girl I’d ever met.

      That had nothing to do with her magic, and everything to do with her indomitable, happy-go-lucky personality. She was a force of nature.

      “Now’s our chance.” Maddie walked along the bars, her fingers trailing across them. “We have to get back to the academy.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      She paused. The look on her face sharpened, but a far-away dreaminess came into her gaze, as if she was concentrating on something I couldn’t see. Her lips moved in the words of a spell, and I tensed.

      If we were being watched, we only had so much time before the witches raised the alarm.

      Then suddenly, she dropped to her knees. The bracelet around her wrist glowed, and she clutched her arm just above it.

      “Maddie!” I moved to crouch beside her. She raised her face to mine, her eyes glimmering with unshed tears of pain.

      “I think the bracelet blocks my magic,” she whispered. “When I tried to use my spell, suddenly it hurt so much...”

      “We’ll figure something else out.”

      “I’d fight through the pain,” she said, and I believed her, no matter how much the pain had brought her to her knees. “But it feels like… like there’s something blocking me. I can’t reach my own magic.”

      She looked devastated. I’d thought of magic as something that was good on rare occasions—like when she healed Rafe or me—but that was a hazard. After all, her magic endangered her place at the academy.

      But her reaction jolted my chest. She liked having magic. It was important to her.

      A sharp edge of dread cut into my chest. I hadn’t even realized how scared I was of magic until that moment. She wanted to own that power, power no one should possess.

      “Tyson.” She raised those luminous blue eyes to my face. “You’ve got to do it. You’ve got to break the spells on the cell.”

      “I can’t,” I said, my denial quicker than reason, which came a second later. “Maddie, just because the fortune-teller said I’m a warlock… I’ve never used magic before.”

      “Your magic changed the card deck,” she said. “Your latent magic must be powerful… so much you don’t even realize you’re using it.”

      “No,” I shook my head.

      “Maybe that’s part of why you’re so charming,” she mused, as if she was thinking out loud. “You could use magic to affect people without even realizing you’re doing it.”

      I pulled as if she’d just slapped me. It felt like it. “You think I’m controlling people against their will?”

      Her gaze was suddenly troubled. “No…”

      “Maddie, I’m not a witch,” I said.

      “You think that would be such a terrible thing,” she said. “To be like me.”

      “I don’t want to be a witch!” I exploded. Her eyes widened, hurt flashing across her face, and more gently, I added, “I’m sorry, Maddie, I don’t mean to hurt you. I don’t mind that you are. But I don’t want to be one.”

      Her lips tightened. “It’s so nice that you don’t mind part of who I am.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Well, if you aren’t a witch, we aren’t getting out of here,” she said. “You’ll be happy, I guess. Until we’re dead.”

      Her voice was sharp. Irritation flared through me, and I scrubbed my hand over my face. “Are we still under the effects of that truth spell?”

      “Why? Would you normally manage to contain your disdain for magic a little better?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I think I would, actually. Because I love you—all of you—witchy parts included. I just don’t want to be a fucking witch.”

      “Why? What’s so terrible about having power?”

      “Because I don’t want that kind of power!” I scrambled to my feet.

      “Why?”

      I shook my head, desperate to end the conversation.

      Priority one was to get out of here. Even though everything in me resisted the idea of being a witch, if I had magic, if I could save Maddie and me, if I could protect our friends, that was what was important. I could deal with the fallout later.

      “Okay. Fine,” I said. “Let’s play your game. How would I use magic to break us out of here?”

      As relief came over her face, I knew I’d made the right choice.

      I’d do anything for her, no matter what it cost me.

      “There must be a way through these bars,” she said. “Even though we can’t see it.”

      She held up her wrist, encased with that damn bracelet. “They must assume I’m the only one with magic. So they only bound me with their magic-blocking spell. You can find the spot where the bars are enchanted to hinge or disappear, whatever it is they set up.”

      “How?”

      “Run your hands over the bars and focus,” she said. “Feel for something that’s wrong, or warm, or just different. Your magic will respond to someone else’s.”

      That must have been what she was doing when she walked along the bars.

      I nodded, my jaw tight with tension.

      Either we stayed caged and our friends were attacked, or I stepped forward into life as a witch. I’d rather be a witch, even though revulsion twisted through my stomach at the thought.

      I started at one end and ran my fingers over the cold, hard bars. I paced across the length of them, but didn’t feel anything.

      Maddie hesitated. I turned at the other end of the cell. Time to do it again. I wasn’t going to let her down.

      I focused, letting my eyes drift shut. The room was deeply silent; she didn’t move, she barely breathed. But I could feel her there, the way my body always felt her when she was near, with some deep, primal connection.

      She wasn’t a distraction. The ripples of energy that I felt when Maddie was near me felt like strength instead.

      I let my mind drift, opening my mind to more than just what I would normally sense in this room.

      My fingers ran across one bar, then another, then another. Each was cold and hard to the touch.

      And then my fingers brushed over another bar, and it felt… soft.

      I paused. My heart was beating faster, and I reached out and touched the bars with my other hand. This time, again, it felt like my fingers went through the bar, as if it was as insubstantial as Jell-o.

      My eyes flew open. The bars in front of me looked as solid as before, and my fingertips rested lightly across them. I’d almost thought my fingers might have sunk into the enchanted metal.

      “You found it.” Maddie sounded sure, full of confidence in me.

      “I found it,” I admitted. “Now what?”

      “Most people use Latin to focus their magic because it feels appropriately witchy,” she said, a smile in her voice. “There’s really no reason. You can say anything that helps, but you have to focus all your magic, all your power, into destroying the enchantment.”

      “Focus all my magic, great,” I said. “No pressure. Not like I’ve done this before.”

      “You could imagine the bars blowing away from you like an explosion,” she said. “Or crumbling to the ground as they turn to nothing but ash.”

      “Am I imagining the bars being destroyed or the enchantment?”

      “Either.”

      “Magic seems a little unscientific,” I muttered.

      “Imagine that.” She leaned against the solid bars beside me, and she reached out to touch my arm gently. “You’ve got this, Ty. There’s nothing you can’t do.”

      That wasn’t as comforting in this particular moment as she thought it was.

      I set my hands on the bars, feeling tension ripple through my shoulders.

      Nothing happened.

      I bit my lower lip, straining hard, wondering if I was even doing this right.

      Maybe I was trying too hard to force it. Maybe it was like the Force.

      “I’ve got faith in you,” Maddie said, her voice soft. “Magic’s not good or bad, Ty. It just depends on the person wielding it. And you’re one of the best people I know.”

      Disbelief flickered inside me. She really thought of me that way. As many girls had flirted with me and however many people had appreciated my athleticism, I didn’t feel like anyone really knew me.

      I wasn’t sure I could live up to what she saw in me.

      But I’d try.

      Suddenly, there was nothing under my hands. The ground shook under my feet, and my eardrums popped. Energy blazed through my body and I caught myself as I leapt forward, stumbling through the blast.

      When I turned to Maddie, the bars were gone.

      She grinned at me, with a look of such unabashed joy that I couldn’t feel anything but good about what I’d just done.

      “I’m a warlock,” I said, trying it out. “Huh.”

      “You’re a badass shifter who can use magic,” she told me, crossing between us. She bobbed up onto her toes and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “You aren’t really different at all. You’re still Ty. Still amazing.”

      When her body swayed against mine, I thought the two of us together really could do anything.

      We could even use magic for good, even if I grew up believing that was impossible.
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      Maddie

      

      Tyson and I headed briskly across the room. He tried to pull open the door, but it was locked. He glanced to me.

      “You know what to do,” I said.

      He pressed his palm against the door. I held my breath, just as I had before, but this time, there was no real hesitation. The door flew away from his hands, across the hallway, and slammed into the wall, where it fell heavily back at our feet.

      “Huh,” he said, looking down at his hand as the last golden glow of magic faded away. “This is kind of cool.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling you. Who doesn’t want to have superpowers?”

      “I can turn into a wolf. That was already a superpower.” He grabbed my hand, and the two of us ran down the hallway.

      An alarm started to blare.

      “I guess that’s for us,” I said.

      “Let’s make it count,” he said. “They should be scared.”

      When we turned the corner, there were two witches in front of us. They raised guns.

      Ty brought his hand up in one smooth, quick gesture, and their guns flew out of their hands and slammed into the ceiling. The guns hovered there for a second, then fell to the ground, landing with thuds. A stray round went off, punching into the wall, and the scent of gunpowder bloomed in the air.

      “Holy shit,” Ty said.

      “That was quick.”

      “That was an accident,” he said.

      The witches dove into their robes for their wands, but they didn’t get the chance to use them. Ty and I both closed on them. His fangs flashed in his mouth as he leapt for the first one.

      I grabbed the gun from the floor and brought it to bear on the second witch. As he flung his wand toward me, shouting a word, I shot him in the chest twice, and he crumpled to the ground. He would’ve killed us without hesitation. I owed him the same.

      “Where are we?” Ty moved to the end of the hallway, which was a T so there was a blank wall in front of us. “I don’t see any windows.”

      “Left or right?” We had no information to make a logical choice.

      “Left.”

      Together, the two of us ran to the left.

      “What do you mean, it was an accident?” I asked.

      “I didn’t even think about using magic,” he said, and there was something horrified in his gaze when it met mine. “I…don’t know how I did that.”

      “It saved our lives,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, but his gaze was still troubled. “I’d like to be in control of the magic, though.”

      “Wayward magic for a wayward boy?”

      “I’m not a boy.” He suddenly grabbed me around the waist, yanking me against the wall.

      Witches rushed past us ahead, going down another hallway. His body was hard against mine, his cock brushing against the curve of my ass. My heart was beating a mile a minute, but the sound of his heartbeat so near my ear stilled a little of my adrenaline.

      The last witch turned toward us, then tried to shout something. His eyes widened and his mouth opened, but nothing came out.

      He fell to his knees as if he were being strangled.

      Ty pushed me away from him as his magic sparked across his fingertips. He flashed me a look of horror.

      A golden bubble of magic bloomed across his hands, like a shield, and the next second, as the witches doubled back to check on the fallen witch, the magic slammed into all of them. All three of them fell to the floor.

      “They’re unconscious,” I said. “I know it’s scary, Ty, but you’re saving our lives.”

      “They might be dead,” he said, his eyes wild. “I don’t mind killing some witches, but I’d like for it to be my idea.”

      “Your magic is working to protect us,” I said as we leapt over the bodies—I didn’t want to stop and check on them, I’d rather tell Ty they were definitely unconscious. “It’s amazing. Most people have to try so hard.”

      “What happened to you when you blacked out?” he said. “With Rafe and with me...”

      “Are you feeling weak?” I asked.  “Don’t use your magic anymore. When you use too much, it can deplete your energy. That’s why I passed out, because I poured all my magic into healing you.”

      “That’s great, but I can’t just not use my magic,” he said.

      His hands were gritted into fists, and suddenly I realized magic glowed inside those fists.

      “If you pass out, I’m here. I won’t leave you.”

      “No, but it would be like I left you.” Ty was trying to maintain control of himself, but his eyes were wild. “And you’d have my ass to haul out of here. That’s worse, Maddie. I’d rather you saved yourself.”

      “It worked out okay last time.”

      “You call this okay?”

      We reached a stairwell.

      I flashed Ty a smile as I leaned against the bar to open the door. “Yep. This isn’t the best date I’ve ever been on, but it’s not the worst either.”

      “You worry me.”

      The two of us burst into the stairwell. It was an empty concrete stairwell, and the only stairs led up. The two of us charged up the stairs.

      An Emergency Exit sign blazed above a door next to us.

      “Can’t be that easy,” Ty said.

      “We deserve a break at this point, don’t we?”

      There was a creak above us, then voices in the stairwell.

      As quietly as possible, I opened the door.

      The fire alarm started to blare, upping the chaos since now two alarms were warring with each other. The sounds seemed to pierce my eardrums, making it hard to think.

      The two of us burst out into a courtyard. All around us were brick walls. There were doors and windows, but it wasn’t exactly the clear route to freedom I’d hoped for.

      “And here I was hoping Lex’s car would be parked right outside,” Ty muttered. “I’d really hate to face him again without his car.”

      “He does really love that car,” I agreed, looking around desperately for the best way out of here.

      Ty reached out to grab my hand, then stopped, as if the glow of magic on his hand had caught his eye.

      I grabbed his hand in mine anyway.

      Together, the two of us raced for freedom.

      A bullet cracked into the ground in front of us. The two of us dove to the ground, seeking cover, but there was nowhere to go. When I looked up at the roof surrounding the courtyard, I glimpsed witches with guns.

      Ty raised his hands, pulling out of my grip, and said, “Oh shit.”

      His magic blasted away the building in front of us. It crumbled to the ground. The witches on the roof screamed as the ground fell away beneath them, and they were crushed in the rubble. Dust and smoke billowed up.

      I looked to Ty, through the cloud of dust that choked me, but he was passed out on the ground.

      I was alone in the chaos.
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      My knees buckled under Tyson’s weight as I carried him with lurching steps. As much as I worked out, dragging two hundred pounds of muscular wolf shifter through the unsteady footing of a collapsed building was challenging.

      We were out in the middle of nowhere, and I glimpsed barbed wire and fencing in the distance. Great. I didn’t have magic, and the guy who did was currently as helpful as a bag of potatoes and four times as heavy.

      Metal roofs of cars shone under the sun ahead. Parking lot. I limped toward it fast, hearing the cries of survivors behind me as they tried to organize themselves.

      We’d been lucky to survive ourselves. Was Ty’s magic a danger to himself? To others?

      I’d never tell him how much it scared me. He needed to know I depended on him. He had to come to trust himself.

      And his magic.

      Once he had it under control.

      When I reached the cars, I staggered behind the first one and dumped Ty on the ground. His body thumped into the ground, his arms floppy and relaxed as they sprawled across the pavement. He was out hard.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. My shoulders were tight and my legs burned as I quickly moved along the cars, looking for one that was open. I didn’t know how to hot-wire a car, which seemed like a real failure in my education. I was hoping to get lucky, and that’s never much of a life plan.

      And then, I did.

      Lex’s car was in front of me.

      I ran back and searched Ty’s pockets. The car keys were still in his jeans pocket. The witches had spent the time to ink runes on our bodies and steal my pendant, but they’d left little things like our keys and wallets. Arrogant assholes. Bless them.

      I grabbed Ty’s hand, gritting my teeth as I tried to haul his dead weight up, and set my shoulder into his stomach to haul him into a fireman’s carry.

      I got the car open and muscled him into the passenger seat. Then I dragged the seatbelt across his form and clicked it in. His head lolled against my shoulder, and I pushed him up before I slammed the door shut.

      The shouting back at the coven sounded less chaotic and more organized now. Shit.

      Hopefully they wouldn’t be able to launch an attack on the academy anytime too soon. We’d caused a lot of destruction on our way out.

      Not that we were out yet.

      I hopped into the driver’s seat, pressing the start before I even got my door closed.

      I pulled out onto the long road that led through open fields away from the coven’s lab. Ahead of me were two guards, running toward the chaos. One of them brought his gun up into his shoulder, and I ducked low over the steering wheel. The pop-pop of his rounds was distant, but the window shattered.

      “Lex is going to be so pissed.” I pressed my foot down on the accelerator, and the car leaped forward.

      The guard jumped to one side, into the ditch at the side of the road. Wise choice.

      I slammed the car into the gate and it slammed into our roof. I ducked involuntarily at the sound, but then the gate fell off our car as I took a hard turn onto the road.

      I urged the car as fast as it could go, feeling the car swing a bit wildly around the turns. I was afraid they’d come after us.

      Tyson made a small, sleepy sound as he woke, then suddenly bolted upright, grabbing the dashboard. “Holy shit, Maddie. And here I thought your driving was just a nightmare—”

      “Hey, I got us out of there, didn’t I?” I asked. “Had to take my turn so you didn’t get all the glory.”

      He snorted. “What glory? We can’t tell anyone what happened and how we escaped, or they might kill us.”

      The thought made my stomach curdle. “Can’t I just enjoy the moment, dude?”

      “No.” He clutched the death strap above his door, looking slightly green at the sight of the trees flashing by us. Lex’s sporty little car got solidly above 100 MPH. “Because I am definitely not enjoying the moment.”

      “I have no idea where we are,” I admitted. “Or where we’re going.”

      “But we’re definitely going to get there soon.”

      A sign for the highway popped up ahead of us. I eased off the accelerator, preparing for the turn onto the highway, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I never knew you minded speeding so much,” I said.

      “It’s not speeding. It’s your driving. And what’s that sound?”

      “I think the car’s a bit worse for the wear,” I admitted.

      “Lex is going to be so glad you survived,” he said. “And then he’s going to kill you.”

      “I planned to blame you, actually.”

      Ty tried to smile, but it didn’t have his usual brightness. It wasn’t fear of Lex’s fury that left him shaken. No matter how we joked about it, we both knew Lex valued our lives a hell of a lot more than he valued any car.

      I had a feeling Tyson Atlas was scared of himself.

      “What did it feel like?” I asked. “When your magic did…stuff on its own?”

      “Like nothing,” he said. “That’s almost the worst part. I felt this flare of energy, of power in my body, right before I did anything. But I didn’t even think about doing the stuff that happened. It was like something possessed me.”

      “Nothing’s possessing you. It’s your subconscious mind working your magic to protect you,” I said.

      “How do you know that?” Ty demanded. “You’re telling me whatever you think will make me feel better. The truth is, I have these crazy, out-of-control powers…”

      “You’re strong,” I admitted. “Stronger than most witches.”

      He swiped his hand through his hair. He stared out the window for a few long seconds, then closed his eyes, as if he were in pain.

      “Ty,” I said softly. “Talk to me.”

      “When I blacked out,” he said. “I had this…dream. It keeps coming back to me in fragments.”

      “A dream?”

      “I’m not so sure it was a dream,” he admitted.

      I waited, hoping he would tell me. I didn’t want to push him, though.

      Finally he said, “I think maybe it’s a memory. Something I forgot for a long time.”

      “What is it?” He wouldn’t still be talking about it if he didn’t want to tell me, no matter how painful or scary that might be for him.

      My guys weren’t scared of much, but sometimes I thought they might be terrified of feelings.

      “I think I told you that my dad was killed by the alpha when I was seven,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “He challenged the alpha. I’ve never known why. My parents were happy in the pack, I thought. I mean, I was a kid so it’s always hard to know what’s really going on. And I never got the chance to talk to them as an adult.” There was a bitter edge in his voice. “But… if this dream really happened… I think maybe I know why my dad would try to become the alpha.”

      I waited, and he finally went on.

      “In my dream—” he broke off, stopping himself. Then he started again, as if he’d steeled himself to reality. “In my memory, my dad and I were out in the woods.”

      “That wasn’t unusual,” he went on. “My parents were carpenters for the pack. As a family, we made all kinds of stuff. We lived in a trailer, but we worked in the nicest work shed, and they loved their tools… they loved working with their hands. I’d almost forgotten that.”

      “Anyway, my dad was trying to bring down logs to plane later. He cut wood all the time; it wasn’t a big deal. But it was always dangerous.” He shuddered at the memory, his face pale, and I thought he wasn’t going to tell me.

      Then he went on. “The tree fell the wrong way. He pushed me out of the way, but it pinned him. He was underneath this enormous log, bleeding, really hurt. He told me to go for help. But we were deep in the woods and he was going to die, I knew he was. So I pushed the log off him.”

      He looked down at his palms, which were the same as ever now, but I had a feeling he was seeing the phantom golden glow of his magic. “I shouldn’t have been able to do that. Afterward, between the two of us, we were able to get him into his pick-up truck, and I drove us out of the woods and he got to the hospital. He survived.”

      “I told people what I did, but no one believed me. And that was a good thing. When he got out of the hospital, he told everyone it was just a kid’s story, that it was my way of dealing with what I saw that day and how helpless I felt.” He shook his head. “But he took me back out into the woods, back to where it happened. He told me I saved him, but that I could never tell anyone the truth.”

      “He told me not to do magic anymore, that the pack might try to hurt me if they found out what I could do. I was so scared. I didn’t think he’d realized how hard it would be for me to hear that my own family, my pack, would think I was a monster and would kill me. I was just seven.”

      He blew out a long, slow breath. “So he told me he would fix it. He would help the pack learn that magic wasn’t bad. But he said it would take time, so I should just…forget that I even had magic for now. He asked if I could do that, and I wonder if I did some kind of spell on myself. Because I didn’t even remember…”

      He shook his head. “And then he challenged the alpha. And he died. So did it matter that I saved his life that day? He died because of me.”

      “He tried to protect you. He tried to make the pack do the right thing. It’s awful and tragic that he was killed, Ty, but he loved you.”

      “And he must not have even been my dad anyway,” he said, his voice bitter. “I must be the son of some witch…”

      “He was your dad,” I said. “Whatever else happened before you were born, he obviously loved you. He was your dad.”

      He snorted, staring out the window.

      “You don’t really think family is as simple as that, do you?” I asked softly. “You saw me spiral after learning that Joan’s husband wasn’t really my father. But I’ve always had a family. I had Piper.  She’s my sister, because she chose to be. And your dad chose to do anything to protect you. Like a good father.”

      Ty’s face was still tight with grief, and I reached out to capture his hand in mine. “You’re worth it, Ty. You always have been. I’m glad you’re on this planet.”

      He paused, as if he was taking that in, then squeezed my hand back.  “Thanks, Maddie. That’s what I needed to hear.”

      That felt too easy, but I said uncertainly, “You’re welcome.”

      “Now what I need to see is both your hands on the wheel, because holy shit, you are not qualified to drive one-handed. I’m not even convinced you’re qualified to drive two-handed.”

      “I’m a good driver,” I defended myself, but I was glad he was joking again. I gripped the wheel with two hands and raised an eyebrow at him. “Better?”

      “Slightly. Do you think we could do less driving-it-like-we-stole-it?” He glanced in the rearview mirror. “I think we lost the witches, but it doesn’t matter if we die in a fiery wreck on the side of the highway.”

      “Do you want to drive?”

      “Yes,” he said, unhesitatingly.

      The banter between us was quick and comfortable again, as if Ty had dropped the burden of that memory already.

      But we don’t shake our ghosts that easily. I glanced over at him, at his handsome face in profile.

      He didn’t really believe me yet that he should see that act of love for what it was and not carry it as a burden of guilt instead.

      But I’d be here to remind him. I was glad he was in this world, powerful with magic, and I believed in him just as much as his father must have.

      “I’ll pull over up ahead at the rest stop,” I said. “You can drive if it makes you feel so much better.”

      I’d do whatever it took to make him feel better.

      Even though I was actually a perfectly fine driver.
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      Silas

      

      On Monday, in the middle of classes, the fire alarm went off. It was a low blaring sound unlike the kind of fire alarms I’d heard before when I was Earthside.

      I stood, throwing my backpack over my shoulder. The alarm cut off as suddenly as it had begun.

      The instructor at the front of the room raised his hands. “There is no fire. This is the start of your patrol drill.”

      This again. Every once in a while, we had a patrol drill where we pretended to turn out as if the academy was under attack. Sometimes we ran them in our human form, sometimes we had to shift.

      Which was very inconvenient for me, given that I was not a werewolf.

      “All right, everyone, you know the drill.” Tuck, an upperclassman who had somehow missed this class when he was a first-year, jumped to his feet.

      “Sit down, Mr. Tuck,” the instructor said. “For today’s drill, the cadre have been mysteriously struck dead. We’re going to see how well these patrols work when there’s a disruption to the defined leadership.”

      Chase groaned next to me. “This should be fun.”

      “It should be,” I said, surprised by the change. This was the kind of drill we would have run in the magic military academy that I had attended, where the expectations were higher and discipline much tighter than around here.

      “Now!” The instructor called. “Move smartly! The academy is under attack.”

      When we got through the crowded halls and made it outside, I saw Lex and Rafe standing with a bunch of other cadre under the watchful eye of Clearborn. Lex had his arms crossed over his chest, as if he just loved this. I could’ve sworn Rafe gave me a look that said don’t embarrass me before Clearborn said something to them all, drawing their attention back.

      Chase, Penn and I moved quickly to our designated rally point on the north side of campus, by a trio of pines. A minute later, we were joined by Jensen, who moved at a run.

      “Where’s Rafe and Lex?” Jensen frowned. “They were just standing around back there.”

      Maybe the instructors hadn’t even been intended to tell us what the drill was about. Penn hastily filled in the details.

      “Then I’m in charge by default,” Jensen said.

      “Agreed,” Penn said, which made Jensen’s lips tug slightly at the corners.

      “We need to move out to patrol our designated section of the wall,” he said. “We all know the drill. We can do it without Rafe yelling at us.”

      “That’s your motivational speech?” Chase grinned.

      Jensen ignored him. No one would’ve said that to Rafe or Lex in what was supposed to be a serious drill.

      The four of us moved out quickly, spreading through the woods apart from each other but without losing sight.

      “Bring it in a little closer, Penn,” Jensen called. “I keep losing you.”

      “Got it.”

      The four of us slipped through the pines until we reached our section of the wall that was our responsibility.

      Jensen started to say something else about breaking into pairs, but a strange twitch of magic in the air distracted me.

      We were supposed to be out on a pretend drill. But there were witches on the other side of that wall. I could feel their magic in the air.

      I glanced around, wondering if any of them had scented something unusual. I didn’t have their wolfish senses, and I always had to bluff my way, guessing at what they might pick up on.

      “We should shift,” I said. While maintaining the illusion I was a wolf was hard on me, I expected that it was more likely they’d realize what was wrong in their wolf form.

      “That’s not protocol,” Jensen said.

      “Words I never expected to hear you say,” Penn said.

      Jensen flashed him a look. “Are we really doing this?”

      Penn raised his hands. “I have no problem playing this game.”

      “It’s not a game,” Jensen said. “Maybe if you’d all been chased by witches through the forest and almost killed a few times, you’d realize that.”

      His words hung in the air as he looked around at us all. Penn’s lips tugged ruefully, as if he might apologize, but Jensen was already going on.

      “Now stop fucking around. Chase, with me. Silas, Penn, you patrol north along the wall while we go south to our boundary’s edge. Double check that the wards are all secure, then meet back here.”

      “Got it.”

      That was why we weren’t supposed to shift; we couldn’t check the wards in our wolf form. But off in the distance, I heard the baying of wolves, so clearly, not everyone had gotten the message.

      Penn and I headed along the wall as I wracked my brain with how to get away from the guys for a few minutes so I could get to the other side of the wall and see what the witches were doing.

      The obvious choice was to use magic to knock them out, to steal a few minutes of time. I would have done that without hesitating, not that long ago.

      Maybe Keen was right. Maybe I was going soft.

      Maybe I’d get these friends I’d come to care about killed because of it. It was my job to protect the academy from the covens and to keep all-out war at bay.

      “Penn,” I said, gathering my magic in my palm, preparing to freeze him in place.

      He turned to me, his eyes widening. “You see something?”

      He looked at me like I was a friend. I couldn’t do it—not yet. Not until I exhausted my other options.

      “Nah,” I said, letting my magic dissipate. It burned against my palm, and then it was gone.

      He exhaled. “I thought maybe you saw something. I get the creepiest feeling whenever I’m out here along the wall.”

      He glanced up the warded stone barrier that separated us from the forest on the other side. “We should head back.”

      It would be harder to get away from all three of them.

      “You think we’re really all going to hang out at Chase’s? Like we talked about the other day?” I didn’t know why I was thinking about that. Chase had put an offer in on the house, but it wasn’t like it mattered. I wasn’t going to be here anyway.

      “I mean, he’s crazy to let us in. Maddie talks a lot—beginning way too early in the morning—and Jensen’s a sarcastic pain-in-the-ass, and we all know I’m a wreck,” Penn said, shrugging. “But maybe.”

      “It can be our clubhouse,” Jensen deadpanned, materializing out of the woods on silent feet. Chase was a step behind him, to his side.

      Damn it. But if I’d frozen Penn, I probably wouldn’t have had enough time to get over and back before Chase and Jensen doubled back, and then I’d be in a worse place. It made more sense to freeze all three of them.

      “I’m seriously touched you’d want us around,” Jensen said to Chase, but he was always so deadpan that it was hard to tell if he was being sarcastic or not.

      Chase shrugged. “My brother and sister are already a pain-in-the-ass. I’m used to it.”

      “All right, now we post and wait,” Jensen said. “Hopefully they sound the all-clear soon.”

      “This new dean seems awfully intent on running things like a military school,” Chase said, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

      “So irritating. It’s not like it’s a military school,” Jensen said.

      “Is your dad okay?” Chase asked Jensen.

      Jensen nodded slowly. “He’s full of rage and whiskey, at the moment, but he’s fine.”

      “I don’t think I like this new guy much,” Penn said.

      “I don’t,” Jensen said flatly. “But at least some of the shit that’s always slid around here is getting straightened up. Better security, more drills.”

      “You really feel that way?” Penn asked. “After what Clearborn did to you?”

      Jensen shrugged.

      “We’ll see, I guess,” he said. “I’m more worried about whether Maddie and Ty make it back, about the covens themselves, than a little skin off my back.”

      “I don’t think I’d be so forgiving,” Penn muttered.

      The all-clear sounded.

      “Let’s go back,” Jensen said.

      “I’ll catch up with you guys later,” I said, checking my watch. “I’m going to skip lunch and go for a run.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jensen said. “We aren’t secured until we’ve all checked in.”

      “Cover for me,” I said, already walking backward into the woods.

      Jensen started to say something else. I wouldn’t expect him to be the one to sell military discipline, and I couldn’t take it anymore. Magic glowed in my hand, a warm tingle across my palm that always felt comforting.

      “Let me go,” I said, raising my hand toward them. My magic scattered across them all.

      Jensen frowned, his lips parting. But he breathed in my magic.

      I hated seeing the faces of my friends when I felt like I’d just betrayed them, so I turned and strode through the forest without hesitating, back toward the wall.
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      Silas

      

      I jumped and caught the edge of the wall with my hands, then swung myself up and over. The physical training at this school was easy after the academy I’d attended.

      Still, at the top of the wall, I always had a second of hesitation. There was such a difference between the shifter grounds I left behind, which were carefully warded and patrolled, and the forest beyond, where the witches launched their attacks.

      I’d been unimpressed by this assignment when Keen first gave it to me, not that I was allowed to protest. The thought of going undercover at another academy, pretending to be a student again to be talked-down-to, had been bad enough. And to protect shifters?

      Whether we should interfere in the war between the shifters and the covens was a hot topic in my world, and most people fell into the very enlightened side of maybe we should let them all kill each other.

      I’d held that view too, but now everything had changed for me.

      It’s hard to hate people once you know them.

      I glanced back toward the forest where I’d left my friends, hoping they were headed back to the academy and that they’d cover for me without getting into trouble themselves.

      Then I jumped down into the quiet woods.

      I didn’t dare carry a wand, but the truth was I didn’t need one. I’d have been top of my class at the academy of magic if the only qualification had been wizardry itself.

      Unfortunately, they deducted points for things like being a smartass and excessive thinking for oneself.

      Both those things—my, ah, independence and my skill with magic—had qualified me for this assignment, which at first had made me wish I’d kept my mouth shut a little more often.

      I moved swiftly through the woods, searching for the tendrils of magic I’d felt. There were witches out here, now. And as much as I wanted to fit into my cover role at times, to be a good friend to my fellow students, my real mission was simple.

      Defend the academy from the covens. At all costs. Keep Madeline Northsea alive.

      The only higher mission I had was to seal the rips themselves.

      Then I felt the witches’ magic, drifting through the air. The witches were working on destroying the wards. They were clumsy, just like the ones who had been out here before, that first time I met Maddie.

      I hated that she didn’t remember it.

      I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t make any memories with her that she wouldn’t keep herself. I didn’t want to lie to her. As much as I wanted to kiss her, I didn’t even want that if it wasn’t real, if she didn’t know the man she was kissing. But the way she’d tried to kiss me, and I’d rejected her, haunted me.

      Definitely botched that situation. Let’s kill some witches and make up for it.

      I had to find my comfort where I could.

      The witches’ magic felt like tendrils of enchanted vine creeping through the forest, sliding toward the warded walls. I could feel three of them out here, working together.

      Then I slipped between a few pines, and I could see the first one. He stood in his dark robes—very dramatic, no real wizard would be caught dead in a cloak in my world—with his arms raised. The first of the tendrils were curled around his legs, coiled so tightly that it was hard to tell where his flesh left off and where the magic began.

      I held my hand out toward him, summoning my magic, then reached out for the other two. I could feel his tendrils of magic, slithering in the grass and the muck, and sometimes they bumped against the other tendrils. I followed them until I could see each of the three witches in my mind’s eye.

      And then I snapped the tendrils.

      All three of them fell to their knees as their magic snapped painfully back into their bodies. I knew that feeling. In training, we’d had our magics broken dozens of times, until we learned to keep moving through the pain that came with it.

      I was at the side of the first witch in a few quick strides. I grabbed his hair, pulling his head back. I wanted to know what their mission was.

      When his gaze met mine, he raised his hand. There was something in his palm, a glass globe full of light, tinged with strings of blood from a dark red core that drifted out to the edges of the glass.

      A Hinderance. The Earthside covens weren’t supposed to even know this dark and ancient spell.

      I let go of him, already raising my wards, my hands lifting as a golden shield bloomed between him and me. But I was too late.

      He hurled the Hindrance at me.

      It shattered, blood splashing across my clothes, across my skin.

      I started to mutter the words of a protective spell, but I was already lost. My magic was gone. It sputtered at my fingers, golden sparks that I couldn’t flame into anything more no matter how hard I concentrated.

      Other witches appeared at the sides of the first, a woman and another male witch.

      Time to do this the old fashioned way.

      I hurled myself at the first witch. Catching him around the jaw, I broke his neck and dropped him to my feet.

      The two remaining witches looked at me wild-eyed. One of them was already intoning the words of a sleep spell.

      I moved toward her with intent, but the other witch tried to block me. I quickly dropped him, knocking him unconscious instead.

      I took another step toward her, and then my legs went out from underneath me.

      Sleep.

      Fuck.
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      Jensen

      

      We were almost out of the woods, and the green of the academy lawn was in front of me, when I got the tingling, instinctual sense something wasn’t right.

      “Where did our strange friend go?” I asked, stopping dead.

      In front of us, I could hear shouting as they did the roll call for the teams. Great. We were going to look like quite the bunch of fuck-ups if we didn’t make it to roll call. But I couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong.

      “Chasing butterflies?” Chase suggested. “Lost in a good book? It’s Silas. He just kind of wanders off. That’s his thing.”

      “Jensen is right,” Penn said. “That was weird.”

      “Weird, yes. But you literally just called him our strange friend,” Chase said to me. He frowned slightly. “Which is kind of weird itself.”

      “You’ve all grown on me,” I admitted.  “I’m going back to check on him. I’ve just got a feeling. You two go on and meet up with Rafe and Lex. No reason for us all to be in trouble.”

      Chase’s eyes widened—as if he’d just realized missing the roll call might mean catching a beating. I couldn’t say I was enthused about the idea of another one either.

      “I don’t want to be wrong and see a friend get hurt,” I said. “It’s bad enough that we don’t know where Northsea is. But I’m probably being stupid. Go on.”

      “You probably are being stupid,” Penn said, “but I’m going with you. Just in case.”

      “Me too,” Chase said.

      “Really?” I asked skeptically.

      Chase shrugged.

      “All right,” I said. “Your funeral.”

      I was glad I wasn’t going back alone. I had the weirdest sense of something going awry.

      We doubled back through the woods, but there was no sign of Silas.

      I couldn’t even remember now exactly what he’d said he was doing or why I’d let him go instead of dragging his ass back to formation so we wouldn’t all catch hell.

      What was wrong with me? Maybe I really wasn’t cut out to be a leader, just like my dad had always said. You can lead on the basketball court. For what that’s worth. But anyone else? Who would follow you past the bleachers?

      I hated how hard things were on my dad since my sister died, but truthfully, it wasn’t like he’d ever been anything but an asshole.

      “I don’t like this,” I said, staring around the forest.

      I jumped and caught the edge of the wall, kicking my leg up and over. It reminded me of sneaking off academy grounds with Maddie, which was almost a fond memory.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Penn asked.

      “If he’s not on this side,” I straddled the wall, one leg hanging on either side, “he must be on that side.”

      “Except Silas isn’t stupid and he wouldn’t—” Chase began.

      I spotted something moving through the forest, then spied the blue of his blazer. “There’s Silas.”

      “I stand corrected,” Chase said. “He is stupid.”

      “Be a good moose and help me up,” Penn said to Chase.

      “You’re an ass, and I’m glad you’re short.” Chase told him, but he still boosted Penn up to the top of the wall.

      I caught Penn’s wrist and helped him pull up the rest of the way.

      Chase was a big guy and after he jumped, it was like watching a tank crawl up the side of a stone wall. If a tank got a bit red in the face. I pretended not to notice, though, grabbing his shirt and helping yank him up.

      Once we were all on the wall, I pointed towards where I’d last seen Silas.

      Right before I realized it wasn’t Silas at all.

      It was a witch in dark robes moving through the woods, wearing Silas like a backpack. His head lolled to one side. He was unconscious at best.

      The three of us exchanged a glance, then wordlessly dropped to the other side of the wall.

      “Try to take the witch alive.” I dropped my blazer to the ground, and the others followed my lead, undressing silently. “She’ll be useful to the Council.”

      Then the three of us started to shake with the transformation before dropping to the ground as wolves.

      The three of us spread out, circling the witch.

      The moment she realized she was surrounded by wolves, her eyes widened with horror. She tried to raise her magic as my lips drew back from my teeth.

      Her scream pierced the quiet of the forest when I leapt on top of her, knocking her down. I pinned her. Her lips moved with the words of a spell, but Penn turned back, fast. He slammed her across the face with a fist, and her head fell back, unconscious.

      I shifted back in a hurry then, and Chase did a moment later. I scrambled on my knees to Silas, pressing my fingers into his pulse.

      “Is he alive?” Chase asked as soon as he came out of the shift, his voice still raspy from the pain and blood.

      Silas blinked his eyes open. “No? Can I opt for no?”

      “What the hell were you doing?” I demanded.

      Silas let his head fall back into the grass. “That’s why I opted for no.”

      “We need to have a conversation,” I told him.

      “Two things,” he said, sitting up to his elbows. “One, it sounds like you’re channeling Rafe right now, and it really worries me. Two, if you must yell at me, please put some clothes on first. I cannot have a serious conversation with you when your dicks are swinging in the breeze.”

      “We had to shift to save your life,” I growled, reminding him. I stood, prodding the witch between us. “Where did she come from?”

      “There are two more back there,” he said, glancing through the woods. “I just didn’t manage to stop her spell in time.”

      “Two more we need to capture?”

      “They’re dead,” Silas said. “Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      His smartass responses were infuriating me. “You sound so fucking glib, but you were almost kidnapped by witches, who would have tortured you—”

      Silas nodded, his gaze fixed so studiously on my face that it was distracting.

      “Let’s get dressed,” I said, whirling to head back to where my clothes were. “Then we’ll drag that one back with us. Clearborn will have a lot of questions.”
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      Rafe

      

      “Your patrol isn’t back yet.” Clearborn checked his watch. Everyone else had checked in, but the patrols couldn’t be secured until everyone arrived. He looked from me to Lex. “Do your cadets make a habit of wandering off?”

      Was this a trick question? Obviously, my cadets had a habit of wandering off.

      “We’ll go find them, sir,” Lex said.

      “No, no, no,” he said. “I’m concerned that you would then get lost. Given that the performance of any wolf is generally a reflection of their leadership.”

      Lex’s jaw tightened.

      “But,” Clearborn went on brightly, “these are merely temporary errors. I have great faith in our ability to work together to correct them.”

      Yep. Definitely looking forward to that.

      Jensen, Silas, Penn and Chase straggled out of the tree line. Usually, Dean McCauley had ordered our drills as part of our afternoon hand-to-hand training. It was the first time my team had to do it in blazers and dress shoes, and they all looked bedraggled. Penn’s tie was loose around his throat, like he was settled in for happy hour after a long day. Chase’s shirt was buttoned wrong, as if he’d dressed in a hurry this morning, and dread settled over me.

      If they wouldn’t cooperate, I couldn’t protect them from academy discipline. I couldn’t protect them from me.

      “Release the cadets for lunch,” Clearborn called to one of his Guard Patrol, Langley. He turned to Lex. “You and your cadets, I’d like to see.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lex said. He headed across the open lawn toward them.

      “Which one of you is in charge of them?” Clearborn asked me, his voice curious, although I didn’t trust that tone one bit. “When there’s a disagreement. You or Lex?”

      “We work well together,” I said. “We’ve never had a disagreement that had to be settled by hierarchy.”

      “Both wolves and men are far more comfortable with a sure leadership structure in place,” he said. “I wouldn’t have structured your teams this way, with two cadre members in vague leadership positions.”

      “We make it work,” I said.

      Lex turned and raised his arm, calling across the yard.

      Clearborn started forward with me, breaking into a run with zero hesitation. I’d never seen Dean McCauley run anywhere. He hadn’t even come out to PT with us.

      As we got closer, I could see why Lex had yelled. Chase and Jensen carried a bound witch between them. They were sweating with the effort. Her dark robes brushed the grass, casting a shadow everywhere she went.

      Chase and Jensen dropped her to the ground. Jensen stepped back, brushing his hands off as if he’d touched something vile. Chase crossed his arms, looking as if he were dead on his feet.

      Clearborn glanced between them and the witch. “Are there more?”

      “Just dead ones,” Silas said. I shot him a glance, and he added, “Sir.”

      Langley said, “We’ll send out the patrols for real.”

      “Do that,” Clearborn said. He glanced toward us, eyeing us critically. “Have their territory covered. They’re not ready to go back out. The north wall, section 6, I believe. Is that right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Lex said. “That’s right.”

      Did Clearborn remember everyone’s territory? Or did he have an eye on us in particular?

      Or both?

      So far, Dean Clearborn was terrifyingly competent. Given the team I had, maybe we were better off—in some ways—with a dean that overlooked a lot.

      With these kids, there was a lot to overlook.

      “Get the bodies,” Clearborn said to Langley. “Bring them back. Take her to the cells.”

      Langley nodded, already wrenching his radio off his belt to talk to the other Guard Patrol.

      “You four, come with me.” He glanced down at the witch. “Leave your new friend.”

      Just then, Langley said, “Call from the front gate, sir. Northsea and Atlas just arrived.”

      No matter what else was going on, the feeling of tension releasing in the air between the rest of my team was palpable. Maddie and Ty were alive, and in one piece.

      “And here I thought your patrol had gone missing,” Clearborn said. “When really, they’re all coming together for a reunion.”

      Yes, fantastic. A reunion.

      Don’t say anything I can’t fix. I wished I could tell them all that, but it wouldn’t help anyway.

      Clearborn wasn’t wrong. Their listening skills sucked.

      “You four, return to the house. We’ll talk later,” he said. “Mr. Hunt, Mr. Alexander, with me to the front gate, please. Let’s welcome your wayward cadets home. Do you think they have any witches in tow?”

      Normally, I would’ve expected the four of them to protest, wanting to see Maddie. For a second, I thought maybe military discipline had won over. Then Silas and Jensen exchanged a look that I could’ve sworn was relief, as if they were glad to have more time to get their stories straight. Tension tightened my stomach.

      Whatever. One crisis at a time.

      Clearborn headed toward the front gate at a run. Lex and I exchanged a glance, then followed him.

      Maddie and Tyson were visible on the other side of the front gates, which were still closed and locked. Relief flooded me at the sight of them, alive if not exactly unharmed; they were both streaked with blood. Protectiveness flared in my chest, and all I wanted to do was to get to Maddie.

      Clearborn looked from the gates to the young shifter who stood guard. “Is there some reason you’ve left them outside? Is there some danger?”

      “She told me to,” the guard began.

      Clearborn’s brows arched.

      “We were kidnapped by witches,” Maddie called from the other side of the warded gate. “We were able to escape, but they had drawn wards on us for a spell that made us tell the truth. We were afraid they might’ve put some other magic on us that would put the academy in danger.”

      Clearborn looked from her to the guard. “She has a good reason, but you don’t do anything because a student told you to. You do it because it made sense.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “Just…said it wrong.”

      “Mm.” Clearborn grunted, as if he weren’t totally convinced of that. He turned shrewd eyes on Maddie and Tyson.  “Look at that, Mr. Hunt. I didn’t think your faith in them would be justified. But I was wrong.”

      “They’re good cadets,” I told him. As hard as it could be to believe. But Maddie and Tyson and the others were assets to the shifter community, despite their quirks and imperfections, and I hoped Clearborn saw that.

      “And yet. It seems like a strange coincidence that all the cadets in your patrol encountered witches today. What is it that’s going on with you all, exactly?”

      “Lucky, I guess,” Tyson muttered from the other side of the gate. Clearborn looked at him sharply, but let it pass.

      “Let’s get them cleaned up of any possible wards and the final four feet home safely as soon as possible,” Clearborn said. He spoke to the guard, then turned his attention to Maddie and Tyson. “What happened?”

      Maddie and Tyson filled in a story about being abducted by witches who tried to ‘cure’ them of their ability to shift. Then they described an escape that sounded so full of good luck and their own heroics that I was frowning by the end of it.

      “Is that truth spell still in effect, do you think?” Clearborn asked, and I schooled my face, afraid he’d seen I harbored doubts myself. “You’ll need to make your statements again, formally, once we get you inside. I’ll need to take news of this ‘cure’ to the Council.”

      Maddie nodded. The faintest look of relief came over her face, as if she wasn’t sure Clearborn would take her seriously. I wasn’t sure if she’d be relieved for long. Things had been changing at the academy while she was gone.

      I had so many questions for her. I wondered if she’d found out she was a witch at all, and if so, if she’d come back because she felt she had to prepare us for the next attack.

      But I couldn’t talk to her about anything that mattered as we stood here with Clearborn.

      One of the security trucks pulled up then. A couple of patrol guards leapt out, and they began connecting one of the hoses for the academy’s own fire fighting system to the nearby pump.

      Before long, they’d set up a makeshift hose ‘shower’ at thirty percent of the usual output. Clearborn turned his back as Maddie and Tyson exchanged a reluctant look—even if they had been the ones who said it had to be done, no one was excited about it—and then stripped their clothes off.

      I glanced away too as the water from the hoses hit them. I could hear the quick intake of Maddie’s breath, then her teeth chattering together, though.

      “I’ll get your back,” Ty said, and I glanced toward them just long enough to see him scrubbing her back with steel wool as she knit her arms over her breasts, her face down with her blond hair swinging to almost cover the way her teeth were gritted. I turned away, knowing she wouldn’t want anyone to see her like that, but I heard her and Ty change places.

      “We’re good,” Ty called. The two of them scooped up the towels the guards had tossed out, then hastily dressed in clean PT gear from the security office. They stuck their feet into their wet shoes and squelched across the pavement and through the gates as the guards swung them open.

      “You look miserable,” Clearborn said, a simple statement of fact which didn’t seem to bring him any kind of feeling at all.

      Their skin was bright pink. They’d scrubbed themselves down to remove any trace of the wards that could have been left behind on their bodies. Maddie couldn’t stop shivering, and Tyson put his arm around her, squeezing her comfortingly into his body. I wished I could wrap her up into my arms. She looked exhausted and fragile, her eyes shadowed.

      “Wait,” Maddie said, coming to a stop as if she’d forgotten it. She held up her wrist, and there was a gold cuff on her wrist. “You need to get this off me. I don’t know what it is.”

      “Yes, we do,” Clearborn said.

      The next few minutes went by tensely as they tried to figure out what the thing was on Maddie’s wrist.

      “If Dani Hedron was still here, she’d tell us what it was,” Maddie said pointedly.

      “Yes, remind me how much you like the witch. It’s very confidence-inspiring.”  Clearborn said.

      In the end, the guard tried to break the bracelet off by wrenching and twisting away at it with pliers, then by getting a Dremel to drill through it. Maddie tried to be tough, but she couldn’t help the look of horror that crossed her face.

      Lex took a step toward her, and I grabbed his shoulder, pushing him back.

      “I know it’s hard,” I told him. “But you’ve got to just walk away. Trust how tough she can be.”

      I could feel Clearborn watching us. I willed Lex to listen.

      He wanted to protect her, but Maddie wasn’t just our girl to protect, no matter how we felt. In a few short years, she’d be in the patrols—hell, I could picture Northsea leading a patrol, because she didn’t take orders well and she certainly always had a plan—and I didn’t doubt her ability to face down any fear or discomfort she ever had to.

      Lex pulled away from me and went to Maddie. My jaw tightened, exasperated.

      “You’ve got this,” he told her soothingly. He reached out to wrap his hand around her shoulder, and she looked up at him, her eyes sparkling with warmth when they met his. He patted her shoulder, close and protective, just as Tyson was by her side, too. She looked petite next to them, but the three of them looked like they belonged together.

      If Lex couldn’t stand by and watch her in discomfort, he certainly wasn’t going to be able to swing the strap if she got into trouble.

      I had faith in Maddie for a lot of things, but avoiding trouble didn’t make that list.
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      Maddie

      

      We had to give our statements before we could go back to our house. Tyson was pulled into an empty classroom; I found myself sitting in the anteroom of the dean’s office with one of the Patrol Guard, a nice older shifter who brought me a cup of hot chocolate and a bottle of water. I told him my story, knowing Tyson and I were separated to see if we’d tell the same story.

      We had practiced quite a bit in the car.

      Still, he asked gritty detail questions that I worried I’d answer wrong, like what kind of lock had there been on the cell door.

      “Thank you,” he said, typing a last sentence into the laptop balanced on his knees. He looked at me, his eyes kind. “You can go.”

      I nodded as I stood.

      “Look after yourself,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot.”

      He didn’t know the half of it. “I’ll try.”

      Luckily, I didn’t have to take care of myself. I had my guys to take care of me, and I’d try to take care of them.

      “One minute of your time please, Ms. Northsea,” Clearborn said, and I bit my lip since I was still facing away from him. I could groan at that simple sentence.

      All I wanted was to be close to my guys, and sleep for a week.

      I turned to face him. “Of course, Alpha Clearborn.”

      There was the faintest flicker in his eyes that told me he heard every time we called him Alpha instead of Dean, but he didn’t acknowledge it. I was technically polite.

      He held his office door open for me, gesturing him in, and I walked in before him. He took his seat at his desk, but didn’t invite me to sit. I folded my hands behind my back, straightening my shoulders. I’d channel Lex, who was always polite to authority, but never bowed.

      “I appreciate the intel you brought back to us, Ms. Northsea,” he said.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. “Will the Council do anything about it?”

      The faintest smile tugged at the corners of his lips, as if he was fighting the desire to mock me. “Yes. I promise, the adults will take care of things. We don’t need teenagers running around saving the world.”

      I nodded, although I felt a faint flush of anger heat my cheeks, giving away what I really thought.

      “Not that you were doing that this time,” he said. “How was your visit to Penn’s pack? Did he have to fight for his position?”

      Shit. I hadn’t even talked to Penn since Saturday, when we had texted. I didn’t know what might have happened before he came back to the academy Sunday.

      “Luckily, I think the pack is accepting his leadership,” I said. “Penn is young, but he’s a great alpha.”

      “Mm.” His face didn’t give anything away as he moved behind his desk, although he paused there, his hands behind his back. “I’m curious. Did you find your biological father?”

      I stared at him without answering for a long second before I managed to ask, “What?”

      “You seem to have gotten into the habit of assuming anyone in an authority position is a moron,” he said. “Having met Dean McCauley, I can’t say I’m entirely surprised.”

      “I was at Penn’s pack—”

      “Don’t lie to me,” he said, the first barb of heat I’d heard in his voice.

      His voice was laced with command, and something about it sent a jolt of dread through my body. I hated that feeling, and it flickered into anger the very next second. I held myself tighter, forcing myself to stay still. When someone scared me, it made me want to show them that I couldn’t be cowed. But right now, being quiet was definitely the smart choice.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, sir.”

      “I know you don’t know what to say. It’s lies or nothing, hm?” He shuffled through the papers on the desk, then lifted one before he let it flutter back to the tabletop. “I found the backdated permission letter ‘Dean McCauley’ signed. Very clever. Your little band of resourceful reprobates will be quite the force to be reckoned with in the patrols if you can be reformed.”

      I glanced away, because I couldn’t argue with him without making things worse.

      “I’m glad you came back,” he said. “I assume it was good news, then?”

      Silence stretched between us as I debated what to say.

      He paused, as if he knew just what I was thinking. “No, I suppose it wasn’t, or you’d be quick to tell me, wouldn’t you? Even if it might lead to one of those…groundings… you all hate so much.”

      He seemed amused by the thought of grounding us.

      “Maybe you’ll pleasantly surprise me and actually listen to what I’m going to tell you next,” he said. “I don’t care that you have a gift for magic. It’s more common in the packs than anyone will admit, although talking about it—or showing off—is pure foolishness.”

      He shot me a dark look as my lips parted to protest. “I’m not in the mood for more nonsense. I know, you know, and we will both keep it a secret. There are people who would love to see the whole Northsea pack strung up as witches, dangling from the trees, and I’m not going to war with the Council over one foolish girl who can’t resist showing off her tricks. Do you understand me?”

      His words washed over me, leaving me confused. But I could agree to keep my magic a secret. “I do, sir.”

      “Great,” he said. “I don’t particularly care that you’re a girl, either.”

      A woman technically, but that doesn’t seem like the time to bring that up.

      Besides, it would be nice if he meant it. “All I’ve wanted is the same chance to prove myself that everyone else has.”

      Even though the bar was always set higher for me.

      “I’ve heard quite a bit about you so far,” he muttered, almost to himself. He looked up. “However, I’m not sure how seriously to take any of it. So, you have a fresh start, with me at least.”

      I didn’t have it in me to say thank you, because I didn’t trust him. Instead, the two of us just stared at each other, uncomfortable silence blanketing the room. It felt like a staring contest, but I didn’t know the rules.

      “You’re dismissed,” he said finally.

      “Have a good evening, sir.”

      When he let me go, I walked into the empty, quiet hallway to find Rafe leaning against the wall.

      Rafe’s arms were crossed over his chest, drawing his shirt taut along the sleek lines of his tapered waist. He was looking away down the hall, as if he was lost in thought, and his face in profile was chiseled, with a soft poutiness to his lips like they’d be perfect for kissing. I fought the familiar rise of attraction I always felt when I saw him.

      Then he turned dark, angry eyes toward me, and it was a lot easier to hate the beautiful man.

      “Are you all right?” he asked me.

      “Why?” I asked wearily. “Are you here to fix that?”

      His mouth tightened. I hadn’t meant to start a fight right away. His gaze flickered over my shoulder at the dean’s office, as if he wondered if Clearborn had overheard.

      “I came to make sure you got back to your room safely after what seemed like a long and terrifying couple of days,” he said.

      They certainly had been. I needed a shower and a nap and maybe some restorative sex with the men I adored. I headed down the hall, my shoes still squelching.

      “Northsea,” he said.

      “What?” I didn’t stop.

      He tossed something after me. There was a thunk, thunk sound right behind me, and I turned to realize he’d just thrown a pair of sneakers at me.

      “I thought you might like some dry shoes,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said, stuffing my feet into them. I picked up the wet laces of my bedraggled, muddy sneakers. “There’s a real possibility I’m going to burn these.”

      Despite the forceful shower they’d had, the shoes were still soaked in blood stains.

      Rafe’s sharp gaze fell on them. “Who’s blood?”

      “Who’s blood isn’t on there, at this point?” I couldn’t talk about how I’d saved Tyson’s life. My magic felt like something I should be proud of.

      But Clearborn was right.

      The two of us walked in silence until we stepped out into the evening chill. The sun was setting early now, as we came closer and closer to winter. I shivered; I felt bone-cold and bone-tired after today, as if I’d never be warm again.

      “Take my jacket.” Rafe was already slipping off his blazer.

      A mirthless smile touched my lips. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?” he demanded, sounding offended.

      “Because you always regret being nice to first-years, remember?” I asked, and even I heard the faint teasing note in my voice. I was surprised by that little bit of liveliness after this day.

      “That’s a valid point,” he said, his voice mockingly considering.

      “So what did I miss?”

      “A bit,” he said, his voice dry. “Not as much as we missed, apparently, by staying home.”

      The way Clearborn had seemed to figure out everything I was up to with Penn and Tyson made tension squirm through my stomach. “What do you think about the new dean?”

      “I think you’d better stay out of trouble for once,” he said.

      “Rafe.” I turned to face him. “I’m always trying to stay out of trouble.”

      His brows darted up in genuine surprise. “That’s such a ridiculous statement that I’m having a tough time forming a proper rebuttal.”

      “I am,” I said. “I just… do what I have to do.”

      “You are a fucking nexus of chaos,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. He reached out and caught my arm, tugging me closer to him. Despite the irritation I felt with him, a strange spark of desire ran through my body. His touch seemed to warm my skin.

      “I need you to listen,” he said. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I don’t want to get hurt either,” I said, frowning. “Which made the last forty-eight hours very alarming. But luckily, I came through all right.”

      Rafe blew out a breath. “Yeah. I let you and Ty go on that hare-brained scheme—“

      “Was it all my idea?” I demanded. “I feel like you were one of the hares in that planning session.”

      “Maddie,” he growled. He stopped, raking his hand through his hair in frustration. I knew the feeling. I had so much I should tell him and Lex, but it was hard to talk to him sometimes. The tension between us stretched so long that I could barely breathe.

      “You were late,” he snapped, finally. “You should’ve come back earlier, and you should’ve reported where you were going so we’d know where to look.”

      “You weren’t supposed to know anyway.”

      “You think I give a fuck about getting in trouble if you’re in danger?”

      “I’m fine.” I said.

      “And then you came back here,” he said. “So you found your father.”

      “Not exactly. I found out that Joan’s husband isn’t my father, though.” Before Rafe could say anything else—because he seemed to be thoughtfully selecting words which I probably wouldn’t care for—I went on. “I came back because you had to know what the witches are planning.”

      His brows jerked a little higher, which I hadn’t previously thought was possible. “You could’ve texted.”

      “No one would’ve believed us,” I said. “The witches using a curse to ‘cure’ us? It sounds crazy.”

      “What sounds crazy is coming back here—”

      “Are you mad at me for being late or mad at me for coming back or mad at me for going?” I demanded. “It’s hard to keep up.”

      “I’m mad at you for almost getting yourself killed,” he said. “For putting yourself in danger over and over again—”

      “Yeah, that’s totally unlike what any shifter fighter does on a regular basis.”

      “You’re reckless.”

      “You’re angry,” I said, tilting my head to one side. I studied him. “Do you have any other setting besides angry?”

      “Not when it comes to you.” He headed across campus, toward the bright lights of our house, which shone out into the night.

      But we both knew that was a lie.

      I was pretty sure Rafe was only so angry because it was more comfortable for him than any of the other feelings.

      And despite everything, that made the faintest smile curl my lips before I took off after him.
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      Jensen

      

      Waiting for Maddie to come back was killing me. I’d given my statement to the Patrol Guard—we all had—and now there was the possibility of facing the Dean again.

      Which didn’t exactly fill me with excitement.

      I didn’t want to miss Maddie when she came back, but I headed toward the library, hoping to find something to lose myself in. As I clattered down the central stairs toward the main lobby, though, a first-year working at one of the tables rose from his seat. As I headed toward the library, he ran to catch up to me.

      “Jensen,” he said.

      I turned. I didn’t even know his name. “Yes?”

      “I wanted to ask your advice about something.” He looked embarrassed, and pink flushed his cheeks.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. I should know it. We had a small house. I’d just spent most of the year paying attention to just one first-year in particular. Maddie Northsea had kept me busy.

      “Bret Flemington,” he said. He glanced down the hall, as if he was reluctant to blurt out whatever he was thinking where he might be overheard.

      “I was headed to the library,” I said. “If you want to come along and talk, it’s usually quiet in there. Since you know, half the students here can’t read.”

      He smiled faintly, although sometimes I thought maybe it was true. He followed me into the library, which was quiet.

      “What is it?” I asked. I moved along the stacks slowly, scanning the titles. Sometimes it’s easier for people to talk when you’re not staring at them.

      That might be especially true for me, since some people find my golden eyes distressing.

      “I heard that you were, ah,” he hesitated.

      I resisted the temptation to turn toward him. People had probably heard that I was ah a lot of things. I’d developed quite the reputation over the past few years.

      “Punished,” he finally managed to say.

      “Oh, beaten with a tawse? Yes.”

      “How was it?”

      “If you’re going to ask me out, I prefer a night out at the movies,” I said. I turned to him, leaning against the stacks. His anxiety was etched across his face. “I take it you’re up?”

      He nodded.

      “Look, it hurts,” I said. “But it’s not going to kill you. It’s not anything that’s going to last. You’ll walk out of there and leave it behind you.”

      I rubbed the bruises and welts across my shoulder absently; the skin that had broken open under the tawse was healing now, and it itched. “Well, mostly. But in the long run, it doesn’t matter.”

      “How much did it hurt?”

      I shrugged. It was hard for me to separate the first round from the second, which was the one that had caused the worst of the damage. Otherwise, I doubted I’d have more than bruises.

      “Our lives involve a certain amount of pain,” I said. “Just look at it as training. Something to endure. You’ll be stronger for it in the long run.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed any of that shit, but it might make him feel better.

      Hell, maybe I did believe it. Maybe everything I went through made me tougher, stronger, and that made it easier to convince myself I could bear it. As long as I was the only one who got hurt, I could see it all as building my strength.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to embarrass myself,” he said in a whisper. “Duncan doesn’t want to see any of us…”

      “You’re in Duncan’s patrol?” Well, there was a reason to seek help. “He doesn’t what? Doesn’t want to see you cry?”

      His face shifted, as if he was uncomfortable I’d named it directly, but I wasn’t going to pretend.

      “It’s easier if you can be cold during it,” I admitted. “But unless you’ve seen Duncan take the tawse—which I would pay money for, actually, I’ll definitely take that over a night at the movies—you don’t know that he’d have any easier of a time of it, right? No matter what he tells himself and you.”

      “Shifter men don’t exactly cry,” he said, his lips curling up on one side.

      But I had a feeling that he might, and I wracked my brain, trying to figure out what to tell him to make him feel better.

      “And we’re all doing so great, right?” I said. “Listen, everyone’s eyes water from pain. That’s unavoidable. But if it goes further than that…”

      I never cried. Not since Eliza died.

      “What?” he asked, and I realized he was hanging on my every word, as if I would really tell him something like if it goes further than that, you’ll never be a real man. Never lead a patrol.

      “Controlling your emotions is just a matter of practice,” I said. “It doesn’t have anything to do with strength or mettle or courage. None of that bullshit. You aren’t weak if you cry when someone hurts you.”

      He gazed at the shelves across from us, as if he wasn’t sure he believed me. Then he nodded.

      “You’re going to be all right,” I said, clapping his shoulder. I pulled a book of e.e. cumming’s poetry, one I’d read before, out of the shelves and headed for the door. “And if you want to talk to me about it after, I’m in 210.”

      I didn’t even know why I’d just said that. I wasn’t the kind of person that people came to for advice. Sarcasm, sure. Not advice.

      But right before I let the door slam shut behind me, I heard him call, “Thank you!”

      I wondered if maybe I could be the kind of person that said what people needed to hear, after all.

      But I was probably going to be a sarcastic ass about it most of the time, let’s be real.
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      Jensen

      

      When I walked into the hallway upstairs, Maddie was in the doorway of the guys’ room, talking to Penn. She turned when she heard my footsteps, and her smile was as bright as the sun coming out. God, I hadn’t realized how much I missed her until she gave me that look. It felt like my heart had been wrenched out of my chest and I didn’t know until she put it back.

      Had she been waiting there to make sure she didn’t miss me?

      She ran down the hall to me and leapt into my arms. I caught her tight against me, and when her fingers laced behind my neck, I didn’t even wince at her forearms resting against the welts on my shoulders.

      I didn’t want her to know I’d taken that beating for her. This girl was too smart for her own good, but that was part of why I loved her so much.

      “I missed you,” she murmured into my ear.

      “You’ve got no idea how much I missed you,” I whispered. I’d always been so stone-faced, and it was hard for me to turn off. I hoped she knew how much she meant to me.

      She slipped out of my arms, then caught my hand with hers and tugged me behind her. I followed her into her bedroom.

      “I need to tell you something,” she said, easing the door shut behind us.

      I nodded, crossing my arms as I waited.

      She smiled, running her hand up my arm, and I wondered what had sparked the amused, affectionate way she looked at me.

      “Ty asked me to be his girlfriend while we were on our misadventure,” she said.

      I’d seen Maddie and Ty coming, although I hadn’t pictured us labeling it as boyfriend and girlfriend.

      “Sure,” I said. “I expected that. Being trapped by witches and coated in blood was probably pretty romantic.”

      “Why are you always so sarcastic?”

      “Why are you always so cute?” I caught her around the waist and picked her up, setting her on top of her desk. I stayed close to her, my hands braced on either side of her hips. I didn’t want to be far away from her again.

      She cocked an eyebrow at me. “I wanted to make sure you weren’t upset.”

      “Obviously not,” I said.

      She patted my cheek affectionately. “Nothing is obvious, when it comes to you.”

      “I’m not mad or jealous or even mildly irked,” I said. “As long as you’re always mine too.”

      Because I didn’t know what I’d do without this brilliant, gorgeous girl who was so full of life. If people said I was made of ice, she was the sunshine that melted it away.

      “Always,” she promised. A teasing smile tilted her lips. “I thought maybe we could welcome Tyson to the family…”

      “Do you intend to have sex with all your partners at once every time you collect a new one?” I teased, raising my eyebrows. “Because I think we both know you aren’t done.”

      She tapped one finger against the curve of her beautiful mouth. “Who else, do you think?”

      “Oh, come on. We all know.” I couldn’t stand not kissing her anymore, so I leaned down and nibbled her throat. She laughed and squirmed against me, but even as she pushed me away and murmured that it tickled, she wrapped her thighs around my waist to hold me close.

      When our lips finally met, her lips tasted sweet, full of warmth and affection.

      “Should I get Tyson and Penn?” she whispered.

      I hesitated. I was already painfully hard at her words, but I didn’t want her to see my back before I had a chance to heal. “It’s been a long day. Don’t you think you should get some rest before we do depraved things?”

      “Wonderful depraved things?” Her brows arched above her vivid, ocean-blue eyes. “I think that as bad as today was, who knows what tomorrow brings?”

      “Don’t start that,” I warned her. “You’re supposed to be the optimistic one. I’ve got pessimism locked down.”

      She smiled faintly. “All right.”

      The two of us traded more kisses, her hands wandering my body in a way that made my already-stiff cock twitch with desire. God, I wanted her so badly, and from the way her hands skated under the hem of my t-shirt, up my abs, then along my sides, she was just as desperate for me.

      Then her palm brushed across the welt on my back. I schooled my face so she wouldn’t see it hurt, but she frowned, pulling back.

      “Jensen,” she said softly.

      “Mm?”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Nah, it’s nothing.”

      “Take off your shirt.”

      “That’s quite an imperious tone,” I teased her. “When you’re so adorably tiny.”

      “I’m five-foot-six. I’m average height, you’re just built like a monster,” she rattled off, since it was a familiar argument, but her heart wasn’t in it. She was frowning a little. “I hurt you, didn’t I?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “I don’t want it to be something you can handle when I touch you,” she shot back.

      That was hot. I pursed my lips, knowing the gig was up anyway. She wasn’t going to give up.

      I pulled my t-shirt over my head, tossed it onto the bed, and turned around.

      She gasped. “Oh, Jensen.”

      “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      “What happened?”

      “The new dean’s what we could call a traditionalist,” I said.

      “He did this to you?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Who did?” she asked, steel in her voice.

      I twisted to capture her in my arms again. She gazed up at me, her face tight with worry and anger.

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “Let’s say I deserved it.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You don’t even know what I did. You weren’t here.”

      “I don’t need to,” she said, her voice fierce. “If someone hurts you, I’m always going to want to make them pay, Jensen.”

      “You are really the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” I told her, tucking a strand of blond hair back behind her ear. No one had ever been so protective of me before.

      Cute wasn’t really what I meant. But it was easier to say.

      I moved in to kiss her again, but she stopped me with her palm against my chest.

      “Who was it?” she asked.

      I glanced down at her hand, holding me away. “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

      “Yeah, it’s like that,” she said, her voice heated. “Just like you want to know I’ll always be yours. Well, you’re mine, and I won’t let anyone hurt what’s mine.”

      Her words lit something deep inside me, and I kissed her. Her hand slid up my chest, then cupped my cheek as her lips caressed mine open.

      She turned her head abruptly, breaking our kiss. She fixed me with a look, eyebrows arching.

      I sighed. I wasn’t going to be able to hide it forever. “Rafe.”

      “Rafe hit you?” Her words were a quick staccato, her jaw suddenly tense.

      I almost whistled. If Rafe saw that look, it should leave him shaken.

      “He didn’t have a choice. Clearborn’s new rules. And I’m not mad,” I assured her.

      “You’re defending him,” she said.

      “I know, it annoys me too. It feels unnatural.”

      She started to slide off the desk, and I caught her.

      “Please don’t,” I said. “At least…if you have something to say to him…do it another day.”

      “He hurt you. You think I’m going to cool off?”

      Hopefully. “I just want a night with my girl.”

      “Why don’t you shift so those bruises will heal?”

      I shook my head. “Unless we’re called out for an alarm and told to shift, we’re not allowed for a week after. We have to go for check-ups at the infirmary to make sure we’re healing…but not too fast.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” she said.

      “I know,” I said impatiently. “And I’m happy to rage against the establishment another day, but right now, I don’t really give a fuck about anything but having you close to me. I missed you so goddamn much.”

      She still looked frustrated, and then suddenly, she seemed to relax, as if she’d made a decision. She looked up at me as she bit her lower lip.

      “Did you miss this?” she asked, running her fingertips over the waistband of my trousers, then unbuttoning them.

      “You know I did,” I said. “Although I was going to say the sweeter stuff to you…”

      “I don’t need sweet, Jensen,” she said, her voice husky. “I need you just the way you are.”

      She pushed me then, and I took a step back. She slipped off the desk and sank to her knees in front of me. When she drew me out of my trousers and ran her tongue across my tip, my knees almost gave out.

      She was so strong and amazing, and the thought that she would do this for me never failed to take me by surprise.

      She swirled her tongue around me, taking me in and out of her mouth. I looked down at her shiny blond hair swinging back and forth across her slender but athletic shoulders, and a wave of disbelief came over me.

      She was really mine. She really loved me.

      The way I felt for her staggered me.

      The feel of her mouth on me was amazing, and I rested a hand lightly on her head, enjoying the feel of her soft hair under my fingertips. I could barely resist the pull my hips felt to push toward her, seeking even more of her, and I exhaled hard.

      She ran her hands up my thighs until her fingertips rested on the curve of my ass, and then she pulled me deeper into her mouth. I almost gasped at the shock as she pulled my hips forward rhythmically until she relaxed and I took over, my hips rocking back and forth as she sucked my cock. Desire hummed through my body, wrapping through every muscle, which tensed as I came closer and closer to the edge.

      “I’m going to—” I whispered, and she looked up at me, mischief lighting her eyes.

      I’d take that as a yes.

      I shattered inside her mouth, my knees weakening until I reached out and caught the edge of her dresser with one hand to steady myself.

      She was smiling as she straightened, swiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Good?”

      “I don’t usually write Yelp reviews, but I would for that,” I said.

      Her grin widened, turned into something deeper. “Well then, could I have my foursome, please?”

      “You can have anything you want,” I said. “Anything that’s mine, anyway.”

      “I’ll hold you to that, Jensen McCauley,” she said lightly.
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      While I was gone, the guys had taken the original bunk beds that were in my room and converted them into four single bunks, all together along one wall. One double-king-sized bed.

      “Who’s idea was this?” I asked, staring at it. Someone had even gotten a pair of king-sized covers. “I’m not sure if you’re a genius or a completely wicked sinner or a dedicated snuggler or… I have so many feelings.”

      “Why choose?” Penn asked, touching my lower back. I turned into him, and his hand slid down across the curve of my ass, stroking sparks everywhere he touched, as our lips met.

      The two of us were still trading kisses when I felt Jensen move behind me. His lips trailed across my throat, and I tilted my head back, welcoming him in.

      “Come here,” I murmured to Ty, who still stood in the doorway, looking uncertain.

      That uncertainty dropped away in a second as he crossed the room to us. He kissed my shoulder, and I caught him in my arms and bobbed up on my toes to kiss him. The two of us traded quick, fevered kisses as I drew him across the room toward the bed.

      “It seems a shame not to make the most of the new furniture,” I murmured, before I pushed Tyson down on it.

      He let me push him, falling easily onto the bed. He looked so athletic and cute and overdressed as he gazed up at me.

      I straddled him, before tugging at the hem of his t-shirt. He sat up, raising his arms above his head, and I tore his shirt off overhead.

      “Well, that doesn’t seem fair.” Penn sat on the edge of the bed, and his hand slipped up my lower back.

      Jensen knelt on the other side, and he caught the hem of my t-shirt and pulled it over my head in one smooth motion.

      My guys and I took turns undressing each other, in a slow, teasing dance. Then I straddled Tyson again, wanting to be sure he didn’t feel left out the first time we were all together.

      I loved them. I wasn’t sure about saying it, but I loved every one of them, and I needed every one of them.

      I needed Penn, who kissed me now with his narrow mouth as my hand slipped across the colorful ink tattooed across his chiseled shoulders. He was the carefree, wild one who gave me the freedom to be wild too, to kiss who I wanted to kiss and say what I wanted to say. He believed in being who you were, unrepentantly—and even though that wasn’t easy for him as the alpha, he was going to figure it out. I knew he would.

      Tyson tugged me down to him, and the ends of my hair swirled across his tanned skin before his lips met mine. The athletic, easygoing best friend who made me laugh… who was so much more than just a friend.

      When Jensen kissed me, his fingers laced through my hair, possessive and needy in a way that he’d never show on the surface. I needed his cool strength and secret heat.

      Also, he called me on my shit, and I desperately needed someone to do that sometimes.

      The three of us traded kisses back and forth, until I was aching with need, so much that I couldn’t help grinding across Tyson’s narrow hips. His cock brushed between my thighs as I swayed away to kiss Penn again.

      The three of them seemed to blend together into one blur of hands and mouths, kissing and sucking on my skin, massaging my breasts and my clit until I fell off Tyson in a helpless lump of twitchy orgasm.

      Unable to bear the teasing, I took Ty’s cock in hand and rubbed him against me, feeling him glide easily through the wet heat between my thighs. He bit his lip as he threw his head back, and I enjoyed the power I had over him—and how it satisfied the ache between my own thighs—as I used him to tease myself.

      Then I slid onto him, slowly, until he was deep inside me.

      Jensen touched my chin, and I turned my face into his, kissing me deeply.

      Penn moved behind me, and I stopped with Tyson buried deep inside me as Penn’s hand cupped my hip confidently. As I rode up and down Tyson’s cock, feeling him fill me completely each time I descended, Penn’s tip teased over the curve of my ass until I bit my lip in desire.

      I’d never known how much I’d want more than one man inside me at one time, but having all three of them worship my body and kiss me and touch me at one time was the most amazing thing I’d ever experienced.

      “Penn,” I murmured. “Please?”

      He leaned over and kissed my throat. His warm, muscular body swayed against my back, and then he gently pushed inside me, until he filled me. Deeply satisfied, the three of us moved together, while Jensen kissed me and toyed with my nipples and even tucked back my hair.

      The sounds of all of us moaning together blended into one, loud enough in my quiet room to make me bite hard on my lower lip, afraid of what people would hear.

      Then I couldn’t bear it anymore, as my orgasm crested. The sound that tore out of my throat was deep and primal.

      Then the four of us collapsed into one heap on the bed. Tyson’s cock was still buried deep inside me, and I lay on his chest, curling my head into the hollow of his shoulder. His hands massaged my back, firm and pleasant, until I could’ve fallen asleep right there, sated and naked against him.

      Penn sauntered off to the bathroom, then came back. Meanwhile, Jensen lay on the other side of Tyson. His hand rubbed absently against the curve of my ass, wakening all new desire, no matter how exhausted I was.

      Together, the four of us curled close and warm and safe. Penn pulled the blankets up over us.

      “Good night, wayward children,” Penn said huskily, leaning over to give me a last kiss until morning.

      “Good night,” I said softly.

      No matter how long the day had been, it ended wrapped in the arms of the men I loved.
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      The next few days passed in what was almost the usual blur of classes, although the long pall of the witches’ threats hung over campus. I avoided Rafe and Lex, as much as I could; I didn’t trust what I’d say to them.

      On Friday, we ran yet another drill. This time, some of our fellow students had been pre-selected as casualties who pretended to collapse in the woods. No one had warned us ahead of time. For our team, it was Rafe who lay on the forest floor, his teeth gritted and his eyes closed like he couldn’t bear to watch while we were being judged.

      Instructors paced among the trees, watching us as we administered emergency first aid, then began to carry the wounded out of the woods and back toward campus. Then a second pretend attack was launched. Some of us were supposed to shift; some of us were supposed to stay with the fallen.

      It was a mess. Communication broke down between the patrols and between the wolves and the humans. The sound of increasingly frantic baying filled the woods. I gritted my teeth, helping to carry  Rafe out. Then we accidentally stumbled into a line of our own wolves that we hadn’t realized were there. We were supposed to have some kind of formation when witches attacked, but either we’d gone off-course or they were in the wrong place.

      Lex’s jaw was tight as he tried to push us through their lines, trying to stay polite as Duncan cursed at him.

      Lex took a quick step toward Duncan, and I thought he was going to hit him.

      “You might not want to be dead for this,” I whispered to Rafe, who hung over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He’d played by the rules for the last hour. The only sign he was still alive his hand pressing into my lower back to help brace his weight.

      Rafe looked to Lex, then whispered loudly, “Not worth it. Not the time, either.”

      Lex raised his hands and stepped away. Duncan snarled at him, then went back to brow-beating his cadets.

      Through the woods, I caught the watchful eyes of Clearborn standing in the shadows. All of the instructors were out prowling around, evaluating us and writing notes on clipboards, but seeing him made my heart race.

      “Let me take him,” Chase said. My knees were buckling—I’d done this too much lately—and I let my friend shift Rafe’s weight from me, although I hoped Clearborn didn’t think I’d carried him too little.

      I hated having to worry so much about what people thought of me, but that was life as a female shifter. They were judging me. There was no point in denying it.

      When we got back to campus, we took Rafe all the way to the infirmary, which was overflowing with pretend patients. We had to put Rafe down on the tile floor. Chase groaned as he rubbed his shoulder, then took his weapon back from me.

      I looked down the hall, full of students pretending to be unconscious while a handful of older students moved amongst them doing triage, overseen by the campus doc. There was no blood on anyone’s clothes, no gaping wounds torn open, but it was all too easy to imagine.

      We were at war with the witches. The attack Tyson and I had overheard them talking about hadn’t come—yet—but the truth was that we weren’t ready.

      Dread settled like a weight in my stomach.

      “It feels like we’re all failing,” I said to Chase.

      “What are his injuries?” A tall, dark-haired cadet said confidently as he leaned over Rafe.

      “He was hit by a blast of magic that knocked him unconscious, and we don’t know what spell the witches used. He started bleeding from his nose and ears. His pulse has been thready." I rattled off.

      He nodded. “Leave him here and meet back up with your patrol. We’ve got him.”

      He sounded so sure of himself that if this were a real situation, I’d have felt better.

      But as Chase and I turned to head down the hall, I heard him say, “No, he’s not making the list.”

      He was talking about triage.

      “It’s just pretend,” Chase said, bumping my shoulder with his, as if he’d just seen my face. “It’s not real.”

      “But it will be,” I said. “Maybe not exactly like this, but…”

      We’d run these basic drills before, meeting up with our patrol and heading through the woods. I’d thought we knew what we were doing.  Our patrol had been through real-world stuff together, and yet…

      Maybe two hundred shifters couldn’t protect the academy, yet. Not when we were still learning what we were doing. Not if all the covens launched a coordinated attack.

      When we got outside, everyone gathered around Clearborn and a handful of other instructors. The ‘wounded’ students followed us out a minute later, and Rafe clapped his hand on my shoulder as he squeezed by me. I glanced at him in surprise, warmed by his hand on my shoulder. Maybe he’d heard me worrying to Chase.

      Oh right, I was still furious at him.

      “I want you all to talk through today’s drill with your patrols,” Clearborn said, his voice loud enough to carry. “How do you feel about it?”

      There was a general grumbling through the group. Some cadets tried to posture that their patrol had done well, but others weren’t having it and shouted them down.

      “Well, good,” Clearborn said drily. “We all acknowledge that would’ve been a bloodbath. At least we can work with that. We can get better.”

      “Some people need to learn where their lines are,” Duncan muttered, shooting a dark look at Lex and Rafe.

      I knew Duncan too well. Even though he was in the cadre, he’d bullied me any chance he’d had, when Rafe or Lex wasn’t around to stop him.

      Clearborn stopped and looked directly at Duncan, who fell silent.

      “Patrol leaders, talk to your patrols and make sure they get a good night’s rest. I’ll see you all after dinner to discuss where you see room for improvement and what your plans are with your individual patrols. Tomorrow’s a new day and a new drill. We’ve got time to spend practicing until we get this right—no one is leaving campus until we do.” Clearborn told us.

      “We’re going into lockdown?” One of the students muttered.

      Clearborn met his gaze. “Does anyone think you all deserve liberty right now? I’m happy to discuss that with you.”

      There was no response.

      “Until you’re able to protect this academy and protect yourselves,” Clearborn said, “No one is going anywhere. So I’d suggest you learn to work together.”

      His gaze seemed to find Duncan and Lex in the crowd.  I could’ve sworn he even glanced at me, and my cheeks blazed in response.

      “At least it’s mess night,” he added, a faint smile touching his lips.

      It made me nervous when Clearborn smiled.
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      That night, the guys and I headed to the underclass mess.

      “We shouldn’t have sent Jensen to the bar,” Chase said drily. “He’s holding court.”

      It was true, Jensen was surrounded by other second-years. I shook my head, hiding my smile. Despite Jensen’s lingering self-loathing, his natural leadership ability shone through. People flocked to him. People trusted him. I hoped eventually, he’d trust himself.

      “I’ll take over.” Penn glanced at Chase. “Give me a hand?”

      Then it was just Silas and me at the table. Silas fixed me with one of his dreamy smiles, but didn’t say anything.

      I tugged on the ends of my ponytail absently, glancing away around the room until his smile dropped away. I didn’t want things to be weird with Silas, but I didn’t know how to put them back to normal, either.

      He cleared his throat. “I feel like we should talk.”

      The thought of discussing that disastrous kiss terrified me far more than going up against a coven of evil witches.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said.

      “Maddie. I don’t want things to stay awkward between us.”

      “That’s why we just ignore it until it gets better,” I said. “That’s what normal people do.”

      “Is it?” he mused, as if he was half-considering it. He shook his head. “I don’t want to do that. It looked like I hurt your feelings.”

      “You did,” I blurted out. This wasn’t going to make things better. If he was going to be awkward, I could be awkward right back. “I thought you and I had…”

      I shrugged. It was too embarrassing to name it.

      “We do,” he said.

      “We have a thing?” I asked skeptically.

      “More-than-a-friend thing.” He flashed me a look that could only be described as shy. “I think, anyway.”

      “More-than-a-friend thing,” I repeated. “So why did you… are you not okay with the other guys?”

      “No,” he said. “It’s not that.”

      Jensen suddenly materialized at the edge of the table. He twisted one of the chairs around backwards, then plunked himself down. “I’m inviting myself into this conversation because you two obviously need help.”

      “I’m not convinced you’re the help we need,” Silas murmured.

      “What happened?” Jensen demanded.

      Silas pulled a face.

      I blurted out, “I tried to kiss Silas.”

      Jensen’s brows arched. “Tried?”

      I raised my hands to mimic the two of us, then twisted one hand to pretend it was Silas averting his face.

      Silas suddenly buried his face in his hands. “I can’t bear to watch the replay.”

      “So you regret it,” Jensen said to him.

      “This isn’t actually making things less awkward,” I said, to no one in particular.

      “He wanted to kiss you,” Jensen said. “I can tell from the way he looks at you.”

      “That’s… accurate, if creepy,” Silas muttered.

      “Sorry for noticing the obvious,” Jensen said. “Sometimes I think you’ve got a terrible poker face.”

      “Oh?” Silas sounded amused.

      “And then sometimes, I wonder if there’s a whole side to you that we never see,” Jensen said, his gaze sharpening. “If there’s a reason why you didn’t kiss Maddie besides, I don’t know, bad breath—”

      “My breath is fine,” Silas said.

      “…or an established complete lack of competence in the kissing arena…” Jensen offered.

      “I really wish you weren’t helping,” Silas told Jensen.

      “…or some kind of condition you set for yourself on when you’d kiss her,” Jensen finished. “Or that someone else set?”

      Where was Jensen going with this? Did Jensen know something I’d missed while I was away? I glanced between them. “Is that it, Silas?”

      “I just froze,” Silas said stubbornly. Faint color rose across his high cheekbones.

      “You never freeze,” I said. “I’ve seen you fighting witches—”

      I frowned, because I had the vaguest memory of Silas fighting, but I couldn’t remember any one specific moment. It was just a blur.

      “You’re different,” Silas said, his gaze holding mine, and I swore I could feel my temperature rising when he looked at me the way he did, until my cheeks flushed pink.

      Chase and Penn came back with a round of beers, a welcome distraction from this conversation.

      “No shots?” I teased.

      “I thought I’d just have one and then call it a night,” Penn said. “We kind of sucked out there today.”

      “Here’s to sucking less tomorrow?” Chase suggested, raising his beer, and we all clinked our bottles together. It was true, we’d had a pretty disappointing run, and we all wanted to do better. I was pleasantly surprised that the guys all saw it the same way. I’d heard a lot of guys at the academy arguing today—most of them had too big egos to confront their mistakes.

      “What’s funny is that Clearborn might have us here suffering all weekend, but the bar’s better stocked than it’s ever been before.” Jensen glanced around. “If it weren’t for the timing, I’d be all over the shots. I think there’s liquor here tonight that doesn’t burn your esophagus.”

      “Why is it hard for me to believe that Clearborn’s top priority is that we have fun tonight?” Jensen asked skeptically.

      “We kicked ass when it was just us,” Penn reminded us all. “It’s a lot harder when there are so many moving pieces.”

      “I didn’t anticipate what a mess today would be,” Jensen said. “Lex had a lot to manage. I’m not sure Ty or I helped him as much as we should’ve.”

      “You really think we were the ones lost today?” Silas sounded genuinely curious. “Or was it Duncan’s patrol?”

      “I obviously want to say it was Duncan’s, but I’m not sure,” Jensen admitted. “I’m betting Rafe will tell us.”

      I scrubbed my face with my hands. “I wouldn’t have wanted to be Duncan, getting the look Clearborn gave him when he tried to blame Lex in front of the entire school.”

      “It’s not Clearborn’s dirty looks I’d worry about,” Jensen said.

      We finished our drinks—and our review of the day—and then headed back to our room. They put on a movie, and all of us curled up on our makeshift bed in the cozy, darkened room.  I lay with my head in Tyson’s lap, and he absently toyed with my hair. Jensen pulled my feet into his lap and began to knead the balls of my feet, releasing all the tension from the long day. I almost smiled. I wanted my men to get along, but if they had to compete with each other, I was fine with foot massages.

      When there was a knock on the door, I scrambled up.

      “We’ll pretend we aren’t here,” Chase said as he draped a blanket over Penn’s head. I laughed at them as I swung the door open.

      Lex was in the hall. “I’m surprised you all are here and not in the mess.”

      “Trying to be responsible,” I said, leaning in the doorway.

      “Like I said, I’m surprised—” He broke off in the middle of teasing me. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. You’ve got all your guys in there?”

      “All of them except for you and Rafe,” I said. Lex’s brows arched slowly, and I corrected, “Our whole team except for you and Rafe.”

      Lex’s lips turned up slightly. “Mind if Rafe and I come in for a second?”

      “That’s fine.” I took a step back. I was wearing booty shorts and a Mickey Mouse t-shirt because I’d planned to sleep, not go wandering around the halls. Lex had seen me in much less. But still, it was different now.

      “Clearborn’s having us run more drills tomorrow. All day. And there are a couple of alphas hanging around. We might not be doing ‘the trials’,” Lex made air quotes, “but we’ll be watched.”

      “We’re going to do better tomorrow,” Jensen promised. “We need to talk about who takes what position if you and Rafe are down.”

      Speaking of the devil. Rafe came in the door, and his eyebrows quirked at the sight of us all curled up on the bed, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Clearborn had notes,” Rafe said.

      Of course he did. Clearborn always had notes.

      The eight of us gathered together, figuring out how to work more smoothly as a team. We talked about what we could do differently today, who was in charge if Rafe and Lex went down, how we were going to split up by pairs and in half patrols depending on what we needed to do. We were just trying to minimize the communication we had to do in what was sure to be a typical Clearborn masterpiece of chaos.

      After a while, Rafe was so deep in the conversation that he didn’t even seem to notice as he sat on the edge of the bed, one leg tucked beneath him. Lex leaned back in my desk chair, kicking his feet up onto the edge of my bed, his handsome face stern with concentration until Chase made a joke and he grinned.

      The conversation was important. But just for a second, I looked around at the seven sexy, good men arranged around my bed, and the comfortable, close-knit bonds growing between us all.

      And I believed we’d come through tomorrow—through the days to come—and we’d find our way to a happy ending.

      Together, we really were unstoppable.
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      The alarm started blaring through the halls at four o’clock the next morning.

      “Jesus, is this the drill?” Jensen said as he yanked on his trousers. It sounded like chaos in the halls, and someone knocked hard on our door before Lex burst in.

      “Remember how the trials started at nine o’clock in the morning last year?” Jensen said Tyson.

      “Well, if you’d like to start a petition for a later morning, I’m sure you’d get lots of signatures right now and also no one would give a fuck,” Penn said. “Let’s move. We know we’re running yesterday’s drill before we do anything else.”

      Adrenaline pushed some of my bleariness away as I hastily dressed and grabbed my sword. The eight of us headed through the chaos in the hallway. Someone threw up in the hall.

      “Jesus Christ,” Rafe said. “A bunch of kids are drunk from yesterday.”

      Lex turned when we were out in the relative peace of the lawn, where patrols were trying to form up at their rally points. “Please tell me none of you are drunk now. Penn?”

      “Why do I get called out specifically?” Penn asked.

      “No idea,” Chase deadpanned.

      “No, I’m actually far too sober for this whole scenario.” Penn swept his arm out to encompass the controlled chaos of the drill.

      Rafe was unshaven, since he’d been pulled out of bed, and dark scruff covered the chiseled angles of his face.

      “He’s as furry as you are,” I whispered to Chase. “Maybe you’re cousins.”

      “How many times have we discussed that you aren’t allowed to attempt jokes until at least eight o’clock in the morning?” Chase whispered back.

      “Well, hallelujah,” Rafe said. “It’s a low bar, but at least we’re all sober.”

      We ran the drill again, this time in the dark. This time an instructor handed me a note card silently as we moved through the woods. I took it, confused—as if he was handing me a gift card in the middle of the night, I should’ve figured it out—and he leaned in toward me to shine his flashlight on the card. It had a list of symptoms.

      Goddamn it. I didn’t want to be a potato sack all morning; I wanted to help my team fight.

      He raised his eyebrows at me meaningfully. I sighed and let myself crumple to my knees, then I face planted into the soft ground.

      At the same time, smoke bombs went off near us. There was a roar of noise, a wild whistling so high pitched that I clapped my hands over my ears before I could help myself. I saw Rafe and Penn cringe at the high-pitched noise, and Silas frowned, cocking his head to one side.

      No one could hear anything over the magical noise. Was this a real attack, that coincidentally happened at the same time as our drill? If that was the case, I needed to get up. Forget play-acting.

      I started to rise to my knees, and the instructor shook his head at me.

      I flopped back in the woods as the guys moved on without me, since I was unseen in the foliage. The instructor moved quickly away.

      “Wait, where’s Northsea?” Lex’s voice was barely audible. He had to run to catch Chase, who had taken point as we moved through the woods, because Chase couldn’t hear him shout over the noise.

      Fuck. We were falling apart, again. I could tell from the chaos and shouting in the distance that other teams were doing worse than us, even before Lex doubled back. He almost stepped on me in the dark and the brush, then dropped to his knees. He shouted, “Silas, stay with her.”

      Silas couldn’t hear him, though, and Lex jumped up and ran to catch him.

      “Fuck,” I heard Lex mutter, realizing other teams had moved ahead while I was a casualty, and then there was a heavy sound as someone else went down near us in the woods from another team.

      Silas leaned forward and whispered into my ear, “This brings back such fond memories for me.”

      His hands were moving systematically across my body, cataloging any possible damage, checking my pulse, my breathing. He moved briskly, the way we’d been taught in our basic med course. Silas had an easy confidence that didn’t seem to fit with his peculiar personality, but it was magnetic to me.

      My eyes tried to track the instructor who was grading us, but he’d moved ahead with the rest of the team. No one could overhear us over that damned painful noise.

      “Clearborn sure found an inventive way to torture us.”

      “He’s certainly done a fantastic job bringing the chaos,” Silas agreed, not sounding sarcastic at all. “Hopefully we find some order out of this mess soon.”

      Silas hauled me up onto his shoulder before he loped through the woods. The forest floor seemed to shimmy back and forth as I swung slightly over his shoulder, making nausea rise in my stomach. Upside-down is no way to travel.

      I stared at his back, my hand resting in the leanly muscled small of his back. Silas was probably the smallest of the guys on our team, tall but slender, but he never seemed to run out of energy. He was a force.

      When the alarm finally stopped, blessed silence reigned in the woods for a minute. The phantom noise was still ringing in my ears, though.

      “We never finished our talk,” he whispered. “Despite all Jensen’s helpful thoughts.”

      “I’m half-dead right now, Silas.”

      “That’s your excuse, huh?”

      “There’s nothing to say,” I said. “Someday, maybe, in like ten years, I’ll be brave enough to try to kiss you—”

      “I’m not waiting ten years to kiss you, sorry,” he said.

      “Then why are you waiting at all?”

      “Was I supposed to try again last night with Jensen watching?” His voice was amused.

      “I’m pretty sure there are other opportunities,” I said.

      “Well, I’m waiting for the right one.”

      “So I should wait for you,” I said. “I shouldn’t try again. That’s what you’re telling me. No more kissing attempts. They’ll end badly.”

      “You’re really making me feel like an ass, and usually dead people don’t do guilt trips.”

      “I’m not dead yet. That’s why you’re taking me to medical.”

      “Maddie Northsea,” he said, “I don’t mind if you kiss me. But I’ve got something to tell you when I kiss you. I’m going to kiss you when the time is right, and believe me, you’ll know it.”

      “I’ll know the time was right, or I’ll know you’ve kissed me?”

      “Both.” His tone was full of mischievous confidence. His voice sent a flutter through me.

      “What is it you want to tell me?”

      “You’re unstoppable, aren’t you? I generally find that adorable, you know.”

      “Generally?”

      “Wait for it, Maddie.”

      I sighed. I might’ve pressed the subject, but it’s hard to win an argument when you’re impersonating a potato sack.
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      “That was much less embarrassing than yesterday,” Clearborn said when we were all gathered together again. He glanced at a kid who had vomit on his shirt, then back out at all of us. “Still not our ideal showing, but we’ll get there.”

      I hoped we’d be there sooner rather than later.

      “Today’s the start of some exciting new drills,” he said.

      General enthusiasm did not seem to be that high.

      “One brief order of business first,” he said. “Eventually, each patrol will have just one leader.”

      Rafe and Lex both shifted their weight subtly, and Lex’s arms rose to cross over his chest. They glanced at each other, and a pit settled in my stomach. I hated the thought of Clearborn pitting them against each other.

      Then Lex mouthed something at Rafe I couldn’t read, and Rafe’s lips parted in a faint smile. He elbowed Lex as the two of them turned their attention back to Clearborn, and relief flooded my chest.

      Nothing could make enemies out of Rafe and Lex.

      “Sometimes, this is going to be a difficult choice, and it won’t reflect at all on either of the patrol leaders,” he said. “But sometimes, it will.”

      Those words settled over us all, tension rippling silently through the crowd.

      “The cadre have an enormous responsibility on their shoulders and you all will give them the respect they deserve for that,” he said. “But when that respect isn’t deserved, when the cadre are bullies or cowards themselves—or both, I find the two often go hand-in-hand—that student can return to basics before they try a leadership position again.”

      Clearborn’s gaze sought someone in the crowd, then sparked in recognition. “Duncan, you’re done. You can join your patrol as a regular cadet.”

      “Holy shit,” Penn whispered under his breath. He glanced toward me, his eyes wide.

      Duncan went pale. His jaw twitched as he ground his teeth together, staring straight forward and pretending as if he hadn’t heard.

      I almost felt sorry for him.

      “I’m not giving up on any of you,” Clearborn said, and I could’ve sworn his gaze found mine for just a second before it moved on, but maybe everyone felt that way. “You are the future of the packs. You’re the chance we have to stand against the covens, to keep the cubs back in our packs safe, to build a new future.”

      “I know it’s tough here sometimes, and it’s going to get tougher. When you fall, get back up again. Lean on each other. Stress can make people cruel or it can forge them into someone stronger than they ever were before. That’s on you. You need to embrace the pain that’s coming and use it to grow.”

      Clearborn was the king of the pep talk, with all that promise of coming pain.

      “Drills continue later this morning. Your cadre have the schedule,” he said. “Patrol leaders, prepare your patrols.”

      Noise rose all around us again as patrol leaders tried to pull their cadets together. Penn and I were already heading together through the crowd, to our rally point.

      I glanced at Clearborn though, who stood quietly at the center of all the chaos, observing it all with bright eyes.

      If I didn’t hate the man, I might like him.
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      “Get showered and dressed in utilities and meet back at our room,” Lex said. Most of the cadets were streaming toward the chow hall. “We’ve got an hour before we have to be at the pits, so move fast.”

      Apparently we were skipping breakfast.

      When we got into Rafe and Lex’s room, it smelled like drip coffee.

      “We had a hunch,” Lex said, shrugging. His desk was covered in bagels, peanut butter, and apples, and Rafe’s desk was set up with a coffee station. “The chow hall isn’t even open yet. Everyone’s milling around and it’s just going to be more of a mess.”

      “I’ve never admired someone so much over a bagel,” Chase said to me as we were getting coffee.

      I grinned. Then, as I was stirring my coffee, I noticed an edge of leather on the bookcase in the corner. I headed toward it curiously, taking a sip absently even though it burned in my mouth. It was the tawse, a long length of leather with a handle, and just the sight of it made my stomach tense. I hated that Rafe and Lex had this in their room. I hated the thought of them hurting any of my guys.

      And if one of them hit me… the thought sent a shiver down my spine. Jensen claimed they didn’t have a choice. He’d tried to cover for Rafe with me. I wouldn’t have expected him to be forgiving.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever forgive.

      Rafe leaned against the bookcase beside me. “I’m hoping you’ll just stay out of trouble, Northsea. Then you never have to worry about it.”

      My lips pursed to one side. “I’m not just worried about me, Rafe.”

      “I didn’t think you were. Eat your bagel.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “Is your default bossy?”

      “My default is looking after you all. We’ve got a long day ahead and I don’t know when, or if, we’re going to get a chance to eat.”

      Rafe glanced up, telling everyone, “Grab a granola bar and an apple on your way out to keep with your gear. I’m not sure Clearborn’s going to feel like we’ve all earned lunch, given how he scheduled the start of the next set of drills during the chow hall’s breakfast hours.”

      Lex added. “We learned a few things during the drills, but today’s going to be a whole new setting, new mission. We’ve got an advantage the other patrols don’t, since we’ve fought together before. So let’s set the example and help them out if we can, all right?”

      We were heading out, going down the fire stairs as another team rushed up. Someone shoved into my shoulder as they went by, and I looked up, tensing for a fight.

      “You’ve got this.” The cadet who’d just shoved against me flashed a quick grin my way. “We just got out of round one. Not going to lie, it sucked. But you guys are going to kill it.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He clapped Silas on the shoulder too before he turned the stairs.

      Sometimes I thought maybe I’d let a few assholes color my view of the academy. Maybe I’d rethink this place.

      If they didn’t hang me as a witch.

      During the trial, we were pitted against two other teams. We had a defensive bunker, built of sand bags, to defend.

      It might’ve been fun, except we were all keenly aware of Clearborn and two of the other alphas, Garmond and Williams, watching us from the sidelines.

      “You take the lead,” Rafe told Lex quietly. “One of us has to.”

      Lex hesitated.

      “It’s all right,” Rafe said, clapping his shoulder. “I’d rather see you on the Council’s Own if it came down to it.”

      “Oh bull shit. I’m not doing it without you,” Lex said.

      The trial was even more full of noise and confusion than the drills had been as the instructors threw every distraction they could at us. They started a damn fire inside our defensive position. Lex called orders to us, making sure we managed to put it out even though at the same time, the other teams launched a coordinated attack from two fronts.

      They finally breached our walls, and we fought hand-to-hand, but at least no one was on fire.

      “Northsea, take the bo,” Lex tossed one of the staffs to me. There had been a handful of weapons stashed in our position, but not enough for all of us.

      I caught glimpses of the Alphas behind the guy I was fighting, which would have been distracting if I hadn’t been really dedicated to not getting punched in the face. A few feet away, Tyson fought another guy.

      Then a guy from the other team, Harrington, ran up behind Tyson.

      “Watch out!” I shouted, but I was too late. I clocked the guy I was fighting with the bo, before spinning to help Tyson.

      Harrington punched Tyson in the back, hitting his kidneys. Ty’s mouth parted in pain, his back arching under the blow, but the guy was already catching him around the neck and landing another blow to his kidneys.

      That was never a legal movement in the pits before, but I didn’t think anyone was calling time today.

      That kind of hit could cause permanent injury, and it sure caused a ridiculous amount of pain. As Ty got hit again, his magic sparked across his fingertips.

      Fuck. Ty was going to lose it. I slammed the bo into his opponent’s legs, tripping him. As his legs went out from underneath him, Ty pinned him, the movement one quick, practiced motion. Then Ty waited for him to tap out so we could call him as a casualty and leave him behind without having to worry.

      Ty’s back was to the Council. But I saw the horror across his face as his magic grew under his fingertips, as if his magic was determined to save him from these imaginary enemies.

      Cool it, Ty.

      Garamond frowned, shifting as if he were trying to get a better view.

      I had to distract them. They’d never let Ty stay at the academy if they knew he was a witch. They might even kill him.

      The only thing I could think of was to throw my bo at Clearborn and the other Alphas.

      After all, I had a reputation—as Clearborn had reminded me—of being short-tempered and impetuous.

      There was no way I’d get out of that one without facing the damned strap that had torn up Jensen’s back.

      Tyson looked up at me, desperation flashing across his face as he struggled to keep Harrington pinned. He tightened his grip, trying to force him to tap out before Ty lost it completely. I had to help him.

      His face was still twisted in pain from the blows he’d taken to the kidneys. He’d probably be pissing blood for days. They shouldn’t have sent us in here to fight like animals, with no rules.

      That would be my excuse.

      I twisted my body, cocking my arm back like I held a javelin, and launched the bo through the air at Clearborn and his fellow alphas.

      Garmond raised his arm, grimacing as if he was afraid of being struck with the bo. Clearborn stretched out his hand, trying to catch the bo from the air. The bo slammed into the three of them, and for a second, shocked silence reigned among us all.

      In the distance, through the rush of blood in my ears, I heard Ty get up as his opponent tapped out, then a distant thump, like someone’s body hitting the ground.

      “It must be nice to sit on your asses and watch us beat each other half to death for your entertainment,” I called. “Maybe you could join us in the ring, show us how to do it.”

      The instructor called, “Win for Hunt and Alexander.”

      “If only it actually were.” Rafe grabbed my shoulder, glancing past me at Clearborn. It looked like he had so much he wanted to say, and then he just squeezed my shoulder. It was a comforting touch, even though his voice was harsh.

      “I’ll discuss this with you shortly, Ms. Northsea,” Clearborn called. “Have her come to my office in half an hour, Mr. Hunt.”

      Dread settled into my stomach.

      “Yes sir,” Rafe said, his voice flat and cold. But when he looked at me, the same dread was mirrored in his expression.
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      “I’ll be back shortly,” I told Garmond and Williams.

      “I’d like to speak to you first,” Garmond said.

      Fantastic.

      The problem with committees is that there’s always an asshole. The Alpha council was no exception.

      Garmond was ours.

      “Did you finish your construction project?” he demanded. Certain members of the Council had attempted to force their own ideas on me: a hanging platform and the set of whipping posts.

      “I decided they weren’t necessary,” I said, leaning on Northsea’s abandoned bo staff. I planned to bring it back to my office for our discussion. Having to carry it around made me feel inconveniently like Gandalf, though; the previous faculty’s decision to have the students spend so much time fighting with sticks was an interesting one.

      Before Garmond could press for his end goal, which was far more obvious than he realized, I added, “Which is fortunate. It would be sad if the situation in the packs were so dire that we were reduced to killing off their children after they arrived here.”

      Garmond’s jaw tightened. I knew he wanted to see Northsea strung up—preferably with the noose—but he’d accept having Piper’s sister publicly whipped. “The noose is only for the witches.”

      “I have bullets for that, Garmond.” There was no need for all the drama of a fancy execution.

      Those bullets were specifically for the covens, not any witch. The more I learned about magic, the more it became clear that the shifter community was deluding itself with its bias. But I wasn’t walking down that path with Garmond before I had to.

      “You are going to have the girl whipped for attacking the school’s leadership, are you not? In front of the school?” he demanded. “Public disrespect requires a public response.”

      My intent was to correct their weaknesses, not break their wills. “I’ve had the cadre take the lead on corporal punishment in the patrols. I can hardly have her whipped after she’s already been beaten, can I?”

      He started to say something, and I cut him off. “We can discuss this later. I have cadets to deal with. After the exercises are over, I’d appreciate hearing both your thoughts on discipline at the academy and on how the patrols themselves performed.”

      It wasn’t the same as being here myself. I knew Garmond wouldn’t bother to learn the names of these cadets, while I had lines of notes for each member of the cadre and a jotted thought or two assessing each first-year, but at least it would keep him busy.

      I was dedicated to keeping my cadets busy, just like I was attempting to keep Garmond out of my way. But the cadets could be improved, at least.

      I nodded goodbye to him curtly, then I could finally leave him behind and head across campus.

      I didn’t want to miss out on too much of seeing the students work through the tests, but I had to deal with Northsea. I was curious whether Lex or Rafe would come in with her, and when I came into the office, I told Cormac to find a reason to leave them alone. I was curious what they’d have to say to each other when they thought they had relative privacy.

      In the meantime, I reviewed the notes I had so far on the patrols. I’d been exasperated from afar for a long time about how much training the new patrols still needed when they emerged from the academy. The Council’s Own worked well, but only because they trained exhaustively.

      It was ridiculous that these kids emerged from four years of school still undisciplined and sloppy. Despite the Council’s selection process, doing the best we could with what we saw at the academy, we had far more drop-outs than we should, which disrupted the patrols.

      Now I had my chance to fix the academy, no matter how painful it might be.

      Although I was sure my cadets thought they had the most painful part of the deal.

      Cormac called me a few minutes later. “Northsea and Hunt are here, sir.”

      Rafe, hm? Not Lex. That’s what I’d expected, but it still disappointed me. I’d hoped to be surprised by Lex.

      “Thank you. Tell them I’ll come get them in a few minutes.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      He left the speakerphone on as he relayed the message, then left the room. I muted the speaker on my end. I’d heard rumors about both Lex and Rafe and the petite blond shifter, and I wasn’t sure if I could leave them all together.

      For a few long minutes, there was nothing but silence. I heard faint fidgeting noises, as if one of them was pacing.

      Then Maddie Northsea’s voice broke the quiet of the anteroom outside my office. “So will this be it, then? Here?”

      “Maybe.”

      Silence for another few seconds. Well, that wasn’t what I’d expected. The pair of them were not exactly scintillating conversationalists.

      “What were you thinking?” Rafe asked. His voice was low, but laced with heat.

      “I wasn’t thinking,” she said off-handedly, sounding glib. Irritation flared in my chest, almost as strongly as when she’d thrown that bo at Garmond and me.

      Garmond had been looking for a way to get back at Piper Northsea for years. I could wring Maddie’s narrow neck for almost forcing me into being Garmond’s tool. Garmond would spin this story dramatically to any other alphas who would listen, although I hoped most of them had the sense to ignore him. I only took him as seriously as I had to, to minimize his damage.

      “You knew what would happen,” he said.

      “Well, I wasn’t thinking about it at the time.”

      There was silence. I wished I could see her face, because I was confident she was lying to him.

      I’d seen Harrington go after Tyson Atlas like he was trying to cause permanent damage. The instructors were supposed to step in, but none of them were on that side to witness Harrington side-step the rules. I’d moved to call Harrington off before Tyson could get hurt worse.

      And that was why I’d been in a position to see magic flare under Tyson’s hands.

      The decision Northsea made had been quick, but it was hardly impulsive.

      They were never going to form an effective patrol while they were lying to their leadership. Maybe Rafe wasn’t the leader I thought he was, either.

      The silence between them stretched until I rose to my feet, planning to bring Rafe in first.

      “I keep thinking you’re growing up,” Rafe said, his voice low. “When you came here, everyone hated you—hated the idea of you. But you’ve won them over, with your courage and your spirit.”

      “There are a few hold-outs. And you don’t seem to feel very fond of me at the moment.”

      “Don’t be a smartass,” he said. “Sometimes you seem like such a natural leader. I don’t know how you think you’re ever going to lead, though, when you still can’t resist your temper, no matter the stakes.”

      “A glorified spanking is hardly high stakes.”

      “I’ll try to remember that’s how you feel about it,” he muttered.

      Well, his feelings might not be easy for him, but at least he intended to go through with it. Maybe I could leave them together. Their patrol had fought well as a team in the field, and I didn’t want to rip them apart. But if Rafe favored the girl too much, it would impact their training, and that would ultimately fracture them with far more lasting damage.

      I cut the line, then moved to the door. When I opened it, neither of them were in the chairs that lined the wall across from the secretary’s desk. Rafe stood rigidly against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. Maddie paced back and forth, and she turned when she heard the door, her blond ponytail flickering over the shoulders.

      “Mr. Hunt, one minute of your time, please.”

      He rose without hesitation. When he walked into my office, I caught her chewing her lip. As soon as she felt my gaze, her face went to neutral, her chin rising.  She had perfect posture.

      After the show she’d put on in the pit, I rather liked her, to be honest.

      Which wouldn’t make her life any easier.

      Rafe came into my office and took the chair in front of my desk when I indicated it.

      “Why isn’t Mr. Alexander here with your wayward cadet?” I asked, without prelude. “He was the one leading the patrol today, wasn’t he?”

      “We didn’t think it mattered which one of us came,” Rafe said. “If we’d known you had a preference, sir, he would be here.”

      “I have a preference that you all take responsibility for yourselves and your patrols,” I said. “And it seems to me like he’s shirking his.”

      Rafe’s jaw tensed. “It was my mistake. I was nearest Northsea when she threw the bo, so I brought her here and told him I’d fill him in later. I can get him, if you like.”

      “No, I don’t need him,” I said dismissively. “Alexander and Northsea had a relationship prior to the academy, didn’t they?”

      “Yes. He told Dean McCauley about it, and he—”

      I raised my hand. “I’m aware. I don’t need you to jump to your friend’s defense.”

      Rafe’s face was tense.

      “On to my next problem,” I said. “Your patrol is full of problems, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he admitted, his voice guarded. “But they’re smart, gifted shifters. And we all work well together.”

      “Mm, I’ve observed you all in multiple drills, and I think well is quite a generous assessment.” Although they were relatively well-disciplined compared to the other patrols. Duncan’s patrol had been far off the mark in yesterday’s drill, but I’d still been annoyed to see Lex almost succumb to his temper in the pressure of the moment.

      Rafe’s face was tense, but he didn’t argue with me.

      “With Northsea, twenty with the tawse. I’d appreciate if you took care of that before the end of the day.” She’d known what it would cost her, and she’d thought it was worth it. I agreed with her.

      I could neither let her bad example stand unpunished nor let Garmond have the chance to campaign for her public flogging. I only had as much control of the academy as the Council allowed, for the moment.

      Rafe nodded, although his face was tense.

      “Let me be perfectly clear. She has the option to avoid punishment.” I resisted the temptation to call it a glorified spanking, because I still found her bravado amusing. “All she has to do is leave. But there’s no option where she stays, and you protect her from the consequences of her actions.”

      “I wouldn’t try to,” he said.

      His desire to protect her was written in his tense posture. His whole patrol lied to themselves and to each other far too often, but all right. I’d let that one pass.

      “Send her in,” I said. “I’d like to talk to her. You can return to your patrol.”

      He nodded and rose to his feet.

      Thirty second later, Maddie came through the door.

      “You wanted to see me, sir?” she asked, as if she had no idea why she was here.

      “Take a seat,” I said. I set the bo staff on the desk between us; it hung over the end of the desk. “I’d like to talk about this.”

      “Yes sir,” she said, her voice level, her posture perfect as she sat on the edge of her chair. Only the way her hands knotted in her lap betrayed that she felt any fear at all.

      But then, anyone sane in her position should feel a certain amount of dread for what was coming next.
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      “I have to ask,” Clearborn said, “if you think I’m stupid, or if you’re stupid yourself?”

      That wasn’t much of a question, and I didn’t have much of an answer. I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze. “I don’t think either of us are stupid. Sir.”

      He leaned back in his chair, studying me. Silence hung between us for a few long seconds, and tension rippled through my stomach.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t think Clearborn was stupid at all. The thought filled me with far more fear than if he had been.

      “Well, there are really two options here.” He raised two fingers to tick items off his list. “One. You’re foolish and willful and impetuous.”

      I stared back at him.

      “Or two, you threw the bo staff with a purpose, not impulsively,” he said. “You’re concealing the truth, and you think you’re so much smarter than the faculty here that you won’t be found out.”

      Well, that was the plan. When he said it, it didn’t sound so great.

      “I lost my temper.” It hurt to pretend I’d thrown a tantrum in the pit, but it was the only option I had to protect Tyson. He was more important than my ego. At least my fiery reputation would serve a purpose for once. “I’m working on it.”

      He snorted. “Yes, I think I can help you with that.”

      I paused. I simultaneously dreaded hearing the sentence for my crime and felt desperate to know what it was.

      “Twenty with the tawse,” he said, as if he’d read my mind.

      Dread hardened my stomach. I’d known to expect that, and yet it was still an overwhelming thought.

      I swallowed the rise of panic. I’d been mulling over why Clearborn had brought corporal punishment to the academy ever since I saw Jensen’s back. At first I’d thought Clearborn was just a monster, but now I wasn’t so certain.  “Could I ask you a question?”

      Amusement lit his eyes. “Go ahead. You can speak freely, as long as you manage not to chuck anything at my head.”

      “Why are you having cadets beaten?” I demanded. “We’re supposed to be brave. What’s brave about letting someone hit you without fighting back?”

      “It takes a certain presence of mind to accept pain,” he told me. “It’s a different courage than fighting, but it takes self-control, discipline, bravery. Even if you didn’t deserve it, the exercise could still fine-tune your self-control.”

      “We’re supposed to be leaders, to make good moral choices. But if people are afraid of being punished, they just try to avoid it. They don’t think about doing the right thing, for the right reasons.”

      Clearborn seemed to think that over, at least. Then he said, “You aren’t children. Any one of you that’s meant to lead will weigh ethics and consequences. You’ll make your own choices. Then you’ll have to live with them.”

      His words struck deeper than he could imagine. He was speaking theoretically, but he was right. I’d chosen the humiliation of being seen as a short-tempered idiot by people whose respect I wanted, and I’d chosen the punishment that would come after. It was worth it to protect Tyson.

      But that didn’t untie the knot in my stomach.

      “I think corporal punishment is degrading and ineffective,” I said, even though I suddenly was quite certain that I was not going to win him over to my way of thinking.

      “Yes, I imagine you’d feel strongly against it at the moment.” He smiled faintly, as if he were inviting me in on the joke. “At the end of the year, why don’t you come in here and we’ll discuss it again? I’m curious if your thoughts will change.”

      “I don’t think they will,” I said.

      “At least you’ll have firsthand experience to inform your opinion,” he said, as if he were doing me a favor. “You’re dismissed.”

      When I closed the door behind me, the anteroom was empty. I exhaled shakily. I wasn’t sure if I was more nervous to face the dean, or to face Rafe with that sentence hanging over my head.

      Jensen was waiting for me outside the academic building, a book in his hand like usual, his booted foot propped up on the steps. Despite his height and his big shoulders, he looked comfortable wherever he was, as if he belonged anywhere he wanted to be. It must be nice to feel that way.

      “Jensen. What are you doing here?”

      He snapped the book shut and flashed me a grin. “Rafe sent me to walk you home because apparently, you’re a delicate flower now. I don’t know. He didn’t give me a reason.”

      I headed across the open lawn toward our house, and he fell into step beside me.

      “You didn’t see what happened in the pit?” I shouldn’t ask him that question so bluntly—he’d never give up on getting an answer—but I felt overwhelmed when I tried to imagine what would happen after I knocked on Rafe’s door. I needed Jensen right now.

      Those golden eyes focused on me intently. “What happened?”

      “I might’ve lost my mind. Trying to protect Tyson when Harrington went after him too hard.” I didn’t tell him about Ty’s magic—that wasn’t my secret to reveal—but I didn’t lie to him, either. I’d have felt smug about that if I weren’t so terrified.

      “Oh yeah, they’ve got an old grudge,” Jensen said.

      “There’s someone who doesn’t like Tyson?”

      “Everyone’s got someone who hates their guts. What’d you do?”

      “Doesn’t matter. But, same as you tried to tell me, I guess I deserve what’s coming next.”

      “Oh, Maddie.” He glanced around us, checking that no one could overhear us, and we stopped in the middle of the yard. “How many?”

      “Twenty.”

      His lips tightened, and I knew from the way he reacted that was a lot. A shiver ran up my spine, and I jerked my chin up, trying to steel myself.

      “Hey,” he said, running his hands briskly up my arms as if to warm me. His gaze was kind, reassuring. “You’re going to be all right. It’s ten miserable minutes out of a long life, all right? Just ten minutes.”

      “I know,” I said. “No big deal.”

      Jensen nodded, but his eyes were troubled. “What time?”

      “When I get back to the house, I’m going to go see Rafe.”

      “Give me some time to get the guys out of the house,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “We all want to protect you,” he said. “If you don’t want one of them to kick down the door…”

      They wouldn’t necessarily know. Unless Jensen thought I might cry out, or that the guys would sense my distress... Jensen’s concern was unsettling to me.

      “I’m glad you’re a pragmatist, Jensen.”

      Hurt flashed in his eyes, but I hadn’t meant that as an insult. Most of the guys would probably try to fight my battles for me, even if it landed us all in worse trouble.

      “I want to protect you,” he said. “If you want me to do anything, I will.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think there’s a way out of this.”

      “Well.” Jensen tilted his head to one side, a faint smile coming to his lips. “I could kick Clearborn’s ass and the two of us could leave this place in our dust. Move in with Chase or hey, make Silas bring us home with him.”

      “It’s tempting.” It was a nice fantasy, but I wasn’t really tempted.

      Jensen’s face was that familiar blank mask. “Is it? Have you thought about just…leaving?”

      I paused to regard him skeptically before I demanded, “Are you new here? Have you met me?”

      He hesitated, studying my face, before realizing that I meant it. He exhaled in relief. He wanted me to decide for myself, but he longed for me to stay, and my heart hitched in my chest. Not that long ago, I couldn’t have imagined how deeply Jensen felt everything, underneath that cool exterior.

      I wasn’t going anywhere. Even if it cost me something to stay.

      “We belong here,” Jensen filled in. He always seemed to know what I was thinking. “Because this is where the danger is.”

      “And this is where our friends are. Our team.”

      “Even Rafe?”

      “Ask me tomorrow,” I said. I cocked my head to one side. “When did you start seeing him as a friend?”

      “Hell if I know.”

      “But for me to stay,” I said, “I have to do this. And I need your help.”

      “I’m here.” His hands caught my waist. “You tell me what you need, Maddie. I’ll get it done.”

      Before we went into the house, he told me what to expect.

      Then he kissed me goodbye, hard, like he could loan me all his strength.

      I wished that he could.
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      While Jensen got the guys out of the house on some scheme he cooked up, I took a shower and dressed in my uniform. I braided my hair back into a tight French braid. For once, I had the foggy mirror to myself. The dorm room was too quiet right now. It felt lonely without the guys in the next room.

      I buttoned up my blazer and headed down the hall to Rafe’s room, forcing myself not to procrastinate. Clearborn wasn’t going to change his mind.

      When I knocked, Rafe swung the door open as if he’d been waiting for me.

      “Is Lex here?” I asked.

      Rafe snorted. “No. He’s checking on Ty, then I asked him to take our cadre meeting. I don’t want him to barge in and throw me out the window halfway through.”

      “I might want that.” I stepped into the room, exhaling, because my stomach was suddenly a pit.

      “Yes, I suppose you might.” He looked at me kindly. “It won’t kill you, Maddie. You’ll get through it.”

      Oh, that sympathetic look might kill me. It wasn’t like Rafe to feel moved to pity.

      I loved how everyone’s idea of an encouraging word about the tawse was that it would not lead to permanent injury or literal death.

      “You still haven’t told me what the hell was going on in your head,” he said, and there was a hint of the steel in his voice that I was so used to.

      “They were letting anything go in that ring, while they just sat and watched us,” I said. “Tyson’s hurt. He’s at the infirmary.”

      “I’m aware.” He perched on the edge of his desk, pushing his blazer sleeves up his corded forearms absent-mindedly. “Clearborn is trying to prepare us. You know how bad things are out there. Firsthand. I thought you wanted us to train harder…”

      “It doesn’t matter how prepared we are if we don’t make it to graduation,” I said sharply, thinking of Tyson’s magic, of Silas’ gift, and of my own.

      “I understand why you were angry,” he said. “I just…. Even for you, that was ill-advised.”

      His lips quirked up affectionately at the edges. That faint smile stirred a familiar warmth in my chest, but I didn’t want to like Rafe right now.

      “Do you think we could skip the part where you make fun of me and you could get right to the beating?” I demanded.

      His brows rose, the smile dropping away. “If you insist.”

      I exhaled a shaky breath. I wish I hadn’t just pushed him away. Part of me wanted to fold myself into his arms, as if he could protect me, even though he was the one who was going to hurt me.

      And yet, I had to have him hurt me. I’d been afraid he would refuse. I wasn’t ending my academy career because I was afraid of a strip of leather and a few bruises. Someone else would do it if he wouldn’t.

      If I did lose my cool—I kept flashing back to the look on Jensen’s face when I told him twenty—I wouldn’t want anyone else to see me weak. It was bad enough for Rafe or Lex to see me at my most vulnerable.

      “Put your hands against the wall over there,” he said, sliding off his desk. He pulled off his blazer, laid it neatly on the chair, and began to fold up the cuffs of his shirt, turning his back on me.

      I bit my lower lip and tried to steel my heart, which was galloping wildly.

      That impulsive spirit that people complained about so much propelled me forward at times when someone else might hesitate.  Most of the time when I did something that took a measure of bravery, there was no chance to reconsider. If I had someone else to protect, my training took over.

      I’d never backed down from a fight. It didn’t bother me to get hurt in the ring or even for real, as long as I could get back up.

      I always got back up.

      But now I was going to let someone hit me. It wasn’t a fight.

      I fumbled with the buttons of my blazer, then hung it up on the back of Rafe’s chair. It was strange to be in this familiar room when everything felt different.

      Despite my brave words about getting it over with, I found myself moving slowly. Rafe shifted behind me, as if he were impatient.

      I had to get this over with. For both our sakes.

      Now I could really use that pep talk. I offered him an unsteady smile as I started to unbutton my blouse. “Finally living out your fantasy of beating some sense into me, hm?”

      Rafe gave me a cold look, as if I were an idiot. Right. I’d blown my chance to talk to encouraging Rafe. This version of Rafe couldn’t even spare some mercy for my bad jokes.

      “Stop,” he ordered, and I paused with my blouse half-unbuttoned.

      Rafe’s jaw twitched, as if he were holding back his own feelings. “Maddie, this is going to be hard for you. It’s going to hurt.”

      If I’d hoped for a pep talk, I was definitely getting the opposite now.

      “I’m aware,” I said, my voice dry. “That is the point, isn’t it?”

      He fixed me with that dark gaze that seemed to stare right into my soul. “Clearborn made it clear there was one way to avoid this.”

      “I’m sure he did.” Clearborn said he didn’t care if I was a girl—or a witch—but he wasn’t exactly on my side, either. It’d be easier for him if I packed up and went home.

      Rafe seemed to choose his next words carefully. “Is there any possibility you’d ever leave the academy? For any reason?”

      My lips were already parting to reject the idea when he cut me off to add, “You could fight with your sister’s pack. Go to the Hunter academy and learn to use your magic. Spend more time with the twins. It’s a big world, Maddie. You don’t have to be here.”

      His words washed over me. I flushed hot under the weight of his assumptions.

      “You think I’d throw away my career for the chance to spend more time playing aunt?” I demanded. I felt disloyal to the twins just saying that, but I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t see him leaving school to spend more time with Charlotte. “Would you do that, Rafe?”

      “It’s not about me,” he said evenly, as if he were refusing to match my anger with his own. “It’s about you. About what you really want.”

      Rafe thought I was too weak to manage a whipping with a belt. As if I hadn’t proven myself over and over again.

      As if Piper hadn’t survived dozens of those when we were growing up, protecting me. I could take one to protect someone I loved.

      The anxiety I felt was flipping into anger, and at least anger felt powerful.

      “I’m not quitting,” I said tightly. “Not tonight, not ever. I’m not leaving this damn school until I walk across the stage at graduation and into the Council’s fucking Own.”

      He nodded. “Then go put your hands against the wall, please.”

      His cold, polite tone did nothing to diffuse my rage.

      I yanked my blouse off with hands that trembled with anger, not fear. I hoped Rafe knew the difference.

      Then I pressed my palms against the cool white wall. It was cool in the dorms, and goosebumps rose on my arms, my muscles tightening against the chill. As cold swept over me, I tried not to shiver. I didn’t want Rafe to think I was shaking in fear. That asshole. It was like he didn’t know me at all.

      I’d get through this. I’d be strong.

      “Ready?” Rafe came to my side, standing slightly behind me. From my peripheral vision, I could just see him, sleeves rolled up, but I couldn’t see his face. I glanced over my shoulder, looking for the tawse, which dangled from his right hand. It looked longer and thicker and more foreboding than it had in Rafe’s bookshelf.

      “Ready,” I said. My anger felt like armor, at least. I was determined to show him I wasn’t the delicate flower.

      The room seemed very quiet, so quiet that I could hear the movement of his arm through the air as he pulled back the strap.

      I winced at the sound of leather hissing through the air. When the blow landed, it knocked me forward with its power. I felt the impact first. Then pain burned across my shoulders, so intense that it stole the breath from my lungs.

      It was worse than I expected. Fear tightened my chest and formed a sudden lump in my throat. It was fear that I wasn’t as brave as I thought, just as much as fear of the next blow.

      But I locked my arms out, forcing myself back into position, waiting for the next one.

      As soon as I was ready, Rafe didn’t hesitate. Again, the hiss of leather through the air; I bit my lip, squeezing my eyes closed, trying to steel myself for the blow.

      Pain sizzled across my back in the same spot that the first one had fallen. Two. Two out of twenty. It seemed an impossible amount to go on through.

      But even before I could lock my arms out again, the third blow knocked me forward. My elbows buckled, and I barely stopped myself from slamming into the wall.

      “Stay in position,” he warned me, his voice curt.

      He landed the next few blows in quick succession. I gasped at the sense of bruises and welts blooming under each stroke of the lash. My arms began to tremble, my knees suddenly weak.  The sound of the strap resounded in the room, louder than I could have imagined. Maybe if it weren’t so loud, it wouldn’t have gotten in my head so badly. My eyes teared up from the pain, and the world around me went blurry.

      With the next blow from the strap, my trembling arms gave way. I swayed toward the wall before I painfully pushed myself back, tightening my muscles for the strap again. I blinked, and tears streamed down my face.

      “Move closer,” Rafe told me, his voice harsh. “Put your forearms against the wall.”

      I hesitated. Did Rafe take a time-out with Jensen to adjust his position?

      “That wasn’t a request. Do it, or I’ll help you,” he commanded.

      Reluctantly, I placed one forearm, then the other, against the wall, leaning forward.

      My hands knotted into fists in front of my face, my knuckles white. It looked as if I were praying. Was there a patron saint for a nexus of chaos? I should really look into that.

      I put my forehead down on my fists, and struggled to breathe in and out. My muscles trembled across my back, despite my best efforts.

      The next blow didn’t knock me forward. It just burned across my skin like a brand.

      I gasped again, except this one sounded like a sob. I bit down on my lower lip hard, determined not to cry out. I’d lost the count. I didn’t even know how many more there were to come.

      And I didn’t know how many more I could take.

      With the next blow, I tasted coppery blood in my mouth. I’d bitten deep into my lip.

      Another one, and I sobbed. There was no denying what it was.

      With the next stroke, the pain was unbearable.

      As Rafe pulled the strap back, I suddenly couldn’t take one more. I couldn’t even catch my breath; it hurt so badly that my lungs were tight, and I was just gasping now.

      I turned, raising my hand to stop him.

      He pulled back the strap that he’d begun to swing, his eyes widening. “Northsea! What the hell are you doing? Do you want to get hurt?”

      That question should’ve made me laugh—I was getting hurt, worse than I’d ever been hurt before—but instead I said hurriedly, “I just need a minute. Just a minute to catch my breath.”

      Rafe stared at me for a second. I couldn’t stop crying now. I was sure he was going to relent, because through the haze of my tears, his expression was worried.

      Then he ordered, “Get back into position.”

      I stared at him, my lips parting in confusion. “I need a break.”

      “What you need is to put your hands against the wall and finish the punishment you chose,” he said. “Get. Into. Position.”

      I’d never hated Rafe before, not really, but I hated him then. My chest hitched as I turned back to the wall. I couldn’t stop crying, and now it wasn’t just because my back was on fire with those deep welts.

      I asked for one small thing.

      And Rafe chose the rules over me.

      Every flash of tenderness or heat I’d ever seen had been my wishful imagination.

      I sobbed my way through the rest of the blows. My whole body shook, my muscles trembling out of control. My back was on fire, and with each blow I felt the impact knocking me forward, but the pain couldn’t get any worse. I couldn’t catch my breath.

      “It’s over,” he said, his voice breaking through my misery. He threw the strap down as if it burned him. “Maddie, are you all right?”

      His voice was gentle, and it made me angry all over again.

      I turned away from him, scrubbing my eyes with trembling fingers, but I couldn’t stop the tears streaming down my face.

      I didn’t answer as I crossed the room to my blouse, moving stiffly. When I pulled my blouse on, the muscles in my back and shoulders ached. I could already feel deep purple-black bruises forming across my skin.

      As much as I wanted to flee his room, I had to pull myself together. I couldn’t run out of here crying. Hopefully the guys were still out of the house—if any of them saw me like this, they’d want to kill Rafe. I headed for his door, trying to breathe, even though my chest was still hitching with sobs.

      Just as I reached the door, he said, “I never said you were dismissed.”

      I stayed facing the door as my chest heaved. Rafe had seen enough of me crying.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” My voice broke, and I hated myself for it. I shouldn’t let Rafe see me weak like this.

      “Look at me.” His voice was stern and warm all at once, and it made fury tighten my chest even more. That tone had always convinced me before that he cared about me.

      I’d known he had to carry out the punishment. Hell, I’d tried to be grateful he was willing, when I’d thought it would be hard for him, but then it hadn’t been hard for him at all. The fact that he wouldn’t give me a break when I asked for one small favor… I didn’t think I could forgive that.

      “What do you want, Rafe?” I asked wearily, turning to face him.

      Evenly, he said, “I want to make sure you’re okay. I want to know what you’re thinking.”

      “You can tell me what to do, Rafe, and you can beat me if I don’t, but you can’t make me tell you what I think, and you probably don’t want to.” My quick words sounded like a slap in the quiet room, and Rafe’s eyes tightened as if it hurt.

      I pressed my lips together tightly to hold back other, angry words that could never be taken back. I couldn’t meet his gaze. He’d seen me at my most vulnerable and he’d had no mercy. My muscles were still trembling.

      “I know this was hard for you, but you got through it. You don’t have to feel ashamed.” His voice was gentle.

      That gentleness, now, too late, felt like a jolt.

      “Who said I feel ashamed?” I shot back. “I think Clearborn should be ashamed. I think—”

      I trailed off. I’d said something to hurt him earlier, but I didn’t want to say anything else that neither of us would ever forget. But we both knew he was at the end of that sentence.

      “Then what are you crying about?” His voice came out blunt.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you are ashamed. I think you’re embarrassed because you said it wouldn’t be a big deal, that you weren’t afraid, and then you broke down.”

      I couldn’t talk about this with him. I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “Can I go? Please? I don’t want anyone to see me like this…”

      “Am I just anyone now?” Rafe crossed the room to me in a few quick strides. “Jesus, Maddie. I never know how to get through to you.”

      “You want to know that I learned my lesson? Roger. No more throwing whatever object is at hand at the staff or faculty,” I said. “Can I go now?”

      His jaw was tight. “If that’s what you want. But I’m here to talk if you want to—”

      I cut him off with a short, bitter laugh. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      He hesitated, as if he was going to try again, then nodded. “All right. I’ll tell Clearborn you served your punishment. Report to the infirmary before your morning classes tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir,” I muttered.

      Then I jerked the door open and went out. I caught a glimpse of Rafe’s face, and I jerked my gaze away before I could even read his expression. I didn’t want to look at his stupid, handsome face again.

      I closed the door between us.
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      The hall outside Rafe’s room was too bright. I still had my hand on the knob when I glimpsed my white sleeve.

      No blazer.

      Resigning myself to one more minute in that godforsaken room, I pushed the door back open. I couldn’t stand to look at him. I meant to slip in and grab my blazer without looking at Rafe.

      We were supposed to be friends. I was a fool for ever thinking we were.

      His back was to me as I crept across the room, and as I reached out to grab my blazer from the back of the chair, I realized his shoulders were shaking.

      Something was wrong.

      I snatched the blazer off the back of the chair. I should go. I hesitated, then I heard his breath hitch. I couldn’t stand to just leave him.

      “Rafe?” I asked.

      His wide shoulders shook, then he suddenly went still. But he didn’t answer me.

      Uncertainly, I closed the three paces between us. He made no move to turn, and I frowned as I reached out and caught his bicep. I swung him around to face me.

      Rafe’s red-rimmed eyes met mine.

      “I thought you’d gone already,” he said, and I knew why he hadn’t answered me; his voice came out broken.

      I gazed up at him uncertainly. “What’s wrong, Rafe?”

      His lips twisted. “What do you think?”

      His chest shook one more time, and he quickly rubbed his eyes, the movement quick and embarrassed.

      I frowned as the scene from before my punishment played again in my head. He’d asked if there was any reason I’d ever leave the academy. And I’d made it quite clear I wanted to stay.

      “You didn’t think I’d get back into position after a break,” I said slowly. “So you pushed me to get through the rest of it.”

      He’d been standing up for what I wanted most when I couldn’t stand up for myself.

      When I decided to protect Tyson, I’d known I’d end up facing the tawse. I’d been willing to pay that cost. But I hadn’t realized that I wouldn’t be the only one to pay.

      It had hurt Rafe, too. I hadn’t even thought about him.

      He sat heavily in his desk chair, rubbing his hand across his face. I could feel his embarrassment; we’d both seen each other at our most vulnerable tonight. And I’d made it worse, rejecting him after he had tried to protect me. Regret twisted through my gut.

      “What can I do?” I asked softly.

      He shook his bowed head. “You don’t owe me anything, Maddie.”

      “We never do owing each other, do we?” I said, closing the distance between him until I stood just in front of him. I reached out to tentatively touch his broad shoulder. “You take care of me. I take care of you. In our own ways…”

      He raised his head, and a faint, rueful smile twisted his lush lips. He held his arms out to me.

      Without hesitation, I pressed myself against his chest as he drew me into his lap. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, keenly aware of how carefully he put his hand on my hip, never brushing against my bruised back. I rested my face in the curve of his neck, breathing in the scent of his aftershave.

      I couldn’t believe that we were here, like this, now. We’d been through hell together, a shared misery that left us both shaking and broken and vulnerable.

      I’d tried to run. He’d tried to hide. But in the end, we’d chosen to see and be seen at our worst.

      “How bad is it?” His hand gently brushed across my back, so lightly that his fingertips felt comforting even despite the sensitivity of the welts.

      “I didn’t like that very much,” I deadpanned. I rested my head against his shoulder, feeling his fingertips stroke gently up and down my back.

      “Yeah, me either,” he said.

      “So, same time next week?”

      He groaned. “Please no, Northsea.”

      We were talking like we usually did, as if everything that had happened that day was already forgotten.

      But I was pressed close to his body, and it felt like something had shifted between us.
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      Jensen

      

      I got the guys out of the house to go look for Harrington. Not to hurt him, necessarily, but to make sure he remembered the rules of the pit. No kidney shots.

      No putting our teammate, our Tyson, in the infirmary.

      When we headed into the foyer of another house, though, which looked the same as ours—same haunted institutional look with a fresh coat of paint and a dozen round tables for studying—someone must’ve called over to Lex, though, because we were in the hall outside Harrington’s room when Lex showed up.

      “Really?” Lex demanded in exasperation.

      I shrugged. “We just wanted to talk to Harrington.”

      “Get outside,” Lex snapped.

      Silas, Penn, Chase and I followed him out. Tyson stood in the yard outside, his posture stiff as if he was still aching from those kidney shots, but his hands in his pockets.

      “I’m touched you’d do something stupid for me,” Ty said, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

      “To be fair, the four of us will do something stupid for all kinds of causes,” Penn said.

      “Can’t you just let me have the moment?” Ty demanded.

      “See?” Lex said. “No reason to go psycho on Harrington.”

      “From what I heard, Maddie already covered that.”

      Guilt flashed across Tyson’s face. Before I could talk to him about that, someone interrupted me.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I turned to find Bret Flemington again.

      I was tense with worry about Maddie, but I made myself ask, “How’re you doing?”

      I kept imagining her narrow shoulders under the strap, and when I did, it made me tight with fury. But my protectiveness wouldn’t help her. She had to get through this to stay here at the academy.

      I still couldn’t help the other thing I kept imagining, which was how good it would feel to punch Rafe across the face. Or maybe Clearborn. Nah, I’d knee him in the nuts.

      Bret hesitated, as if he had something to say that had nothing to do with the state of his own back. “I heard something today that I really think you ought to know about.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      He glanced toward the house as if he was worried about being overheard. I nodded goodbye to my friends, and Bret and I walked toward our house until we had privacy.

      “I overheard Duncan talking to his alpha, Garamond,” Bret said, before biting his lower lip nervously.

      I was sure only the best alpha had produced a fine bully like Duncan.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “They were talking about how to get someone alone during tomorrow’s three-on-three trials,” he said. “They knew the line-up, that our team would be one of the ones going against yours.”

      “The trials tomorrow are three-on-three and we’re against each other on the roster,” I repeated, to give him the chance to clarify. I hadn’t heard any of that yet, and I wondered if Rafe and Lex knew the plan for tomorrow’s drills. I wanted to verify his story. “Who were they trying to get alone?”

      “I didn’t hear, but I figured it had to be Maddie. Duncan hates her, and he got that grudge from Garamond—at least some of it.” His face paled slightly. “It sounded like… they were planning to get them alone and beat them. Someone no one will miss. I think they might… they might kill her.”

      “Do you know what they’re going to do? Specifically?”

      Bret shook his head. “That was all I could hear without getting caught. But I thought at least if you had a heads-up…”

      “Thanks,” I said. “It helps.”

      He nodded and headed away, then turned back. “I did hear one more thing. I don’t know if this makes any sense to you…”

      “What is it?”

      “They said something about magic, about uncovering magic. That once they did that, Duncan would get his place back, and even if he didn’t, that Garmond would make it up to him back in their own pack.”

      The word magic made my stomach drop.

      Yeah, definitely Maddie.

      “Weird,” I said, betraying no trace of emotion. “Thanks for telling me. We’ll be on the lookout tomorrow.”

      As soon as we got back into the dorm, I went to Maddie’s door.

      Ty seemed to move on silent feet, and he was suddenly beside me. “Going to check on her?”

      My lips pulled into a thin line.

      “You’re not as tricky as you think you are, Jensen,” he said. “Or maybe we know each other too well.”

      I wasn’t sure if the thought of being known that well was a comforting one or a worrisome one.

      Tyson chewed his lower lip. Was he nervous? I’d never seen Ty nervous before.

      I’d been in a rush to get in and see Maddie, but now I broke off. “Ty. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said, widening his eyes innocently in an automatic expression that was not remotely convincing. I wondered if it fooled everyone else better than it fooled me.

      “Are you upset because Maddie was trying to protect you?” I demanded. “Because you can’t go in there feeling sorry for yourself. She needs you.”

      “Wow,” he said. “Pretty sure I never said I felt sorry for myself.”

      “You didn’t have to.” Then I threw his words back at him, even though I didn’t mean them harshly. “Maybe we know each other too well.”

      To my surprise, the faintest smile tugged at the corner of Tyson’s mouth. “Wouldn’t that be a miracle.”

      Last year, my first year at the academy, Tyson and I hadn’t gotten to know each other at all. I’d formed tight, strong bonds with a lot of the guys, cementing my role here at the academy. But Tyson, while he was well-respected and friendly to everyone, had seemed like a loner to me at the time. I hadn’t wasted my time with him.

      Funny how things change.

      “I think Maddie’s in danger,” I said. “So I need you not to freak out about the…”

      “Beating?” he supplied. “If you weren’t freaked out yourself, I imagine you’d be able to say the word.”

      That was irritatingly insightful. Not what I expected from Tyson. But all I said was, “She’s tough.”

      “Tougher than she should have to be.” That guilty expression flashed over his face again.

      I figured any of us would have lost our minds in that pit, seeing one of our own hurt.

      “What danger?” he demanded.

      The door flew open then. Maddie stood in the doorway, looking exasperated. “Why are you two arguing on my doorstep?”

      Her face was blotched with pink, and her bloodshot eyes from crying brought out a green shimmer in her deep blue eyes. My heart dropped. I’d known she’d be hurt, but it was different from seeing it.

      “It’s not your doorstep,” I said, indicating the space with a sweep of my arm. “It’s the hallway.”

      She wouldn’t want my pity.

      “Maddie,” Tyson murmured. He reached for her, but then hesitated, as if he was afraid he’d hurt her. His own face crumpled.

      What the hell? Why was Ty taking this so hard? There was something else going on, something no one had told me, and my mind raced.

      But I also had to get these two out of sight before anyone saw either of them falling apart. I shooed the two of them into the room—Ty gave me a confused but irritated look, but moved—and then shut the door behind me.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demanded. “I need to get Rafe and Lex in here ASAP to talk about tomorrow’s fight in the pits, but you two are both acting weird.”

      Maddie shook her head, widening her eyes innocently. She wasn’t any more convincing than Tyson.

      “It’s my fault,” Ty said abruptly.

      “Tyson,” Maddie said. “Come on.”

      She glanced my way, furtively, but I caught it. She wasn’t just afraid Ty was blaming himself for something when he shouldn’t.

      She was afraid of what Ty would say in front of me.

      “What’s your fault?” I asked slowly, suddenly sure that Maddie hadn’t thrown that bo in a temper tantrum. There was more to the story here.

      The thought that Maddie had lied to me shook me, worse than I would’ve expected. I expected everyone to lie, now and then, when the weight of the truth was too much for them to carry.

      A strange sense of betrayal, something I hadn’t felt a long time, stabbed into my chest, and I tried to shake it off. I should give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “You couldn’t help what Harrington did,” Maddie told Ty firmly.

      I would’ve believed her words at face value, if it hadn’t been for the way she’d glanced at Ty.

      I’d been so eager to help Maddie get through what she’d experienced with the tawse, and now suddenly there was a wall between us.

      But there shouldn’t be. I shouldn’t expect that much honesty from anyone. So why was my heart beating a little too quick, as if I were angry?

      “I’ve got to talk to Rafe and Lex,” I said. “Expect a team meeting ASAP. You two…sort out whatever this is before then.”

      “Jensen,” Maddie said, as if she could tell there was something wrong.

      But I just gave her that same cool smile I gave everyone, nodded, and headed out the door.

      No matter what happened tonight, I had to make sure I was ready to watch her back tomorrow.
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      Maddie

      

      I didn’t want to ask Tyson what was wrong. From the guilt-stricken look on his face, he realized what protecting him had cost me.

      As if he wouldn’t do it for me too, a hundred times over.

      “Ty,” I said softly, hoping to distract him. I bobbed up on my toes and pressed a gentle kiss to his hard-angled cheekbone, catching his shoulders with my hands to steady me. “Just the man I wanted to see.”

      His body trembled slightly under my touch, and his hands didn’t rise to grip my hips like he usually would have. Maybe he was afraid of hurting me now.

      “I’m not breakable,” I teased him, shaking his shoulders playfully, or at least trying to—he was so muscular that I failed to do more than make his upper body sway faintly.

      “Let me see your back.” His voice came out flat, but he didn’t meet my gaze.

      “I’m fine,” I told him. “I get hurt worse than that all the time when we’re training.”

      “Maddie,” he said, his voice stern, but there was a hitch in it that gave him away.

      I’d been ready to rip Rafe apart after I saw Jensen’s welted shoulders. I chewed my lower lip, studying his face. I worried he’d hate himself the way I’d hated Rafe in that moment.

      “Only if you promise me you won’t blame yourself,” I said, reaching up to touch his chiseled face. “This wasn’t your fault. At all.”

      He snorted. “If I had control over my magic…”

      “The magic you just discovered? Don’t be stupid, Ty,” I said. “You’d do anything to protect me, wouldn’t you?”

      His gaze finally met mine, his eyes troubled. “Of course.”

      “Then show me the respect of letting me do the same,” I said. “I’m not here to be protected like some fragile princess. I’m one of you.”

      “Sure, you’re one of us,” he said hotly. “You’re tough and dangerous and I’ll always want you with me in a fight. That doesn’t change the fact that you’re my girl, and I want to take care of you. You can be both. The badass and the princess.”

      “I never said I couldn’t,” I said. He was infuriating me right now, and I took a step back, folding my arms. “I just want you to realize that I’m not breakable.”

      “It’s got nothing to do with seeing you as breakable,” he said, his voice hot. Then he shook his head, as if to clear it. “But, everyone is breakable. People get hurt, scarred, they die…”

      He cut himself off. It seemed like he was struggling to bottle his emotions, to stay in control.

      Then he said, calmly, “It doesn’t change how I feel, just because I’d follow you into battle or depend on you to watch my back in a fight. We’re not always at war. When we aren’t, I want to open doors for you, bring you gifts, treat you like a princess. Letting some asshole beat you because I fucked up…”

      He shook his head.

      “That asshole was looking out for me,” I said, because I didn’t want him to hate Rafe. “I did what I had to do to protect you. Your death or the tawse, it’s simple fucking math, Ty.”

      “Not to me.”

      He was maddening, but I set my jaw and forged on. “Then it was simple math after that too: I leave the academy or I take the beating. If he hadn’t done it, if Lex didn’t, someone else would have. I’d rather it was him.”

      My voice came out clipped. Ty started to break in, but I raised my hand to silence him. “We all did what we had to do today. We did the best we could—and you did, too. Now it’s just time to move past it.”

      Ty hesitated. “I will. Just show me.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t believe that for a minute. If Ty saw the bruises that covered my shoulders now, I wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive himself or Rafe. I needed all of them to be a team. We had to stick together if we were going to survive Clearborn now and the covens whenever they came for us.

      I knew he wanted to protect me, but he was so destroyed by what had happened, beyond even what I’d expect from my protective men. It made me think of the confession he’d made in the car about his father. He’d seemed like he’d put that behind him so quickly.

      Too quickly.

      Gently, I asked, “This isn’t really about the strapping, is it? About what happened in the pit? At least, it’s not just that?”

      His face crumpled again, just for a second, before he got control again. He didn’t cry, though, and my heart lurched. Maybe he’d feel better if he let me hold him while he fell apart.

      Maybe he didn’t trust me that much. Not that way. It’s hard for a man who’s grown up in a world like ours to let himself grieve, even if the alternative is destructive. A pit of fear grew in my stomach as I watched him struggle.

      “I always get people hurt.” His voice came out raw, gritty. Then he shook his head, before spinning and heading for the door.

      He seemed to want to pretend he hadn’t admitted that out loud.

      “No, you don’t.” I struggled to come up with words that would make everything better. “You protect people. You take care of me, Ty. I took care of you for once…you need to be okay with that.”

      But maybe there were no words that would make everything better, at least not tonight.

      “You’re right,” he said, but he didn’t sound convincing. “We all did what we had to do. Nothing to do now but move on.”

      “Right,” I said, even though I felt like I should say something else, something that would break down his walls. I forced myself to smile, trying to make things relaxed between us again, even though I was speaking to his back.  “Maybe I didn’t deserve it, this time, but let’s be honest. I’ve done plenty of things that would’ve earned me a beating under Clearborn’s new regime.”

      His jaw flexed. I shouldn’t have said that. I felt desperate to fill the silent void between us.

      “If you want to make me feel better,” I said, “you could come back here and kiss me.”

      He looked at me over his shoulder. “That’s not going to fix things. I’m still out of control…”

      “You just need practice,” I said. “I’ll help you.”

      “I think it’d be safer for you if you stayed far away from me.” His voice was bleak.

      My heart dropped at his words. “Tyson…”

      He yanked the door open, about to storm out. I followed him, a sudden rise of fury replacing my heartbreak for him. I had to get through to him, and I was mad at myself that I couldn’t.

      And I was mad at him for trying to walk away when we both needed each other.

      But my men were standing in the hall. Tyson stopped abruptly, staring at Jensen, Rafe and Lex, who were in the lead, the others crowded behind them.

      “Team meeting now,” Lex ordered.

      “It’s not a great time,” I said drily.

      “I don’t care,” Lex said. He glanced at me again, a second look, then his eyes softened, as if he wouldn’t have said that if he’d seen my tear-streaked face earlier. But he went on anyway. “We’ve got trouble.”
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      Tyson

      

      The guys crowded into Maddie’s room. Rafe gave a long look to the makeshift double-king bed we’d formed across one wall. When I followed his gaze, the memories of the other night with Maddie, Jensen and Penn rose in my mind, but this time, instead of being a pleasant dream that I’d been dwelling on since, I felt ashamed. I didn’t deserve Maddie.

      Lex leaned against the door while the rest of us took seats on the bed or on one of the two desk chairs in the room. Rafe stood next to him, arms crossed over his chest. Both of them looked bleak, even by their standards, and tension settled in my stomach.

      “I was in the cadre meeting with Clearborn fifteen minutes ago and he let us know we’ll be fighting three patrols versus three tomorrow. We’ll fight hand-to-hand, any tap-out counts as a death for the purpose of the game.” Lex said. The news didn’t seem to match his grim tone. “Any other day, it’d sound like a good time.”

      “It doesn’t, though, because I heard about tomorrow’s three-on-three match already,” Jensen said. “Because Garmond told Duncan about the plan for tomorrow and the roster, which puts us against Duncan’s pack.”

      “Why?” Penn demanded.

      “Bear in mind this is second-hand information,” Rafe warned. “But Garmond and Duncan come from the same pack. Garmond has a grudge against Piper Northsea he’d love to take out on her little sister, and Duncan…”

      “Is as useless as tits on a bull,” Chase finished.

      “Yes, that,” Lex said. “We think they’re going to go after Maddie, try to hurt her.”

      Anger boiled through my blood at the thought.

      “There are supposed to be rules in the pit.” Maddie’s chin rose defiantly, as if she was doing her best not to react to the threat. “But it doesn’t seem like Clearborn and his staff of sadists care much about those.”

      Lex looked troubled. “I don’t know. I think maybe we should go to Clearborn. Tell him what we know.”

      “If he does, the kid from Duncan’s pack who told me might suffer,” Jensen said. “I say we take care of it ourselves. Two of us with Maddie, all the time.”

      He glanced down at her—he was sitting right next to her—and I knew he’d already decided he’d be one of her bodyguards. Maddie didn’t even notice the protective way he looked at her. She was busy talking to Penn as the room erupted into debate about the best way to deal with the situation. As if it mattered what we decided—as if we were suddenly run by committee.

      I wanted to be there protecting her with him.

      And I knew I should stay away.

      My lips twisted, and I ducked my head, sticking my hands into my pockets. I’d keep my distance—and I’d fucking bulldoze anyone who came near her. Duncan would pay tomorrow.

      At least I could do that for her.

      Rafe and Lex exchanged a long look. Usually, the two of them seemed to agree about everything—or at least they pretended to—but tonight the air seemed to shimmer with tension between them. Everyone else was talking amongst themselves, but I found myself listening to their quiet conversation.

      “We go to Clearborn,” Lex said. “It’s reckless not to.”

      Rafe shook his head. “Jensen’s right. We don’t have anything to go on here. Something Jensen heard from some kid who overheard it? Clearborn would laugh us out of the office.”

      “And if someone gets hurt tomorrow…really hurt…” Lex said, his voice tight with irritation.

      “Then it’s on me,” Rafe said. “It’s my call.”

      “Since when?” Lex muttered.

      “Since I’m the one who does the hard stuff,” Rafe snapped.

      Lex stared at him, his jaw setting. “You’re really going to use that against me.”

      “Yeah, I really am,” Rafe said. “Clearborn notices you’re not the one signing up to be the meanie.”

      “You’re a real fucking asshole sometimes, Rafe,” Lex’s voice was so soft that I didn’t think anyone else would hear it.

      “Because I have to be,” Rafe said. “You weren’t there. Someone else would have done it to her, would’ve seen her fall apart…” A muscle ticked in Rafe’s cheek. “We’re not talking about this now.”

      “Yeah,” Lex said. “Great.”

      “But you know, in the end, Clearborn’s going to choose me.” Rafe said, his voice low and sure. “So I might as well start making the calls now.”

      Lex’s eyes narrowed, and I could’ve sworn for a second he was going to hit Rafe. Then his lips parted in a disbelieving smile as he shook his head.

      “Fine,” he said.

      Rafe gave him another long look, studying him, but Lex turned his attention back to us.

      “Hey,” Lex said over the noise of the room. “Decision’s made. Tomorrow we watch Maddie’s back.”

      “Jensen and Silas will stay with her the whole time,” Rafe added, and if I hadn’t just seen the two of them stare at each other like they were about to come to blows, I would’ve thought they agreed one-hundred-percent.

      “We don’t know about what we’re walking into tomorrow,” Lex said. “So even though we think Duncan’s going after Maddie in particular, we all look out for each other. Stay close.”

      “Right,” Rafe said. “It doesn’t matter if we lose. I know we all want to put on a good show and make it clear that we’re the best team—”

      “Yep, the one with the girl on it,” Maddie interjected.

      Rafe smiled, just faintly, before he forged on. “But what matters tomorrow is that we all walk out together and fight another day. We stick together.”

      “No wayward children tomorrow,” Maddie said. Penn was on her other side, and she absently rested her hand on his leg.

      Penn turned to her, raising his eyebrows skeptically. “Why does everyone always look at me?”

      Whatever banter passed between them next was lost to me. Maddie’s wayward children reminded me for some reason of Winter saying he’d come home to his children.

      Was he talking about his coven?

      Or was he talking about Maddie and me, there in the cage, both cursed with more magic than any shifter? The way he had turned and stared at Maddie right before he left haunted me now.

      Maddie and I had more magic than some witches had, for that matter.

      When the tarot reader’s cards stuck together, she had to deal Maddie and me both the same cards, created by magic itself.

      The Stranger. The Stranger was in both our decks, a faceless man.

      Same card.

      Panic crawled across my skin like heat, and my stomach twisted. I pushed past everyone else into the bathroom, and I made it to the sink before I threw up.

      My body reacted before my brain did. It was only when I was splashing water over my face, flushed with embarrassment that I’d just hurled in front of the entire team, that I was able to accept what I’d realized when I remembered those cards.

      Maybe Winter was our father.

      Maybe Maddie was my half-sister.

      My stomach convulsed so hard I almost threw up again, and I grabbed the edge of the counter. No. It couldn’t be true.

      But now that I’d thought of it, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It made sense.

      “Go around,” Lex growled in the distance.

      The door opened out to the hall, and the guys tramped out. A few seconds later, Maddie stepped into the bathroom doorway.

      “You okay?” she asked me, a kind look written across her face.

      My hands tightened on the counter so hard that it hurt my palms. “Fine.”

      I shouldn’t tell her. Not right now. It didn’t even matter now, as long as she didn’t touch me and I didn’t touch her. We needed to focus on tomorrow’s fight. If her attention slipped, she might get hurt. Again. Worse. And it would be my fault.

      “Give him some space, Maddie,” Lex said, and I realized he and Rafe were still in her room.

      I’d protect Maddie tomorrow if anyone came near her. I’d go after Duncan first.

      Can I protect her?

      I gritted my teeth against the questioning voice in my own mind. What if my magic flared again? What if someone got hurt on my own team? What if more people on my own team were hurt?

      Lex paused in the doorway. “You all right, Ty?”

      I looked up at myself in the mirror. Tension was etched through my shoulders and the suddenly tight lines of my face. The five o’clock shadow across my jaw made my face look haggard right now.

      “I’ve got to talk to you and Rafe,” I said, before I could talk myself out of it. “I can’t go into the pit tomorrow.”

      “You took some bad hits today,” Lex said. “Maybe you need a few days off.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe I do.”

      “Get out here,” Rafe said, a curt note to his voice.

      I rubbed my hand across my jaw absently as I walked out of the room. Maddie stood by her desk, uncertainty written across her face and in the way she stood with her arms folded across her chest.

      “What’s really going on?” Rafe demanded. “The look on your face…I’ve seen you get hurt worse than today and keep smiling like a smartass.”

      Lex’s lips tightened impatiently. Maybe he’d been trying to let me off the hook without having to explain myself. Apparently, Rafe was going to push.

      I hesitated. Maddie met my gaze, wide-eyed, and shook her head subtly.

      Rafe’s gaze snapped to her as if he’d caught the slight motion out of the corner of his eye. He raked his hand through his hair in exasperation, then looked to Lex. “Are you in on whatever secret the two of them are keeping?”

      Lex stared back at him, hurt flashing across his face before he schooled his expression. Rafe’s lips parted as if he was going to say something, but then he forced his gaze back to Maddie. Sternly, Rafe said, “Talk, you two.”

      Despite the pit in my stomach, I had to blurt out the truth. It was more important to protect the team tomorrow than to guard my own secrets.

      “I’ve got magic,” I said, my voice low.

      Now I had everyone’s attention.

      “Not just magic,” I said. “Out-of-control magic. We escaped the coven because I destroyed a building…”

      “That’s why your story of your escape was so heavy on dashing heroics and so light on facts.” Rafe ran both his hands through his hair, which was an all-new level of exasperation.

      “And that’s why Maddie threw the bo at Clearborn,” I said. Just saying the words out loud hurt, but I had to say them. “When Harrington hit me, my magic started acting up. Maddie covered for me.”

      “Ty…” Maddie’s voice was a murmur.

      I’d lose my damn mind if she tried to comfort me in front of Rafe and Lex. Hell, I’d lose my mind if she tried to comfort me at all.

      The thought of her touching my arm when she might be my sister made my stomach clench all over again. Thankfully, she stayed on the other side of the room.

      Rafe’s face paled. Just for a second, anguish was written across his face, and then it was gone. He nodded. “You’re a hazard in the pit tomorrow.”

      “Yep.” There was no denying it.

      “All right, we’ll say you didn’t heal right from today’s beating. You’ll go to the infirmary tomorrow, then come watch the rest of the fight. But stay out of it,” Lex added firmly.

      “That buys us a day,” Rafe said.

      “A day to figure it out,” Lex shot back. He met Rafe’s gaze in challenge.

      Rafe’s mouth tightened before he finally jerked his head in a nod. “All right. We’ll get through tomorrow’s fight, then we’ll figure something out.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I headed for the door. “Good night.”

      Maddie took a step toward me. “Ty, can you stay?”

      “No,” I said, without looking back.

      I caught a brief glimpse of her stricken face, and shame curled even deeper into my bones.  But I didn’t hesitate. I jerked the door open and headed into the hall.

      Every choice I made, every move, made things worse.

      I didn’t know how to make it stop.
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      Maddie

      

      “Would you go check on him?” Rafe asked Lex.

      Lex’s lips twitched in a faint, humorless smile. “Sure thing.”

      But before he left, Lex looked to me. “Are you okay, Maddie?”

      When those hazel eyes met mine, everything else faded away. His gaze was worried, but for some reason it raised memories of all the other times he’d looked at me across a room, all the times I’d seen his eyes light up when he saw me. He always made me feel like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “I’m okay,” I promised. I would’ve told him that no matter what. My shoulders and back ached with every move I made, and my shirt seemed to cling too tightly to my skin. But it didn’t matter.

      I was going to be fine. It was my men I worried about now.

      Lex winked at me before he ducked out the door, that quick, sexy wink that always made my heart flutter in my chest.

      Then I was alone with Rafe. When my gaze met his, my stomach dropped. His cruelly beautiful lips were pressed together tightly, and his dark eyes were stormy.

      Rafe was pissed.

      Again.

      My chin rose as I stared back into his eyes. “What?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded.

      “Tell you what?”

      “Tell me what.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes briefly. I wondered how long of a breather he was going to need before he could form another sentence. When he opened them again, he managed to say, “That you were protecting Tyson? That you didn’t lose your temper, but were protecting a teammate?”

      “It didn’t matter.” I shrugged, and then regretted it. I hoped I hadn’t just winced, but I was pretty sure that pain flashed across my face, and Rafe’s lips tightened more.

      His reaction irritated me. He’d been mad at me for doing something stupid, and now he was mad at me because I hadn’t done something stupid after all.

      “You really do just have one setting, don’t you?” I demanded. “You need to get in touch with your emotions, Rafe. You all do. You’re a bunch of closed-off emotional disasters.”

      He frowned. “What the hell are you going on about?”

      “Times you’ve been mad at me in the last, like, forty-eight-hours,” I said, raising one hand so I could tick things off on each finger. “Because I was gone. Because I came back. Because I was stupid. Because I was smart. You need to pick a lane.”

      “I think saying you were smart is an overstatement.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you would.”

      He stared at me, his chest rising and falling faster than I’d expected. Then he confessed, “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad you tried to do the right thing, and I…”

      “Did what you had to do,” I finished. “We can’t tell Clearborn the truth. He’s not on our side. There was no other way out.”

      “That’s why you didn’t tell me,” Rafe said slowly. “You didn’t want to make it hard for me.”

      “I thought you might not mind as much if I deserved it.”

      His jaw flexed. “You could have told me. I still would do…whatever you needed. But I wouldn’t have scolded you…”

      “Your scoldings haven’t hurt me yet,” I said.

      He snorted. “They don’t seem to have made much of an impression yet, either.” But his heart wasn’t in it.

      “And I’m fine. We’re both fine,” I reminded him.

      His lips pulled at the corners, as if he were fighting some emotion.

      “Don’t lie to me to protect me,” he warned me.

      I gave him a skeptical look, raising my eyebrows. “You’re back to sounding mad at me.”

      “I’m not,” he said, his voice heated. Then he paused, as if he’d heard himself, and frowned. “Christ. You’re right. This really is my default setting.”

      “I told you.”

      He studied me so intently that I almost squirmed…on the inside. On the outside, I mimicked his posture, crossing my arms and standing straight, giving him a long once-over.

      “When I lectured you earlier, I was thinking that I’d come to appreciate what a spitfire you are, and then you disappointed me,” he said finally. “I feel like an idiot for saying that now. The truth is, I admire you.”

      Warmth glowed in my chest at his words. I couldn’t believe he’d just used a word like admire. That was so…unreserved.

      “There’s always a but,” I reminded him.

      “No,” he said, his lips quirking up at the corners. “There’s no but. I’m sorry for calling you a brat.”

      I could barely hide my smile at his affectionate apology, but I had to push. “Which time?”

      “Pick one,” he said.

      “Just one?”

      “Just one.” His smile widened.

      When Rafe looked at me the way he was now, open and unguarded for once, my whole body responded.

      He looked as if he wanted to say something more, but then he just moved to the door. “Good night.”

      “Night.”

      It had been a strange, unsettling day.  I didn’t know what to make of it.

      Especially when I spent the night without Tyson in my bed.  He was back in his room that night, as Jensen, Penn, Silas, Chase and I curled up in the big bed.

      It shouldn’t have been lonely with the five of us there, but it was.

      We needed Ty.
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      Chase

      

      We were headed out to the pits when I ducked down to bump my shoulder into Maddie’s. “Watch yourself out there, Northsea.”

      “You watch yourself, Freeman,” she said, her voice teasing.

      Despite the pit in my stomach at the thought she was in danger today, I had to smile when she tried to bump my shoulder back. She was petite—at least compared to us. “That was quite the attack you just launched on my elbow, shortie.”

      “Oh, I’m saving attack mode for tonight. I still have to pay you and Jensen back for teaming up on me in our wrestling match.” Her lips parted in a smile.

      She caught my elbow, before tucking her hand over my arm as if I was walking her into prom and not into yet another academy-sanctioned fist fight. My chest hitched at the easy way she touched me.

      She may have just been talking about a wrestling re-match the other day, but my heart still beat a little faster at the promise.

      When I first got here, I felt protective of her because she looked too small to hold her own.

      Now I knew better. Now I felt protective of her because she was mine. No matter how much I tried to tell myself we were friends, there was no denying the way my world lit up the second she walked in.

      Maybe we were just friends.

      But I wanted more. I was head-over-fucking-heels for the girl who walked close to me right now, her long blond braid swaying over her shoulder, her posture perfect in her royal blue P.T. shirt and her cargo pants. If she still hurt from yesterday—and I was sure she did—it didn’t show. She was so tough and yet managed to be so sweet at the same time.

      But no matter how sweet she was, I was afraid to tell her how much I cared for her. It was too easy for me to imagine pity flickering across her face. Our relationship afterward would never be comfortable again, like it was now.

      Penn turned and walked backward, sticking his hands in his pockets as he cast a critical gaze over Maddie and me. “You guys look awfully cute together when we’re trying to be badasses over here.”

      “Sorry.” Maddie didn’t sound sorry at all as she flashed him a smile, but she squeezed my arm and then pulled away. “We’re just awfully cute together. It can’t be helped.”

      Penn just shook his head, a faint smile touching his lips as if he couldn’t resist smiling himself when Maddie did. He didn’t seem jealous, at least. The other guys seemed to take it in stride now that Maddie was going to pull more than one of us into her orbit, as if she were the sun we all revolved around.

      And even though we were walking into trouble just then, even though we had to watch Maddie’s back, I felt happier in that moment than any reasonable man would be.

      When I was with Maddie and my friends, my team, the rest of my worries faded away. It felt like we were invincible together. We might lose a fight, now and then. But in the end, as long as we had each other, as long as we watched out for each other, we’d come out on top.

      When we got to the pits, our cadre were called up to go over the rules. Clearborn called Rafe from our patrol, and Lex knit his arms over his chest, staring into the distance for a second. Then he turned to us, giving us one final pep talk. He reminded us to stay close to each other and especially to Maddie.

      Penn glanced at Duncan over in his patrol, fury sparking in his eyes. Duncan stared back at him, then turned away.

      If I were Duncan, I’d avoid more than eye contact with Penn.

      Rafe and the other two cadre for our three united patrols came back and gave us a general overview of the setup for today’s fight.

      Each side had a bunker and flag to defend, and obstacles constructed throughout the trees where people could hide. We were basically playing a grand game of capture-the-flag, only with noise and confusion and violence; a shifter academy special.

      “Northsea, Zip, McCauley, you’ll hold the bunker the whole time.” Lex said. There’d be an instructor posted there all the time. It was the safest place to keep Maddie.

      We all took our places in the sandpit bunker, waiting for the whistle. The woods were quiet around us, except for the rustling of the wind in the trees.

      I wished I was staying with Maddie. Her lips pursed as if she hated being stuck in the bunker, but she winked at me.

      Then the whistle blew. For a few minutes, silence reigned; I hung back with the rest of our team to protect the bunker while the other two patrols forged ahead silently, trying to slip through the other side’s defenses.

      Then Duncan’s patrol crashed into ours, running out of the woods abruptly, and the fight started.

      Penn decked a kid from that patrol, and as the other guy stumbled back, he used the pause to look at me. “You see Duncan?”

      “Single-minded, huh, Penn?” I ducked the bo staff that the guy across from me swung at my head. “Sure could use a weapon here.”

      But we’d left our team’s three bo staffs with Maddie, Silas and Jensen. They were the ones most likely to need them.

      I ducked another jab with the bo staff, then caught the end of it. I yanked it away from the kid who had it, and turned it on him, knocking his legs out from underneath him. He rolled up and to his feet, backing away frantically.

      The flags were supposed to stay in our bunkers, but I glimpsed a hint of orange fabric in his back pocket.

      He turned and ran through the woods, back toward his own lines.

      “Penn, with me!” I called, starting to go after him. The sooner we ended this fight, the sooner we knew Maddie was safe.

      I tossed Penn the bo so he could finish off his fight ASAP, and he caught it out of the air, before whirling to knock out the guy’s legs.

      I looked around for Rafe. I’d lost him in the trees. We had to stay together.

      “With you!” Penn called.

      As we ran through the trees, Penn behind me, I heard a grunt as Penn got knocked down by someone. I was right on the heels of the kid in front of me, so close to the flag I could almost take him down, but I cursed, then reversed direction. We had to stick together.

      I caught the sandbag bunker out of the corner of my vision, almost perfectly camouflaged with sticks to blend into the woods.

      At the same time, I saw Duncan step out of the bunker. He slammed his bo into the side of my head, and red hot pain exploded through the side of my head as I stumbled to one side. I caught my balance, despite the agony that flooded my face. A sudden sense of rage washed over me, overpowering the pain.

      He could’ve blinded me with that bo. As it was, the pain was so blindly intense he might’ve broken my cheekbone. And he’d planned to hurt Maddie like this. Nah, it wasn’t Penn who was going to tear him apart.

      He came after me with the bo again, but people always underestimated how fast I was just because I was so big. When he jabbed, I whirled into his grip, grunting as I caught the bo in my side. I grabbed it and wrenched it away from him. Fury gave me even more strength.

      But once I had the bo and Duncan was in front of me, his hands empty but his eyes wily as he tried to decide his next move, I hesitated just for a second.

      Hitting someone in the head with a bo staff was supposed to be illegal in the pits. Should I show him just how much that hurt? Was an instructor watching? Did it even matter to me—did I really want to risk hurting another cadet that badly, no matter what he’d done?

      I aimed the staff for his legs, moving in fast. He jumped the first attack, but the second one knocked him forward.

      He slammed into me. The two of us stumbled together. I held onto the bo, getting the end of it between the two of us, about to use the bo to take him down.

      Then I felt something sharp against my side. It didn’t make sense for a second. Until suddenly, that sharpness intensified into agony. Something wet gushed down my side. My legs weren’t working quite right anymore, and I stopped.

      I looked down, perplexed, not understanding what had just happened. I saw red through the hole in my t-shirt. It took a second before it made sense to me: I was bleeding from a massive tear across my abdomen.

      Duncan ripped his gloves off—he was wearing gloves, why was he wearing gloves—and stepped into the bunker.

      The bo fell from my hands.

      Duncan gave me a look for just one second—full of triumph—and then he ran past me, screaming. “Hold! Hold! We’ve got an injury!”

      It was what we were supposed to do to bring an entire drill to a halt.

      “Freeman’s down,” he shouted.

      Fuck. I knew who would come, who would try to save me.

      This trap was for Maddie the whole time. Not to hurt her. To hurt me.

      To force her to save me in front of Clearborn and Garmond.

      My mouth was full of blood, and I frowned, trying to understand where it had come from.

      I had to warn Maddie, but I was on my knees, and then I couldn’t even stay there.

      I swayed forward. Darkness rushed up to meet me.
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      Maddie

      

      It started to rain, big fat drops that turned the ground to mud underneath our feet. Our flag hung limply from the stick at the back of our sandbag bunker, as if it didn’t want to be here either. As my shirt soaked through, cold settled into my skin.

      Garmond and Clearborn had paused a few yards away from our position, deep in conversation, and I wished they’d move on. I couldn’t shake a squirmy feeling with Clearborn watching and listening, no matter how much I forced myself to stand up straight. The bruises across my back ached deeply every time I shifted my weight.

      “Hold! Hold!” The words, coming from the woods ahead, made Jensen jolt up, straining toward the sound. The two of us exchanged a glance. That couldn’t be a trick. Clearborn would have the skin taken off anyone who called a hold for no reason.

      “Freeman’s down!”

      Garmond and Clearborn took off running, following the voice. I leapt on top of the sandbags that formed the sides of our bunker and then hit the soft earth below, racing toward the sound of the voice with Jensen and Silas beside me. The trees seemed to whip past me as I ran as fast as I could.

      Chase was on the ground, face-down. His arms were by his side, his face down in the dirt. The way he was lying was enough to send panic jolting through my chest.

      “Chase.” I dropped to my knees beside him. Jensen was right there too, helping me push our friend’s big shoulder over.

      In the distance, Clearborn was on the radio, calling in the medic.

      Chase’s shirt was soaked with blood, so much blood. My hands were trembling as I pressed my fingers to his throat. His face was too still, his eyes closed and his mouth slack. For a second, I couldn’t find his pulse, and then there was the faintest thready pulse under my fingertips, so light it could’ve been my imagination.

      “What the fuck,” Jensen seemed to be in shock.

      “He’s alive,” I cut him off. There was still hope. As long as he was alive, I could heal him.

      The woods were alive around us as the other patrols arrived and other instructors.

      The medic dropped his red bag next to us, and Jensen backed away, giving him room to work.

      “Medic is here. Give him space.” Clearborn grabbed my shoulder, pulling me back away from Chase. His fingers dug into the bruises painfully, but I yanked away from him anyway.

      I could heal Chase. No one was going to tear me away from him.  I was slipping in mud wet with his blood. The scent of it was in the air, ozone from the rain and fresh earth overwhelmed by the iron tang of blood.

      Chase was dying. Every second counted.

      Silas dropped to his knees in the mud on the other side of Chase. He looked to Jensen, and instead of reflecting back the fear written across all of our faces, Silas looked composed. Certain. “Get her out of here.”

      “No,” I said, reaching for Chase, determined to heal him from the inside out, the way I had healed Rafe, the way I’d healed Tyson.

      It would cost me my place at the academy. It might cost my life. But I couldn’t live in a world that didn’t have Chase in it. Not when I could’ve healed him.

      Jensen’s arm closed around my waist.

      Silas’ face in that moment would haunt my future. There was no doubt in it.

      He winked at me, a faint quick flicker of dark lashes over his beautiful eyes.

      Jensen’s arm tightened around my waist and dragged me back away from Chase before I could reach for him. My boots slipped in the mud as I pushed back against Jensen, struggling. I hit him, lashing out, trying to get free to save Chase.

      “Trust him,” Jensen muttered in my ear, and I planted a fist in his gut, and he grunted in pain. But his strong arms still held me tight.

      Silas planted his hands on Chase’s chest. I knew Silas had his magic, but that didn’t mean he could heal anyone, and I struggled to get to Chase. At least between the two of us, Silas and I should be able to bring Chase back from the edge of death.

      Golden magic flared across Chase’s chest, whirling under Silas’ palms. Instead of the flare of magic that Tyson and I created, Silas seemed to form a sheet of magic effortlessly that cloaked Chase.

      I could barely believe what I was seeing as Chase’s wound closed in seconds.

      “He’ll sleep for a while,” Silas said, standing to his feet. The magic blinked out of existence even as he bobbed to his feet.

      Now all that was left was Chase, his face mud-streaked, laying in the dirt at his feet. Chase’s chest rose and fell steadily, and my heart jumped at the sight.

      Silas added, “It’s better after the shock, anyway.”

      The clearing had gone very silent. Silas looked around, as if he were taking the measure of his audience, and a faint bashful smile crossed his face, as if he was embarrassed to have been caught doing magic.

      For once, even Clearborn didn’t seem to know what to say.

      “I think the big question that we should all focus on,” Silas said, glancing around, “is who tried to murder Chase?”

      He flashed us a wider smile, full of hope, as if maybe reason would win out.

      “Arrest him!” Garmond said. “He’s a witch!”

      Silas’ grand hopes were not to be realized, apparently.

      One of the instructors took a step forward, then hesitated.

      “Yes,” Clearborn said. “Then we’ll sort out what just happened here. Take Freeman to the infirmary, have him checked out. Rafe, stay with him, just in case there’s a second attempt on his life.”

      “And…arrest the witch?” One of the instructors asked uncertainly.

      Even though they’d just seen Silas heal Chase, they must assume he was dangerous.

      Maybe Silas was dangerous. But he wasn’t bad.

      The weight of what he’d just done hit me then, the fact that he’d outed himself as a witch.

      “Until we understand what just happened here,” Clearborn said.

      For a second, everyone was frozen. The instructors didn’t seem to be in any rush to go put their hands on Silas.

      “Eh,” Silas said, as if he wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea.

      Then he tossed a handful of smoky magic toward the instructors. Smoke curled around us all, and then Silas was running. I lost him in the smoke as my own eyes watered, but I plunged forward into the woods after him anyway.

      Chaos erupted all over again.
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      Clearborn barked an order to take Silas alive as I left them behind in the distance. The forest filled with the sound of baying wolves as the academy turned out searching for him.

      I ran through the woods frantically, trying to get to Silas. I couldn’t make sense of what I’d just seen.

      I’d never seen magic that powerful before. When I healed Rafe and Tyson, the magical drain left me unconscious. Silas had healed them in seconds, then risen to his feet with a smile on his face.

      He was more powerful than any witch I’d ever seen.

      But if he’d been a spy for the covens, wouldn’t he have smiled and watched Chase die?

      My feet slid in the mud, and I stumbled. I caught myself against a tree, my hand hitting hard against the rough trunk, and I cursed as I caught my balance. My heart pounded in my chest.

      Behind me, I heard one of the guys shout, “Maddie!” I couldn’t tell who it was from the distance.

      I took off running, trying to get away from the other wolves, trying to get to Silas. Somehow, we had to get him away from the academy.

      Silas healed Chase, and that should count for something. But he was a witch—a powerful one—hidden here at the academy. I didn’t know what would happen to him when Garmond and Clearborn caught up to him.

      I saw a glint of blue ahead through the pines. The river that bordered the academy. If I were trying to make sure the packs lost my scent, that’s where I’d run. Of course, I didn’t have the kind of magic like Silas did.  He seemed to have lost us all.

      The baying faded behind me as I emerged from the pines onto the rocky bank above the rushing water.

      Silas was making his way away from me, toward the bridge.

      “Silas!” I shouted above the rush of the water.

      Maybe he couldn’t hear me. Maybe he just ignored me. Either way, he kept moving.

      I ran after him. The rain began to beat down harder. It hit the water, raising little plops with every strike that rippled across the surface.

      Silas was crossing the bridge when I reached the end of it. My clothes were soaked to my skin.

      “Silas!”  I called, feeling the wind rip my voice away.

      He stopped there, almost to the end of the bridge, and turned.

      Even though he was running away, his hair soaked to his narrow face, a grin brightened his face when he saw me. When I saw his face I knew he just hadn’t heard me. Silas wouldn’t ignore me. He never had.

      I ran toward him, afraid he’d disappear, but he headed toward me without hesitating.

      I knew then that it was going to be goodbye.

      He couldn’t stay at the academy. Wherever he’d come from, he had to go back now. The thought tore my chest apart.

      We met there in the middle of the bridge. I slowed a few steps before I reached him, searching his face, suddenly uncertain of what I should do.

      But Silas didn’t hesitate. He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. His body was warm through our soaked shirts.

      “I should’ve kissed you before,” he said, his lips close to my ear. “But I didn’t want to kiss you when you didn’t know who I really am.”

      “And who are you really?” I asked, tilting my face up to study his.

      Wrapped in his arms, warmth washed over me. I wasn’t sure if it was a spell, but all my aching muscles and the pain that spread through my back with every convulsion of my muscles relaxed in that heat.

      “I come from a world parallel to yours, where we’re fighting our own war, and your world is just another battleground.” He studied my face, frowning slightly. “I wish I had all the time to explain. My name really is Silas Zip. They named the babies in the orphanage alphabetically, and I did not win out.”

      That was such a Silas thing to say. I tried to focus on what I needed to know. “Our world is a battleground?”

      He nodded. “I know your academy will think I’m a villain. But I was sent here to protect you all from the covens. They’re trying to wipe out the shifters, and we will need your brand of magic at the end.”

      “Okay,” I said, even though it was not okay, and I couldn’t process everything I was hearing. “You have to go. They might kill you, Silas. But can we talk with magic? Somehow? I’ll try to convince them…”

      “I can’t reach your world with magic easily once I’m on the other side,” he said. “But I’ll try to come back.”

      There was regret written across his face—no, it was almost like grief—and it made my own face crumple. He was really saying goodbye, no matter how he tried to soften it.

      “I wish you would’ve just kissed me,” I said. “I know who you are, Silas. Even if I was missing some of the details.”

      His hand cupped my cheek, and I thought he was going to kiss me then. “I’ll come back to you,” he promised. “We’ll make up for lost time.”

      A wolf bayed—close.  I startled, my heart racing.

      “You’ve got to go.” I didn’t want to let him leave without me, but I pulled out of his arms.

      He nodded and took a step back. His gaze was still fixed on my face. I wanted so badly to kiss him goodbye, but I bit my lower lip and nodded. I didn’t want him to leave, and at the same time, I needed for him to go.

      I needed all my men to be safe, even if they weren’t safe with me.

      Silas hesitated, the rain trickling down his face, and then suddenly he darted toward me, as if he couldn’t bear it.

      I moved forward just as surely once I knew what he’d chosen. He wrapped his arms around my waist, and I slid my hand up the hard plane of his chest through his soaked shirt. His lips seared to mine, hotter than any cold that could seep into my body.

      When Silas kissed me, it didn’t feel like goodbye. It felt like a beginning.

      The baying came again, near, and then I heard the sound of people running across the ground, near us. I pulled away, my lips parting. “Go!”

      I didn’t look away from Silas, but I could feel the vibration of boots on the wooden bridge behind us.

      Silas jumped up on the edge of the railing along the side of the bridge. He turned to face me, his feet steady of the narrow wooden rail.

      “No!” I shouted, jumping forward. We were high above the rushing river below. Could Silas really survive the fall? Was there some way to his world?

      He winked at me, just as the shifters pushed past me, trying to get to Silas in time.

      For a second, Silas’ body seemed suspended at the edge of the bridge.

      Then he fell backward. His body seemed to hang in the air before he plunged into the water below, before being swept toward the rapids downriver.

      I screamed. I couldn’t help it. I rushed to the edge of the railing, hoping I’d see his body shimmer with magic as he fell, as if he’d fallen into some magic portal. Maybe that was his end goal all along. Maybe he hadn’t just been trying to get across the bridge to get away.

      But Silas’ body slammed into the water below. He went under, bobbed up in the whitewater, then went under again. The water pulled him away rapidly.

      The shifters ran for the sides of the river. But I just clung to the railing, staring at the water.

      His head didn’t break the surface again. I held my breath, waiting, until suddenly I sobbed and drew in a surprised breath the second after.

      Rafe was there with me, though. I didn’t realize, still staring at the water where Silas’ body didn’t appear again, until he said, “Maddie.”

      I shivered, and I couldn’t stop. All the heat I’d gotten from Silas’ body dissipated in a second, and I started shaking.

      Rafe drew me into his arms as I started to cry. He tried to be careful with me, slipping his forearm carefully against my lower back, but I pressed myself against his chest, into his arms.

      I didn’t care how much his touch hurt right now.

      Nothing hurt like losing Silas.

      The rain beat down on us both as I sobbed into Rafe’s shirt, and he held me tight.

      In the distance, men shouted and wolves bayed, still hunting for Silas. It went on and on, until I was exhausted from crying, and I straightened, pulling away from Rafe.

      His dark hair was matted to his head, his soaked shirt clinging to his body, and even he was beginning to shiver now. I hadn’t noticed while he held me.

      Together, the two of us started the walk back through the woods, back toward campus.

      He didn’t try to comfort me.

      There was nothing to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      I sat next to Chase in the infirmary, watching over him although his chest rose and fell steadily. Chase groaned before he even opened his eyes, then ran his hand over his face. When he opened his eyes and saw me, he said, “You weren’t really the first person I wanted to see when I woke up.”

      I didn’t have it in me to say something smart back. “Sorry.”

      “Where’s Maddie?” he asked, struggling up to his elbows. “What happened to me—shit!” His eyes widened as if the memories had flooded back as soon as he asked the question.

      “That summarizes it pretty well.”

      “Duncan tried to kill me. He was setting—” He broke off suddenly, glancing around the long white room. The room was set with four beds for multiple patients—the academy expected heavy casualty counts one day—but it was just the two of us in here for now.

      While our patrol searched for Silas, hoping we’d find him before anyone else, I was here, where my magic couldn’t flare out of control. Where I couldn’t hurt anyone.

      “Setting a trap for Maddie?” I said grimly. We should have seen that coming. Before Chase could ask, I said, “Maddie is fine.”

      Relief flashed across his face. I wished I’d rushed to give him the bad news first, before he had the chance to feel the release of tension just before it all came crashing back.

      “Silas is gone,” I said. “You were on the brink…he healed you.”

      Chase scrambled up, his eyes wide. “Gone how?”

      “Just…gone. Everyone’s searching for him. But he went into the river.”

      Chase froze, as if he couldn’t process what I’d just said.

      There were footsteps in the hallway, and I jumped to my feet, fight-or-flight instinct setting my heart racing. Chase might not have been the true target, but it was still my job to protect him, just in case.

      But it was a bedraggled-looking Penn, Jensen, and Lex who squelched into the room, leaving a trail of water across the slick hardwood floors from their boots and their sodden clothing.

      “They called off the search,” Lex said, his voice flat. But his eyes brightened when he saw Chase. “You’re okay.”

      “Thanks to Silas, apparently,” Chase said.

      “Yeah,” Lex said. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      Jensen cocked his head to one side, then abruptly stepped into the hall, as if he’d heard something. His voice was loud even from outside the room when he said, “Good afternoon, sir.”

      “Incoming,” Lex said. “Why don’t you guys get out of here? I’ll wait with Chase until we can get back to the house. Then, team meeting.”

      “With what’s left of the team,” Penn muttered.

      Clearborn came in then, followed by Cormac. He glanced around at us, his expression as considering as always, as if he was trying to read us. But today, he lacked the air of amusement he carried most of the time. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I came to hear what Mr. Freeman remembers about what happened in the woods.”

      “Do you mind if I stay?” Lex asked.

      Clearborn glanced at him. “That’s up to Mr. Freeman. I don’t mind if you make yourself useful.”

      If it weren’t for how well I knew Lex, I might not have seen the way his posture stiffened, even though his expression never changed.

      I followed Penn into the hall, and then Jensen, Penn and I headed silently through the empty, quiet halls of the building.

      When we were outside, crossing through the driving rain with our heads down, no one able to hear us above the roar of wind from the sudden fall storm, Jensen said, “We fucked this up royally.”

      “Yeah,” Penn said. “Lex was right. We should’ve gone to Clearborn.”

      “I’m going to fucking murder Duncan,” Jensen said, his jaw so tight that I was sure he meant it.

      “Can’t,” I said. “He’s already gone. Back to Garmond’s pack.”

      Jensen’s lips narrowed. I was pretty sure he was considering the logistics of murdering Garmond instead. But knowing Jensen, he’d have some cold, dark plan to do it ten years from now, when suspicion wouldn’t fall on any of us.

      I’d really come to appreciate Jensen over the past few months.

      “How’s Maddie?” I asked. I didn’t want to see her. I knew she’d be broken over Silas. And even though I knew it didn’t make sense, logically, the guilt that twisted through my stomach made it feel like I was responsible for Silas’ death too.

      She might be my half-sister. She was supposed to be the one I looked after no matter who she was, but I’d gotten her hurt. And then, I wasn’t there when she needed me, when Silas needed me. I’d been useless, in the fucking infirmary, because I couldn’t make sense of my magic.

      “Ty?” Jensen and Penn were a few feet ahead of me when they turned back, and that was when I realized I’d come to a stop, lost in my own thoughts.

      “I can’t stay here.” I checked there was no one around us—again—before I dared say, “Sooner or later, I’m going to fuck up again.”

      “We’ll figure it out together,” Jensen said.

      “I better figure it out from back home,” I said. “I’m going to keep making things worse if I stay here.”

      Penn raked his hand through his wet hair. “Stop being so fucking dramatic and come back to the house. We’ve all got a lot to talk about.”

      “Oh, is that an order?” My voice came out tart.

      It wasn’t Penn that I was pissed at right now, but that didn’t stop me from taking it out on him.

      “I don’t want to give you orders,” Penn said evenly. “That’s why I’m telling you to stay here.”

      “Both of you, knock it off,” Jensen said. “Let’s get back to the house. We all need each other right now.”

      I shook my head.

      “Saint fucking Cain bless us, you’ve got Jensen over here doing the Care Bear Stare to bring us all together and you’re still throwing some kind of pity party for yourself?” Penn demanded.

      “I’m not pitying myself. I’m being realistic.” I headed toward the house, but with a mission now. I could get my shit, check myself out of the academy.

      We could all leave any time. We just couldn’t come back.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Penn warned me.

      “You’re not going to stop me,” I told him.

      “Yeah, I will.”  He grabbed my arm and tried to swing me around.

      Penn and I had grown up fighting. Since we were three and four, and the big kids cheered us on while we pummeled each other.

      This wasn’t the first time instinct took over and I slammed my fist into his jaw. We’d always fought like brothers.

      But as he staggered back, it felt different. As soon as I hit him, I regretted it.

      Penn caught himself, his feet slipping in the mud. For a long second, he stared at me, his chest heaving.

      Jensen scrubbed his face with his hand. “Can we be done?”

      Penn slammed into me, catching me around the waist, carrying me down to the ground.

      “Apparently not.” Jensen muttered.

      Penn and I fought for position, grappling on the ground, getting in a punch whenever we could. I pinned him, then he managed to flip and pin me.

      Penn stared down at me, his face streaked with the mud I’d slammed his head into a few seconds before. He was still breathing hard. “Stop being such an asshole and just stay.”

      “I might be an asshole, but you’re delusional if you think I can stay at this fucking place with magic that’s out of control. You’re letting your emotions take over. I’m the one who’s still thinking.”

      Jensen cocked his head to one side. “Pardon?”

      “Nah, you’re falling apart.” Penn told Tyson. “When we can’t afford to lose you.”

      “If I stay, people are going to keep getting hurt,” I said. “You guys don’t need me.”

      “Yeah, we do,” Penn said.

      I snapped my arm out and heaved my hips, breaking his grip. He flew off me into the mud, and I scrambled to my feet at the same time as he did. The two of us stared each other down, staggering in exhaustion, but still raising our fists to watch our faces.

      “I need you, all right?” Penn confessed. “Maddie does too.”

      Maddie. Just her name wrenched my heart right now. I had to stay away from her.

      But I still had to protect her.

      Did I protect her by staying? Or by going?

      “Just come back to the house,” Jensen said wearily. “Penn’s right. We all need each other right now. We’ll talk about this magic business and figure out what to do next. You can always leave tomorrow, Ty, if that’s the right thing.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      Penn pressed his fingers to a new bruise on his cheekbone. “Fine? You couldn’t have said that five minutes ago?”

      “Sorry,” I said lightly, as if it were a joke, as if I didn’t mean it.

      But I did.

      I was so sorry, for all of it, every bit of it, ever since that day in the woods when I was just a kid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      I changed into a dry sweatshirt and a pair of PT shorts, towel-drying my hair mechanically even though I avoided the sight of my tear-streaked face in the mirror. I’d tried so hard to keep anyone from seeing me cry at the academy. Now in the last forty-eight hours, was there anyone left who hadn’t seen me red-eyed and blotchy, if not actually sobbing and broken?

      I’d have been humiliated if my ego mattered right now.

      Someone knocked on the bathroom door. “Any day now, Northsea. Team meeting.”

      It was a familiar, rough voice. Chase.

      I knew he’d survived, but that was different from hearing him, from seeing him. I threw the door open and launched myself into his arms.

      Chase hugged me, burying his face in my hair. “God, Maddie. Silas…”

      I couldn’t say anything to that, so I just clung to him. “You would’ve done the same for him.”

      “If I could,” Chase muttered. He shook his head. “We’ve got a lot to talk about in the team meeting.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. I pulled away from him, but kept my hands on his broad biceps. “I just…”

      I trailed off, but kept studying his face. The last time I saw him, his face had been so still, his mouth slack. It had looked like he was dead. I felt a wave of relief that I got to see him again, and I couldn’t stop staring at him.

      Even though he was frowning at me slightly as if I’d lost my mind.

      “Just what?” he demanded.

      “Just wanted to look at you,” I said, my voice breaking, and he hugged me tight as if he knew how I felt.

      “I was so scared for you,” he said.

      “Me too,” I said. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Chase.”

      “Everyone needs their big goofy friend that makes them look good,” he said.

      My lips pursed. He had to know I didn’t see him that way, not one bit.

      I wrapped my fingers around his biceps and tugged him down to me. He resisted automatically, then leaned down. I brushed my lips against his in a soft, tentative kiss.

      Chase’s arm looped around my waist, and his lips caressed mine open. His mouth was firm and demanding.

      Chase kissed me like I was life.

      Neither of us were going to waste a minute. We couldn’t count on having more time together, apparently.

      When we broke apart, his eyes were bright. He pressed one last kiss to my cheek, and I rested my head against his shoulder, letting myself relax into him. We had places to be, we had battles to fight, and we had a friend to find. But for a second, I had peace in his arms.

      A few minutes later, in the team meeting, Rafe said, “Look. We don’t know where Silas is. But we’ve got to keep faith. Silas is…”

      Whatever the hell Silas is. We all had so many questions, despite what we’d been trying to put together about his past and what we’d experienced with him that seemed uncanny.

      “Silas,” Rafe finished. “Whatever else he is, he’s our friend. He’s had our back. And if anyone will come back after landing in that river, it’s him.”

      “We keep faith,” Penn agreed.

      “Hope.” Jensen said.

      Penn smacked his arm. “Listen to Care Bear Stare over here. I love it, man.”

      “I should’ve let Ty hit you some more,” Jensen said, but without rancor.

      “From now on,” Lex said. “No more secrets. We’re one team.”

      “One family,” Rafe corrected. “However fucked up… and none of us are going anywhere.”

      Ty’s lips pursed, but he nodded reluctantly.

      “Faith. Hope. Family,” Penn said. “Next we’ll be live-love-laughing.”

      “You always ruin a fucking pep talk, Penn,” Lex said.

      But it was true, and I could see it in their faces as I looked around the room.

      We were one team, one family. We’d lost one of ours today. I hoped he’d come back to us, but there were no guarantees.

      There were no guarantees for us, in the middle of a war. We’d all agreed to put our lives on the line for the packs.

      All we had was each other, and our training, to give us a chance at the future.

      All we had was now.

      And we were going to make the most of it.

      

      Want to read the prologue to Unforgivable and discover just what happened to Silas? Join my reader group here to read the prologue before anyone else!
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      Hi! May Dawson here.

      

      If you enjoyed Undone, please leave me a review if you can! It makes a huge difference in connecting readers with indie books, so authors like me can keep on writing! You can review Undone on Amazon now.

      Don’t forget to pre-order Unforgivable here!

      Lastly, if you’d like to join my newsletter—and receive a free book, Ugly Magic, as well as Silas’ story after Undone—you can do that here.

      Thanks for reading!

      Best,

      May
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