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      Silas

      

      I broke the surface of the water, gasping for breath. Another wave broke over me, and I choked as river water filled my mouth.

      The river yanked me under again. I was submerged in the silence, but there was nothing peaceful about the water. The foaming water pulled me along, until suddenly a jagged rock rose in front of me.

      I raised my hands and barely managed to get my shield up in time. My magic formed a golden bubble around me so that I bounced harmlessly off the rocks.

      The river yanked me along, faster than thought. I tried to keep the shield up, but my magic sputtered and collapsed, and it was just me and water again.

      I pulled hard for the surface—nothing mattered more than my next breath of air—and my face broke the water. Choking and gasping, I managed to stay on the surface.

      Trees along the sides of the river overhung the fast-moving river water, their stark branches almost close enough to touch. I grabbed a branch, but it snapped off in my hand as the river swept me away.

      Coughing water, I swam desperately for the nearby shore. My knee slammed into a stone so hard that it took my breath away. I lunged for the rocks and caught a slippery edge. The water pulled at me like a malevolent force, trying to drag me down, and my knee ached so badly that I wasn’t sure I could move it. But at least I could catch my breath.

      My teeth chattered from the cold and the shock. When I shifted my grip on the rock, trying to get closer to shore, my exhausted muscles resisted me. If I lost my death grip on this rock and the river swept me away again, I didn’t think I’d break the surface again.

      But I couldn’t stay there, with the water tearing at my clothes and my body trembling, so I finally carefully placed my hands and shifted my weight, gritting my teeth from the agony that lanced my knee. I worked my way along the rocks, then gathered all my magic and made a desperate leap to shore.

      The fast-moving river tried to catch me, but magic lifted me with a sudden surge into the air. For a second, it felt like I was flying, energy spiking in my chest.

      Then I stumbled on the loose mud of the shore as I came down. My knee went out from under me, buckling, and I winced as pain burned down my leg.

      I had to heal myself. I couldn’t move like this.

      In the distance, a wolf bayed. I had time. I just had to focus, move fast…

      Another wolf’s cry went up, near me. My gaze snapped to find the source. There was no movement through the dark trees ahead of me, but I couldn’t see deep into the woods.

      I had to get out of here.

      I straightened, wincing as my knee almost buckled, until my spine was as straight as at school. I moved my hands in the familiar cast to create a door in the woods. Magic sparked golden at my fingertips, then fizzled out. I tried again. My magic burst into life, then faded.

      The next wolf’s howl was sharp and clear and close. He’d scented me.

      My heart rate dropped as I pushed down the panic I could’ve felt, the way I’d been taught to. You wanted to call yourself the incredible Silas Zip? You’d better earn it right now, son.

      My inner voice has always been kind of an asshole.

      I focused all my power on creating the door, and this time as I raised my hand, I drew the golden line above my head. When I tried to kneel to take the line down to the muddy shore underfoot, my knee failed me.

      I hit the ground hard and gritted my teeth as the line of sizzling magic faltered. Then I swept my hand over the dirt, drawing the line across it. The golden lines hung in the air. Almost there.

      With effort, I rose again, drawing my line up to connect with the top left corner.

      The first wolf burst out of the trees.

      I raised my arm defensively as it tore toward me. I couldn’t break my focus, not even to try to stop the teeth and claws that raced my way. As I connected the last line, a full golden rectangle shimmered in the air.

      The wolf slammed into me just as I turned to face him.

      He knocked me to the ground, and I slammed hard into the riverbank. As the two of us rolled down the incline back toward the waves, I searched the wolf’s narrow face for any sign of familiarity. Part of me hoped he was a friend.

      But there was no humanity in the wolf’s eyes, not that I could see, anyway.

      White teeth flashed before it lunged toward my throat.

      I tried to raise my magic along with my arm, but there was no warm, familiar spark of power. Instead, his teeth sunk through my skin, and I gritted my teeth as I shoved my arm deep into his mouth. Let him choke on it.

      “Bring me home,” I gasped. In the distance, beyond the wolf’s dangerous eyes and snarling mouth, I saw the door ripple into existence.

      Not that it mattered if I couldn’t reach it.

      I drew my feet up against the wolf’s chest, ignoring the pain that lanced through my arm as his teeth tore deep through my flesh.  Reaching out for the last tattered shreds of my magic—lord let me have the juice for one last spell—I focused my strengths on my legs as I kicked out at the wolf’s powerful chest.

      He flew through the air and landed on his back at the edge of the riverbank. He rolled, trying to catch himself, his paws frantically scratching through the mud as he tried to evade the rolling river.

      I didn’t hesitate. I turned and sprinted for the door.

      Another wolf streaked into the clearing just as I grabbed the doorknob. As he ran toward me, I threw the door open and stumbled through.

      The wolf slammed into the door behind me just before the magic shimmered out of existence.

      I was alone in the quiet, familiar, cold command room.

      This time when my knee buckled beneath me, I let myself go.

      I’d been running so hard, so fast, for so long. My muscles trembled, out of my control, my fingers shaking, my legs spasming.

      I reached for the robe that always hung on the back of the chair, yanking at the hem until it fell. I wasn’t sure I could get up right now. I pulled it over my damp, shivering body, trying to get enough warmth to heal a little.

      I’d used all my magic and all my strength. My body was failing.  I let my eyes close as I turned onto my side, my knees curling up into my chest.

      I’d made it here. That was all that mattered. I’d have the chance to rest.

      If this had happened a month ago, I’d have Isabelle leaning over me, her dark eyes worried as she brushed her hand over my forehead. She’d always been so kind and soft-hearted, although anyone who crossed her discovered a core of steel under that tenderness. While Isabelle healed my wounds, Frederick would have fixed me a mug of coffee and whiskey. Frederick believes that those were the two food groups that anyone needed to thrive.

      I could picture their faces leaning over me so clearly that I half expected to see them when I opened my eyes again.

      The room was still, and quiet, and darker than it had been before. I’d passed out. My mouth felt thick and dry as fear drove the bleariness from my pounding head.

      Home was never unmanned, not by day or night. Something was wrong.

      Or maybe whoever was on duty had stepped out on some errand. Lord help them if Keen found the room abandoned.

      Unless things were so desperate here that even she had to relax her standards. Maybe the Rebel Magicians were triaging priorities now.

      I gripped my arm, wincing as my fingertips sank clumsily into torn ribbons of flesh. I caught a glimmer of white bone and decided not to look again. My lips moved in the silent words of my spell, hoping I could summon enough power to heal. My muscles were still trembling from the cold.

      As warm magic washed through my arm, relief flooded me.

      I sat up, letting the blanket fall away, and moved my arm tentatively. It still felt a bit stiff, but I was going to live. I ran my hand across my knee, hoping I could heal it too. My magic flared across my palm, barely.

      I needed Sebastian or even Keen. I used the edge of the nearest solid wood table to haul myself to my feet. There was no fire in the grate, but it was heaped with ash, and shreds of half-burned papers shone yellow from the dead coals.

      The maps had been peeled from the walls in haste, and the paint had ripped off the wall in spots. Someone had hastily scrubbed all the chalkboards.

      We’d either been raided, or a raid had been expected.

      I might be alone here. They might have moved to the last outpost, or to someplace else altogether.

      Or I might be alone, period. Everyone might be gone, either executed or sent to Elegiah for the slow death.

      I stumbled when I tried to lope toward the doorway, but then my knee locked and held. I half-staggered to the door. I needed the warmth of a fire, rest, food, to recharge my magic and to recover from the blood I’d lost.

      Priority one was to keep moving and to stay free so I could help my friends. I had no time for the fear that dogged my shuffling steps.

      As I limped down the hall, I looked through another ransacked room to the window. The moon hung between wispy strings of clouds, shining and distant and uncaring. It was the same moon that shone with unseeing eyes over my friends in Elegiah, and the same moon that the wolves streaked underneath Earthside. The differences between our split-off worlds had begun as small alterations from one world, but it was the same great universe that spun around us all.

      I had no choice in joining the rebels. But I liked to think that I would have joined them anyway, that I still would’ve recognized that we were all connected, across each separate world. We had to heal the rips and save each other.

      For right now, though, I had to save myself first.

      I walked into Keen’s office without permission. Her office had been stripped; there were no books on the shelves and her desk was clean for once.

      Her knitting needles were abandoned, stuck into a ball of forest-green yarn; connected to them by a string was the start of a pair of green gloves. I’d brought the gloves she’d knit for me in my bag to the academy. Keen sent rebels to their deaths sometimes, in their missions, and she seemed to take our blood and our pain in stride. But she did knit for us.

      I knew Keen’s ways. I moved unsteadily around her office, searching for false bottoms and hidden spaces. If I found them empty, then it would mean the rebels had cleared the place themselves, in a hurry, but taking anything important with them.

      If she’d hidden any books or papers, it was more likely they’d burned all they could in the midst of a siege, knowing they would all face death or prison.

      I ran my fingertips across the baseboard and found a seam, barely perceptible even at a fingertip’s touch. I didn’t have magic to spare on finesse; I dug my knife out of a cargo pocket and jammed the tip into the wood, working it back and forth until the baseboard popped out.

      Working my hand inside, I wished desperately to find nothing…

      My fingers brushed against the leather cover of a book.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to no one. My voice was eerie in the quiet of this building that had always been full of life and plans.

      “Meow?”

      I jerked back in alarm, rising to my feet at the sound behind me. My knee buckled again, and I lurched, catching the wall with my hand.

      Keen’s cat, Echo, watched me with glowing eyes from the doorway.

      “You escaped, huh?” I asked Echo. “Useless creature. You’re not exactly the company I hoped for.”

      The black cat watched me with green eyes, then abruptly plopped down, spread-legged, and set to cleaning her belly determinedly. Clearly, I was not the company she’d hoped for either.

      “Where’d they take your mistress?” I asked the cat conversationally. I pulled the book out of the wall, then searched for anything else that might be concealed. My fingertips brushed something cool and solid.

      I drew out the glass bottle of blue liquid. I knew what it was even before I saw the label around the neck: Restore. We rarely used—or needed—potions like the Hindrance that the witches had thrown at me in the woods, or this one, but I needed it right now.

      “I take back all the rude things I ever said about you,” I muttered, thinking of Keen, as I uncapped the bottle.

      The cat looked up at me, cocking her head to one side, and meowed.

      “Not you, Echo.” I took just a sip, then corked it again.

      The pain faded from my knee, and energy rushed through my body with a jolt. I licked my lips at the sensation. Restore could be addictive, and I fought the temptation to take another sip just in case I wasn’t quite one-hundred-percent yet.

      I carried it in one hand and the book in the other, flipping through the pages as I headed through the hall. I needed dry clothes.

      I reached the stairs before the loneliness of the hall felt oppressive. When I looked all the way back down the hall at Keen’s office, the cat was staring at me.

      “Are you coming, Echo?” I demanded. “We’re the last of the Rebels. I guess we’re stuck with each other.”

      If cats could roll their eyes, Echo would have. But she sauntered down the hall to me anyway.

      I went up the stairs with Echo following at a leisurely pace, but never losing sight of me. The long hallway was dark, and for a second the ghosts of other rebels rose around me. We’d jostled and played pranks on each other. We’d been young, no matter how serious we were about our mission.

      I went into the room I’d shared with Frederick. I kept my gaze away from the photographs that hung on the wall and focused on the wardrobe. When I left, I’d abandoned the clothes that didn’t fit Earthside. I dressed quickly in a pair of trousers and a gray flannel shirt before I slipped on clean wool socks and laced up my boots.

      “I feel like a new man,” I told Echo as I glanced in the mirror. My blond hair had dried from the river, and my eyes were bright from the potion, but I still had a wild look, and I wish I hadn’t seen myself. I wasn’t a new man; I was the same one, with friends in two worlds in trouble and no clear game plan. I felt unprepared to be on my own in the universe right now.

      Echo mewed again, as if she too wished I was a new man.

      “We’re going to follow the mission Keen laid out for us,” I said. “First things first. She’d have our heads if we risked our mission for her life. We stop the Day. Then we’re going to save our friends.”

      None of that was a plan—it was all quite murky—and Keen would have disapproved. As it was, her cat took the role of fixing me with a judgmental look.

      I paged through the book. It was the latest prophecy, the one Keen had stolen. The establishment magicians’ protocol meant there would be just the one copy, and that would give me a step ahead. I hoped like hell Maddie Northsea would continue to defy prophecy.

      She had some long days ahead, no matter how fast-and-loose she played with the cards the universe intended to deal. The future was a loaded deck.

      The only coat in my closet was my black quilted school coat, with the rebel emblem on the shoulder, and I sighed as I put it on again. I tucked the book into the inner pocket.

      “Well, Echo?” I asked, and then froze at the faintest footfall on the stairs.

      There were no friends arriving here.

      I jerked my head toward the door, and Echo came with me as I concealed myself behind the doorway.

      The footfalls moved across the hall. Two men, in tandem.

      Soldier magicians.

      I could picture them, with their shields over one arm and their wands gripped in their other hands, at the ready, a spell already on their lips. My lips moved with my own enchantment. Two of them. I’d have to be fast. But I’d always been fast enough before.

      I waited until the first one cut the corner into my room. He came in fast, with momentum, to clear the room. Same way I was trained.

      I threw my hand out at his friend in the hall, slamming a wall of magic his way before he could respond.

      Before the soldier could finish his spell, I caught his jaw with one hand, pressing my body behind him for leverage, my arm locked on his shoulder, and my magic washed over him, knocking him unconscious.

      His legs went out from underneath him, and I bore his weight for a second before I let him drop. He sprawled unconscious to the ground.

      If my magic had failed me, I would’ve snapped his neck. But I always regretted killing. I could have easily been on their side if fate had worked a little differently. War is the most foolish of man’s many foolish escapades.

      The other soldier was pinned against the wall, screaming. Golden gauze like a spider’s webbing held him against the peeling wallpaper.

      I touched my fingers to my forehead in a mocking salute as I headed down the hall. His friends would rescue him in short order. He’d be fine.

      I had to get to the door back to Maddie’s world.

      When I heard more soldiers, I concealed myself quickly in another room. This one had been recently occupied; I could smell the faint forbidden scent of smoked tobacco and cheap cologne. I knew who’s room it was, without looking around, but nostalgia wouldn’t serve me now.

      I knelt, leaning down to press my hand on the hardwood. Echo hesitated, then leapt onto my shoulder. I winced at the feel of her claws sinking through my coat and into my skin.

      Together, the cat and I led the soldiers who hunted us on a merry chase through the rebel academy.

      I finally reached Home again, the room in the hallway. As soon as I burst in through the closed door, I turned to clear the room. If I were an establishment soldier, this was where I’d wait.

      Sure enough, there was a magician waiting to hurl a Hindrance at me.

      I raised my hands and with it, my shield, and the magic splattered harmlessly across the golden glow of my magic.

      “Glue,” I murmured, and the magic rebounded from my shield onto the young magician who’d tried to strike me down.

      He tried to hurl more magic at me, but it failed him as the Hindrance burned across his skin, blocking his own power.

      I stared at the man who faced me with horror written across his face.

      “Unpleasant trick,” I told him. “It’s the strangest thing. I met some witches recently who knew it too.”

      He let his wand fall to the floor, then reached inside his cloak, drawing out a long, wicked blade.

      “I’m honored, really,” I said, “that you are so afraid of what I can do that you’d work with Earthside witches to bring me down. What’s your name, coward?”

      “You want to know my name before I bring you to justice?” he demanded.

      “And you think I’m arrogant, Echo,” I muttered at the cat.

      “My name is Warren Campbell,” he said. “You’ve already been sentenced for your crimes against the fabric of the universe. Come join your friends, Silas Zip.”

      “I really feel like I should’ve been able to attend my own trial,” I said. “Feels like a sham.”

      He moved toward me abruptly, and I ducked the knife’s slash. Echo’s claws dug painfully into my shoulders as I ducked and wove, coming ever closer to the door.

      There were heavy, quick footsteps in the hall.

      Campbell had backup on the way.

      I’d really love to stay and kick his ass and find out where exactly every last one of my friends was being held.

      But there was no time for that.

      I kicked Campbell hard in the chest, and he stumbled back, his blade just glancing against my calf before he fell.

      I wrenched open the door and tried not to think about any place in particular as I stumbled through. I couldn’t go back to the academy woods. Let the universe drop me off anywhere Earthside that it pleased.

      I fell back through an icy blast of magic, leaving Warren Campbell’s furious face behind as he reached out, just before darkness closed over me.

      The incredible Silas Zip, wanted in two worlds.

      At least it has a ring to it.
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          Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      I’d thought wolves would never tire of being outside. But a solid week in the field, and a dozen transformations back and forth without a shower, had changed my mind.

      Capture-the-Flag had ceased to be fun days ago. Clearborn could ruin anything.

      Tonight was as conveniently filled with Virginia’s signature late winter rainstorms as the rest of the week had been. A hard rain lashed the muddy clearing. Everywhere we’d walked, our boots left prints in the mud that filled with rain water, leaving puddles everywhere.

      The rest of the team was catching a few hours of sleep, as best they could. We hadn’t been dry or warm in three days, and the night was deeply dark, the moon blocked by the clouds.

      I turned my collar up against the chill, not that it helped, as I leaned against the tree. I had to keep the watch. No one knew what Clearborn would throw at us next.

      My stomach rumbled as I stared out into the night. We’d hiked out into the field with enough food in our gear to last the two nights we’d planned. Then Clearborn had been chronically unimpressed by the academy’s performance, and two nights had turned into more. The last meal I’d had was a rabbit I’d caught while I was a wolf. But now, all the animals were hiding away in their burrows and dens. They were smarter than we were.

      I caught a faint flicker from the corner of my eye, as if something moved in the night, but then I lost it. It might have been my imagination. Might have.

      I didn’t hesitate. I dropped to the ground, ignoring the cold water that seeped through my trousers, and reached to shake Lex’s shoulder. His eyes flew open.

      “We’ve got something moving in the woods out there,” I murmured.

      Lex woke the line, and everyone crept to their defensive positions silently.

      When Lex rested his hand on my shoulder, I leaned in toward him. “Take Maddie and go scout,” Lex murmured in my ear.

      My heart sank, but I nodded. I didn’t like to be anywhere near Maddie. Not until we knew the truth about our fathers. Or father.

      I crouched beside her and reached to touch her shoulder to get her attention. Then she turned her head to look up at me, and I yanked my hand away. Her blue eyes were bright in the darkness, and my pulse beat quicker, the way it always did when her gaze met mine.

      I jerked my head toward the lines. She rose quietly from the mud, gathering her bo in one hand.

      The two of us crept slowly through the wet, squelching mud that threatened to slip away underfoot and reveal our location. Jensen raised a two-fingered salute before we crept over the sandbags to slip out into the dark woods surrounding our position.

      Clearborn promised that when we all did things right, we’d get to go back to the dorms. I’d never thought I could care just as much about school assignments as I did a real mission, but I cared now. It was strange to think that just through the trees, our dorms were bright with lights and warm and completely empty.

      Maddie followed me as we tried to circle around whoever was out there. Then we began to move forward, picking our way through the darkness, moving from tree to tree.

      Maddie caught my wrist as the two of us paused behind a tree. Her fingers burned on my skin, and I fought the urge to pull away.

      She was beautiful, with her high brow and straight nose and lush lips pressed together as she focused on something in the distance. I followed her gaze.

      Out in the woods, two patrols moved towards ours, creeping through the darkness on their bellies.

      The two of us exchanged a look.

      Her lips moved soundlessly as she mouthed to me, I saw their flag.

      Are you sure? I mouthed back.

      She nodded.

      I’d planned to report back, but everyone was ready for the attack, and maybe Maddie and I could be more useful than that.

      I know you’ve got a plan. What is it?

      Her answering smile lit up her face, and my heart stumbled. This felt like the closest we’d been together in the last three months.

      The two of us snuck around the back of the patrols, looping around them. Their team leader was in the center at the rear, and with him was the guy with the flag. Ahead of them, the rest of their team crept silently on their stomachs toward our patrol.

      When we were right behind them, the team leader whirled, as if he had scented us.

      In one synchronized move, Maddie and I rushed the last few yards. We struck out with our bo staffs and knocked them down.

      Maddie scrambled to snatch the flag from the man carrying it. He lashed out as hard as he could with the bo, catching her in the side. She grunted in pain as she stumbled back, but her teeth shone in the darkness with a sudden smile. She gripped the flag she’d torn away from him.

      “Go, go, go,” I whispered, but she was already running.

      The two of us sprinted through their lines as fast as we could, racing frantically for the security of our own defensive position. The team leader behind us was shouting, trying to get his cadets to switch from stealth mode to attacking. Someone clipped my ankle with their bo from behind, and I stumbled in the mud but kept running forward.

      “It’s us!” I shouted at our team as we ran. “Coming in!”

      No longer trying to be unseen, the patrol rose up around us from the mud and rushed toward our lines. We were barely ahead of them.

      Someone lunged for Maddie, and I threw my weight into them, knocking them to one side. She reached the line just in front of me as her watch cap tumbled off, her blond hair shining under the faint moonlight.

      Maddie and I stumbled up the incline and over the sandbags. Jensen grabbed my shoulder and someone grabbed Maddie, helping us up and over, and we tumbled into our defensive position.

      “Fine scouting work,” Rafe said tightly, frowning down at the two of us. “You know what scouting means, right?”

      Maddie grinned up at him, panting, but stretched their flag between her hands, draping it across her chest.

      Rafe’s brows rose. “Good work. Now if you could stop rolling in the mud and get up for the fight, that’d be super.”

      “That’s all we get,” she said, bouncing to her feet. She held out the flag to Rafe, then offered her hand to me. “No appreciation.”

      “That’s all you get,” he said, stuffing the flag into his back pocket.

      I waved her hand away. “I’m not an old man.”

      Just for a second, hurt flashed across her face, and there was an answering spike of pain in my chest.

      As I rose to my feet, I pretended I didn’t see her face. A few months ago, I would’ve grabbed her hand and let her pull me up, ridiculous as it was when she was so much shorter. We both knew that things had changed. But it still made my heart ache when I hurt her.

      I sensed the first cadet coming over the sandbags at me. It was a pleasure to whirl around and kick him in the chest.

      The other patrols came running over our lines, but the sandbags slowed them down. We were outnumbered, but that never bothered us.

      I found myself grinning at the chance to hurt someone recreationally. It didn’t bother me when someone caught me with a bo across the shoulder, or when I got clocked in the face before I took my opponent down. For a few minutes, the haze of pain and the adrenaline of the fight took away the constant ache of losing Maddie.

      Then she gasped, and I heard the thud as she slammed into the ground. The guy with the bo who had knocked her down whirled it in his hand to bring it back for a jab.

      I grunted as his bo slammed into my palm full-force as I caught it, then I yanked it away from him. He stumbled.

      Maddie flipped herself up onto her feet. I thought she was going to say thank you, but instead she glared at me. No matter how dim the light, her irritated expression was clear.

      “I don’t need you to rescue me, Ty,” she said, planting her foot behind his calf before throwing him to the ground.

      He tried to roll out of her way, but she was on top of him. She pressed his throat against her lithe, muscular bicep as she caught her opposing hand, forcing him into a blood choke. He thrashed, but couldn’t shake her.

      “Tap out,” I warned him. I glanced back at our sand bags, but it looked like we’d taken out the opposing patrol. There was no one left to fight, and irritation spiked in my chest. I turned back to Maddie. “And I’m not rescuing you. We’re a team.”

      “We might be a team. But you’re a fucking asshole, that’s what you are,” she said.

      The other guy finally reached to tap out, but it was too late. He was taking a sudden nap. She let him tumble out of her arms, carefully, then knelt next to him to check his vitals.

      “I thought we’d curbed that temper of yours, Ms. Northsea,” Clearborn said, and the two of us both jumped.

      The dean of the school melted out of the night. Rafe stood beside him, arms crossed, his dark brows arching in exasperation.

      “Just kidding around,” I said. The last thing I wanted was for Maddie to get into trouble again.

      Clearborn snorted. To Rafe, he said, “Good work. Take your team in, get them cleaned up. The other teams will trickle in.”

      Apparently, if the other teams didn’t prove themselves competent, he was still going to take pity on them. Finally.

      “Yes, sir.”

      But as confident as Rafe sounded, when he glanced at Maddie and me, there was something troubled in his eyes.
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      Maddie

      

      “Coming to the mess?” Jensen leaned in my doorway, one hand in his pocket. “I think we all earned a drink.”

      “Or nine,” Penn said, from the bathroom door.

      “I wish I was sure he was kidding,” Chase muttered from behind him, where he was running the electric shaver over his face. Again. Chase had grown a full beard in the week we’d been out in the field.

      “I will.” I gathered my hair back into a ponytail, then released it. The day’s fight with Tyson still bothered me. I wanted to see him, to put it behind us. “I just need a few minutes.”

      It wasn’t just today’s fight that bothered me. I wanted to fix the tension between us for the last three months. I wasn’t sure what I did to make him turn so distant, but it hurt.

      I didn’t regret calling him an asshole, exactly, but that hadn’t been the way to tackle the real issues between us, whatever they were. When I’d asked Ty before what I’d done, he’d looked at me blankly, as if he had no idea what I was talking about.

      But he never looked at me the way he used to. His eyes used to brighten and he used to smile that easy grin, and now when he looked at me, there was…nothing. At best. Sometimes, there was a flash of disgust that made me sick to my stomach.

      Jensen’s gaze was sharp on mine, and I bit my lip, turning away as I finger-combed my hair back over my shoulders. He always saw too much. From the corner of my eye, I caught Jensen and Penn sharing a meaningful look.

      “You guys go ahead,” Penn said. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Better be.” Chase rinsed his shaver off, then dropped it on the countertop. “You can’t leave me on my own while Jensen extroverts all over the entire underclass mess.”

      Jensen said, “I’ll do my best to be socially awkward like you, Chase. You’d think all your experience being a normal human being would serve you well here.”

      “I am still a normal human being. The problem is that none of the rest of you are.” Chase threw his shirt on and buttoned it as he headed through my room to the door, and then the two of them went out. The sounds of their low, rough voices bantering faded down the hall.

      “What’s wrong, Mads?” Penn boosted himself onto my desk, then sat there kicking his feet as he studied me with bright eyes.

      “Tired,” I said. “Long week.”

      “Yeah. And?” He crooked a finger at me.

      Despite myself, I was drawn toward him. “I don’t want to talk about my feelings, Penn.”

      He nodded. For a few seconds, silence stretched between us. Then he said, “You know, today, it’s been three months since we lost Silas.”

      “To the day?” My eyebrows arched. I wouldn’t have expected Penn to know that.

      “To the day.”

      I was finally close enough for him to catch my hips, and he pulled me close, between his thighs. “I miss him too, you know.”

      “We all do.” I chewed my lower lip. “I’ll try the spell again. See if there are any signs of life.”

      “Just don’t get caught.” Penn’s lips tilted up. “It’s a good night for it, though. The cadre that are back are getting rowdy. Apparently everyone needs a drink tonight.”

      “If you know it’s been three months since we lost Silas,” I said, “then I bet Ty does too.”

      Lost Silas. As if we’d misplaced him. The memory of his face as he plunged off the bridge rose again like a ghost, and I shuddered. The academy had erupted into chaos, both friends and enemies hunting for him.

      I’d tried spells to find Silas, but there was no sign of him on Earth. Whether he was home or in the afterlife, I couldn’t know.

      Penn started to say something, but I interrupted him.

      “You think our cadre will get rowdy?” I demanded. “I can’t imagine Rafe having fun. And Lex…”

      Lex acted the same as ever, but I was sure there was something different, something bothering him.

      “You’re changing the subject,” Penn said fondly, reaching to tuck a wayward stand of blond hair behind my ear. “And yeah, it is very hard for me to imagine Rafe putting away tequila shots or getting down to the music.”

      Penn briefly pretended to dance, which never failed to bring a smile to my face. The way the man moved his hips was sexy, but he always made a ridiculous face when he danced, as if he couldn’t just relax into it. “But maybe one day.”

      “I just want things to be normal,” I admittedly softly. “Everything with Ty is weird now, and I miss him.”

      “Yeah,” Penn agreed. I knew he missed Ty too. But he added, “There was never a normal, Maddie. It’s been hard the whole way through for all of us, hasn’t it?”

      My lips pursed to one side. “You know how Lex says you ruin pep talks? You ruin your own, too.”

      “No,” he said, his voice certain. “The point is, it’s always hard. And we always find our way. You and Ty will figure this out, Mads. I’ve got faith in you.”

      “Do you have faith in him?” I asked skeptically.

      Penn made a see-saw motion with his hand, his brows lifting the way they did when he said something sarcastic.

      “If I know him,” he said, “Ty’s going out to the bridge tonight. He wants to be alone, and the dorm won’t be angsty enough for him. Not when he blames himself.”

      “You think I should go to him?”

      “I think you should go get him. No matter how much he wants to be left alone to wallow in angst and self-loathing.”

      Penn kissed me goodbye, then hesitated before kissing me again, a little deeper this time. I let my hands slide up his shoulders, feeling his lips caress mine open. The two of us traded a heated kiss before we broke apart.

      “Try to bring my brother back with you,” Penn said, resting his forehead against mine.

      I thought he was going to say something about how we needed Ty and he needed us, but Penn added, “It looks like Clearborn had our bar restocked with the good liquor again, and I don’t want to race Jensen to the bottom of a bottle of Patron on my own.”

      My lips tilted up at the sides. “You’re a rascal, Penn.”

      But he was also a good friend and one hell of a boyfriend.

      Penn kissed my forehead and then slid off my desk, heading past me to the door. “Better wear your coat. It’s going to be cold out there.”

      Yeah, it was going to be cold out there with Ty, and that wasn’t just because of the weather. Penn flipped me a light-hearted wave over his shoulder.

      Twenty minutes later, I reached the bridge over the white water river. It finally stopped raining. It was as if the weather itself was conspiring with Clearborn to enhance our misery.

      When I saw a lean figure leaning against the bridge under the moonlight, even though I knew better, my heart lurched in my chest.

      It’s not Silas, I reminded myself, and I started across the bridge. The water rushing far below was loud in my ears. The noise reminded me so much of the last time I was out here. I hadn’t come back since that night when I sobbed into Rafe’s chest as he held me tight.

      Ty felt me coming and turned. When he saw me, a look of resignation came over his face that made me ache.

      I rested my elbow on the rail right beside him. “Hey.”

      “Hi, Maddie.” He looked back at the river. The steady breeze ruffled his hair above his handsome face in profile. “Come to call me an asshole again?”

      “Do I need to? I assumed you knew.” My voice came out acerbic, and I blew out a breath. “I don’t want to fight, Ty. I came out here to talk.”

      He rested his back against the rail, his hands in his pockets, and raised his eyebrows at me.

      Apparently, I could talk. He wasn’t promising he’d answer.

      “Do you come out here a lot?” I ran my hand over the wooden rail. The paint was peeling, the wood rough under my palm.

      He shrugged. I thought he wasn’t going to answer at all, then he said, “I don’t have a lot of free time.”

      “Clearborn’s keeping us busy.” I picked absently at the splintering wood. “What do you think of him?”

      “I think Lex was right that night.”

      I tilted my head to one side, confused, and he added, “We should’ve gone to Clearborn. Told him what we heard about Duncan’s plan. We assumed they were going after you.”

      There was the faintest bitter edge in his voice when he said you.

      Penn said Ty blamed himself for what happened to Chase and then Silas, but maybe he blamed me too.

      “We were wrong,” he went on. “Clearborn could have called off the exercise. He might’ve been able to see Garmond’s plan. Clearborn knew him.”

      I shook my head. “We made the best choice we could with the information we had—”

      “Right. But you don’t know everything to make the best choice,” Ty interrupted. “You’re just a kid.”

      He used to call me kiddo, and it used to sound sweet. For a while when we first were getting to know each other, he’d felt like the big-brother friend type, the kind one has a hopeless crush on.

      “You don’t know everything, Madeline Northsea. You’re eighteen.”

      “You don’t know everything either, Tyson Atlas.”

      I could use his full name too.

      “But I’m not operating under the delusion that I do,” he shot back.

      I raked my fingers through my hair, calming myself down, before I met his gaze. “I came out here to check on you because I figured you miss Silas as much as I do. Can we fight tomorrow?”

      His eyebrows arched skeptically. “I don’t need you to check on me. I was fine out here alone.”

      So, that’s a no on postponing the fight until tomorrow.

      I stared into his face, his angry blue eyes and stern expression.

      Meeting his anger with anger wasn’t helping, and even though I could feel heat wash through me and a smartass remark burned on my lips, I tried to release the building fury that his own anger provoked.

      “Maybe I said that wrong,” I said, my voice coming out even, not heated. “Maybe I didn’t need to check on you so much as I…needed you.”

      The words hung in the air. They made me feel too vulnerable. Despite my winter coat, I found myself pulling my scarf a little tighter as I turned toward the water, trying not to watch Tyson’s face from the corner of my eye.

      His voice came out different, gentle, when he said, “We all miss him. You should talk to Chase, or Penn, or Jensen…”

      “Why not you?”

      “Maddie.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “What changed, Tyson?”

      He shook his head. “You didn’t really want to talk about Silas. I know you, you’ve got some plan to fix his situation, if he’s alive out there somewhere. You don’t need me for that.”

      Maybe I didn’t need Ty to do anything. But I needed him. He should know the difference.

      “And you’ve got some plan to fix me,” he added, a bitter twist to his voice.

      Ty thought he knew me so well.

      “If I knew how to fix you, believe me, I would. But I don’t even know what went wrong.”

      I stared out over the river. Moonlight shimmered over the dark water. The silence between us stretched on so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Ty spoke to me so sparingly lately, except for his outburst of annoyance tonight.

      From the way he spoke, it seemed almost as if talking to me hurt, as if meeting my gaze made him ache.

      “Maybe some things aren’t meant to be,” he said.

      “We are.” My voice came out soft. “You and me. We’re mates.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to say fated. It sounded even more final than mates, and even more heartbreaking when he seemed to be rejecting me.

      “No, we’re not.”

      “Why?” I felt my lip tremble as I turned to him, and I wrenched down on it with my teeth before Ty could see. I whispered so my voice wouldn’t break, “What did I do?”

      His features tightened with pain. “You didn’t do anything, Maddie.”

      He was in as much agony as I was. The realization struck me deep, and I reached for him, wanting to hug him, to make it better. “Then why—”

      He pulled away from me, raising his hands to his shoulders to avoid touching me as he took a quick step back.

      I stared at him.

      “You didn’t do anything,” he said, his voice hard. “Sometimes we don’t get what we want. Not me. Not even you.”

      “Don’t talk to me like that,” I said. My voice came out heated. “Like I’m some kind of brat.”

      “Aren’t you?” he demanded. “Haven’t I made it clear I want to be friends, teammates, but I don’t want to be anything more? And yet here you come, when I’m out here…”

      He trailed off. I wanted to point out he wasn’t exactly being a good friend, but instead I said, “When you’re out here? Doing what exactly?”

      He shook his head instead of answering.

      “When you’re busy feeling sorry for yourself?” I asked. “Because you have magic? Because you’re a witch like me?”

      Even though we were alone in the still and quiet night, he rounded on me with his eyes widening before he looked around. There was no one here. It was just the two of us, and the river rushing below.

      “Just tell me what I did. Something changed. You stopped…” I stumbled. I didn’t want to talk about the way Ty had stopped loving me.

      I had meant it that day in the fortune teller’s basement when I told Ty I loved him. I was pretty sure he’d meant it too. But every day that went by, I was a little less confident he ever had.

      “You didn’t do anything!” he half-shouted.

      “Then why?” I demanded. “Why do you act like you hate me now?”

      “Because you’re my sister!”

      I stared at him, unable to process what he’d just said.

      “Winter said he was going to come back to his children,” he said. He ran his hand through his hair. He was quieter now. “He looked at us, Maddie.”

      “I’m not Winter’s daughter.” I shook my head. “And you’re not his son.”

      “He’s the Stranger,” he said, referring to the card in the tarot reader’s deck. “The Stranger. There was just one. One card for both of us.”

      “You’re wrong.” He hadn’t even believed in the damn cards. Panic flooded my chest. “Tyson, you’re not my brother. We’ve been together…”

      “What we did doesn’t change the facts.”

      “It’s not a fact. You’re just guessing.”

      “You just don’t want to believe. Because it’s not what you want.” Ty’s eyes met mine, blazing with anger, and the wind blew so hard around us that it stung my face.

      “You need to stay away from me,” Ty said, his voice full of finality, not anger now. “And I need to stay away from you.”

      He jammed his hands into his pockets and turned.

      I was reeling so hard that I couldn’t catch my breath. But I managed to say, “Don’t walk away from me, Ty.”

      We could talk through this. We could figure out the truth together.

      But he was already striding away through the night, his shoulders hunched against the cold, leaving me behind.
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      The underclass mess was full of noise—the band of shifters playing in the corner weren’t exactly creating music—and the party was underway hard. Jackets were hung over the backs of all the chairs, forming a sea of dark blue blazers.  Lots of shifters were singing along, as if they could drown out the band.

      As I headed for my table of my favorite handsome fools, Jensen, Penn and Chase looked up at me, smiles brightening their faces. But my heart lurched at who was missing, and they must see it on my face, because their own expressions shifted.

      No point in hiding it. “Ty doesn’t want to talk to me.”

      “I can kick his ass,” Penn offered.

      “Can you?” Jensen quirked his eyebrow before he tilted his beer to his lips. “I thought you two were matched fifty-fifty. It’s a generous offer to make, but it depends on the day.”

      “Speaking of kicking someone’s ass.” I took my seat at the table and caught Jensen’s beer out of his hand before he could set it back on the table. He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t complain. “I have a lot of feelings and a desperate need to burn them off in the dojo.”

      I’d taken solace in the dojo since Silas disappeared. Losing myself in physical activity was an academy-approved outlet for all my emotions. It felt better to hurt someone and to get hurt myself than to be alone with the grief that choked my chest.

      Penn raised his cup. “Pass. I am deeply intoxicated and so is Jensen, as indicated by his absolute lack of judgment regarding who would win in a fight between Ty and me.”

      Jensen snorted. “I’ve seen you fight. I know I can kick both your asses.”

      “Instead of theorizing over your beers, come to the dojo and prove it,” I invited them. I drained the last of Jensen’s beer and plunked it onto the table. It didn’t help, of course, but sometimes I couldn’t resist a dramatic gesture.

      And if anything would drive me to drink, it was Tyson’s conviction that I was his sister. It didn’t make sense. Fate might be a cruel mistress, but it wouldn’t sentence Ty and me to be mates when we were already bonded by blood.

      If he’d just talk to me—if he’d just talked to me three months ago—we could have dug into the books and sorted this out.

      I would talk to the guys about it, tomorrow. We would start finding answers.

      Tonight, they were half drunk, and I needed time to think.

      “Chase looks both spry and sober tonight.” Penn raised his glass in a toast to Chase, although no one clinked cups with him. “I volunteer him as tribute.”

      “You love to fight with me,” I reminded Penn.

      “No,” he corrected, “I love making up with you. I realize one of my duties as your boyfriend is to let you punch me in the face—”

      “And to try to punch me,” I reminded him.

      “When did we start throwing that word around?” Jensen asked. “Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

      The words didn’t seem to fit in his mouth quite right.

      “Okay, one of our duties as her mates,” Penn said. “Is that any less weird, man?”

      “Not at all,” Jensen said. “But I’ve never known you to make things less weird.”

      “You know you’re mine,” I said, running my hand across Jensen’s shoulder. He caught my hand and lifted it to his lips, pressing a quick kiss to the back of my knuckles. His eyes said yes, even if he wasn’t great at talking about his feelings.

      Chase rose to his feet and offered me his hand. “Go easy on me.”

      I smiled as I took his hand.

      “You guys coming back here?” Jensen asked, tilting his chair back on its rear legs. When he did that, he looked so relaxed and sexy. And also, I had to resist a powerful temptation to knock the chair out from under him. “Or will we see you in bed?”

      I lifted the bottle of tequila from the center of the table. It was getting pretty low. “I think it’s probably safest if you guys don’t hang around the bar waiting for us. What’re you going to do if Clearborn has us running drills tomorrow?”

      Penn touched his fingers to his face in the mark of Saint Cain, as if he were devout. “Jensen will just be grateful for the good training.”

      Jensen leveled him a look. “That’s a funny way of saying Jensen will have some perspective.”

      “For once.”

      “Says the guy who—”

      “Let’s get out of here before they start that fight you need so much,” Chase said. But the two of them were just playing around. Penn and Jensen spoke the same love language: sarcasm.

      Chase and I headed into the hall. When the door slammed shut behind us, the noise and chaos faded.

      “Do you ever think there might be other ways of dealing with your feelings besides fighting?” Chase asked me casually as we headed down the stairs and across the dark quad toward the bright lights of our dorm.

      “I do,” I said. “And then I reject them as impractical.”

      The basement was dark. Chase walked along flipping lights on. There was something cozy about coming down to the dojo when the lights were off and it belonged just to the two of us.

      For a while, coming down here to do my laundry or to work out at night had reminded me too much of when Faro attacked me. Now the memory had faded. It would never be gone entirely, I knew that, but my heart no longer beat faster when I came down those stairs.

      The big fluorescent overhead lights flickered on slowly, illuminating the blue mats on the hardwood floors, the bo staffs and training swords hanging on the wall.

      Chase tossed his blazer and his shoes to the floor, and I did the same. He hesitated, then began to unbutton his shirt. “If you don’t mind… I keep tearing these damn shirts.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said. I tilted my head to one side. “Are you still growing, Chase?”

      He snorted. “Aren’t we all, I hope?”

      “I mean literally growing?”

      He nodded. “I think so. And I really didn’t need to be any bigger. I guess the change… coming at the age I was turned… is different for me than usual.”

      “It must be hard to go through all that without a pack.”

      Chase met my gaze. “Who said I don’t have a pack, Northsea?”

      His words came out light, but they lit a warm glow in my chest.

      I ignored it for now, catching his hand in mine and drawing him onto the mats.

      “You really want to fight in that skirt?” he asked me. “We could’ve gone upstairs first.”

      “I can kick your ass in plaid, Chase Freeman,” I promised him.

      “Oh, is that right?”

      He stepped in, whirling low to knock my legs out from underneath me, but I expected his attack. I flipped myself backward, somersaulting across the mat and coming up with a triumphant grin.

      But Chase was right there, and he almost managed to knock me off balance. Instead I placed my foot to throw him.

      He caught my biceps in his hands, so when he fell, I stumbled and came down on top of him. The two of us scrambled to fight for position. First one of us would get the other in a hold, then the other would break it.

      The two of us were both sweating, and we’d both tapped out once, when Chase flipped off me. He lay on the mat, staring up at the ceiling as his chest heaved.

      “Best out of three?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m not making that deal with you. Your stubborn ass will never tap out.”

      “You don’t win just because you don’t tap out.” Going unconscious was just as much a loss. During our hand-to-hand training, it was also generally followed with a long talk with an instructor about admitting our limits.

      “I thought that was pretty much how we both dealt with the academy when no one wanted either of us here,” he said. “Just don’t tap out.”

      I rolled to my feet, then offered him my hand up. “You say that as if something changed.”

      “It did,” he said. He put his hand in mine, and I leaned back as I drew him to his feet, my muscle straining. “I want to be here now. I’m not just surviving anymore.”

      His eyes were bright on mine, and something sparked in my chest. He was right. Something had changed for both of us.

      I was no longer here just to be stubborn; I was here because I wanted to be with my friends and my team and I wanted to learn. And he was no longer here because he had nowhere else to go. We belonged together.

      Our damp palms slipped apart. The two of us squared off again.

      “How much did you have to drink?” I asked casually. “You’re slow tonight.”

      “Oh, we’re shit-talking now?” he asked as we circled each other.

      “Just making an observation.” I tried to slip past his defenses, but he blocked all my moves. I retreated a few steps, studying his built shoulders as they gleamed with sweat.

      “If we’re shit-talking, I’d like to point out that your skirt is highly distracting. It’s cheating, really.”

      “First of all, that’s a compliment. You’re terrible at shit-talking,” I said. “Second of all, I still don’t understand why I’m wearing a kilt and a tie.”

      “A very short one, at that.”

      “My sister’s got an explanation,” I said. Chase tried me, and I blocked him. “She says that the time stress of getting from PT uniform, to showered and dressed in our formal school uniform, then into our utility uniform for hand-to-hand is all supposed to help us practice time management, to develop focus and discipline.”

      “That seems legit.”

      “But I think she just wanted to torment me. She’s my hero, she’s amazing, but she’s still a big sister.”

      Chase grinned, right before I launched a furious volley of blows. He blocked them, the two of us moving across the room together as I pressed him toward the wall.

      He lurched as his shoulder blades hit the wall. I moved forward to press my forearm against his throat, to get him into a hold.

      To my surprise, he managed to catch my biceps and whirled me around. He pinned me against the wall instead. My shoulder slammed into the wall. The two of us struggled for position. Chase’s body was against mine, warm with exertion, muscular and solid.

      His eyes met mine, and my breath caught, just for a second. His face was so near mine, the two of us both breathing hard. His dark-lashed eyes were gorgeous, and suddenly the desire for a fight was turning into something else.

      I brushed my lips against his.

      He hesitated—as if he thought this was a trick—then groaned as if he didn’t care. He returned my kisses with quick, fevered kisses of his own.

      Chase caught my wrists in one of his big hands and raised them above my head, pinning me against the wall. As his lips met mine over and over, my hips swayed forward, seeking more of him helplessly, since he still controlled my wrists. I smiled. He didn’t trust me not to distract him so I could knock him on his ass, even when the two of us were wild for each other’s bodies.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked, when his lips left mine.

      I glanced up at my wrists. “Do any of you manage not to alpha?”

      “Nope,” he growled playfully. “You need it.”

      I quirked my eyebrows. “Do I?”

      But the truth was, I loved the way my guys were commanding in bed. As long as they listened to me outside the bedroom as equals, I liked being dominated when we were in the bedroom. Or, well, anywhere else private, including this brightly lit dojo.

      His lips were on mine again, and I drew one bare foot over the curve of his muscular leg until I could wrap my leg around his waist, pulling his hips toward mine. I wanted more of his body.

      The two of us traded wild kisses until his grip loosened on my wrists, and then I took the opportunity to knock him on his ass.

      He hit the mats on his shoulders, his broad arms reaching out to catch himself as he slapped the mats.

      “You were right not to trust me,” I teased, right before I dropped to my knees, straddling his waist. “I was waiting for my chance.”

      He caught my hips and rolled on top, pinning me beneath him. “Same.”

      He kissed my throat and décolletage, sucking and nibbling, and my hips jerked against his at the sensation. Chase was always kind, but he wasn’t gentle.

      The two of us continued to wrestle and kiss by turns. Whenever one of us was almost unbearably hot with desire, the other would knock them down again or get them into a hold.

      “You’re a hard girl to pin down,” Chase said, his arms to either side of my head, as he nuzzled his nose against the side of my throat, tickling me. He lifted off me, his eyes bright as they met mine. “Did you get what you needed tonight?”

      I licked my lips. My need for a fight was satisfied. The restless ache I always felt—as if the way I missed Silas and Tyson was a physical need—was still there, but the anger had burned away.

      But I had other needs.

      “Not yet,” I said, and my voice came out husky.

      I brushed my lips against his. As our kiss deepened, Chase’s dark lashes fluttered as he closed his eyes. He was the only one of the guys who closed their eyes when we kissed, and I studied his handsome, chiseled face, with the familiar scar running through his eyebrow.

      I ran my palm over the hard, warm muscle of his shoulder. “You seem to have done just fine pinning me down, by the way.”

      “Took a while.” He moved away from my lips.

      He kissed his way down the curve of my shoulder, then he began to suck a bruise, and I gasped.

      “Who’s fault is that?” I asked, stroking my hand through his hair.

      “Yours.”

      I moved fast to roll him over, trapping him beneath me, but he rolled the two of us over so he was on top again.

      I threw him off, then jumped to my feet and backed away, feeling the mischievous smile that wrote itself across my face. “Mine, hm? I’d hate to trouble you any more then…”

      I sashayed away from him, complete with a dramatic hair flip, heading toward the back of the room.

      Then he was right behind me, his big body against mine, his cock pressing against the curve of my ass. His hard arm circled me, pulling me tight against him.

      His lips brushed across my cheek. “Oh, no. It took us long enough to get here. I’m not letting you get away from me again.”

      I grinned as I tilted my face up to his. The two of us traded kisses as we stumbled back and forth, undressing each other.

      He yanked my shirt over my head, and his breath caught for a second in a way that never failed to stun me. “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Northsea.”

      In return, I jumped up into his arms, wrapping my legs around him. The force of my motion made him stumble back a step, his back bumping the wall, and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight to his body.

      “Jeez, you’d think no one ever gave you a compliment,” he teased.

      He spun us around, pinning me against the wall as he held me up, and I felt his cock tease against my thigh.

      I tightened my legs around him, pulling him even closer, and his tip brushed against my center. Then he thrust deep inside me, and I bit my lip as I smiled. He thrust inside me over and over, our bodies rocking together.

      Chase always touched me like he needed me.  His eyes closed again, as if he were lost in the moment. His fingers tightened on my thighs. There was an answering thrum in my soul, as if the two of us vibrated on the same string.

      He claimed my mouth with his. He coaxed my lips open, and the tip of his tongue brushed mine. My thighs tightened around his hips, feeling the power of his body against mine and reveling in it. I couldn’t have him any closer to me than this—with his cock buried deep inside me and his tongue slipping against mine—but I still wanted more.

      His cock hit my g-spot over and over as we moved together, until it felt like I was melting into a puddle of molten heat. My fingers dug into his shoulders as his hips thrust against mine, and my ass banged into the wall over and over, and I didn’t care.

      I lifted my head, breaking away from his lips to try to catch my breath. Then the flush of my orgasm swept through me, curling my toes, tightening my already-tense body.

      “Chase,” I murmured into his ear, before biting down on his earlobe, and he gasped as if it pushed him over the edge to hear his name on my lips.

      I felt him pulse inside me as he came, and I threw my head back, my hair flickering back and forth across my naked shoulders, as my back arched.

      Then the two of us melted to the floor. Chase caught me against his body, pulling me tight against him with my head on his shoulder.

      “Beautiful girl,” he murmured into my ear. “How’d I get so lucky?”

      I nestled myself against him, my leg thrown over his, my still-throbbing clit pressed against his thigh. “Hell if I know.”

      He ran his hand over my naked stomach, seeking a place to tickle me, as he snorted, “Brat.”

      I was so ticklish that I couldn’t help but pull away, laughing, sitting up a little.

      And that was why I saw Tyson as he reached the open door to the gym.

      His face was intent, and he hadn’t seen me yet—he was probably doing the same thing I was, looking for someplace to burn off his anger and his grief—but I was powerless to do anything to keep him from seeing us.

      Tyson took the scene in, hurt flashing across his face as his gaze met mine.

      “What is it?” Chase murmured, as if he’d seen my face change. He followed my gaze to Tyson. “Oh, shit.”

      Ty jerked his head in a nod, the same way he would if he were just saying hey in the hall, but his eyes looked haunted.

      Then he turned and stumbled out of the room.

      “Maddie,” Chase said. He didn’t say anything again until I looked back at him, and when I did, I could feel how my face crumpled, as if I were on the verge of tears. Chase’s face softened, as if he just wanted to make me feel better. Kindly, he asked, “What happened between the two of you?”

      I’d been so angry at Tyson. Now I felt sorry for him, and that felt even worse. This thing he believed—about him, and Winter, and me—had stolen our love, and it would keep chipping away at Tyson himself. He still seemed driven to protect me, but the pull between us was a constant source of pain.

      “I’ve got to figure out who my father is, and who his is,” I said. I tried to smile. “It’s fine. I can figure this out. I can fix this.”

      The words hung in the room.

      They sounded so confident.

      But as I gathered my clothes up from across the floor, I held back a sob, feeling as if I were on the verge of breaking down. Ty couldn’t be right about us. I couldn’t imagine that fate would play such a cruel trick. The thought that I could love Ty for the rest of my life but never have him overwhelmed me.

      I didn’t want Chase to see how devastated I was by Ty’s rejection, especially when Chase and I had just been intimate. It might hurt his feelings.

      “Hey.” Chase’s voice was warm behind me.

      I turned, my head down, and tried to smile through my tears.  “I’m fine,” I promised.

      “Okay,” he said. He shook out my blouse, and reluctantly, I turned, putting my arms into the sleeves. Chase dressed me again, kneeling at my feet to offer my skirt, and I rested my hands on his broad shoulders as I stepped into it. It was odd, but also oddly comforting, to have Chase dress me.

      “I can do all this by myself, you know.” I looked down at his bowed head in front of me as he tied my oxfords again. “Even when I’m upset. Being sad doesn’t completely fry my brain.”

      “I know you can,” he said. He tied the last bow and stood to his feet, towering over me. He rubbed his hands over my arms. “But you don’t have to. You don’t have to face anything on your own anymore, Maddie.”

      I stared up into his handsome, reassuring face, then pressed myself forward into his chest. His big arms closed around me, holding me tight. He comforted me while I cried because another man didn’t want me anymore.

      I didn’t have to be embarrassed.  Not with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Usually, I slept contentedly between Chase, Penn and Jensen. It wasn’t quite the sleep of the innocent—thank Cain—but between the exhaustion caused by our long, challenging days and the coziness of our nest together, I slept deeply until our alarm went off.

      But not tonight.

      I tossed and turned, seeing Tyson’s face. I’d grown angrier and angrier the past three months as he pushed me away—when I needed him most, when I missed Silas—and now I knew why. Now that the anger had been stripped away, the sadness I felt for him, and for me, and most of all for Silas, was overwhelming.

      None of the spells I’d done after Silas disappeared into the river had found any trace of him in our world. He’d either been home… or dead.

      After a while, Jensen had caught me doing yet another spell, and he caught my chin in his fingers and turned my face to his.

      “No more,” he’d told me. I would’ve been pissed at him for telling me what to do, but his voice had come out broken. “It’s time to stop, Maddie. We promised we’d all trust each other. Trust him.”

      It was clear from the worried look in Jensen’s eyes that he thought I was going down a dangerous road. I’d taken one last look at the scrying bowl—there was no sign of Silas—and then I had doused the candle. “No more,” I had agreed. “For a while.”

      Now, it had been a while. I slipped off the foot of the bed, stopped in the dark bathroom to fumble for the copper bowl under the sink, then filled it with a slow trickle of water that wouldn’t wake anyone.

      Then I carried the scrying bowl into the guys’ room, since they were all asleep in mine. I set it on the floor and moved around the room, lighting a few candles that I set near the scrying bowl in the center of the floor.

      By the flickering light of the candles, I went to Silas’ dresser. His comb was still thrown on the top, along with his cologne. I picked the bottle up and pressed it against my face, drawing in a deep breath. The crystal bottle was cold against my skin, and the cologne didn’t smell the same without the heat of his body.

      There was just one blond hair left tangled in the teeth of the comb. I carried it back to the scrying bowl and settled cross-legged in front of it. Murmuring the words of the spell, I studied my face in the reflection of the still water, and focused all my magic into the water itself.

      When the water rippled with my magic, blue smoke rising along the edges, I dropped the hair into the bowl.

      I glimpsed my reflection again before it flashed, changing to Silas’ face, and I inhaled sharply. Then his face was gone. But for a second, I had seen him again—the hard-planed cheeks, the flop of blond hair over his high brow, the easy, boyish smile—and the ache of grief I’d felt for the last three months was like a knife again, pressing into my chest.

      There was a noise in the hall—a footfall close to the door—and I glanced up, realizing the guys had left their door to the hall propped barely open as most of us did. The door was almost closed, but the lock had been twisted out so the bolt kept the door from closing completely.

      I could stop. But I was so close. If I kept going, maybe I could find Silas. I could know for sure that he was alive.

      I started to murmur the words of my spell again, staring down at my reflection. But it remained stubbornly me, a girl with her blond hair falling in loose waves around her face and her lips moving frantically, her eyes troubled. I didn’t want to admit I’d truly become that girl in the reflection, the one who looked haunted.

      If I were haunted, didn’t that mean I had a ghost? Silas couldn’t be a ghost. He had to come back to me.

      I cupped the bowl with both palms, feeling my magic heat the copper. Come on, Silas. Show me you’re alive.

      The water began to vibrate. I was so close.

      When the door flew open, I looked up with a gasp.

      Rafe stood outline in the doorway, his big frame limned by light. He hit the switch by the side of the door, and the overhead lights came on, making me blink.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

      I shushed him, my finger to my lips, and looked back down at the scrying bowl.

      “Oh, I think fucking not,” he said. Rafe was not the kind of man to be shushed.

      The water had gone still and dark. There was nothing left there.

      I looked up at Rafe, feeling myself settle into being resigned. Rafe’s anger was nothing compared to the pain of losing the men I loved.

      I leaned back, studying Rafe’s irritated face. His gaze swept over the scrying bowl, the candles.  He turned the lock so the bolt would close, then shut the door behind him.

      “Let me work through the list,” I said, “because I think I know your standard M.O. well enough now to fake being cadre myself.”

      Rafe crossed his arms over his chest.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Northsea?” I asked myself in a fake deep voice, then answered in my own voice. “I’m doing magic, obviously. Why the hell would you break the simple rules you’re supposed to follow? Because I’m trying to find Silas.”

      Rafe shook his head faintly as he came toward me, looming over me. “Okay, so you’re cadre now. What are you going to do with the witch practicing forbidden magic in the dorm in the middle of the night?”

      “Yell at her, I’d imagine.” I picked up one of the candles and blew it out, still looking at him. “Beat her, maybe.”

      Rafe pulled back as if I’d hurt him, but I wouldn’t have been entirely surprised. Hell, I wouldn’t have entirely thought he was wrong.

      If someone besides Rafe had come through that door, I might pay with my life for being a witch.  I wouldn’t blame Rafe for being furious.

      And the truth was, I wasn’t going to stop just because Rafe scolded me. Rafe knew that. Given his protectiveness, he might feel desperate to make me stop.

      Clearborn knew that I had magic, but said my gift wasn’t to be flouted. I wasn’t sure if he could save me if my secrets were revealed, or if he’d even try. After all, Duncan tried to murder Chase to expose me as a witch, at Garmond’s request. Garmond must have known there were limits to Clearborn’s protection.

      “I should’ve checked the door,” I said, my voice calm.

      Rafe dropped to the ground beside me, cross legged, as I reached for another candle. He caught my hand as I lifted the candle, then blew it out for me. When his lips pursed, his high cheekbones swelling, my heart lurched. He was so handsome. Sometimes when I looked at him, it physically hurt that he wasn’t mine. Not yet.

      “You should’ve checked the door,” he agreed.

      “And you hate magic,” I said.

      “I do,” he said. “I happen to hate hurting you more than I hate magic, Ms. Northsea.”

      I stared at him skeptically. “I’m waiting for the part where you scold me.”

      “Or punish you?” One eyebrow quirked above his dark eyes. “Like you suggested a minute ago?”

      “It wasn’t a suggestion.” My tone came out horrified. If I never saw that goddamn tawse again, it’d be too soon.

      “Oh?” He tilted his head to one side, studying me. “Because I’ve watched you go to the pits every day. I’ve seen you in the dojo every night. You always trained hard and found joy in it. Now it’s…different.”

      I shook my head, denying his words.

      “I’m not going to scold you,” he said.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” I demanded. He was sitting so close to me that I couldn’t resist the sudden impulse to press my palm to his forehead. “Fever?”

      The two of us never touched flirtatiously. Sometimes I hit him in the pit, or he hit me. Sometimes he adjusted my body in a fighting stance, or pulled me against his body to shield me, or pushed me out of his way. His hands never lingered on my body, but the feel of them always did.

      And a few times, he had held me: when I collapsed into his body after healing him, after the beating, after we lost Silas and I sobbed into Rafe’s wet shirt in the rain. The moments when Rafe and I touched each other were marked in pain.

      My heart hitched at my own daring, touching him just because I wanted to, as he regarded me curiously. He didn’t seem annoyed by my touch, and that made my heart skip.

      I pulled my hand away before the moment could go awry, and reminded him, “You usually don’t miss the chance.”

      “You’ve been hurting yourself every chance you get,” he said, resting his hand on my shoulder, then sweeping his fingertips lightly down my spine. His touch raised shivers. “Worse than any bruises I ever left. Why is that, Maddie?”

      I had no idea how to answer that. “You never ask a question you don’t know the answer to, do you? You must have your own opinion.”

      “I think you’re the most kind, caring person I know,” he said. “This team is hurting. And that means it hurts you more than anyone. You carry all your own pain for Silas, and theirs too.”

      He paused, tilting his head to one side, then corrected himself, “Ours, I suppose.”

      His hand pressed against the small of my back, which had long since healed, and my heart hitched.

      “I don’t know how to fix things,” I said softly. “Silas. Tyson too…”

      “Maybe not everything is yours to fix. Maybe you shouldn’t punish yourself because you can’t.” His gaze was kind.

      “I think Silas is alive out there somewhere,” I said. “Somewhere. If I could just…”

      “Just use more magic?” he asked. He shook his head. “Not here. It’s not safe for you here.”

      “I’ll be more careful next time.”

      “Maddie.” His voice came out stern, like usual, then softened. “I’ll help you. We’ll find someplace.”

      “You’ll help me? You despise magic.”

      “I can’t afford to hate magic if I’m going to protect you, apparently.”

      “I never asked you to protect me.”

      “If we’re going to protect each other.”

      “Better.”

      His hand slid across my back in a caressing circle that made my breath catch before he pulled away, getting to his feet.

      As he headed toward the door, he said over his shoulder, “And if you really must be punished, you can always ask me to the dojo with you. I’m pretty sure I can offer you a more satisfying experience than Chase or Penn.”

      He was facing away from me so he couldn’t see my cheeks blaze, but then as he went through the door, a faint, mischievous smile touched his lips.

      If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought Raphael Hunt was flirting with me.
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      Clearborn

      

      On a Saturday morning, I’d rather be watching my cadets bash each other around the head-and-shoulders in their inter-team fights than sit in the Eastern Alpha council meeting.

      When I listened to the bickering in these meetings, I always felt as if I were being bashed around the head-and-shoulders.

      On my way into the meeting, Piper Northsea walked in front of me, flanked by Callum and Arthur. I was willing to bet she cared as much as I did about changing the rules about magic at the academy.

      I called, “Could I trouble you for a minute of your time, Ms. Northsea?”

      She turned with curiosity written across her beautiful face. “Of course.”

      She glanced at Callum, touching his forearm lightly, and he and Arthur nodded and moved away, greeting other Alphas as they went into the building. Most of the packs still saw Arthur and Callum as the true leaders, and Ms. Northsea as the pretty face of the pack. The alphas saw what they wished, I supposed. It didn’t seem to hurt Piper Northsea’s feelings to play their game.

      When the two of us were alone, she smiled at me, then said lightly, “I heard you had my sister whipped.”

      Hell of a conversation starter. I’d hoped to negotiate with Piper Northsea, but she might not be willing to talk to me.

      “Oh? Did she complain to you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “She was home for Christmas break for a week and never saw fit to mention it.”

      “Perhaps it didn’t make that much of an impression,” I mused, though I had a feeling we both knew it did. “Are you going to ask me to ensure it doesn’t happen again? Because I believe that’s up to your sister.”

      She shook her head. “I might not agree with all your choices, but it is your school. And Maddie would be furious, and rightly so, if I interfered. Of course I think she’s special, but she’s never wanted to be treated that way.”

      Maddie’s desire to be special was readily apparent—and common enough at her age—but she clearly never wanted special treatment, and I appreciated that.

      “Your little sister thinks it should still be your school.” I’d overheard her talking out in the field. She didn’t hate me—oh good, it would have hurt my feelings so badly if a first year student despised me—but when they finally got rid of Dean McCauley, they should’ve brought Piper back.

      Piper nodded. “She’s still troubled by the unfairness of how I lost my position as dean.” Then, by way of explanation: “She’s young.”

      “And you’re not troubled by the change?” I asked curiously. I wasn’t always sure what to make of Piper Northsea.

      “I’m proud that I started the school, and I’m willing to leave my part in the past. From what I understand, the school is safer now than it was a year ago—undercover witches and rogue shifters aside—and I’m content with that.”

      “Perhaps we can be on the same side,” I said.

      “Perhaps we can.” She tilted her head to one side. “Are you bringing a vote to the table today?”

      “I believe I will be, depending on how today plays out.”

      A faint smile played around her lips. “That’s better than bringing a body, as you did to the last meeting.”

      I shrugged. Some people just need killing.

      Not much later, I sat across from Piper as she tapped her pen absently against the tabletop, clearly as irritated by this meeting as I was. We were discussing the witch that had been captured in the woods.

      Alpha Fuller came to the table from the long bar in the corner of the room. He gripped a crystal glass of Scotch, as if whiskey were a breakfast food.

      “But why would a fellow witch attack Silas?” Alpha Fuller demanded.

      “That is an excellent question that we might have the answer to…if only Silas Zip hadn’t leapt into a whitewater river.” Piper pursed her lips. “Perhaps a slaughter-them-all approach to the covens isn’t the best strategy after all.”

      “We all know you tend to be sympathetic to witches,” Fuller said.

      Piper smiled sweetly. “And yet… it’s interesting that my pack’s kill count for the covens is a bit higher than yours, isn’t it?”

      It was more than a bit and everyone at the table knew it. The Northsea pack had played an important role in rooting out the covens for the past eight years.

      Piper Northsea, with her soft blond hair, burgandy wrap dress and slow smile, looked elegant and refined. Yet sometimes I thought Maddie had inherited her taste for a brawl from her older sister.

      “Perhaps there’s a meaningful distinction to be drawn between everyone with magic and the covens that mean to do us harm,” I suggested, before Fuller could light into Northsea. I didn’t need the meeting to last even longer.

      “Magic cannot be trusted,” Fuller disagreed.

      “I understand your point completely,” I said. “And yet, if the witch we interrogated can be believed, the witches fear magic as much as we do, in their own way.”

      There was a rumble of disagreement around the table, and I raised my hand. Piper’s eyes were bright and curious as I went on, “The Coven of the Day believes that we shifters all have a latent core of magic that powers our ability to shift.”

      “That’s why the covens seek to steal our princesses and drain them to power their own magic,” Arthur said.

      Callum and Arthur sat on either side of Piper—three leaders for three combined packs—and Callum drew an idle circle around the top of his mug. “They believe we have access to the same magic they do—perhaps more—but that we sacrifice our ability for tradition.”

      “Nothing wrong with tradition, eh, Clearborn?” Alpha Hadley asked. He shot me a sideways look. “My young wolves at the academy have had something to say about your methods.”

      “Let’s stay focused on the subject at hand,” I said. A committee meeting full of shifters felt like herding cats, not that any of them would have appreciated the analogy. “I’m happy to discuss the academy at the end of the meeting. Let’s bring in the interrogation team and listen to the full report on what our witch had to say.”

      And perhaps we can skip the endless debate on how we feel about magic.

      Feelings didn’t matter. Magic was key to saving the packs.

      Javi and Lincoln rose and stood at the end of the table. They’d interrogated the surviving witch. She had come not from the Coven of the Day, but from a local coven that had already been extinguished by the packs.

      Their coven had sought Silas Zip on orders from the Day, but they didn’t know why. They just knew he was a powerful witch, and they thought he was there protecting the school on the council’s orders.

      I’d heard it all before, but I still scrubbed my hand over my face at the thought. It was impossible to convince the council, but I didn’t think Silas had been working against us at all. Something more complicated was going on.

      But perhaps Silas could serve to protect us in another way.

      The shifter from the interrogation team added, “They had captured Madeline Northsea, as far as the witch knew.”

      Next came the part I did not look forward to. It was a risky play, and it was nothing of my own that I gambled. “And why was it so important to the Day to capture Ms. Northsea?”

      “The leader of the Day believes her to be his daughter.”

      I was watching Piper Northsea’s face. She stilled. A murmur went around the table, full of suspicion and darkness.

      “She’s safe on academy grounds,” I said, pretending as if that were what the alphas were concerned about. They should care. “And my students are safe from her. Cain knows I harbor no particular affection for the Northsea pack—no offense—and I wouldn’t hesitate to remove Maddie Northsea from the academy if I thought she were a danger.”

      “None taken,” Piper murmured.

      Had I managed to collect enough power over the course of the past few months to make this move successfully?

      Certainly, killing Garmond in hand-to-hand combat for his disrespect on the grounds of my academy had cemented some of my power.

      That last Alpha council meeting had been a bit more interesting than usual.

      “But does she have magic?” Alpha Riding asked. He was an old man, his thick white eyebrows drooping as if even his hair follicles were tired. The fact that he remained head of his pack, even though he’d probably break a hip if called into a fight, spoke to how much his pack respected him.

      Piper’s eyes flashed a warning as she looked at me. It almost made me smile. I was not in a position to be threatened, not even by the queen of the most powerful united pack in the country. I would do my best to look out for Maddie Northsea and the rest of my cadets, but their comfort wasn’t my top priority.

      “She does,” I said simply.

      Then I waited for the explosion of voices to settle. “She’s loyal to her pack,” I said, my voice loud enough to drown out the last grumblings. “And we can make use of her. We can study that latent magic the witches fear and see if there’s a weapon there.”

      “Perhaps there’s a better use for the Northsea girl,” Hadley said slowly. “We know the Day is working on a curse to destroy our wolves. If the Day wants Northsea, perhaps we should let them have her. Let her go to her father and uncover their secrets.”

      I shook my head. She wasn’t ready for a spying mission.

      “If she’s loyal to the packs, she can serve the council now,” Hadley pressed. “Or do you doubt her after all?”

      “I don’t doubt her,” I said, “any more than I doubt any eighteen-year-old with good intentions and poor judgment.”

      “She can do it,” Piper Northsea said, her bright blue eyes meeting mine.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I would expect you’d want to see your sister safe on academy grounds.”

      “I want to see an end to the war between the wolves and the witches,” she said. “Maddie is ready.”

      “Your sister is a gifted leader and a bright girl,” I said, “and she’s far from ready. As one would expect from a first-year student. Even if she survives, her wolf will not.”

      The Day would never accept Maddie as one of their own without using her as a test case for ‘curing’ the wolf inside.

      “It’s the same latent core of magic whether used to shift or to power a spell,” Callum said. “She won’t lose her wolf. Not permanently.”

      “You’re willing to gamble on that?” I demanded.

      Piper glanced at me pointedly. “I suppose we can put it to a vote.”

      I suppose I’m still the dean.

      No, better to save that play. My top priority today was to ensure we had the go-ahead to research magic at the academy. That was the first step to integrating it into the curriculum, if it were indeed the way we’d win the war with the witches. Even the dodgy old fools who comprised most of the Council couldn’t oppose research, not with what we’d learn from the witch.

      “Very well. I’d like to put something to vote as well,” I said.

      Thanks to Piper Northsea’s pull with a few other packs, I had the votes to begin my research. I’d expected her to vote with me, for her own interest; I hadn’t trusted that she would cash in the favors owed her.

      Piper Northsea and I had never been allies in the past. I’d played a not-insignificant role in unseating her before, although I’d lost my play and been dismayed to see Dean McCauley replace her. We still didn’t agree on everything, far from it.

      But as we left the house, she said to me, “Congratulations on your new research department, Dean Clearborn.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I wouldn’t have had the votes without her.

      War makes for strange allies.

      I hesitated, and she said, “Even though I disagree, I appreciate that you care what happens to Maddie.”

      “Of course,” I said, frowning.

      “That girl will surprise you,” she promised. “She has a role to play in saving the packs. An important one.”

      I stared at Piper, perplexed, as the pieces fell into place for me. I’d been confused by how quickly she’d leapt to support Hadley’s bright idea. “Tell me you don’t believe those ridiculous prophecies. Don’t gamble your sister’s life on a fortune cookie.”

      Piper smiled. “I’m not gambling. I have faith in her. Hell, I have faith in you, Clearborn. You’ve taught your cadets well.”

      “I’m touched,” I grumbled.

      She laughed at my grumpiness before she moved away, across the porch, raising her hand in a wave as Arthur opened her car door for her.

      I lifted my hand in goodbye. I hated this, but I’d find every safety precaution that I could to make sure Maddie Northsea made it home again.

      I couldn’t shake the conviction that the alpha council—and Maddie’s own sister—were sending her on a suicide mission.
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      Rafe

      

      The last of my team—five exhausted cadets—huddled around Lex and me. Penn had his hands in his pockets, revealing tattooed forearms, his face still splattered with dirt and blood from the fight; Chase rested his elbow on Maddie’s shoulder with easy possessiveness, and Jensen stood with his arms folded across his broad chest, looking relaxed despite the split in his lip.

      The four of them seemed to move as one little unit now, everywhere they went. Tyson stood near them, but not part of them, his face still and focused.

      Pity swept through me unexpectedly. I felt a rush of jealousy sometimes when I saw how inseparable Maddie, Jensen, Chase and Penn were these days, but I wasn’t allowed to be their friend anyway. Whatever was going on between Maddie and Tyson might suck for them both, but he was the one who was left out.

      “Good work today,” Lex said. “We might have the smallest team…”

      “But small can be mighty.” Jensen palmed Maddie’s head in his hand.

      “Still not a basketball,” she told him without looking up.

      “You’re all secured for liberty,” I said, trying to ignore the easy way they touched each other. Lex reached into his backpack and pulled out their cell phones, tossing them to each of them in turn. “Curfew is still at ten.”

      Before Clearborn came to the academy, the cadets could sign out overnight on Saturday. Penn’s lips tugged to one side, but no one complained.

      “I know it’s inconvenient to have to wrap up your orgies by nine-thirty,” I said. “But stay out of trouble.”

      Lex rubbed his hand over his face, as if I exasperated him these days.

      “Always,” Jensen deadpanned. “You know how dedicated we are to following the rules.”

      The funny thing was, Jensen had been dedicated to following the rules for the past few months. They all had.

      Lex tossed Penn’s phone to him, and he caught it against his chest, flashing him a grin. Even Penn had been toeing the line, or at least, he was being even sneakier than usual.

      Clearborn had ordered room inspections earlier that week. When Lex and I’d searched their rooms, I’d had a knot in my stomach, but we discovered neither drugs nor magical paraphernalia. Even Maddie’s scrying bowl could be explained away as part of Penn’s shaving kit.

      It’d be nice if my cadets were good, but I’d accept competence in hiding their misdeeds if they couldn’t make it all the way to good.

      “Mr. Hunt, a minute.” It was Clearborn’s voice behind me.

      “Yes sir,” I called back. Then I turned to them, crossing my arms. I was half-joking when I asked, “What’d you do now?”

      I was half not joking. What now? Expecting the worst, I turned and headed toward Clearborn, who stood watching the knots of students around the pits. He was perhaps the shortest man out here, not much taller than Maddie, but his presence was still commanding as he studied us all. The breeze ruffled his brown hair.

      “Good afternoon, sir.”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Hunt. Good work out there today. Your team is pulling together well.”

      I nodded. Whether we all appreciated his methods or not, there was no denying the entire academy worked together better than they had a few months ago. “Thank you.”

      “I have some visitors waiting at the academic building to see you,” he said. “They had hoped to watch your fights this morning, but I can’t have that distraction.”

      “Who?” My voice came out cool, but I could already feel my muscles tightening with tension.

      “Your parents. They dropped in to have lunch with you. Apparently, they find you elusive.” Clearborn’s eyes always seemed far too shrewd as he studied me.

      I gestured toward Maddie and company, who were drifting across the quad toward the dorms—but slowly, as if they didn’t want to outpace me and whatever bad news I might have. I wasn’t sure if it was sweet or if they were just snooping. “They keep me busy.”

      “Don’t they,” he murmured. “You’ll need a partner to leave campus, of course. I imagine your parents don’t want to eat in the dining hall.”

      “No, sir.” No one did. But both my parents were shifters; did he really think I still needed a buddy to leave campus?

      “You could take Northsea,” he said suddenly. “And later, I want you to ensure Atlas and Northsea begin working on developing their magic. Privately.”

      “Sir?” There were so many alarming thoughts in that one sentence: taking Maddie to meet my parents, working with Maddie and Ty on their forbidden magic, how Clearborn even knew they had magic. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to—”

      Clearborn cut me off with a wave. “Could we skip the part where you pretend to be an idiot in the hopes that I’m one myself?”

      “Ah, yes, sir. You want me to supervise Atlas and Northsea developing magical ability? But what happens if…someone sees them?”

      “I didn’t think I needed to spell out what privately means.”

      “Mistakes happen. I just want to make sure that they won’t be…”

      Clearborn’s brows rose in the silence that hung between us. “You want to make sure that I won’t betray them and have them expelled or executed? Let me assure you, Mr. Hunt, I secured the Council’s approval. But practicing magic at the academy is a delicate matter, and I don’t want to push our luck by antagonizing your fellow students and their packs.”

      I nodded. “Is there some reason you want me to take Northsea to lunch with my parents? I could take Lex… he knows them already.”

      Of course, Lex hated my parents.

      Part of me felt a rush of excitement at the thought of taking Maddie with me. I wanted to spend more time with her. I just didn’t want to spend any time with my parents.

      “Because they’ve already annoyed me.” He flashed me a faint smile. “I’d like to return the favor. It’s not an order, however. You’re welcome to bring whoever else you can connive, bribe or extort.”

      How long had Clearborn spent with my father to come to the realization that spending time with him was painful?

      “I’ll take Maddie, if she’s willing to go,” I said.

      Clearborn’s lips pulled up at the corners, but he nodded curtly and moved on to another group of students.

      When I hurried across the quad and caught up to Maddie, she looked at me with bright eyes and unabashed curiosity. The two of us fell behind the rest of the guys.

      “I’m going to lunch with my parents,” I said. “And I need someone to come with me. Clearborn’s buddy system, you know.”

      “I see.” Her lips tugged as if she were fighting a smile, but she jammed her hands into her pockets and fixed me with an innocent look.

      “I wondered if you would like to come along,” I said.

      “Sure,” she said. “For safety.”

      She couldn’t hide her grin, no matter what she said. What am I getting myself into? I just wished my parents wouldn’t be there, with all the weight of their expectations and judgment.

      “I’m sure lunch will be somewhere dressy,” I said.

      “I won’t embarrass you,” she promised. She glanced down at her mud-splattered utility uniform. “I do own nice clothes.”

      “I’m not worried about you embarrassing me,” I assured her. I was worried my parents would embarrass me in front of her, and now I had sudden regrets about my spontaneous request that she come with me. I wanted her with me—I always wanted to be with her, no matter what I said—but it was a foolish impulse.

      Twenty minutes later, freshly showered, I met Maddie outside the dorm. She looked different with her blond hair falling in soft waves around her pretty face, her coat open over a simple navy blue dress, her long legs looking even longer with classic nude heels.  Even my mother would have to approve of the way Maddie looked, at least.

      As we walked toward the academic building, Maddie kept glancing at me curiously.

      “What?” I asked finally.

      “I just never see you out of your clothes—I mean out of your uniform. Dressed down.”

      My eyebrows arched, and she pursed her lips. She added, “It’s weird. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “They’re just clothes.” I glanced down at my gray jacket, black button-down shirt, and dark wash jeans. “I am a person, Maddie. I’m not completely defined by the academy.”

      “Well.” Maddie put in.

      “I said not completely.”

      “Maybe I was just disagreeing that you’re a person,” she said lightly.

      “Oh, really? What then? Superhero?”

      Her lips tilted up in a smile. “And I’m the cocky one?”

      “Oh, I think we’re pretty well matched.”

      Around here. I should have said around here. Cain, had I just implied that Maddie and I were well-matched? Phrasing. We both needed to watch our phrasing. Her smile widened as if she noticed, but she didn’t say anything more.

      I was usually cool enough around Maddie, but now I was floundering.

      My parents waited for us outside the academic building. There were a few wayward flakes of snow resting on my father’s thick salt-and-pepper hair. I assumed snow didn’t dare land on my mother.

      “Brace yourself,” I told Maddie. “It’s about to get awkward.”

      Maddie’s eyes were bright with curiosity, as if she wanted to know where I came from. She was about to get so much more than she’d bargained for.

      “Maddie, this is my mother, Rose, and my father David,” I said.

      My mother smiled faintly at Maddie as she shook her hand, then gave me a familiar cool glare. I’d done something wrong already.

      My father ignored her pointedly, as he always did. “Shall we drive together?”

      “I have to take Maddie home afterward,” I said, grateful to have an excuse. “We should take separate cars.”

      “Very well.” My father smiled down at Maddie. He had a knack for being charming, at a distance, and I felt a sudden rebellious lurch at the thought that he might charm her. As we headed back across campus, he asked her about her weekend so far. She smiled brightly as she explained to him that there wasn’t a lot of weekend at the academy.

      My mother put her hand on my arm, pulling my attention away from them. I glanced at her, irritated by the distraction; I didn’t want my father talking to Maddie when I couldn’t hear him. “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing serious, Raphael,” she said. “You mixed up your introduction. You should have introduced Maddie to us, not us to her. You used to remember your etiquette.”

      Hell, maybe it was a subconscious decision that Maddie outranked my parents. I nodded; I wasn’t going to apologize to her, but I acknowledged what she’d said. Let her take it as agreement.

      Maddie turned away from my father to raise her eyebrows at me. “We could take my car if you want. I drove back myself.”

      “That’s all right.” My day was harrowing enough; I didn’t think I needed to experience Maddie’s driving firsthand. Tyson had used a lot of adjectives to describe their previous trip together, ranging from terrifying to death-defying.

      I was tense, but once I slammed the driver’s side door shut and it was just Maddie and me again, peace settled over me even as my car radio blared.

      Maddie settled into the leather bucket seat beside me, smoothing her skirt over her lap. It was a feminine gesture I’d never seen from her. She was right—we only knew each other in one setting. That thought bothered me. I wanted to know everything about Madeline Northsea.

      I twisted, putting my hand behind her seat, so I could back the car out of the crowded parking lot.

      “Why did you invite me to come with you?” She glanced at me with big blue eyes.

      I tried to focus on not running into anyone else’s car as I backed up, no matter how distracting her gaze. “No one goes off campus alone. The rules do apply to me too.”

      “Besides that,” she said. “Why me?”

      My hands were tense on the wheel as I followed my father’s car down the wooded drive. The branches hung low over the roof of the car, twisted together into an arch that felt oppressive on a gray winter day like this one.

      I sighed. “Lex would’ve come with me if I asked, but he hates my parents.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I do.” I shouldn’t have just blurted that out. “How are the twins? What are their names? I never asked about their naming ceremony.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” she chided.

      “I’m not,” I said. She rested her arm on the windowsill as she twisted to give me a skeptical look, and I amended, “Not exactly. There’s so much I don’t know about you.”

      “You don’t need to waste your time getting to know a First Year.” Her voice was arch.

      “I think you and I are already pretty intimately acquainted on some fronts. Given that you’ve had your fingers in my guts. So I’m allowed to be curious about the others.”

      “Am I allowed to be curious about you? Ask your mother for Rafe 101? Does she have baby photos on her phone?”

      I was worried about just how much Rafe 101 Maddie might get tonight. “No, there are definitely no baby photos on her phone.”

      “Is she a natural born shifter or…”

      “Turned,” I said, “which seems to make her twice as determined to be the perfect shifter wife.”

      “Your sister didn’t attend the academy.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      My mother would never have allowed it. She thought Maddie’s attendance at the academy was a rejection of her god-given role.

      I could see why Clearborn wanted to throw Maddie and my parents together for his own amusement, but I was starting to regret that I’d gone along with it. Maddie didn’t deserve to have one more person chip away at that bright, bubbly, resilient personality.

      The thought that one day, maybe that personality would crack under the strain, and she’d become more guarded, more reserved, less her, made my knuckles turn white. I realized and slid my hands down the steering wheel, forcing myself to relax.

      “Is your mother going to like me, Rafe?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked lightly.

      She hesitated, then said, “Yes.”

      I hadn’t expected that. “Why?”

      She shrugged, running her fingers through her blond hair to push it back from her face. “Do you care what my pack thinks of you?”

      Given how Piper Northsea had found me… “It might be a little late for that.”

      She tilted her head to one side. As her lips parted, I added hurriedly, “I wanted to get to know you better, Maddie. First Year or not.”

      She smiled faintly, as if she knew I was distracting her. But she still asked, “What do you want to know?”

      “The missions you had before you came here, with your pack. Tell me about them.”

      “When I was with my sister’s pack…” she began, before launching into a story about tracking down a coven that used the internet to lure young people to their deaths. It was a gentle correction, but it was still a correction.

      I’d thought I’d be able to relax once I had her talking—and put aside my tension over spending the afternoon with my parents—but instead, her story had me shaking my head.

      “What?” she interrupted herself to ask.

      “I don’t like you going off alone.”

      “I’m not going off alone again,” she said, smiling. “At least not anytime soon.”

      “Better not.”

      She crossed her arms, raising an eyebrow at me. “That sounded typically threatening.”

      “Oh, it’s entirely self-serving. I am dying to see you as cadre one day, with a dozen pain-in-the-ass underclassmen of your own.”

      Her lips arched. “If karma’s in effect, I think my underclassmen would be awesome. Maybe I just wouldn’t see it.”

      “Mm-hmm. I hope they’re mouthy. I hope they have the attention spans of rabid squirrels, and they take two hours to write a one-page essay.”

      “That’s a bit melodramatic. And also, I’m doubting you know anything about the scientific effects of rabies on a squirrel.”

      “Why wouldn’ I? I deal with rabid shifter teenagers all day, every day.”

      “You’re barely more than a teenager yourself,” she shot back, but she was smiling. “I bet you and Lex do plenty of ridiculous things, you just don’t get caught.”

      That made me think of Clearborn’s directive that she and Tyson work on their magic. I needed to talk to them both, but not now.

      “Well, I’d be thrilled if you all managed not to get caught,” I said, “almost as thrilled as I’d be if you just stayed out of trouble to begin with.”

      As the two of us bickered, I relaxed. Then my father’s car nosed into a parking space, and all my tension rushed back.

      “Where are we going?” Maddie watched out the window, tugging absently on the ends of her hair, as if she had nerves about meeting my parents.

      She didn’t have to be nervous about impressing them. I was torn between hoping they’d just be nice today for once, and knowing that it would bug me if she were impressed by them.

      “That French restaurant up ahead,” I said. “My father’s favorite.”

      It wasn’t my favorite restaurant, even though my parents had come to take me to lunch. Not that I mattered—I’d barely eaten the previous week in the field. Getting lunch off campus should be a welcome break..

      But right now, I had the feeling I was going to choke down some expensive food and barely taste it.

      I glanced at the bright-eyed girl beside me, and I was glad she was there.
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      Rafe

      

      Inside the sunny restaurant, I helped Maddie out of her coat. She looked positively perplexed about why I was helping her take off her coat despite the fact she was a grown woman. Just go with it, Maddie.

      Her sleeves were navy lace, and her dress scooped low in the back, revealing her slender neck and the faint rippling of lean muscle over her delicate frame. She was sexy as hell, and I pulled her chair out for her quickly, hoping I could sit down before my body responded any more to her than it already had. Fuck. I had it bad for her, not that I would admit it.

      As soon as Maddie settled into her chair, I took my own seat. My mother asked Maddie, “Would you like a glass of wine with me, dear?”

      Maddie glanced at me, as if she weren’t sure if my mother’s question were a test or not. The packs had no problem with young people drinking, which made sense since we had no problem with young people dying. Everyone did their part to protect the packs.

      But we were out in public and at least in theory, we should follow the local laws. No one was going to cause trouble at a nice restaurant like this, though. I nodded subtly.

      “I’d love to,” Maddie said. My mother was practically beaming as she smiled at Maddie. It took me a second to realize why my mother was so excited about the thought of sharing a nice pinot with Northsea. She thought Maddie was looking to me for permission like a good potential submissive shifter wife.

      My mother had gravely misread this situation.

      The waiter came. Maddie ordered the duck, and I ordered steak-frites. My parents had hijacked my plans to go for burgers with Lex, but at least I could still get red meat and French fries.

      Conversation at first was bland.

      “What do you think of the new dean?” My father asked. “Clearborn? I heard he’s tough.”

      “That he is.” I didn’t want to get drawn into a deep conversation with my father.

      “He’s changed quite a lot at the school, hasn’t he?” my mother asked. She tilted her head to one side. “Do you think there will be more women at the academy next year?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “I hope so,” Maddie said with a laugh, picking up her class of wine. “I’m going to be lonely otherwise. I could desperately use a girlfriend.”

      “It must be so hard for you.” My mother widened her eyes sympathetically.

      Maddie said carefully, “It’s not that bad.”

      “So, do you think you’ll see that invitation from the Council’s Own?” My father asked me.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t seem to know much, son.” There was humor in my father’s voice.

      “They only select the best,” my mother said.

      “I’m sure he will,” Maddie said, glancing at me warmly. Her confidence made me feel exposed, vulnerable, and I wasn’t sure why. I glanced down at the table as she went on, “Our team is lucky. Between Lex and Rafe, we got the best cadre.”

      Any other time, I would’ve had a quick answer back, but today I just took a sip from my own glass. I had learned a long time ago not to trust my parents with too many intimacies about my life or even with something as simple as a joke that might earn me laughter or a cold stare, depending on their mood. It was safer that way.

      I hated how I felt like a different person around them, one that I didn’t particularly like.

      “I heard that he brought traditional discipline back to the school,” my father said, his voice approving.

      My mother added, “Never could have happened under a woman dean.”

      Maddie’s brows rose, but she didn’t say anything. She took another, longer sip of her wine, meeting my eyes over the rim of her glass before she widened hers, and I had to stifle a laugh. No, she wasn’t impressed by my parents.

      “What do you think of that?” my father asked me. “Did you have to punish any of your cadets?”

      The memory of strapping Maddie with the tawse was one that still made my heart lurch, and I wasn’t about to discuss it with my father.

      “I don’t have to like the dean’s ways of doing business,” I said. “He hasn’t asked me what I think.”

      “I’m asking what you think, Rafe. How do you feel?”

      I took the last sip of wine from my glass. How did I feel about punishing my cadets? I’d felt sick hitting Jensen. Hurting Maddie…that had been worse. I’d kept it together until I thought she was gone, but that day it had felt like something inside me was fracturing and would never be put back together.

      But she’d forgiven me, and I’d held her, and we’d comforted each other. Anything that broke between Maddie and me could be put back together, it seemed.

      I lied, “I don’t have feelings about it. It’s part of my job.”

      Maddie’s brows rose faintly as she set the glass down carefully on the crowded tabletop. My mother’s eyes sharpened. Shit. My mom never missed an opportunity to wield some old fashioned guilt-and-shame.

      “Rafe,” my mother scolded, her eyes widening. “Did you whip Maddie?”

      Here we go. “She is one of my cadets, Mom. The rules are the rules.”

      My father whistled dramatically. “I didn’t think we raised you to hit women, Rafe. Of course, we didn’t raise you to do a lot of things.”

      Oh, nice, a subtle reference to how I’d brought magic—and misery—into our lives when I was a teenager. I could really go for another glass of wine.

      “Are you all right?” My mother touched Maddie’s wrist.

      Maddie nodded. She fixed a smile on her face that made it seem like she wasn’t fine at all, but that had nothing to do with a beating three months ago and everything to do with this conversation now.

      “This is why women shouldn’t be at the academy,” my mother said. She saw the look on Maddie’s face and added, “I understand why a brave girl like you would want to go. It must be such a tough situation, surrounded by all those crude men, treated like one of them instead of being protected.”

      “I don’t mind it,” Maddie assured her.

      “I can’t believe you,” my mother chided me. “Rafe. You hurt this sweet, beautiful girl—”

      “It was hardly Rafe’s fault,” Maddie said dryly. “I could’ve avoided the punishment by, you know, not earning it in the first place.”

      The way she took responsibility—even when she shouldn’t have to—made me feel a swell of admiration. At her core, she was so tough. Sometimes her power might be hidden under a bit of brashness and brattiness, but she was made of heroic stuff.

      “You should’ve told Clearborn no,” my mother said. “It’s not appropriate to strike a woman.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Let’s have a nice lunch with Maddie.”

      My father frowned. “I wish you’d made a decision based on what you know is right and not what was convenient.”

      “You know, Rafe’s cadets are all wildly curious about his background,” Maddie said suddenly. “There are rumors he ran away from home when he was a kid, but I could never picture our rule-following cadre doing anything so impulsive.”

      Her cheeks were suddenly flushed, but she flashed her bright smile around the table. “I still just can’t imagine why, when he has such loving and supportive parents.”

      “I’m trying to look out for you,” my mother said to her, with hurt written across her face.

      Maddie rose from the table, laying her napkin across the chair. Her voice was rising, and it had the familiar snap in it that I’d heard more than once. “I don’t need you to look after me. You know why? I’m so looked after by the overprotective men in my team I can barely stand it. Especially your son. So please don’t pick on him on my account.”

      My parents gaped at her, and Maddie stared back at them, her eyes widening. She flashed me a horrified look, as if she’d just realized she’d told off my parents on what was almost like our first date.

      “I have to go to the ladies’ room.”  Her voice came out more subdued. As she headed across the room, her stride was jerky with irritation.

      My father started to say something, his brows drawing together, and I interrupted him.

      “She’s got a temper,” I confided to my parents, gathering my coat and Maddie’s from the backs of our chairs. “And I love it. Excuse me.”

      I found Maddie standing in the alcove in the back between the two bathrooms, chewing her lower lip. She flashed worried eyes at me when I came back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      She broke off as I wrapped my arms around her. As I hugged her, I felt her breath give in the second before her arms slid around my waist.

      Maddie hugged me back tight, her touch comforting as she pressed her face against my shirt. I breathed in the soft, floral scent of her perfume.

      I wasn’t sure if I was hugging her to reassure her, or to make myself feel better.

      Maybe it didn’t even matter.

      “Let’s go out the back,” I said. “The duck here is terrible anyway. I’ll buy you a burger.”

      Maddie laughed shakily. “You’re not mad at me? For yelling at your parents…”

      She stared up at me, her brow wrinkled above those ocean-blue eyes that I could lose myself in.

      I’d thought Maddie might be taken in by my charming father with his edge of cruelty, by the mother who valued being correct over being decent. But Maddie had seen right through them.

      She’d stood up for me. I wasn’t sure, in all my life with them, anyone had ever really tried to protect me from them. Now I was a grown man and I didn’t need to be protected.

      But it still felt good that she’d tried.

      I could never tell her all that, so I just said, “Nah. I know who you are, Northsea. I know to expect the storms.”

      She pulled a face, before starting to turn away from me. I’d said that all wrong.

      “Hey,” I said, catching her shoulder and spinning her back to face me. “I…like the storms, Maddie. I like everything about who you are.”

      She stared at me, a slow smile coming over her sweetly bowed pink lips, and I would’ve given anything in that moment to kiss her.

      But she was still a First Year, and I was still cadre, and maybe I could leave some lines uncrossed tonight.

      “Let’s go,” I said, holding out her coat. “I’m still starving.”
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      Maddie

      

      “Thanks for the interesting evening,” I told Rafe as he pulled his car up in front of Chase’s house.

      “Thanks for tolerating the interesting evening,” he said. Then, more seriously, he added, “And for having my back.”

      “Always, Mr. Hunt.”

      He groaned. “Must you call me that? It’s like having Clearborn in the car with us…”

      “Why does it matter? It’s not like you’re gonna kiss me good night.” I regretted it as soon as I said it. I expected him to remind me that this wasn’t a date, even if we went out to a fancy restaurant, met his parents, and I yelled at them.

      But Rafe didn’t say anything. He just smiled faintly, inscrutably.

      I hesitated, chewing my lower lip. “You aren’t actually supposed to go back to campus. Not alone.”

      “I’m not getting out of my car until I’m through those gates,” he promised. “I admit, I didn’t think through the logistics.”

      “How very First Year of you. What if Clearborn finds out?” I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of example are you setting?”

      “Oh my god, Maddie. Give you an inch…” He shook his head slowly, but he couldn’t help smiling.

      “Come in,” I said. “Don’t get into trouble. We’ve only got a few hours until we’ve all got to head back.”

      We couldn’t break curfew for our orgies, as Rafe had pointed out.

      “I’m not heading into that underclass den of iniquity,” he said. “Tonight was… enough.”

      “Enough of what?”

      He wasn’t going to answer me. I knew that even before he stared straight ahead at the sun, which was sinking low in the sky. I didn’t think Rafe was really that taken by cloud-watching.

      I blew out a slow breath, coming to a decision.

      “I’ll go back to campus with you,” I said. “Clearborn is right. None of us should be alone.”

      Rafe raised an eyebrow. It was a weird role reversal, me telling Rafe to follow the rules, but he let it pass without comment. Instead, he said, “I didn’t intend to ruin your day off.”

      “You didn’t ruin it.”

      “Oh?”

      “I liked being with you today,” I said, “even if your crazy parents came as part of the deal.”

      That made two things I shouldn’t have said in a two minute time span.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I apparently can’t be trusted with wine.”

      “You haven’t said anything to be sorry for.” He cut the ignition and turned to me, his lips tightening ruefully. “Fine. I’ll come in.”

      “You don’t have to have fun,” I assured him, and his mouth tilted up at the corners in a way that made bees buzz through my stomach.

      When the two of us reached the porch, I slipped my pendant out of my shirt. Chase’s key hung alongside my pendant, and I unlocked the front door as Rafe eyeballed me.

      “You said you had to drop me off at home earlier,” I said, my hand on the door knob. “You can’t be surprised that Chase gave me a key.”

      “It’s easier to say home then explain all this,” Rafe said, but I wasn’t convinced.

      I led Rafe through the foyer. There were candles burning on the table against the wall, in the otherwise dimly lit room, and it made the place smell like cinnamon. Chase had a domestic side I wouldn’t have expected.

      “Honey, I’m home,” I called to no one in particular. Or maybe to everyone.

      Feet clattered down the stairs, and I grinned as Skyla skittered across the floor and threw herself into my arms. “You’re here! Chase said you weren’t coming today.”

      “What? No, wishful thinking on his part. He wanted to be able to win at Mario Kart for once.” I hugged Skyla, twirling her in a circle so her socks whirled above the tile floor, then set her down. Over her dark brown ponytail, I told Rafe, “Skyla and I always kick his butt.”

      Rafe grinned as he held his hand out to Skyla, crouching down so he didn’t tower over her. “Hey. Nice to meet you, Skyla. I’m Rafe.”

      “I’ve heard about you!” She grinned her gap-toothed grin at him as she shook his hand.

      Rafe flashed me a look over her head. “How come everyone who’s met you says that when they meet me?”

      Oh, I didn’t want to answer that question. Luckily, Skyla rescued me. I shrugged at Rafe as Skyla took my hand and towed me down the hall to the living room.

      When I walked in, Jensen and Penn were on the couch playing video games, and men were moving around in the kitchen. Is there a finer sight than a well-built man cooking dinner?

      Chase said something in the kitchen, and a familiar laugh answered him. My heart lurched in my chest. Tyson.

      I dropped my coat on the back of the coach and reached out to ruffle both Jensen and Penn’s hair, not that I could distract the two of them from their game. They just grinned at me and went back to playing.

      Then I headed to the kitchen entryway, my heart in my throat.

      When Tyson looked up at me, our eyes locked. His face shifted from laughing to stricken in a heartbeat.  As I stared back at him, my mouth went dry. I backed into the living room.

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” he said. “Since you were out with Rafe…”

      He tried to sound neutral when he said out with Rafe.

      He did not succeed.

      Penn tossed his controller on the coffee table as he turned around.

      Jensen exclaimed, “Come on, man! We’re in the middle of our game!”

      Penn jumped over the back of the couch and grinned, his eyes alight as he looked between everyone. “Look at this. Whole family’s in the house.”

      Rafe crossed his arms over his chest, his brow furrowing. The idea of family seemed to make him uncomfortable.

      Lex came in through the sliding door from the deck. “The grill is ready.”

      “What are you doing here?” Rafe demanded.

      Lex stared back at him, frowning. “Ty needed someone to ride with him to leave campus. What are you doing here?”

      Skyla tumbled over the back of the couch, landing next to Jensen. Jensen tossed the controller in her lap. “Play for Penn. He doesn’t have the attention span.”

      I frowned at Penn. I had a lump in my throat as Rafe and Lex faced off and Ty bustled in the kitchen, trying to avoid me. Penn seemed to find things amusing.

      Penn caught my hand in his, pulled it up to his lips to give me a quick kiss, and winked at me.

      Maybe he wasn’t just entertained by everyone else’s discomfort. Maybe there were awkward conversations we needed to have along the way to our life together.

      “Have you been out here before?” Rafe asked Lex.

      “You know I usually spend my weekends with you.” Lex crossed his arms. “Anyway, we might as well eat before we head back.”

      “The two of us had a late lunch already,” I said.

      Lex’s brows arched, and his lips twisted in amusement as he looked to Rafe. “Right. You two had your date.”

      “Not a date,” Rafe said. “And Maddie met your family.”

      “We were undercover.”

      “I’d rather go on a mission than out to lunch with them,” Rafe said. Lex’s lips tightened sympathetically, as if he knew Rafe’s family was rough.

      “We can head back to the academy,” I said, because I’d heard Ty laughing before I walked in. It had been good to hear his voice again. “If you guys don’t want to be here, and I…”

      “Stay.” Chase came out of the kitchen, his face exasperated. “Jensen and Penn and I went to the grocery store. Do you know what it’s like to take the two of them grocery shopping? We’ve got a bunch of food and you guys could just stop being weird for an hour.”

      “He’s like our mom now,” Jensen said without looking away from the TV. “Penn, Skyla is kicking your ass over here. If you don’t watch out, she’s taking your place on the team.”

      “Don’t swear around my sister,” Chase said in exasperation.

      “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “Skyla, go upstairs and tell Blake to stop angsting for a while and come join us,” Chase told her.

      She ignored him, until Jensen reached over and grabbed the controller out of her hands. “Scram, kid. You heard your brother.”

      “Your position as my favorite is really in question,” she told him, poking his shoulder.

      “Hey.” Penn frowned at her. “You said I was your favorite.”

      As Rafe glanced back and forth between us all, a faint smile touched his lips. “Fine, I’ll try not to be weird for an hour.”

      “Good,” Chase answered.

      Rafe pointed to Chase as he turned his back, raising his eyebrows at Lex in a silent question.

      Lex shrugged. “It’s his house. He gets to play Mom if he wants.”

      “I’m not trying to be your mom,” Chase said in exasperation. “It’s a little late for any of you to get some goddamn home training.”

      “Don’t swear in front of Skyla,” his little sister chided him as she breezed through the living room.

      Chase ran his hand over his hair. “She’s turning into such a smartass.”

      “I can’t imagine why, she’s got such fine examples,” Penn said. Then, more seriously, “She was a lot quieter when you brought her and Blake here.”

      “Yeah, school’s going better here. And I hate to say it, but maybe being away from my aunt…” Chase hesitated. “But I can’t leave her and Blake here alone all the time.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Penn said.

      “How?” Chase rubbed his hand across the back of his neck.

      Penn clapped his shoulder, the gesture brotherly. “I don’t know, yet. But we’ll work it out.”

      Chase nodded, as if he took comfort in the idea that we were all on his side, even if the situation was still tough to deal with. Something warm bloomed in my chest.

      Then the sound of the glass door to the deck sliding shut caught my attention, and I looked up to see Ty’s broad shoulders heading across the deck. He stood beside the grill, watching over the fire for no good reason. Apparently Ty was safety conscious now.

      I turned back to the crowd, smoothing my hair behind my ears, only to realize they were all watching me. Even Jensen had stopped his game and was twisted to face me, his arm on the back of the couch.

      Rafe and Lex automatically assumed that arms-crossed, legs akimbo position that seemed to be a cadre requirement, even though their gazes were sympathetic. Well, that was almost alarming—sympathy from them really made me worry. Chase offered me a reassuring smile.

      Penn rubbed his hand up my arm comfortingly. “Go talk to him.”

      “I have,” I said. “He wants me to stay away from him. He thinks…”

      When I trailed off, Rafe demanded, “He thinks what?”

      I didn’t want to say it, but I didn’t have to. Penn explained, “He thinks that the witch, Winter, is their father.”

      Rafe’s brows arched as he parsed that thought.

      “He told you?” I demanded. I’d been waiting for the right time.

      “Penn might have beaten it out of him,” Jensen admitted. “Because it seemed like Ty…hurt you.”

      “Then we all came out here to make up,” Penn said. I looked toward him, noticing for the first time that there was a fresh bruise across his cheekbone. “And you need to make up, too. You at least need to function together.”

      Rafe pinched the bridge of his nose with his hand as if he were exasperated. “When were you two going to mention this theory? We agreed we wouldn’t keep any more secrets from each other.”

      “I needed a day to process, Rafe,” I said, my voice tense. “I don’t think it’s true. But if it is, I… he and I…”

      I stumbled, but Rafe cut me off. “I understand.”

      “When we get back to the academy,” Lex said, “We all hit the books. All right?  All of us. Fate’s not supposed to work that way…”

      “But maybe it works differently if you aren’t a full shifter or a born shifter,” Chase said.

      We all looked at him, and he shrugged. “What? I don’t know anything about this world. Just thinking out loud.”

      “Just because you’re correct doesn’t mean you’re helpful,” Jensen drawled.

      The way the guys looked at me, full of sympathy, made me feel so vulnerable that it was hard to keep facing them instead of running away.

      “I’ll go talk to him,” I said. As I headed past Penn, I gently shoved his shoulder. “But not because you told me to.”

      “It’s totally because I told you to,” he said as I reached the door.

      When I looked over my shoulder at him, he blew me a kiss.

      Insufferable asses. His teasing still made me feel a bit better.

      I let myself out the door, then shivered in the cool wind, wishing I’d made a different series of life choices in so many ways, from sleeping with the guy who was both a total ass and possibly my half-brother, to bringing my coat out with me.

      Ty stuffed his hands in his pockets, his posture stiffening, as the sliding door squeaked open. He said, “I came out here to be alone.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      He snorted, but didn’t answer.

      I crossed my arms to hug as much warmth as I could to my chest. The cold wind blew my skirt around my legs. I came close to the grill, hoping it would warm me, and that brought me close to Ty.

      He didn’t speak as he pulled his jacket off and draped it over my shoulders. I shook my head. “No, Ty…”

      The jacket smelled like him, like his spicy aftershave and the faint masculine musk of his body.

      “Wear it for me,” he said. He still didn’t meet my eyes. “It makes me miserable when you’re unhappy.”

      “What a coincidence.”

      “Maddie.” He huffed out a breath.

      “We at least need to be friends, Ty,” I said. “I get it. Until we know for sure, you don’t want to be too close to me.”

      That was a strange thing to say as I pulled his jacket snug around me. The arms of the jacket hung uselessly at my sides.

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      “I don’t think it’s true, so for me, it is simple.”

      “So if I kissed you, you wouldn’t have any hesitation?”

      “I’d hesitate because you just said if I kissed you with a note of disgust in your voice,” I shot back. “We can be friends. We’re on the same team.”

      “If I said it like that, it’s not because…”

      He kept me waiting. The two of us were side-by-side, facing the fire, so close that I could sway to one side and brush his shoulder with mine, if I dared.

      “I can’t be friends with you,” he said. “Every time I’m near you, it feels like… it feels like my guts are being ripped out.”

      His anguished voice spiked pain in my own chest, but there was nothing I could do to help him, and that hurt worse.

      He went on, “Every little thing you do breaks me. The way you touch your hair, the sound of your voice. All your smiles: that brave, uncertain smile, the big grin that lights up a room, the secretive, mischievous smile. Every single one just…”

      I could barely breathe, and I didn’t know what to say if I even could have spoken.

      Then he added, flatly, “You destroy me.”

      I tried to swallow the emotion that rose like a knot in my throat.  “Well, the rest of us are going to figure it out. The guys will comb the mythos with me. And I’m going to find my father.”

      “Maddie.” He said my name like it burned in his mouth.

      “What?” I demanded, taking a step back, no matter how cold I felt when I moved away from him and from the fire. He didn’t want to be close to me.

      He finally turned to face me. Agony was written across his handsome features that used to always look so cheerful.

      I did that. I broke this amazing guy.

      He warned me, “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I’m not the one being stupid right now, Tyson Atlas.” I slipped his jacket off my shoulders and held it out to him. “But if anyone’s going to keep me from being stupid, it would be my friends.”

      “I don’t know how to stay away from you,” he muttered.

      “You’ve done a pretty good job the last three months,” I said. “When you should’ve talked to me.”

      He didn’t reach to take his jacket back. His eyes were dark with pain, and I couldn’t bear it anymore, so I dropped the jacket on the grass and turned to leave him behind.

      Jensen clattered down the deck stairs, the other guys behind him. I looked up at them wondering what the hell they were doing.

      But they didn’t acknowledge the pain that Ty and I were in or the fight between us. They just surrounded us, talking about nothing, getting food on the grill, tossing the football around.

      When one of the guys threw the ball at him, Tyson caught it against his chest, and after a while, he began to smile. The tension that choked my chest loosened.

      We were a fucked-up crew, but we were a family, too.
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      On Monday, it was back to classes. I was just taking my seat at the lunch table when Lex sat down across from me; he didn’t have his tray yet. He leaned his corded forearms on the table and said, “Dean Clearborn would like to see you this afternoon.”

      Penn twisted in his seat to quirk an eyebrow at me. “What did you do? I’m going to be irked if you got into trouble and left me out.”

      Despite their joking, there was a sudden air of tension at the table.

      “I don’t recall anything,” I said, my stomach tightening, and I dropped my fork onto my tray again. “Which is strange, really, because usually there’s something… I haven’t thrown a single thing at any member of the faculty.”

      Lex scrubbed his hand over his face. “Maybe it’s nothing bad.”

      Jensen scoffed. I smacked his chest, telling him, “You’re the biggest pessimist.”

      “You love me,” he said.

      My lips pursed to one side. “Maybe.”

      His hand stroked across my thigh under the table. “Definitely.”

      I smiled, feeling some of my tension ebb when Jensen touched me, but I still pushed my tray away. “Do you think it would be okay if I went to his office now? I’m… wild with curiosity.”

      That was one way to describe it.

      “I’ll walk you.” Lex offered, rising from the table.

      “Then you won’t get the chance to eat,” I pointed out. I didn’t want to eat after being called to Clearborn’s office.

      “It’s Meatloaf Monday,” Lex said. “I’ve eaten the same meatloaf every week for the past three and a half years. I can afford to skip once.”

      Of course Lex would pretend that going without lunch was no big deal, despite how much I’d seen him put away at most meals. The shifter metabolism was no joke. It would be nice to have him with me.

      “Don’t worry, Maddie,” Lex said as we crossed the dining hall.

      “Easy to say,” I retorted. I couldn’t help replaying the memory of my arms trembling as the tawse burned across my shoulders.

      His lips pursed. Something had been bothering him for a while, and suddenly I wasn’t scared for myself anymore. What was going on with Lex?

      I bumped his shoulder with mine. “Or maybe not. Something worrying you, Jacob Alexander?”

      His demeanor changed instantly, his posture straightening as he stuck his hand in his pocket, as if he’d realized that I worried about him.

      “You, always,” he glanced at me, his eyes twinkling as a teasing smile crossed his lips. My heart rose at the affectionate way he looked at me.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “Graduation is three months away.” He glanced around at the empty quad as the two of us headed down the stairs from the cafeteria, then gently bumped my shoulder back. “What am I going to do without you and the rest of the dorks?”

      “You’d be lost without someone to torment,” I agreed, thinking of that morning’s Physical Training session, but yet another knot formed in my stomach.

      What would we do without Lex and Rafe? Our positions would all shift: new first-years under us, Tyson as our cadre leader. The thought of any change in the team felt wrong.

      “I can’t imagine life without you either,” I admitted as the two of us headed through the academic building, our shoes echoing off the polished floors.

      We were almost to the wooden door to Clearborn’s office. Lex stopped and faced me, his hands in his pockets. From the walls behind him, framed photos of every graduating class stared down at us. The unsmiling faces of the seniors reminded me that when we graduated, we went to war.

      As eager as I was to do my part in the war against the covens, sometimes I thought about how people I knew and cared about here at this school would fight and die, and it made me sick with dread. There was no escape. The only way to end this all was to defeat the covens. Then maybe my men and I could have another, calmer life together.

      If we all survived.

      “You’ll be all right,” Lex promised. “You and the rest of the team have each other.”

      He sounded sure, as if he’d thought before about what my life would look like without him in it, and tension curled through my chest like smoke.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” I said softly, “about how much you’re needed, Lex.”

      He glanced down the hall at Clearborn’s office, and I jerked my head in a nod. This was no place for the two of us to have a deep conversation.

      When the two of us walked into the anteroom, Clearborn stood by Cormac’s desk, talking to him. He glanced up at us. “Ah, two of my favorite cadets.”

      He said that to everyone. We were quite sure that none of us were actually his favorites, given that Clearborn was both fair and frightening to everyone in equal measure.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” we both chorused. Then I added, “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, please.” He raised a hand toward his office. He was always so polite. It didn’t make him any less intimidating.

      Lex mouthed, “I’ll be in the hall.”

      I smiled goodbye at him and followed Clearborn into his office.

      “You can close the door and take a seat,” he said, sitting behind his desk.

      When I closed the door, the room seemed eerily quiet. My oxfords barely sank into the thick rug as I padded across it silently.

      I sat on the edge of one of the chairs in front of his desk. The sun was shining brightly through the windows, despite how cold the day was.

      “You’re not in trouble,” he said. “Should I lead with that?”

      “Yes,” I said, pressing my hand over my heart. My heart really was racing, but I didn’t try to hide it because I had a feeling Clearborn would find my anticipation amusing. “Yes, definitely lead with that.”

      “How was your winter break?”

      “Amazing. I think I slept for fourteen hours straight the first night I got home.”

      “Yes, me too,” he said. “You all exhaust me. You took some of your team with you?”

      “Jensen came home with me. Then we came back early to be with Chase and his family for a few days.” I’d missed Penn and Ty; Penn had reluctantly chosen to stay with Ty and his pack, choosing who needed him over what he needed. Of course, being Penn, he had texted me some wisecrack or another every day we were apart.

      “Celebrating the holidays together,” he noted. “That’s significant.”

      “Did you spend the holidays with anyone special, sir?” We were all so curious about Clearborn.

      He smiled faintly. “Yes, I did. How is your mother doing?”

      “She’s…comfortable.” Her memory had more and more holes these days. She’d begun to lose not just the year I was born, but other swathes of time.

      My sister’s magic helped keep her calm, because otherwise, those gaps sent my mother spiraling into panic.

      “And how are your fellow students treating you these days?”

      “The same way they treat everyone else, for the most part. Which is all I ever wanted.” It was hard to imagine anyone tripping me or throwing food at me, as had happened when I’d first arrived. My guys would tear someone apart. Possibly literally. I would not test them.

      He leaned back in his chair, studying me. “I didn’t bring you in here for small talk, of course. I met with the Alpha council this weekend.”

      It was a good thing he hadn’t brought me in for small talk, because Clearborn had positive qualities, but small talk expert definitely did not make the list.

      I stared at him, waiting for him to go on. I dreaded what link there was between alpha council and Maddie Northsea.

      “The witch your teammates captured?” he went on. “She told us all about the Day. Most importantly, the warlock running the Day believes that you are his daughter.”

      Winter. Winter believed that I was his daughter. The memory of him looking back at me over his shoulder rose like a ghost. “I have to come back to my children.”

      The room lurched around me like the floor had fallen from under my feet. Maybe Clearborn wouldn’t let me stay at the academy anymore. Or maybe it would be worse. Maybe the council would think I was working with him, especially given all the strange things that happened around me.

      “Ms. Northsea,” Clearborn said, without any inflection at all that might be sympathy or even scolding. His voice broke me out of my daze.

      I met his cool gaze and swallowed, ignoring how my heart was suddenly racing.

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “Is this… the end of my time at the academy?”

      “No,” he said. That was something else he should lead with. “No, I want to keep you here at the academy.”

      “That’s a surprise.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his gaze curious. “Why is that a surprise?”

      I hadn’t exactly meant to blurt that out. “I’m not… exactly a typical cadet.”

      We both knew why. From my magic to my boobs, I wasn’t a model student.

      “I’ll take more like you, if the packs will stop being foolish,” he said. I barely had time to process that—had Clearborn just said something nice to me?—before he went on, “The Council wants to use you to draw out the Day. They believe the warlock has been seeking you out. You’re to build a relationship with him and convince him that you are amenable to joining him.”

      I nodded, feeling a bit dazed. “I thought the Council would want to have any…witch…at the academy…”

      I felt like if I said executed, it might remind Clearborn and the council that had been their intention in the past.

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” he said. “War breeds innovation, at least, and the Council is willing to consider the possibility that magic could be employed to our benefit beyond your basic defense classes.”

      He’d spoken to me as if the two of us were equally invested in the packs’ perception of magic, and then he looked at me sternly. “Some Alphas are more open to the concept than others, so you still will not flaunt your magic at the academy, do you understand me? Some of your fellow students are brainwashed by their packs, and we are going to tread lightly.”

      We. I nodded, surprised to find myself on the same side as Clearborn.

      “Until you leave campus—and after you return, hopefully, soon and safe and sound—I would like for you to practice with Tyson privately and help him develop his magic.”

      “Sir?” The note of alarm in my voice was genuine. Clearborn wasn’t supposed to know about Tyson’s magic. I’d tried to protect him.

      “What exactly are you protesting?” He drummed his fingertips on the table absently. “I’ll warn you now that my interest in your cub drama is minimal.”

      He thought I was afraid to be in close quarters with Tyson? Well, maybe I was. “I didn’t realize you knew Tyson had that…potential.”

      He smiled enigmatically.

      “You said the Council wants to use me to draw out the Day. I’m supposed to use a spell to contact my father?”

      Clearborn’s lips tightened. “More than that. The Council would like for you to go undercover with the Day. You will pretend to run away from the academy and join them. The Council would like you to send back everything you can find about their ‘Cure’ so we can study it and prepare for their attack.”

      “So I’m supposed to pretend to betray my own kind? That seems like a death warrant if the Council decides they don’t want me back,” I blurted out. As Clearborn’s brows arched, I stumbled. “After what happened to Eliza McCauley…”

      “I do believe your sister and her pack and your men would tear apart alphas until they had conquered all the eastern territories and brought you home, Maddie,” Clearborn said, his voice amused. “I don’t think that’s what you need to fear.”

      But it was obvious he didn’t like the idea. I stumbled over the thought that Clearborn was just following orders too. “You don’t want me to go.”

      “I think it’s ridiculous to ask teenagers to risk their lives before they’ve completed their training,” he said. “I don’t believe the packs are in quite such desperate straits that we need to pin our survival to one brash young woman, no matter how talented she may be.”

      “The Council is asking?” I frowned, confused if I had orders to follow or a mission I could refuse. I would do whatever it took to protect the packs, either way, but I’d never heard of the Council asking for volunteers. At best, we were voluntold.

      “No,” he said, leaning forward. His eyes studied me intently. “I am. As the dean, I have to release you from your course of study. It’s supposed to be a formality. But, if you want to refuse the Council’s assignment, I’ll tell them I won’t release you.”

      Clearborn was willing to go against the Council? “I don’t understand.”

      “Every year you spend here increases your chance of survival, Ms. Northsea,” he said bluntly.

      He thought I might die if I went undercover with the Day.

      “If I do go…” I said, and he sighed faintly, as if he already knew what I’d decide. My heart raced at the thought of a real mission. “Could I come back? If I join the Day, it would look as if I ran away from the academy…”

      “If you were to survive, there would be a place for you, absolutely.” He tilted his head to one side, still studying me. “Do you think you’re ready—now—to graduate?”

      I paused before I lied, “No.”

      “Yes, you do. I wish you saw that you still have much to learn, Maddie.” He ran his hand over his light brown hair, absent-mindedly tousling it. He sounded resigned when he said, “You’re going to accept the Council’s mission.”

      His obvious concern made unease squirm through my stomach, even though I normally wouldn’t think twice. “If I can help my people, I have to.”

      “I would’ve made the same choice at eighteen,” he said. “It’s the wrong one, of course.”

      “That’s not much of a pep talk.”

      “It’s not supposed to be,” he returned. “I respect your right to accept the Council’s mission, but I’m still going to be honest with you that it is a mistake.”

      “But it’s my mistake to make? You won’t punish me when I come back?”

      “I wouldn’t punish a cadet for following the council’s orders,” he said. “And anyway, I’ll wager the mission will be punishment itself for your arrogance.”

      I stared back at him. The mission from council should be a chance to show my worth to my fellow students and to the packs themselves. But Clearborn’s reaction had thrown me off, and my feelings were a roil. Part of me almost thought maybe he was right—maybe I had more to learn at the academy. Maybe I wasn’t just here to prove myself, but to learn what I needed to fight the covens.

      But I was the only one who could take this mission from the Council.

      “I can see the excitement in your face,” he said. “You do relish the opportunity to be special, don’t you?”

      “I want to serve the packs. Protect my niece and nephew. Do my job.”

      “That too,” he said, his lips quirking up at the corners. “One last thing, Ms. Northsea.”

      I raised my chin and straightened my shoulders, suddenly certain that I wasn’t going to like whatever came next.

      “I know it’s unnatural to keep any secrets from your team,” he said. “But our Intel guys believe that, just as some packs worked with the covens to smuggle drugs, some packs are still allied with the covens.”

      I leaned forward so quickly that I caught the edge of his desk with my hand to steady myself. “No one on my team—”

      He raised his hand to stop me. “I’m not accusing anyone on your team. I think other packs might be a threat. I’m putting every possible protective measure in place to make sure that you do come home safely, and that includes keeping your mission a secret.”

      Given the attempt on Chase’s life a few months prior, I nodded.

      “Let me be clear that this is an order from the Council and from me personally as well,” he said. “You are not to tell anyone about your mission. Not Rafe, not Lex, not Jensen. No one. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Does it change anything for you?”

      I hesitated. “Nothing except that it makes this job seem terrible.”

      “Yes, well.” Clearborn stood. He held out the necklace that Dean McCauley had confiscated, the one that my father had used to contact me once before, and it dangled between his fingers. “Welcome to the war, Ms. Northsea. It’s all pretty terrible.”
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      The guest house at the edge of campus was deserted. It was a struggle to get the key in when I couldn’t see the lock, and once I made it into the foyer, I turned on the porch light. I left the house dark, heaving a sigh as I clutched my bookbag.

      Time to contact my father, if I could, before Ty arrived for our magic practice. I’d managed to finagle the keys from Rafe, the only consequence a suspicious cock of his brow, but that was pretty much his default expression when it came to me.

      I locked the door behind me and headed into the living room. My footsteps echoed on the hardwood floors. The empty house seemed so lonely it was almost unbearable. I was never alone anymore; the guys ate our meals together like a family, we worked out together, and I slept between them.

      I’d spent the last few hours in the library, looking for answers, surrounded by my men. That had been a different silence, filled with their quiet company and the sound of turning pages.

      Ty’s absence had been felt, but then it always was. Rafe and Lex had worked with us for a while, then left for the cadre meeting.

      The last thing I wanted was to sneak around and keep secrets from my men. I’d learned over the past year that love and secrets can’t co-exist, and I had never intended to hide anything from them again. But now, I was under council orders to keep my mission to myself.

      The guys would understand later. But that didn’t stop a knot of dread from forming in my stomach. For some reason, I started thinking of how Lex and I broke up. I hadn’t lied to him, exactly, but I hadn’t been in a hurry to tell him that I was joining him at the academy. It felt like it had been another lifetime. I’d been so young and short-sighted then.

      I bit my lip as I settled onto the floor and drew the locket my mother had given me out of my pocket. The chain coiled in my palm like a snake. I couldn’t bear to wear it around my throat.

      “Time to stop brooding and go to work, Northsea,” I told myself. My voice seemed to hang in the air. It was not reassuring.

      If I was doing what I had to do, why was there this ache in my chest?

      I heaved a sigh and pulled Eliza’s knife out of my bag, then ripped open the Band-Aid, preparing to slip it on as soon as possible. If I sliced my palm, the guys would notice—and it would hurt like a bitch—so I flipped my skirt up, exposing my lean, tanned thighs. I gritted my teeth as I nicked myself with the knife. As blood swelled to the wound, I smeared it across my fingers before I picked up the necklace, then hurriedly pressed the Band-Aid over the wound.

      The guys would notice this Band-Aid, but a cut across my palm was a dead giveaway I was doing blood magic. I could pretend this away.

      I could lie this away, I corrected myself. Might as well be honest about what I was doing, even if I could only be honest to myself. Fuck. Even for a council mission, lying to them made me sick.

      Clearborn had made it abundantly clear, though, that if he thought anyone knew about my mission, my life would be in even more danger, and he’d yank me back to the academy so fast my head would spin.

      It was almost comical that I felt far less fear about walking into the coven of the Day to steal all their secrets than I did about the consequences of disobeying Clearborn’s orders.

      I squeezed my blood-smeared fingers around the locket and closed my eyes. “I call on my blood, I call on my father. Man who chose to be a stranger, hear the voice of your daughter.”

      Don’t ask me why rhyming makes magic work easier. I’ve never understood it.

      “I call on my blood,” I began again, repeating the words. At first, the words sounded awkward in the silence of the room, and then my voice began to gather power as I chanted my spell over and over. The necklace in my hand warmed, then burned against my skin with its magic, and I squeezed my fingers tighter. “Hear the voice of your daughter.”

      “Hello, daughter.” It sounded as if he was in the room, right behind me, but of course when I whirled, there was no one there. The voice was low and familiar. It might be the voice I’d heard in that cell when he told me to pretend that I couldn’t shift. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I want to know who you are.”

      “Why?” There was gentle humor in the voice. “What’s worth all this blood and trouble?”

      “Why?” My temper flared. I jumped to my feet, even though there was no one to face off with. “Because I’m in danger here. Because no one wants a witch at the academy. Just like you never wanted me, apparently.”

      “Are you really in danger, Maddie? Or is this just a trick?”

      “I’m really in danger,” I promised him.

      I’d spent my whole damned life in danger because of the covens.

      He sighed. “I can’t just bring you into the Day. No one trusts you.”

      “Funny. No one trusts me here. They know you’re my father.”

      “Oh, do they?” He exhaled. “Go home to your sister’s pack. This is nowhere for you to come.”

      “You don’t want me? A shifter princess for your coven? Then why the hell did you contact me in the first place?” Why the demon in the woods? Why had he stolen the locket from my mother?

      “If you come here,” he said, “you’ll be stripped of your wolf. You’ll become nothing but a witch. Is that what you want?”

      No. “If that’s what it takes. I’ve never been much of a wolf anyway… I assume that’s your fault.”

      “You’ll have to prove yourself.” His voice was fading.

      “Of course I will.” I kept proving myself over and over. But what would the witches want from me? Was it a price I could even pay?

      I glanced at the clock in the corner, wondering how much longer until I lost the connection between us completely. “I have one question.”

      I had a million, but some of them would have to wait until I saw him. I felt an ache in my chest, hearing his voice, no matter how cruel he was. The council had given me a chance to not only help the packs, but ask all my questions.

      “What’s that?”

      “Why did you try to protect Ty and me from Alice’s spell?”

      He huffed a laugh. “Is that what you’ve been clinging to? You wanted to believe that I was looking out for you?”

      Those words ripped into my soul. He made me sound so stupid.

      I gritted my teeth against a sudden rise of fury, but I couldn’t help the way my voice came out in a growl as I said, “One last question. You’re not Tyson’s father.”

      “I don’t think you know what one means, Maddie. Or question, for that matter.”

      “Is Ty your son?” My voice had an urgent note. He sounded more distant, as if he were in the next room. The spell was fading, and I still had so many questions.

      “Who cares? You’ll need to come alone. If there’s another wolf in a twenty-mile radius, you won’t see me, and we’ll never speak again.”

      He didn’t trust me? Well, that was mutual. “Hurtful.”

      He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Go to the Highland city cemetery. It’s neutral territory.”

      We called that land packless territory.  I guessed it made sense the witches didn’t see it the same way.

      “What time?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” His voice was a whisper. “I’ll find you.”

      I still had a thousand questions.

      If he could find me that easily, why hadn’t he?

      There was a tromp of a foot on the porch. I dropped my necklace into my bag in a rush, then hurried into the bathroom. I flushed the toilet just as the door creaked open, then washed my hands, scrubbing the blood off.

      “Maddie?” Lex’s voice carried through the house.

      Shit. Lex wasn’t supposed to be here tonight at all. And he was the worst person to be here now. He knew me—and my magic—too well.

      I reached for the towel to dry my hands, then saw a speck of blood on my wrist. I turned the water back on in a hurry. “One second!”

      He loomed in the doorway behind me, his handsome face reflected in the mirror as his nostrils flared. “Are you hurt?”

      That tiny speck of blood? Really? How attuned were these men to me?

      “I nicked myself with my knife practicing my draw,” I said, pulling a rueful face. I happened to catch the reflection of my calm face, surrounded by long blond hair that flowed down my shoulders. God, I lied so easily. What was wrong with me? “I’m fine.”

      “Let me see.”

      “I don’t need to be mothered, Lex.” I shook my hands off in the sink and turned, catching the towel.

      Objects in mirror are closer than they appear. I turned right into Lex’s chest, and I looked up into his face, which was worried. The two of us were so close that I could breathe in the familiar scent of his peppermint gum and feel the heat coming off his body, but we still didn’t touch.

      My heart stuttered, being so close to him, and my chin rose in response. “Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be at the cadre meeting?”

      He didn’t answer my question. “Piper texted me.”

      “It would be so convenient if I had my own cell,” I said lightly.  “What’s going on?”

      He held out his phone. There was a slightly grainy photo on the screen, an older photo that must have been scanned. In the photo, a young man stood with his arms around the shoulders of two women. Over their shoulder was a mirrored wall, lined with bottles, and behind them was the corner of a wooden bar.

      “What am I looking at?” My voice came out level, but my heart was beating faster.

      “She sent wolves to pack up your mother’s apartment in the city and bring everything back to her house on the island. They found this photo hidden behind the baseboards.”

      “Is ripping apart the baseboards a standard part of moving?” I took the phone from him to study the photo. “That’s my mom.”

      “That’s your mom,” Lex confirmed. He tapped his finger on the face of the other woman. “That’s Tyson’s mom. They both ran with the Atlantic pack when they were first turned, but Ty’s mom eventually married into Penn’s pack.”

      I’d never been in there, but I’d heard about the dockside bar where the pack used to ‘recruit’ unsuspecting women. That was before Arthur challenged his brother for alpha, in order to protect the community from his own pack.

      “They were friends. How lovely.” I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat. “Who’s the man, Lex?”

      “They’re trying to track that down right now.”

      “Because he looks familiar,” I said, and my voice came out thin. “He looks like the witch from the Day.”

      “Winter?”

      “No,” I said. “The other one. I don’t know his name.”

      I’d called him Indy in my head. Winter thought he was my father, but suddenly I wasn’t even sure which cursed warlock from the Day was my father.

      Assuming that it was Winter, I’d meet my father for the first time, on council orders to betray him, alone in a cemetery. This was all so screwed up that it made the Jerry Springer show look like a classy place for a family reunion.

      “Hey.” Tyson called from the front door.

      “We’re here,” Lex turned his head to call over his shoulder. While he was distracted, I reached up to tuck my hair behind my ears with trembling fingers.

      Maybe Tyson was right. I’d been so furious with him because I was sure he was wrong. Suddenly I felt incredibly stupid, and not for the first time that night.

      “Are you okay?” Lex asked, running his hand over my arm.

      “Yeah,” I said, giving him a smile that I hoped was convincing. “You know me. I’m resilient.”

      Lex hesitated, studying me.

      “I’ve got to go train with Tyson,” I murmured.  “Would you let me out of the bathroom, Lex?”

      He stepped back, moving to one side of the door. “I didn’t mean to trap you.”

      Judging from the way my body responded any time Lex was near me, first love was the ultimate trap.
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      “I’ll keep watch outside,” Lex said. “If I call, you guys knock the magic off, ASAP. Got it?”

      He glanced at Ty, sympathy in his eyes for both of us. The way he looked at me made me feel as if the floor was falling out from under my feet all over again. Lex thought we might be brother-and-sister too.

      Ty nodded, meeting Lex’s gaze, but his eyes fell when he turned to me. He carried a pair of practice swords, harnesses slung over his shoulder. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I’m worried we’re going to break something.”

      “You need stress to practice your magic. Getting yourself under control is a bit more pressing than the possibility we break a lamp.” My voice came out harsh.

      Tyson’s real source of stress was being near me, and we both knew that. It hurt my feelings, and apparently when my feelings were hurt, my tone went full-bitchy. I’d have to work on that. Maybe.

      I snapped, “Give me a sword.”

      As Lex let himself out, the front door closed with a click. Ty and I were trapped in here with each other.

      Ty sighed and gripped the wooden blade of the sword to extend it toward me. I grabbed the hilt and tested the sword in the air, but it felt as perfectly weighted as my regular sword. Clearborn had gotten us all new, better practice swords.

      “When your magic starts to take control, you need to be conscious of it,” I said. “Feel how it changes your heart rate, your breathing—”

      “I don’t feel it until it’s too late,” he said.

      I exhaled. His self-loathing for having magic at all was so painfully apparent. I was in no mood for Ty’s bullshit, or for my own, for that matter.

      “Try,” I said shortly.

      He held his sword lightly, not expecting to start yet. When I rapped his wooden blade with mine, he almost lost his grip. He rushed to catch the hilt tightly, raising the sword into a fighting stance.

      “Ready,” he said, raising his eyebrows at me.

      His handsome face made my heart hurt when he looked at me like that. The jerk.

      I ignored his attempt to take control with our usual sword commands and lashed out at him again. He parried my thrust. Our swords clashed together over and over again as we circled each other. The living room felt too small, too confined, to hold the two of us.

      “We missed you in the library today,” I said.

      “I had work to do during prep.”

      I pursed my lips. “Priorities, I guess.”

      He paused. “Maddie.”

      He could keep his Maddies to himself. I slashed at his legs, but he whirled behind me, getting inside my defenses. His hand pressed my shoulder and I stumbled forward as he shoved me. I raised my sword in the ready stance, my cheeks heating.

      “You’re sloppy tonight,” he said.

      “You want to know what we learned? About fated mates? Since you weren’t there?” That was what would stress him out and bring out his uncontrolled magic, if anything would. A simple sword fight with me wasn’t a stressor.

      He heaved a sigh. “Sure.”

      God, I hated when he humored me.

      “There’s never been a recorded case of mates being closely related,” I said. “Not more than distant cousins.”

      He nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced. As the two of us kept parrying back and forth, sweat shone across his brow.

      “Fated mates are supposed to have this feeling when they see each other,” I said. “Not always certainty. But something… familiar. Safe.”

      I’d never forget the first time I ran into Tyson. Jensen and some of the other guys had desperately hoped I wouldn’t come to the academy. Tyson had promised me that he’d be my friend.  He’d been shirtless, sweaty, sexy as hell. But it was the way he smiled at me that had done my heart in.

      I never saw that smile anymore.

      “Did you feel anything when you met me?” I demanded.

      He was late blocking my parry, and my sword’s tip jabbed into his shoulder. He winced as he stumbled back, but he kept his balance as he brought his sword up, tapping my blade hard enough to jolt the hilt loose in my hand.

      “You know I did,” he said tightly.

      “What did you feel?”

      Hurt flashed across his face. “Jesus, Maddie. Do we have to do this?”

      “Why? Feeling stressed?”

      “You’re using this…” His eyes widened.

      “Why not?” I asked. “If things have to hurt, at least we can use the pain.”

      He stared at me, coming to a stop. “You’ve lost your damn mind.”

      “Maybe.” I didn’t stop, even though he had. I jumped to kick him in the chest, knocking him into the opposing wall, and I was on top of him before he had the chance to fight back. I pressed the blade against his throat, dangerously close to him, although I didn’t touch my body to his. I couldn’t stand to.

      “What do you feel now?” I asked, watching his face. “Does it feel to you like it did that day? Even now?”

      “Get away from me.” He grabbed my blade with his bare hands, shoving it away from his throat.

      I’d take that as a yes. I stepped back into the ready, holding my sword low.

      As he stared at me, his chest heaved with emotion. “You know it does,” he said, and magic sparked at his fingertips, then sputtered out. “Being near you… it drowns me. Every goddamn time.”

      My gaze fixed on his hand, on the golden magic that had flittered into existence and then been lost again. When I grabbed his wrist, his every muscle went as taut as a bow string.

      His magic was the one thing left that I might be able to fix.

      “Your magic sparked,” I said. “Do it again. When you can call it to you, maybe it’ll be easier to force it away.”

      “I will,” he said. “Let go of me.”

      “I’m holding your wrist,” I said. “Even if we were brother and sister, I could hold your wrist, Tyson. You and I could hug each other, we could—”

      He winced as if the idea hurt him, then shook his head.

      “Am I that repulsive, Ty?” I asked softly.

      “The problem is that you aren’t.” His voice sounded broken.

      I yanked away from him, retreating a step. It wasn’t worth hurting him, not even to train.

      “There’s supposed to be a bond that makes us aware of each other’s pain,” I said. “We’re supposed to always want to go to each other. I’ve been wondering if I hadn’t used my pendant that day, to call you, if…”

      Tyson rubbed his hand over his face as if he were exhausted. “Yeah. If your point is that our bond is making this even worse, well. I’d be in fucking agony knowing I was hurting you anyway. I don’t need some mystical bond when I can see it on your face.”

      I barely heard him because my own thoughts had just taken me over. If what I’d read tonight was right about our bond, if things went south in the Day, if they tortured me, wouldn’t my men come running to my rescue?

      They’d come even if I had things under control.

      They’d come even if it was a call to their deaths.

      “I’m sorry, Ty,” I said suddenly, letting the sword drop to my side. “I shouldn’t have pushed you like that. It was cruel.”

      “It’s all right, Maddie,” he said. He had his usual easy forgiveness, even if he’d lost his usual easy smile the past few months. “I’m never angry at you… not really.”

      “That attitude is a refreshing change around here,” I said, but no matter how glib I sounded, my mind was whirling.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He started going through the motions of our usual sword drills. The blade whipped through the air with his usual speed and competence. Apparently, it wasn’t breaking the lamp that had scared him to begin with. He’d been afraid of the pain of being in close quarters with me.

      I could relieve Ty’s pain.

      I could protect all of my men.

      “They say the bond can be broken,” I said lightly, but I didn’t feel light at all. It felt like the weight of the world had just fallen on my shoulders.

      I couldn’t lose another of them like I’d lost Silas.

      All I had to do was break the bond between us. All I needed was a spell.

      His gaze flickered to my face from the corner of his eye, and I wasn’t sure what he saw there, but he dropped his sword as he turned to me.

      Understanding dawned across his face. “Holy shit, Maddie. You were trying to convince yourself, not me, this whole time. You really think that we could be—”

      As my lip started to tremble, he drew me into his arms. He held me carefully, leaning forward so nothing important of his brushed mine, but his body was still solid and comforting. He pressed his cheek against the top of my head.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, senselessly, even though he wasn’t the one who had anything to be sorry for. “I’m so sorry, kiddo.”

      “When I first came here, you tried to be my big brother. I told you I didn’t need another one of those… well, I’d take it now, Ty.” My voice came out muffled, my face pressed against his shoulder. “Just don’t stop caring about me completely.”

      Would whatever spell I found tear away every bond between us, even our friendship?

      “I could never. I could never, even if I tried.”

      I was pretty sure he’d tried.

      How can the same person who hurts you be the one who comforts you?

      “I’ll always be there for you,” he promised.

      “I know,” I whispered.

      That was why I’d need magic to untie the bond between us.
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      I knocked on Clearborn’s study door that evening, but I could already hear voices inside.

      He pulled the door open for me. “Come in. You didn’t bring anyone with you?”

      “No,” I said, but he still glanced down the hall behind me before he ushered me in.

      “How’d you manage to get away from your team?” he asked as the two of us headed across the anteroom.

      “I lied,” I said bluntly. And it hurt. But there was a lot more lying to go.

      I could only imagine how much it would hurt them if—when—they realized.

      Inside his office, two men looked up from their positions around the room. There were twin chairs in front of Clearborn’s desk, the ones that I was quite familiar from with all the times I’d gotten into trouble. It was hard not to walk into this room without a sense of dread washing over me.

      One of the chairs in front of Clearborn’s desk was occupied by a man preparing a tattoo gun. In the wingback chair by the fireplace, a man’s fingers danced rapidly across the keyboard of his laptop. He glanced at me, curiosity written across his face, then went back to work.

      “Safety measure one,” Clearborn said. “Damien is going to tattoo two runes on you in clear ink. Once healed, it should be invisible to the naked eye. One will allow us to track your location; the other one will alert us if you’re in grave distress. These are fallback measures in case you don’t reach out to us as planned.”

      This way, they’d know where my body was if I died. “Oh great. That makes me feel very safe.”

      Clearborn gestured me to the seat. As I sat on the edge of it, Damien, a dark-eyed mountain of a man, looked me over.

      “Never had a tattoo before?” he asked.

      “Is it that obvious?” I always thought that when I did get a tattoo eventually, I’d be a bit drunk and surrounded by my men. Penn, Tyson, Jensen and Lex all had some ink. If they’d been with me, I wouldn’t have felt nervous.

      But I didn’t want anyone in the room to realize I had any misgivings about any part of my mission. I’d already committed to walking into the Day. A tattoo was nothing compared to those dangers.

      Damien looked up at Clearborn. “Where do you want me to put them?”

      “The inside of her forearms should be good.”

      Right here, guys.

      “Put your elbow on the desk,” Damien prompted me. I did, then side-eyed him as he began wiping my skin down with an alcohol wipe.

      “While the ink goes on, Javi—he’s part of the Council’s intel team and one of my pack—is going to bring you up to date on the Day and teach you the spell you’ll use to contact me,” Clearborn said, taking his seat across the desk. “You’re going to be on your own out there. If anyone follows you, it puts your cover at risk. Anything that you carry in is likely to be confiscated. Instead, you’ll need to use magic to communicate back to us.”

      “Got it,” I said. I glanced at the tattoo gun again, feeling unease worm through my stomach. But I tried to focus on what Javi was saying as he rose from his chair.

      I winced as the tattoo artist began; it felt like a cat’s claws sinking into my skin, if those claws were hot as coals.

      While my ink went on, Javi filled me in regarding what they knew about the Day. The Day believed in a “Cure” for our werewolves, and they intended to make sure they cured—or killed—us all. Their problem was efficiency—they wanted to ‘cure’ us en masse.

      But they’d almost certainly use their “Cure” on me. I bit my lip. It didn’t matter if I lost my place here at the academy if I saved my people. One girl, one wolf, was a small sacrifice to make.

      “Okay,” I said. “So I find their lair, get the Cure and send back the recipe.”

      “We think it’s more complicated than a lair,” Javi said dryly. “Whenever we try to catch up to Winter, he’s always one step ahead. He’s using some kind of magic we don’t understand.”

      “I’ll add figuring out how to tie Winter down to my to-do list,” I promised, with a blitheness I didn’t feel.

      “For the Day to believe you’re really coming to their side, they’ll want to cure you,” Clearborn warned.

      I nodded, resisting the temptation to squirm. I could handle the risk. But the combination of the pain burning across my skin and the unpleasant reality ahead of me overwhelmed me.

      Damien paused, the tattoo gun still whirring softly. “You need a break?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t afford to look weak in front of Clearborn-and-Friends. “No.”

      “If you need a break, take a break,” Clearborn told me sharply. “We’re relying on your judgment out there. You don’t need to be a hero.”

      I gritted my teeth as the needle began to burn across my skin again. “I kind of do though, don’t I?”

      Clearborn ignored my smartass remark, or at least, he ignored it for now.  Finally, when my skin was inflamed and red across the tattooed skin of arms, Damien packed up his gear.

      “Good luck out there,” he told me.

      “Thanks.”

      “Show me your arms,” Javi told me, sitting opposite me as Damien nodded goodbye to Clearborn and left the room.

      I held my arms out to Javi. He grabbed my forearm with brusque fingers, and I started to pull away.

      “Javi is going to heal you,” Clearborn said. “Otherwise, you’ll have to wait to leave until those heal.”

      I raised my eyebrows—how many wolves secretly used magic?—as Javi’s fingers pressed over my skin. I hissed at the sudden pain of his fingers, but then it only got worse as his fingers dug in, as magic sparked across my skin, itching and burning. I cried out, trying to pull away, but Javi just gripped me tighter. Clearborn watched, dispassionate, as I struggled away from Javi.

      Then suddenly he released me. I almost fell off the seat. But when I raised my arms in front of me, my skin was its usual shade, with no sign of the tattoos.

      “Thanks,” I managed, even though my heart was still pounding in my chest from the pain.

      Javi taught me a blood magic spell to use to communicate with whoever wore the bracelet he also enchanted, which he passed to Clearborn. A few months ago, I wouldn’t have believed Clearborn had warlock-shifters on his staff. Now, listening to the two of them go back and forth, it sounded as if Javi would be coming to the academy as an instructor.

      “Good luck out there,” Javi said. He paused, then added, “We’ll be doing everything we can to make sure your wolf can be restored.”

      Thinking of losing my wolf sent a jolt through my heart. This time, I meant it as I said, “Thank you.”

      When Javi had gone too, Clearborn kept watching me. “Are you nervous?”

      My first impulse was to lie, but I chewed my lower lip, replaying what he’d said earlier about not being a hero. “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said. “You should be. Some nerves will help you stay sharp.”

      “I’ve got a question,” I said.

      “I’ll answer any question you have.” His lips turned at one corner, as if he realized that was a dangerous offer. The cadets were curious about his personal life and what twisted Clearborn into the man he was. “Any relevant question.”

      “How are you going to make sure my men stay on campus?” I asked. He looked at me curiously, and I blundered on, rubbing my tattooed forearms absently even though the burn had faded to a desperate itching now. “They’re my mates—they’ll feel it if I’m in trouble, right?”

      “I was planning on dire threats,” he said, “and on your acting abilities. Piper will tell them that you’re home if they call, but that you don’t want to talk to anyone. If you could…”

      “Act like a hot-tempered brat? Yes, I think I can manage that.” I forced myself to cross my arms instead of continuing to scratch at myself. “Glad to see my special skill sets are coming into use.”

      Clearborn smiled, which surprised me.

      “For what it’s worth, Maddie, you’re not a brat at all, or you wouldn’t be risking your wolf, your life, and your relationships to protect the packs.” he said. “When you come back, I’m sure your men will realize that.”

      “I hope so.”

      Part of me wished I could rewind a week instead of moving forward with this plan. But I raised my chin, stiffening my spine.

      As scary as Clearborn could be, I didn’t think his threats alone would keep my men from coming after me if they thought I was in danger. It was up to me to rip out the last bonds between us. Hopefully, they could be restored afterward.

      Clearborn must have read my misgivings, because he told me, “I’ve got faith in you.”

      “You think this is a bad idea, don’t you?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I didn’t want to send you because you’re still a student. I’m sure you can handle the mission.”

      He was lying to me. He was a good liar, but there was something about the regret in his eyes that tipped me off.

      “I’m ready,” I promised.

      I was lying right back to him.
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      Later that night, I lay on my back on the bed as Penn read our Myths homework out loud, the book tented over his face. When I reached over to rub a thumb across the familiar tattoos that marked his wrist, his eyes flickered to me and his lips turned up in a smile before he resumed reading. Chase held me against his body, his hand resting casually on my hip.

      Jensen came in from his study group and paused. “Even when the three of you are doing homework it’s disgustingly cute, you know.”

      He threw himself across the foot of the bed, resting his head in my lap. I reached down and absently toyed with his dark hair, knowing he liked my touch.

      I was going to miss them so much it was an ache in my chest already.

      After midnight, when they were sleeping, I climbed out of bed. Jensen stirred, reaching for me in his sleep, but his fingers curled across the empty space I’d just left behind.

      I exhaled a shaky breath. He tossed and turned onto his side, as if he might wake. When he didn’t, I went on into the guys’ bedroom on the other side.

      The spell was simple. It seemed anticlimactic, really. Giving up someone’s love should be a weighty thing.

      I sat cross-legged on the floor and muttered words in Latin over a handful of ash. I lifted the band-aid to nick my thighs in the same spot for a second time, before mingling my blood with the ash.

      That was all it took to rip out my own heart.

      Well, not quite. Then I had to climb onto the bed and look at every one of their sleeping faces as I pressed the ash to whatever exposed skin I could find. Just a spot of it, something they could dismiss as a smudge when they woke.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered to Penn as I slipped my ash-covered finger across the phoenix tattoo that stretched across his shoulders. It blended into his ink. I pressed my lips to his shoulders, kissing him goodbye.

      The spell had been light on details like does it last forever?

      Part of me wanted to believe we loved each other too much to lose each other, and part of me knew I had to accept that maybe I was giving up their love to protect them. To protect everyone.

      Chase always slept without blankets, as if he ran too hot. I brushed my fingers over Chase’s hairy calf, hiding the ash in his dark hair. I smiled to myself, wanting to make a joke about how furry he was, but he wasn’t awake to appreciate it and the smile turned into something else, anyway. I grazed my lips across his temple.

      I didn’t dare kiss Jensen goodbye. Whenever I shifted out of bed, he always reached for me. I stroked my soot-streaked finger over his bare shoulder, and he rolled toward me, as if he were looking for me, even though his eyes didn’t open.

      My heart lurched. The sense of some chasm opening up beneath me was so visceral that I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d looked down and found a gateway to hell rippling across the hardwood floor, but the room was still as quiet and peaceful as it had been a moment before.

      I’d written my spell in Latin, in the hopes the words wouldn’t hurt as much in an old, dead language.

      “Amor inter nos dedere. Diligis me plus. Ubi autem est misericordia, nihil sentiunt. Ubi cupiditatem, nihil sentiunt.”

      I surrender the love between us. I break the bond. Where there was tenderness, let there be nothing. Where there was desire, let there be nothing.

      “Nothing,” I repeated, chanting in a whisper, as I backed across the room. “Nothing, nothing, nothing.”

      Three to go.

      When I knocked on Tyson’s door, it took a while for him to open the door. He swung it open, shirtless, rubbing his hand across his face. When he saw me, something wary came over his face, and he braced himself in the doorway.

      “Were you sleeping?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” He waited for me to go on, tilting his head to one side.

      He’d been sleeping more than he used to lately. It worried me.

      “I’m sorry I was so mean to you when I didn’t believe you,” I said.

      “You’re awake in the middle of the night thinking you need to apologize to me?” His gaze turned tender. Before, when he looked at me like that way, he would’ve touched my face, pressed his lips to mine. “Don’t be crazy.”

      I smiled faintly. “Too late.”

      This whole thing felt crazy, but the thought of any of them suffering, being killed because of their urge to protect me, destroyed me. I couldn’t lose another one of them.

      Tyson frowned, but before he could ask any questions, I stuck out my hand. “Friends?”

      “Always,” he said. His palm met mine, but then he pulled me into another one of those careful hugs. His caution itself made me want to cry, but instead I turned my face into his shoulder and moved my lips soundlessly in the words of my spell as I painted the faintest streak of ash across his naked back.

      When I left Tyson, I went back into the guys’ room and closed my eyes as I leaned against the door. I wasn’t sure I could bear to finish this tonight.

      But I needed them to sleep on it before the spell worked, and I’d hoped to leave the next day.  I raised my hand in front of my eyes. The last of the ash clung to my fingers.

      There were voices in the hall, growing louder as they came closer to me down the hall. Familiar voices. Rafe and Lex.

      There was a sign from fate, if ever there was one, that I should get over my self-pity and do what I must.

      I opened the door and stepped out into the hall, even though I wasn’t sure what I was going to say.

      Rafe and Lex were almost to my door. They were deep in conversation, frowning, and I realized they were irritated with each other. It seemed like such an intimate moment that I almost stepped back. They never showed us the cracks in their friendship.

      Lex broke off as he saw me. His voice, which had been tight and angry, changed as he asked, “Everything okay?”

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Then why are you in the hall close to midnight?” Rafe demanded, his voice harsh. He was not adept at moving out of angry mode.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “I hope you can keep up tomorrow on our run.” Rafe headed down the hall, toward their room.

      “I’ve never heard of thinly veiled threats being helpful with insomnia,” I said.

      “It wasn’t veiled,” he called over his shoulder.

      Despite the banter, his stride seemed agitated, and worry sparked in my chest. God, I couldn’t imagine leaving them behind, not knowing what they were going through in the wake of our fractured relationships.

      But I had to.

      “Are you two all right?” I asked Lex, when Rafe had closed the door behind him quietly.

      Lex’s lips turned up at the corners. “Why do you ask that like Rafe and I are dating?”

      “Well...”

      “Everything’s fine,” Lex said, as if he didn’t want me to pursue that line of thought. “You?”

      “Fine.”

      “We’re all fine. Nothing note-worthy.” Lex said it lightly, as if he didn’t believe it was true for either of us for a moment.

      “Nothing.” I tilted my head, studying him. “I know I’m just a First Year, and your ex-girlfriend, too. But I’m here, if you want to talk.”

      “I don’t,” Lex said. Then, more gently, he said, “Just a First Year? Since when do you act self-deprecating?”

      “Maybe my takeaway of the last few months was that I’m not as great as I thought I was.” I smiled at him, saying the words lightly. Hadn’t everyone wanted me to stop being so damn cocky?

      Well, here I was.

      I didn’t teach Tyson how to control his magic.

      I let Silas throw himself off a bridge to protect me.

      And I knew, in an intellectual way, that those two things weren’t entirely my fault.

      But that didn’t take away the jagged pieces of that failure that bit into my soul.

      And even now, I knew I was making another mistake, trying to make things better. I was doing something that was so fucked-up, but I didn’t see another way out. I couldn’t leave them hurting, missing me, and I couldn’t pull them into the danger I was going into. This had to be my mission, not theirs.

      Lex’s gaze grew intent as he stared at me. “Maddie. What is it?”

      My lips parted. “I don’t want to talk any more than you do. But I’d take a hug.”

      When Lex wrapped me in a comforting hug, I brushed my fingers across the back of his neck and cursed him.

      “I was a pretty terrible girlfriend, wasn’t I?” I mused. Still am.

      I could feel Lex exhale a faint laugh. “I was a pretty terrible boyfriend.”

      I pulled away to look up at his face. “No. You really weren’t. You always saw me as your equal. You were sweet. ”

      His lips quirked on one side. “I overreacted. Epically. Miserably. We had to break up when you came here, but it didn’t need to be like…that.”

      I couldn’t deny that, but at the same time, I understood why far better after our violence-tinged visit to his pack. “I notice you didn’t deny that I was a terrible girlfriend.”

      He brushed my hair back from my face, the gesture tender. “You had some growing up to do. So did I… so do I, maybe. But no, you weren’t terrible. You could  never be terrible.”

      His words struck me with guilt when my curse still burned on my lips.

      The door down the hallway swung open, and Lex and I stepped apart in such a smooth gesture anyone would think we had practiced it. Part of me desperately wished I could kiss Lex goodbye before I left. My chest was suddenly tight.

      Rafe came out wearing shorts and a t-shirt that clung to his broad shoulders and the lean taper of his waist. His eyes locked on us but he barely paused. Without comment, he headed for the central stairwell. His sword hung down the long line of his back, both stick-straight.

      “Why is your roommate going to work out in the middle of the night?” I whispered. Interjecting humor in my voice, I whispered, “What did you do, Lex?”

      Lex raked his hand over his head, tousling his sun-streaked brown hair. “I can’t talk about it with you.”

      His voice was full of regret, as if he wished he could, but then he managed a smile. “And it’s no big deal. Everything is fine.”

      “You and Rafe always make up.”

      “Yeah.” Lex’s face was neutral, careful. Fake. He reached out to rifle my hair. He hadn’t done that in a long, long time. “Don’t worry about us, Maddie.”

      There was no chance of that.

      “Well, good night,” I said. The urge to kiss those sharp cheekbones, that jawline that could cut glass, those lush pink lips that had been mine once, was so strong that it hurt.

      In the morning, Lex shouldn’t love me anymore.

      “Good night,” he said. He didn’t make any move to kiss me, and I let myself into my room.

      I could’ve sworn that I heard Lex sigh in the hall. I wondered if the same fantasies haunted him.

      It’ll all be gone in the morning, Lex.

      I glanced at the ash across my fingers. There was nothing now but a fine dust that settled into the whorls of my fingerprints, but it was enough to mark one last man.

      It was enough for one last goodbye.
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      Rafe was in the dojo. I heard him before I saw him: the slash of his sword through the air, the sound of his feet slapping the mat, a soft grunt of effort.

      I rested my hand on the doorframe as I watched him, waiting for a chance to interrupt him.

      Despite his height and the width of his shoulders, he moved with easy grace. He’d stripped off his shirt. Sweat shone across his olive skin as he went through endless combinations of sword drills, and his muscles rippled with the effort.

      “If I didn’t know better,” I said, “I’d think you were punishing yourself in the gym the same way you claimed I do.”

      He didn’t falter, as if he’d known I was there, watching him, the whole time. “You should be in bed.”

      “So should you,” I reminded him.

      He finished his sword drill, then dropped the blade to his side, his chest heaving. His dark eyes glittered as he headed toward me, his bare feet silent on the mats.

      He didn’t stop until he towered over me, and I could feel the heat of his body rolling off him in waves. My heart stammered in my chest, waiting for him to touch me.

      Then he abruptly knelt right next to me, reaching for the sheath for his sword where it lay on the ground. There was a metallic whisper as he slid his sword home.

      “If you’re going to interrupt me,” he said, “you might as well make yourself useful.”

      “What am I interrupting?”

      He shook his head as he stood again.

      “Let’s play the same game we did the first week I came here.” It was hard for me to tear myself away from him when he was so close to me, but I headed across the room for the training swords that hung on the wall.  “You pin me, you ask a question. I pin you, you answer my question.”

      “What if I don’t have any questions for you?” he asked, crossing his arms over his powerful chest. His hard-on pressed against the front of his shorts, as if he were secretly as weak for me as I was for him.

      Not that Rafe ever gave into that weakness, damn him.

      I tossed him a sword, and he caught it easily out of the air.

      “I know you want to play,” I said, quirking an eyebrow at him. “Almost as much as you want to fight someone tonight.”

      “You’re not the one I want to fight,” he said, and the bitter edge when he said fight made me think that he really meant hurt.

      I tilted my head to one side, full of curiosity.

      Rafe stepped forward into the ready stance. “Fine. I’ll play your game.”

      As if we both hadn’t known he would.

      The two of us parried and blocked each other. The solid whap of one wooden sword meeting another stung my palm and sent the shock up into my shoulder, as we circled, looking for a place to slip past each other’s defenses. Rafe wasn’t holding back tonight, and it made me smile.

      I wanted to give him what he needed tonight before I left him. But I thought he needed to talk more than he needed to fight, even if he didn’t realize it yet.

      “You’ve gotten a lot better this year,” he noted.

      “So have you,” I shot back.

      When I finally got an opening, I managed to knock his legs out from underneath him. His sword flew out of his hand as he landed with a thump on the mats, and before he could escape, I straddled him, pressing my blade to his throat.

      I demanded, “What are you and Lex fighting about?”

      “We aren’t fighting.” He studied me, his dark eyes smoldering. “Is this really what you’d do in a fight, Northsea?”

      His voice was calm, but every time I shifted, I felt the press of his cock against my thigh.  My knees pressed against the lean muscle of his abs.

      “Rules of the game. You have to give me an answer.” I ground my hips down subtly, watched his face shift as if he was just as attuned to me as I was to him. “I’ll let you up once you play fair.”

      “Playing fair?” He echoed, one dark eyebrow rising, as if he was keenly aware I was grinding against him on purpose. “Is that what we’re doing?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed against the edge of the wooden blade, barely keeping himself under control. Then he sighed.

      “Clearborn has only been calling me to the cadre meetings. He’s made it clear that Lex is my second. I want Lex to talk to the dean. Clearborn’s got some kind of grudge against him.”

      I nodded, thinking back to the moments that I’d seen Clearborn clearly judging Lex, from the time he’d told Lex make yourself useful for once to how he’d been annoyed by Lex’s flare of temper. Worst of all, Clearborn doubted Lex because of his attachment to me.

      “How much of that do you think is my fault?” I asked.

      Rafe stared at me without answering. “You get one question.”

      Yeah, I probably didn’t want to know the answer to that. I pushed myself off him, rolling to my feet.

      Rafe scrambled to his feet too, grabbing his sword from the ground as if he didn’t trust me not to press a second attack for a second question.

      But as the two of us faced each other in the ready again, he said, “It’s not your fault at all, Maddie.”

      “It’s not Lex’s fault either,” I said.

      “Not everything has to be someone’s fault,” he said. “I don’t think Clearborn sees the same Lex we do. That’s definitely not your fault.”

      “Sometimes I almost want to like Clearborn,” I mused out loud as the two of us circled each other.

      “I thought you ‘didn’t hate him’,” he formed air quotes with his free hand.

      “But not if he hurts Lex,” I finished.

      “I think the two of them just don’t understand each other,” he said. “Lex doesn’t think it’ll help if he talks to him. I don’t see what it could hurt.”

      “You’re not just worried about his position as cadre,” I said. “You’re worried about Lex and the Council’s Own?”

      “I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do if he doesn’t get picked,” he said. “If all you goofy kids don’t get picked.”

      I paused, and Rafe took the opportunity to get inside my defenses. I was too late to catch up, even though I desperately parried and thrusted, and the next thing I knew, he had me up against the wall, his sword’s edge at my throat.

      “That was unfair and you know it,” I said.

      “You’ve always complained about how unfair I am.” He shifted his body nearer mine, holding the faintest pressure on the blade at my throat. “I have to live up to your expectations.”

      “You want to be with us goofy kids?” I demanded. “I thought I drove you crazy.”

      “It’s not your turn to ask a question,” he reminded me, “and those two things are not mutually exclusive.”

      My heart stumbled over the realization that Rafe wanted to stay with me, and the rest of the guys.

      Meanwhile, I was tearing us all apart. It was too late to undo my spell, too late to go back. And I shouldn’t anyway, I should stick to my plan.

      My heart wasn’t more important than their lives.

      Later, there would be a way to reverse the spell. There had to be.

      I just might be alone in searching it out.

      “So what do you want to know?” I asked, my voice coming out cool, even though my heart raced. Rafe’s face was so near mine that I could study him intimately: his shiny jet-black hair and his dark brows and the hard, cruelly perfect lines of his face. If he were any other of my men, I would’ve pressed against the blade, against him, and brushed my lips against his.

      There was no denying that he was one of my men, no matter how much he held himself apart. Deep down, he knew it too.

      “Why do you blame yourself for everything?” Rafe asked. “Lex. Silas. Tyson.”

      I started to answer, and he pressed his palm over my lips. My eyes widened at the intimate contact, my heart racing, as he said, “Don’t lie to me. I know you do.”

      Tomorrow, after my planned temper tantrum, I doubted he’d have any problem blaming me.

      “You’ve never had any problem blaming me, Rafe,” I reminded him. Unfairly too, at the start of my time at the academy. He’d held me to a higher standard than the guys, so why would it be a surprise that I’d taken impossible expectations as a weight on my own shoulders?

      “That’s not an answer to my question,” he chided. “Play fair.”

      I stared into those dark eyes, fringed with long lashes. I had to lie to him tomorrow, but I didn’t want to lie tonight.

      “I just want to protect you all,” I whispered, because I didn’t trust my voice if I said it out loud. “No matter what it costs me. But I can’t seem to stop failing.”

      “You’re not failing,” he said, but I stared over his shoulder, willing myself not to cry.

      He started to say something, but I cut him off. From the look in his eyes, he was about to say something kind, even affectionate, and I was worried I’d come apart at the seams if he did.

      Instead, I interrupted to ask,  “So your big plan for Lex to fix things with Clearborn was…a heart-to-heart? No offense, but I can see why Lex isn’t taking your advice.”

      “Maybe,” he admitted. He pulled back from me slightly, and I drew in a shaky breath as if I’d lost the ability to breathe when he was so close. But he still had me pinned against the wall.

      “It just hurts to see Lex struggle. Sometimes it feels like no one else ever sees him the way he is, you know? What his own pack did to him…” He shook his head, breaking off. “I wish I could make them pay.”

      “Same,” I said softly.

      “But you see it too, don’t you?” he asked. “ Lex is like my brother… he’s a good guy. He deserves to finally be able to trust someone.”

      Lex was definitely not like my brother. But I agreed with everything else Rafe said.

      “That’s the only reason I’m spilling my guts to you,” he said abruptly. “And I shouldn’t. I just… I know you love him too.”

      “This is what you call spilling your guts?” I asked. “You have some serious intimacy issues, Raphael Hunt.”

      “Oh?” His fingers drifted down my jaw. Just the faintest touch of his sent sparks racing across my skin, as if I came alive when he touched me. “Funny. When I’m with you, I can’t hide anything. I can’t hold anything back.”

      “It feels to me like you’re still holding everything back,” I said softly.

      He leaned in so close to me that his breath stirred my hair. “From the inside, when I’m with you… it feels like I’m losing control.”

      “Maybe you should. Maybe losing control will be better than you think.” I ran my hand up his arm, and his body went very still at my touch, as if just my fingertips brushing over his bicep could bring him to his knees, if he let it. “Maybe there’s nothing to fear in letting go, Rafe.”

      “I’m not afraid.” His voice dipped low and husky. “It’s never been like this for me with anyone else. And I don’t mind waiting… I know eventually you’ll be mine.”

      Frustration closed around my chest. “I do mind waiting. There are no guarantees about the future.”

      “Of course there are,” he said. He turned his face into my hair, and I mouthed the words of my spell, my lips quick and frantic, before I could lose my will completely. His voice was husky when he said, “It’s just not time for us yet.”

      He drew his finger across my lips, tracing their shape, and my lips parted under his touch.

      “I think about you at night,” he murmured. “Do you think about me?”

      Desire throbbed between my thighs, even though it felt like my heart was breaking apart.

      “I think about you all the time, Rafe,” I admitted, my voice soft. “You know that.”

      He pulled away to study my face, his eyes too keen, as if he might see right through me. He braced himself with one arm against the wall, leaning so close to me that his body almost brushed mine.

      “You’re sad,” he said. “Why? I didn’t mean…”

      “I’m not sad,” I lied. “And you didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just…hard to wait. I don’t get the fun out of restraint that you do.”

      Rafe’s brows arched. “Oh, I think one day you’ll come to appreciate how much fun restraint can be.”

      Jesus, the man knew how to make me wet, even though he released me now and took a step back. His face was tense, as if it tore him apart to leave me, the same way I felt about him.

      He bent and picked the practice swords off the floor, then moved to the wall to hang them up. With his chiseled back to me, he said, “It’s late. Go get some rest.”

      I picked myself off the wall, even though my legs felt wobbly. Rafe had half-destroyed me with that flirtatiousness in a way that our training never left me. I smoothed my hair back behind my ears.

      “Right,” I said. “Tomorrow’s a long day.”

      They were all long days. That was something we said all the time, something that wouldn’t make Rafe think twice.

      But I had to tell someone the faintest shred of how scared I felt. Dread moved with me as I left the dojo, as I climbed the stairs, as I went into the room where my men were peacefully sleeping. It followed me like a shadow.

      Tomorrow was going to be the worst day of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I was up before the guys, my stomach in knots. I didn’t know what to expect. I was afraid I’d wake up between them and have them stare at me as if I were a stranger.

      “Morning,” Jensen said, stepping into the bathroom with me. He seemed to hesitate, then reached for his toothbrush. I was so used to Jensen touching me constantly, as if I grounded him, and my heart lurched.

      But it was five-thirty in the morning. No one feels particularly affectionate at five-thirty in the morning, do they?

      As we went through our morning P.T. session, I tried to figure out if anything had changed, but the guys seemed…normal. Rafe was grouchy, gave zero sign that anything had happened between us the day before, and kicked my feet out from underneath me when I was doing push-ups because he claimed my form was sloppy. No surprises there. The man could be hopelessly devoted to me and it wouldn’t stop him from being a grump.

      Jensen and Penn traded barbs, the run was brutal, and Tyson managed to stay as far away from me as one could during a group P.T. session. He looked just as miserable as ever, but then, we were doing log P.T. It was a miserable morning.

      I just wanted to know if things had changed. And I dreaded knowing, all at the same time.

      Clearborn and I had agreed that I’d find an excuse to run away from campus. Now I just needed to wait for the right moment.

      The right moment came that morning, as I headed down the hall between classes. I was always lonely in the class that I used to share with Silas, where his empty seat was a constant reminder that he was gone.

      “Witch,” someone muttered as I passed through the hall.

      I turned so fast my book bag slammed against my leg. “I didn’t quite catch that, did you have something you wanted to say in your big boy voice?”

      “Sure.” A big, blond guy spun to face me from the crowd. He was one of the assholes from Duncan’s team. Last name Smith.  “I called you a witch. That’s what we call someone who uses magic and spells, isn’t it?”

      My heart was suddenly beating a little too fast. There was no way he could know my secrets.

      “And what we call someone terrified by magic is usually coward, but I didn’t seek you out in the hall to remind you what a miserable bumblefuck you are,” I shot back.

      Oh, right. If this guy was an asshole, I had a bona fide council mission to justify punching him in the face. Not that I’d needed one before. At least there was one bright spot in my overall miserable day.

      “Does that hurt your feelings?” Smith asked, his brows arching. “You going to run to daddy? Have him put a spell on me?”

      “She doesn’t know who her dad is,” someone said in the crowd behind me.

      Who the hell was that? No one was supposed to know what a failure my search for my father had been.

      “Oh, I’m not talking about her real daddy,” the guy in front of me said. “I’m talking about Clearborn.”

      “Excuse me?” I demanded.

      “She’s so lost on who her father is, she thinks you know something she doesn’t about Clearborn,” the guy behind me in the crowd laughed.

      I turned my back against the wall, trying to keep an eye on both of them at one time. The rest of the crowd felt faceless. Then someone I didn’t even know said, “Why don’t you walk away, Smith? Stop being a dickhead.”

      Smith raised his hands as if he were placating me. “I just meant because you’re Clearborn’s pet.”

      I couldn’t hide a disbelieving smile. Given that Clearborn had ordered Rafe to strap me and always seemed ready to enumerate my character flaws, I wasn’t sure I was a good candidate for pet. Before I could say anything else, though, Smith went on.

      “I don’t think he’s your literal dad. Your mom must’ve taken a break, for once.” He eyed me curiously, tilting his head to the side. “You tell me, is being a slut genetic?”

      As I stepped forward toward Smith, I glimpsed Penn and Lex pushing through the crowd toward me.

      Smith was grinning right before my fist cracked across his jaw. He had to have been expecting it, but he still stumbled back.

      The guy behind me grabbed me around the waist as the hall exploded into a chorus of voices.

      I elbowed this second guy in the face. When his grip on me broke, I grabbed his wrist and locked his elbow over my shoulder.

      I dropped my weight, flinging his body over mine, and he slammed hard into the ground. His wheeling legs almost kicked Lex in the face, and Lex side-stepped to avoid him.

      Smith tried to hit me, but Penn was right there, slamming him into the wall. As Lex grabbed me around the waist, I heard the thud of Penn punching Smith across the face, twice.

      Lex tried to drag me back, and I slammed my elbow into his chest, knocking him back. He exhaled but didn’t let go.

      “Maddie, calm down,” he said into my ear. “They’re Garmond’s guys. They’re not worth it.”

      “You never think fighting is worth it,” I said, still struggling to push him away. “Not when it comes to me.”

      He paused, just for a second, as if I’d thrown him, and I shoved him off me, stumbling forward.

      “You’re going to be late if you don’t get into your classrooms,” Lex said to the crowd, his voice stern. He barely had to raise his voice. The halls began to clear.

      “Smith, Delaney, you’ll report to your cadre in prep tonight,” Lex said. “Get out of here. Infirmary or class, take your pick, but get out of my sight.”

      He waited until they were gone before he rounded on me and asked, “What the hell was that about?”

      I shrugged.

      Lex’s face was exasperated. “I don’t doubt those guys deserved it, but you have got to get a handle on your temper. You don’t need to take the bait every time.”

      “Just like usual,” I said, “someone tries to hurt me, and you’re just here to tell me off at the end.”

      Lex raked his hand through his hair. “That’s not what I’m doing. I don’t give a damn about those assholes—I care about you.”

      “You’ve got a funny way of showing it,” I said.

      He stared at me, faint color rising across his high cheekbones.

      “I’ll go with Maddie to the infirmary to make sure she’s not hurt,” Penn said.

      “She’s not,” I said tartly. “She’s fine.”

      “Really?” Penn muttered. “Because you’re acting like you’ve sustained a major head injury.”

      I rounded on him, raising my eyebrows. “Really, Penn? We all know how well you follow the rules.”

      Lex glanced down the emptying hall. “Penn, go to class. You too.” His gaze met mine, his eyes troubled. “We’ll talk later.”

      Penn gave me a long look that I couldn’t quite read. Smith’s blood was on his knuckles, and he shook his hand out as he left.

      “I don’t want to talk anymore,” I said. “It’s always the same conversation.”

      Penn stopped and turned back, his lips parting, but whatever he was going to say was lost, drowned out by another familiar voice.

      “Then maybe we won’t talk.” Rafe strode down the corridor toward me, his steps quick and purposeful. “Go to class, Northsea. We’ll sort this out later.”

      Jensen headed down the hall too, his face a blank mask. Apparently we were having a team meeting in the hallway.

      I was supposed to have a temper tantrum and walk out of the academy, but it was starting to feel more and more natural as the minutes ticked by. Every single one of them tried to boss me around. After someone called me a slut, and a witch, and insulted my mother, I still had to be perfect, no matter what happened.

      “Oh?” I quirked an eyebrow at Rafe. “What are you going to do? Beat me?” I looked to Lex. “Have him beat me? It’s not like everyone hasn’t noticed you’re never the one with the tawse.”

      Lex’s lips tightened.

      “Shut up,” Rafe muttered. He looked at me as if he wanted to press his hand over my mouth to stop me from saying anything else. His eyes flickered down the hall meaningfully, and I followed his gaze to where Clearborn stood at one end of the hall, watching.

      Jensen looked at me as if he saw right through me. He was the one who saw the world without a filter, in shades of brutal honesty. His expression was cold and neutral, as if he had returned to default, but he studied me with golden eyes.

      I didn’t want him to see the truth, and at the same time, I felt like my heart would fracture into a hundred pieces if he didn’t see me as I really was.

      “Go cool off,” Lex told me, his voice calm, even though there was something in his eyes, something hurt, that made my stomach tense. “Dorms. Now.”

      “I don’t need to cool off,” I said.

      “That was not a request,” Lex warned me. “Go.”

      I stared at Lex. If I just walked away now, was it believable that I might storm off campus? His face tightened as he crossed his arms. Maybe this argument was enough. I didn’t want to keep arguing with Lex, knowing that I was hurting him.

      “I’ll walk you,” Jensen offered.

      I’d be screwed if I spent too long with Jensen after that outburst. He always saw right through me.

      “Oh, I don’t need you to walk me anywhere,” I told Jensen. “I don’t need any of you. You know the whole bossy, protective thing isn’t that cute, right? ”

      I turned on my heel and headed down the hall of the academic building, my shoes ringing out on the hardwood floor.

      Someone must have started after me, because Rafe said, “Let her go.”

      That’s right.

      Let me go.
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      As I headed toward the door, Rafe stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. He glanced down the hall, but Clearborn was gone. “Did something happen with Maddie?”

      “No.”

      His gaze was troubled. “In the hallway last night…”

      “We didn’t do anything,” I said, my voice coming out sharp. “Do you have any particular accusation you want to make, Rafe?”

      “She just seemed so out of control,” he said. “I thought maybe something sparked that.”

      There was a question in his eyes as he looked at me.

      “Not that I know of,” I said. “No matter how much it seemed like she hated me personally.”

      He rubbed his hand across his jaw. “Clearborn watched us lose control of her completely. Couldn’t get her to go to class, couldn’t even get her to walk away when we told her to.”

      He said we, but we both knew I was the one who had really botched things with Maddie, once again. Especially in Clearborn’s eyes.

      “It’ll have to be dealt with,” Rafe muttered. “It’ll be better if you do it, Lex.”

      I glanced away, at the doors that Maddie had disappeared out of.

      “You can’t let that stand,” he said. “That’s exactly why Clearborn thinks you can’t take the primary position, you won’t do what it takes…”

      “Because I won’t beat my ex-girlfriend? My mate?” I shook my head. “Hard pass, Rafe.”

      The idea of hurting her after she hurt my feelings made me sick. It was too fucked up. I didn’t care who had seen her disrespect me in public. She and Rafe might have a future together, when the academy was over and they left what happened here behind, but they didn’t have the history that Maddie and I shared.

      “She was right that everyone notices,” he said.

      I ignored that, no matter how much it rankled. “I’m going to make sure she makes it back to the dorm safely.”

      Rafe cursed. “Fine. I’m coming with you.”

      “Don’t trust me alone with her?” My voice came out acidic, given his accusations earlier.

      “I’m not sure I trust her with you,” Rafe muttered. “Girl has lost her mind.”

      Rafe’s impulse was protective, that was clear.  He wanted to protect me from Clearborn and even from Maddie lashing out.

      But that instinct still grated on my nerves.

      When the two of us got out onto the quad, there was no sign of Maddie. She must’ve run for the dorms.

      But she didn’t answer when we knocked on her door. Rafe and I exchanged glances, and then I unlocked the guys’ side and shoved through their door.

      “Maddie?” There was a worried edge in my voice.

      Both rooms were empty.

      “What the fuck is she doing?” Rafe demanded.

      There wasn’t anywhere for her to go, except the library, the dojo or…

      “Her car,” the two of us said at the same time.

      The two of us ran at the same time down the hall, down the stairs, burst through the doors and ran for the gate. It would be easier to intercept her there then try to catch up to her at the parking lot.

      “She’s not allowed off campus in the middle of the day,” Rafe said, frowning. “What the hell is she going to do?”

      We were almost to the gate when a familiar cherry red Pontiac GTO raced past us. The guards were just opening the gate for a produce delivery truck coming in for the cafeteria.

      “She wouldn’t,” I said, but it was wishful thinking at the moment. There wasn’t much on Maddie Northsea’s wouldn’t list.

      Rafe and I shouted at her, but she couldn’t hear us, and nothing we said would matter to her anyway. She swerved around the delivery truck, clipping the edge of the gate and knocking it back, then her car bounced onto the road.

      “Let her go,” Clearborn shouted as the guards raced after her. More quietly, as they turned back, he added, “Everyone knows the rules. You can go… you just can’t come back.”

      He shook his head as two of the guards examined the damaged gate. “Especially if you cause property damage.”

      I turned to face him. “There’s got to be something else going on. Something with her family, or...”

      “Because it’s so peculiar that she would do something ill-advised?” Clearborn asked, with humor in his voice. “From what I heard, she’s not the only one who’s heard from their fellow students that they’re my pet. But that was a rather extreme reaction.”

      Why was he here, now, at the gate? I frowned. Clearborn always seemed to manage to be everywhere, but his presence at the guard shack seemed prescient even by his standards.

      Rafe’s face tensed at Clearborn’s words. I cocked my head at him, wondering when someone had called him Clearborn’s pet.  Rafe hadn’t mentioned it, and that was unlike him. We didn’t have secrets.

      “There was more than that,” I said. “She’ll come back.”

      Clearborn looked at me. “I’m just curious, Lex. If there was a cost to her return, would you and she both be willing to pay it?”

      I didn’t answer him. Rafe looked at me, his face irritated, but his eyes were pleading.

      “That’s what I thought,” Clearborn said, and there was a snap of finality in his voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      I had to pull over a few miles from the academy. My eyes kept blurring with tears, so I stopped to wipe them away with the heel of my hand.

      The way Lex had looked at me… god. I might remember the hurt on his face until my dying day.

      Clearborn had warned me this mission would have a cost. I remembered Rafe’s face after the heated exchange we had after he whipped me, when I found him crying. I’d understood ever since then that my choices would take a toll on my men.

      Now I’d hurt Lex too, just as badly, and Lex hadn’t done a damn thing to deserve it.

      I would make it up to them later. I would fix things. I promised myself that I could, even if I didn’t see how now.

      I sobbed, knowing I was lying to myself. Just for a few minutes. I’d just break down for a few minutes, in the quiet of my car.

      How did they feel right now? Were they trying to be angry so they wouldn’t feel anything else? Without me, would Jensen find that mean, manipulative edge again, would Penn sneak out to the woods to smoke? I bit my lip, hoping they’d look out for each other.

      I scrubbed my hand over my eyes, wiping away the tears. No more feeling sorry for myself. I had work to do.

      I put the car back into drive and headed for packless territory.

      The drive felt long and empty. How long had it been since I was this alone? I’d grown up trying to stay out of the way of my sister and her men, knowing they wanted me there and yet knowing I was intruding, too. But there had always been people around me, people who loved me.

      I let myself hollow out. I had a job to do. Feelings didn’t matter. My men would understand later.

      Or they wouldn’t.

      At least they’d be safe.

      I reached the cemetery just as dusk was falling. I parked in the empty gravel lot and got out. I took my keys, shoving them into the pocket of my blazer, and left my book bag.

      I should’ve planned my big dramatic runaway better. How long was I going to be stuck in this damn short skirt and my oxfords? It might’ve revealed my plan if anyone realized I was packing jeans in my book bag, but jeez. A woman shouldn’t have to save the world dressed in a plaid miniskirt.

      When my father didn’t come to meet me, I sat on the hood of the car and watched as the sun sank low behind the trees. Evening shadowed the ground around me and a chill swept through the air. Some plan, Dad. Would sure be nice to have a phone number.  If he kept me waiting, I’d cut myself and do the spell again, but come on. Just let me text.

      “You look miserable,” someone said from behind me. “Even by sitting-in-a-cemetery standards.”

      I whirled to find a young man in a black quilted jacket. His jet black hair was brushed back from his coldly beautiful face, and a black cat clung to his shoulders.

      “Who the hell are you?” I demanded.

      “Winter sent me to meet you.”

      His gaze seemed to drift over me slowly, in a way that made me sit up from the windshield. I let my legs dangle off the side of the hood, tugging the hem of my skirt down to cover my thighs. Usually, a gaze like that would have felt creepy, but he seemed to study me with appreciation from head to toe, just as fascinated by the faint freckles on my cheeks as he was by the shape of my breasts or my long, slender legs. A smile played over his lips as his gaze returned to my face.

      “That’s not an answer,” I told him.

      “My name is Echo.”

      “What’s your familiar’s name?” I’d never seen a witch who had a familiar—and a cat, at that. Echo seemed like a walking cliché.

      A small smile played over his lips. “She’s just a cat. She doesn’t have a name.”

      The cat mewed, sounding a bit angry.

      I frowned. I’d never seen Echo before in my life—I would have remembered him—but there was something strange about him, something…familiar.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      He pulled his cat off his shoulder, slowly unhooking her claws, and nestled her onto his chest instead. The cat butted her head under his chin, and he petted the cat absently as it nestled in under his jaw. “I do, Madeline Northsea.”

      “How’d you recognize me?” I asked. “You weren’t worried that you were approaching some poor random girl you’d terrify?”

      “You’ve got the look of a girl who makes a lot of bad decisions,” he said.  “You don’t look like the kind of girl to be terrified, even if you should be.”

      I snorted. “You don’t know how right you are.”

      “Coming here was one of them,” he said, and there was something dark in his voice that made me turn to look at him.

      His eyes were a mesmerizing shade of deep gray, as dark as his voice, but touched with faint flecks of silver around the iris.

      “Where’s my father?” I demanded. “I have questions for him.”

      “I’ll take you to him.” He stepped in toward me, caging me against the side of the car as he leaned one hand on the car behind me.

      “You don’t want to trap me,” I warned him, my voice suddenly very soft.

      “You trapped yourself,” he told me. He skated the back of his fingers up across my jaw, over my cheek.

      “If you don’t take two steps back,” I told him, my voice even softer, “I’m going to rip your throat out.”

      “You wolves are all the same,” he said. “You think problems can be resolved by violence.”

      “Sometimes they can,” I promised him. “You’re about to become a problem, by the way.”

      He nodded. “Sure.”

      Intuition sent a prickle up my spine that he was about to attack. Just as I lashed out at him, the hand that had just stroked my cheek suddenly slapped over my nose and mouth. He muttered a word in Latin.

      I couldn’t breathe. I staggered forward, grabbing his shoulder with one hand. I slammed my fist into his side as hard as I could.

      I couldn’t breathe in. No matter how I gasped, there was no air entering my lungs.

      As my vision faded black around the edges, I could still see his face. His gaze was fixed on mine, his face worried, as if he took no joy in stealing the very air from my lungs. I fell to my knees, clawing at my throat.

      When he bent down, I thought he was going to help me. Instead, he grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder. He carried me toward the trunk of my own car.

      The darkness in my vision grew until it swallowed me completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I came to consciousness slowly, in a pitch black room. My chest and throat still ached, and my head throbbed when I sat up, rubbing my throat.

      Everything was fine. I was fine. I was supposed to be here.

      Let’s hope the witches haven’t invented a spell for mind-reading.

      I fumbled my hands through the darkness until I brushed the hard wooden side of a table. I felt my way up and found a lamp. When I turned it on, the sudden brightness made me wince.

      I looked down at myself. I still wore the damn blouse and tie and plaid skirt. Someone had draped my blazer across the foot of the bed. I reached out for it, because the cold seemed to sink into my skin. There was nothing in this tiny room but the bed and the nightstand.

      My legs felt unsteady underneath me as I stumbled across the room, which only took a few steps. There was almost nothing in here; there was no room for anything but the mattress on the floor. The bedroom was windowless—inconvenient, but a good choice, I wouldn’t give me a window either—and there was just one door out. No bathroom. I could really use a bathroom. A shelf ran around the room at eye-level, a bar beneath it, and that was when I realized where I was.

      I stumbled across the room to the door and banged on it. “Hey!”

      I knew my ‘family’ was dysfunctional, but sending someone else to kidnap your daughter and lock her in a closet was a new low.

      I kept banging on the door and yelling until I finally heard footsteps on the other side.

      “Yes?”

      It was the asshole who’d knocked me unconscious.

      “Echo, did you lock me in your bedroom closet?” I demanded. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “You have terrible manners. By any standard, but especially for someone locked in a closet,” he said.

      “Echo.”

      He pulled the door open, and leaned in the doorway, a smug smirk curving up his lips. “I’m not sure why you think yelling at me is going to get you anything you want.”

      “Where’s my father?” I demanded.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “He’ll see you when he comes back.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “You could work on your manners.” He started to close the door in my face. I stepped forward, raising my forearm to brace it against the door and to explode out into the hallway.

      But I ran into a brick wall of magic. I staggered back as if it had thrown me.

      “There’s a bucket in the corner,” he said, his voice cold. “You’re a bright girl. You could’ve put it together without waking me.”

      “Echo!” I said.

      He slammed the door shut between us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I had my watch, but I didn’t know anymore which eleven o’clock it was—eleven in the morning or eleven at night.

      I banged my fist against the door until the side of my hand went numb. Was there even anyone out there? My magic wouldn’t bring the door down.

      There had to be another way out.

      I was standing on the bed, feeling my hands across the ceiling, when the door opened. I hastily bounced to sit on the edge of the bed, fixing an innocent expression across my face.

      When the door swung open, Echo loomed in the doorway. His cat looked at me in a way that seemed sympathetic; maybe even his cat realized Echo was an asshole.

      “Morning, sunshine.” Echo studied me with cold eyes.

      Morning. It was morning. That was useful information.

      I licked my lips. They felt dry, but my tongue wasn’t much help. I wasn’t sure how long he’d left me in here without food or water.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “You’re two-for-two for trying to kill me when we come face-to-face,” he said. “I don’t know why you think I’m the jerk.”

      “I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      “Oh? How many witches have you killed?” He raised his eyebrows as he studied me.

      I shook my head. The witches I’d killed were all terrible people. My sister and her men didn’t hunt all witches, as some packs did. They only went after the covens that hurt people.

      “But I’m supposed to feel sorry for you,” he said, his voice mocking. “You don’t even see me as being as human as you are.”

      I chose my words carefully. “Has my father come back yet?”

      My voice cracked—just because my throat was so dry—and he frowned.

      “Your father isn’t here yet, no.” Then he asked, “Do you think you could go a day without trying to murder me?”

      “Is he going to appreciate how I was left without any food or water?” I demanded.

      “I don’t think he’s going to care,” he said frankly.

      When he closed the door between us again, I thought he might have left me for good. Fear spiked in my chest.

      Then he opened the door a few minutes later with a glass of water. When I stretched out my hand to take it from him, he shook his head.

      He sat on the edge of the bed with easy grace. I frowned at him, wondering what trick he played. There were three ice cubes, clinking around in the deliciously cold looking water, and my throat ached. Was he going to ask me questions and taunt me with the water?

      “Lift your chin and part your lips,” he said.

      I’d expected him to use the water to bribe me for information, but he’d managed to shock me. I stared at him. “What?”

      He slid his finger under my chin and tilted it up. I pulled away, glaring at him.

      “Let’s try this again,” he said evenly. “Resist me again, and I’ll leave. We’ll try this again tomorrow.”

      I studied him with narrowed eyes. He looked relaxed, implacable, his hand paused in mid-air, as if he played these torturous games on a regular basis. Reluctantly, I shifted back. He continued to watch me, his fingers still held in front of my face.

      Finally, I fisted my hands, which threatened to shake with rage, and set my chin back in his grip.

      His thumb stroked over my lips, teasing them open. Something about his touch that sent a strange thrill to my core, even though I hated him.

      He lifted the glass to my lips with his other hand, then tilted it carefully.

      I watched him over the top of my cup as I guzzled the water down desperately. Some of it slipped past the glass and ran down my chin, but it didn’t matter. I had to get all the water I could before he might yank the glass away. My mouth was parched, and it felt like the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted.

      For some reason, I’d felt like I could trust him when we met in the cemetery. Fuck my intuition. He hadn’t given me this cruel, psychopathic vibe.

      He gripped the glass tightly, but his expression was amused as he regarded me. “I’m sure you’re thinking about grabbing the glass and slamming it into my face. I’d prefer if you didn’t. I don’t want to leave you here alone until your spark flickers out.”

      I had to get out of this room, to win the witches over enough to get as much information about the Cure as I could.

      “Friends?” I said.

      His lips tilted in a faint disbelieving smile. “We’re not friends,” he said. “No witch is going to be your friend until you prove yourself, Maddie. Did you really think it would be that easy?”

      Dread curdled through my stomach. “And what kind of proof would that be?”

      “Echo.” A feminine voice curled through the hall outside.

      Echo stiffened. He backed toward the door, never taking his eyes off me.

      “Don’t leave me,” I said, surprised by the emotion in my voice. I didn’t want to be alone in this windowless room anymore. I’d rather have Echo’s company, no matter how evil he was.

      He winked at me, right before he closed the door between us again.
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      Echo

      

      When I came back to the house later that day, the Everly sisters were rolling bones, kneeling on either side of the trunk that served as a coffee table. Jane’s chest fluttered with a bit more effort than a fortune-telling trick would seem to require.

      Protectiveness flared through my chest. They needed to stay away from my girl.

      My footsteps hurried as I headed up the stairs. When I reached the stairs, Alice was heading down the hall to her room, her face faintly flushed.

      “Alice,” I said. My voice rolled through the hall, full of command, and she stopped, surprise written across her face as she turned to me.

      “Yes?”

      I crossed the hall to her in a few quick strides. “Did you and the Everly sisters—or any permutation thereof—visit my prisoner?”

      “She’s not your prisoner.” Alice’s chin rose as her gaze met mine defiantly. “She’s ours. All of ours.”

      “Winter left her to my care.” My voice came out soft. This close to Alice, I could see her breath hitch in her chest.

      Alice’s desire irritated me, but I always hid that from her, and now I stroked my hand over the back of her cheek. Wide brown eyes met mine, her pupils dilated with some mix of desire and fear.

      Though she didn’t feel enough fear, apparently, since she was messing with my girl.

      I only wanted one woman to look at me that way, and she might hate me for what happened in that room. I’d happily make her hate me, if it kept her alive.

      “What’d you do?” I asked her evenly.

      Her lips parted, but I paused her with a thumb on her lower lip. “Don’t lie to me,” I warned her.

      Her lower lip trembled faintly under my touch, and her shoulders sagged back against the wall, as if I made her weak.

      “I just checked on her to make sure she was all right,” she whispered. “You were running errands for Winter and she was all alone…”

      My jaw stiffened. “No one is to go in that room without me. You brought Jane?”

      “She stood watch.”

      The Everly sisters would kill Maddie if they had the chance. They had the grudge against her and they had the means; the only question was if they were willing to defy Winter. Winter could be capricious. He loved the way the teenage witches in this house worshipped him; he was usually gentle, understanding, of their misbehavior.

      I didn’t think anyone else had snooped around Winter’s forbidden workshop beyond the house as I had, though. I knew his tolerance only went so far.

      “You’re going to get yourself in trouble, Alice,” I warned her. I placed my hand above her shoulder and shifted close to her. Her gaze was fixed on my face, and her pupils narrowed as she stared up at me. “What did you say to my little rabbit? What did you do?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “I brought her a bottle of ice water. Asked her if she was all right.”

      “You went into the room?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t get past your spell. I rolled the bottle in across the threshold.”

      “She’s dangerous,” I warned her. “I’m trying to protect you all from her.”

      And I was protecting her from them. I frowned down at Alice, wondering if she was really so naïve she didn’t realize the Everly sisters were plotting Maddie’s death, if they could get away with it.

      She stared up at me with big eyes, distress flickering across her face as if she was replaying what she saw. “I know that, Echo, but we want her to be part of the coven. This… cruelty…”

      The Everly sisters wanted to murder her, and Alice couldn’t stand the thought of Maddie missing a few meals.

      “How did you ever come here?” I asked. “What drove you into the arms of witches?”

      Her cheeks flushed.

      I stared into her eyes, caressing her cheek absently with my thumb, writing a rune across her skin. It was hard to pretend I felt the slightest stir of desire.

      There was only one girl I was interested in, and it was the woman who pushed me away with fire in her eyes, even when I had control over her life and death.

      “Don’t undermine me again,” I warned Alice.

      Her eyes filled with tears. I pulled my hand away from her cheek, feeling suddenly stricken with guilt for toying with her feelings. The sudden loss of my touch made the tears spill over onto her round cheeks.

      I tilted her chin up, raising her gaze to meet mine. “No tears, Alice. I know it might seem cruel, but she caused the coven suffering. For them to accept her, they have to see her suffer.”

      “You think she’ll still want to be a part of the coven after this?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Don’t be too afraid for her, Alice. I promise I won’t break her.”

      Much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      When I heard footsteps outside my room, I jumped to my feet.

      Echo opened the door, but he stood just outside, staring at me coldly.

      “How many different ways have you tried to escape?” he asked.

      The room seemed inescapable. There were spells on the walls, the floor, the ceiling. The entire room was warded against my magic. I’d moved the bed and broken through the drywall, only to encounter an impenetrable wall of Echo’s magic.

      “I want to be here,” I reminded him.

      His lips curled up on one side. “No, you don’t. You’re here for a reason, but it’s not your desire.”

      He came into the room, his movements quick and confident. Part of me almost flinched back when he stopped in front of me; he towered over me, full of commanding presence. Instead, I raised my chin, meeting his eyes defiantly. The heavy scent of his aftershave, dark and heady, filled my nose.

      “I want to see my father,” I said again.

      He nodded thoughtfully. “You will. But he has better things to do than deal with brats. You’re all mine until he comes back from his mission.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re not making me feel very welcome in the coven, Echo.”

      “I love the imperious way you say my name,” he murmured, leaning toward me. He didn’t touch me, but his breath grazed my ear. My heart beat faster, my traitorous body responding to something about him, no matter how awful he was. “I wonder how many other ways you could say my name.”

      I glanced over his shoulder at the door. I already knew I couldn’t make it past him, not until I figured out how to break his enchantment.

      Kneeing him in the crotch would be fun, but it wouldn’t get me anywhere.

      And even so, something about his body near mine made my breath stutter in my chest in the strangest way.

      He held his hand out. “Give me your watch.”

      “What? Why?” I glanced down at my watch, confused. I’d have lost track of the passage of the time, since there was no natural light, without it. The thought made my heart race in my chest. I already felt discombobulated in here.

      He gave me a long look. “Give me your watch, now, and I’ll come back with food. I might even let you use my bathroom if you’re an exceptionally good girl.” A faint smile played over his lips. “If you’re capable of being good.”

      Irritation flared in my chest. My watch kept me grounded in this windowless room, it felt like I could lose my mind.

      “Why are you doing this?” I demanded. “I thought Winter wanted me here.”

      “He does,” he said. He skated his fingertips over the bare skin of my arm. His touch raised goosebumps in a strange sensation that was pleasant and alarming in equal measure. I shuddered as I stared over his shoulder, resolutely avoiding those dark eyes.

      “Your fellow witches do not, however,” he murmured. “Do you know how many of our kind—our friends, our families—you killed on your way out of the cage?”

      God, that was terrifying. I was dependent on the psychopathic leader of the Day for my protection. This might be a record low.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I reminded him.

      “Mm.” He studied me, his face unsmiling. “I’m sure you’d have mercy on someone who killed your sister, her cubs, wouldn’t you?”

      My lips parted.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said. “Your watch. I won’t ask again.”

      Reluctantly, I released the clasp on my watch and placed it in his outstretched palm.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t want to make any of this harder on you than it has to be.”

      “I thought you were going to show me around the coven,” I said, as he placed his hands on my biceps and gently moved me to one side so he could take a step past me, further into the room. “I thought you were going to teach me how to use my magic.”

      “That’s Winter’s job,” he said. “Mine is to make sure that you don’t kill any more witches, and they don’t kill you.”

      “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’m here to become one of you.”

      “Then this is the price you pay.” He leaned down, his hand sliding across the wall behind the nightstand, and I frowned.

      The lamp blinked out as he tore the cord out of the wall. The room was plunged into darkness, except for the soft light that radiated into the room from his bedroom beyond.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded. There was an edge of fear that broke through my voice. “You said you were going to be back with food.”

      “I am,” he promised. The lamp dangled from the long fingers of one hand as he faced me. “I’m the only one you can trust here. If Alice comes to you again, you will not speak to her.”

      “She came to my room,” I said, my brows arching. “You can’t just make up rules and take my light, my watch, the only things that are keeping me from going crazy in here.”

      He crinkled his nose at me. “I can, actually.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      It only took him a few strides to reach the doorway, and then he turned. Incredulously, he asked me, “You came to the evil coven—the one you almost single-handedly destroyed—and you expected things to be fair?”

      It was only when he had gone and when my heart finally stopped racing that I realized that something about that nose crinkle felt familiar. But laying there in the darkness, trying to stave off panic, I knew it must just be my mind playing tricks on me.

      I just had to last until Winter came. None of the small miseries that Echo inflicted on me would kill me. They were just a test—likely the first of many—and I’d survive them.

      Still, in the darkness, the walls seemed to press in on me. I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to stave off tears.

      When I was alone in the dark, I couldn’t stop seeing the faces of my men. Did they miss me?

      They weren’t supposed to, but I hoped some part of them still longed for me, still felt the bond…

      Just not strongly enough for them to come to my rescue.

      I’d done the right thing.

      Sometimes the right thing leads to suffering.

      The room was pitch black, except for the faintest bar of light along the bottom of the door, where the light from Echo’s room leaked into mine.

      I was left alone for hours, or days… I couldn’t tell. I sang songs to myself until my throat went hoarse. I did push-ups to keep my body moving. I ran my fingers over the invisible runes tattooed on my arms, knowing I could bear this, I didn’t need to call for help.

      Left alone in the night for long enough, the darkness seemed to come to life and move around me. I caught flickers of movement from the corner of my eye. Just an optical illusion.

      What kinds of strange magic might there be a witch’s house? Could something come for me?

      As more time slipped by, the shadows seemed to whirl around me.

      I pressed my hands over my mouth, choking back a scream.

      I wouldn’t let them hear me screaming, not when I knew it would only make them smile.
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      Penn

      

      Dinner was quiet at our table, even though everything bustled around us in the cafeteria. We ate without speaking much; there wasn’t anything to say.

      Chase threw his fork down. “Well? Does anyone know if she made it home safely to her own pack? Or are we just going to pretend there’s nothing fucked up here?”

      “Oh, it’s fucked up,” I agreed. I met his gaze, and Chase frowned at whatever he saw there. “You weren’t there.”

      “Clearborn said she’s fine,” Jensen said abruptly. He hadn’t talked at all that night, which for Jensen was truly bizarre.

      “He must have heard from her pack. He’s keenly aware she left,” I said. “Given that she knocked down part of the gate on her way out as a final fuck-you to the academy.”

      If I hadn’t been so pissed at her, I would’ve admired her style.

      “Our team’s dropping like flies,” Chase muttered. “We lost Silas, now Maddie.”

      “Before that we lost Beck,” Jensen said.

      “You haven’t missed him,” I reminded him. I still hated Beckett.

      Jensen shrugged. I had a feeling that maybe now he doubted whether Maddie was worth some of the friendships he’d thrown away when he took her side. She never seemed to notice what it cost him, but then, that wasn’t her style.

      There were empty seats at our table, which meant there was space when Smith suddenly sat down opposite Jensen.

      Jensen raised glittering golden eyes to face down Smith, and if I were Smith, I might’ve reconsidered flashing that giddy grin in Jensen’s direction.

      “How are you guys holding out?” Smith asked, pretending sympathy as two of his buddies joined us at the table.

      Oh, forget this guy.

      “How are you all holding out now that Clearborn’s slaughtered your alpha?” I asked. “Wasn’t much of a fight, from what I heard.”

      “Keep talking.” Smith gave me a hard look. I grinned back at him. People loved to underestimate me. Smith was welcome to make that mistake.

      “How’s Duncan?” Jensen asked.

      “He’s doing just fine. Our pack’s glad to have him home.” Smith flashed Jensen a smile. “Just like your girlfriend’s pack must be glad to have her back.”

      “Yeah. Duncan ran home to pack territory to escape a trial, didn’t he? Very brave. You must be so proud of him,” Jensen said.

      The alpha council could force the issue, but they wouldn’t. Duncan wasn’t worth a war.

      Chase stood from the table, gathering his tray.

      “Mad, big guy?” Smith stood too, and slapped his shoulder. “No holding a grudge, huh? What happened wasn’t about you. Just the witches.”

      Jensen was suddenly on his feet too, even though his face didn’t change.

      Fuck. I was pretty pissed at Maddie at the moment, but I still rose to my feet too.

      Apparently, we were going to brawl if someone called her a witch. Even if it was true. I was in it with my friends, if throwing some punches would make them feel better.

      “This isn’t going to be a school for witches,” Smith said. “No matter what Clearborn thinks.”

      Lex strode across the dining hall and stopped at the edge of the table, his arms crossed. “Are we done here, gentlemen?”

      Smith and Jensen exchanged a long look, as if they were seriously considering jumping across the table at each other and starting a fight, but then Smith said, “Yeah. Guess so.”

      As soon as they’d cleared out, Lex said, “Back to the barracks. Let’s go.”

      “We don’t need a bodyguard,” Jensen assured Lex.

      “I’m not your bodyguard, I’m your babysitter,” Lex said. “I know how you hooligans like to deal with your feelings.”

      I glanced at Lex. He was the one who had the most feelings to sort through, didn’t he?

      “What is it, Penn?” Lex asked as we moved across the cafeteria to the door.

      I stopped to dump my tray, my back to him. “Nothing.”

      When I turned back, he looked at me as if he saw right through me, but he didn’t say anything.

      I’d watched over the past few months as Ty hurt Maddie. I’d been so angry at him for the distance he put between the two of them because I saw the toll it took on her.

      Ty had skipped dinner—again—and I was pretty sure it was because he was angsting that he’d played a role in driving her away. I should talk to him, but honestly, I’d been a pretty big asshole to him lately because I was so frustrated with his behavior. I didn’t know how to begin to fix that.

      Maddie was a force of destruction.

      I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen that before until she literally took out part of the school’s gate, part of the very thing that kept us safe from the witches. It was almost as if she wanted to leave us in danger, or just didn’t give a damn. Maybe she just didn’t think about anyone else.

      More than anything, I was furious with myself now because I’d let my guard down for once. I knew better than that.

      As we crossed the dark quad, Lex said, “Does anyone else have a weird feeling about this whole thing?”

      “About Maddie losing her damn mind?” I asked. “Yeah.”

      Jensen was silent, his hands in his pockets.

      Chase said slowly, “I wasn’t there, but I find it hard to believe she just...”

      “She did,” Jensen cut him off. “She went after Lex like she was trying to hurt him. You didn’t see it.”

      Jensen’s voice was tight. I’d never known Jensen had such a protective nature.

      Maybe that was Maddie’s doing too. She’d brought us together in the first place, and now in the wake of her destruction, we needed each other.

      Lex looked around at all of us, and frowned.

      “I thought you two had worked out everything from before,” I told Lex. “She still seemed…”

      “Yeah,” Lex cut me off, as if he didn’t want to talk about it.

      “What was Smith talking about, when he mentioned Clearborn?” Jensen interrupted. “He made it sound like Clearborn wasn’t anti-magic.”

      “Where’d he get that idea?” Lex asked. He glanced at me.

      “Maybe our cadre could have a heart-to-heart with him,” I said.

      “Maybe our resident alpha could find something out,” Lex returned.

      I sighed. Part of the deal for me staying here at the academy was that I didn’t attend the alpha council meetings. I hadn’t regretted it. My pack kept to ourselves, and I had no interest in pack politics. I wasn’t even interested in being the alpha.  “I’ll try.”

      Lex and I fell back behind the others. “What’s on your mind?” he asked. “There’s something else going on.”

      “Why aren’t you pissed at Maddie?” I asked. “She abandoned us.”

      I hadn’t realized I was going to whine like that until the words came out of my mouth, and I pressed my lips together.

      “I am,” Lex said. “Believe me. What she said in front of Clearborn…”

      He didn’t go on, but we both knew she’d humiliated him.

      “Maybe she didn’t know he was there, though,” he said.

      “She ran away and left us. Over nothing.”

      “Yeah,” Lex agreed. “Unless….”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless there’s magic at play,” he said. “Yet again.”

      “You just don’t want to believe the worst of her.”

      “Maybe not. Maybe you want to,” Lex said. “Not every coping mechanism we develop to protect ourselves serves us, Penn.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said.  “You might want to double check yours, my friend.”
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      Echo

      

      When I pushed against the door, it wouldn’t open all the way. I frowned as it ran into something, then paused. When I pushed the door again, it swung in.

      Maddie was on her feet, her eyes shadowed, her lips pressed tightly together.

      I glanced at the floor, but there was nothing blocking the door.

      She’d been sleeping huddled against the crack in he door, as close to the light as she could get. Or as close to me. When my gaze returned to her, her chin rose defiantly.

      “Nightmares?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You wouldn’t tell me anyway, would you?” I carried the tray into her room, and her eyes widened at the scent of food, her nostrils flaring.

      “Sit on the bed,” I told her.

      “What time is it?” she asked. “How long did you leave me in here?”

      I didn’t answer. “Sit.”

      Her shapely pink lips pressed together tightly. But I had all the cards, and after a pause that was just long enough to make me worry she’d make the wrong choice, she sat on the edge of the bed. Only a small huff of disgust escaped her mouth, almost imperceptibly.

      Her gaze kept going to the tray of food, though, and I could tell her dry mouth had already started to water.

      I sat beside her, intimately close, then set the tray to my side. “Hungry?”

      Cool blue eyes met mine. “You know I am.”

      I loved her spirit.

      “What was the final straw that brought you here?” I asked.

      Her gaze flickered to the tray, then back to me.

      “The debacle at the academy happened three months ago,” I said.

      She didn’t look surprised. Good. She’d better know that the Day had spies on the inside. I’d done everything I could to tip off the alpha council, once I’d ingratiated myself enough here that I could get away with it. My position still felt precarious, but at least I’d been able to do that.

      “Why now?” I demanded.

      She sighed. “I was sick of everything. The rules, the guys. My life at the academy.”

      “Oh?” I picked up the bowl of soup from the tray and balanced it on my knee, dipping the spoon in. Her gaze flickered to it. “You’re going to have to tell me a better story than that.”

      Winter would want every detail from her. If she couldn’t tell me her story convincingly under the mild duress of a few missed meals and a dark room, the odds were high he’d take her back to that workshop of his and slit her throat.

      She licked her lips. “That’s the truth. Everything changed after Silas…”

      “After Silas died?” I supplied helpfully.

      “I don’t know that he’s dead.” There was something fierce in her voice. Fierce hope.

      “I think he’s gone,” I said. “Open up, rabbit.”

      She studied me, her brows drawing together. “I promise if you give me that spoon, I won’t drive it through your eye.”

      I stifled my urge to smile. “I’m getting very tired of repeating myself every time I talk to you.”

      She hesitated, and then her lips parted. I slipped a spoonful of soup over her lips and into her mouth.

      It was funny how much truth I could tell in the coven. I told everyone in the Day that I was going to make sure she relied on me completely, that she would obey me.

      She couldn’t trust them. I was going to get her out of here alive, and with whatever she’d come here to retrieve. First, though, I had to make sure the coven accepted her. I had to find out what she even needed.

      “Name the specific moment,” I said, “that you decided to leave the academy.”

      “You’re awfully interested in my teenage angst.”

      “You’re awfully disinterested in eating this meal.”

      She tilted her head as she stared at me. “You said meal. You won’t even give away which one, will you?”

      “I want to give you everything you want, Madeline. You just have to work for it a little.”

      “I decided to leave the academy when some guys started bullying me and my team didn’t care. They still didn’t care, after all this time. They don’t have my back.” Her voice was suddenly heated. “I’m supposed to be the perfect girl, the perfect shifter. That’s the only way I fit into anyone’s world.”

      “So you thought you’d try coming here and being the perfect witch instead?” I raised the spoon to her lips.

      She swallowed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I hoped I could be myself for once.”

      “Oh, I doubt very much that you expected that. Would you like a sip of water?”

      She looked at me skeptically. “What piece of my soul do you want for water?”

      I went on drilling her, giving her every chance to straighten out her story, to iron out every little detail. No matter how hungry she was, it was hard for her not to be a smartass, and her soup went cold long before I was satisfied with her answers.

      When the bowl was empty, she asked, “Why are you doing this, anyway? Hand-feeding me? It’s…peculiar.”

      “Do you think I’m going to explain my methods to you?”

      “The misery, I understand,” she said. “The torture.”

      “This isn’t torture. Not yet.” Not like what Winter would do if he suspected her. I wasn’t sure, but I thought my abuse might trigger his possessive impulses. If he thought I hurt her enough, he’d play the hero instead of subjecting her to all the pain he could inflict.

      “Not yet,” she mouthed. Then she said out loud, “Wow. You are a very scary man, Echo.”

      “And yet, you don’t seem appropriately scared.” I stood, taking the tray.

      “I don’t scare easily, sorry.” No matter how grubby she was, and how shadowed her eyes, her bright, resilient spirit shone out when she looked at me.

      “Says the girl sleeping on the floor so she can be as close to me as she can be,” I said.

      Her posture straightened in a snap. “No.”

      “If you lie to me, it’s going to be longer until I come back.”

      Her emotions warred across her face before she said, “I’m not trying to be close to you. I’m trying to be close to the light.”

      “Before you know it,” I told her, “it’ll feel like there’s no difference between my presence and the light.”

      I could tell she wanted to tell me to fuck off, but she restrained herself.

      “See you later, sunshine,” I told her before I closed the door on her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      My heart leapt at the sound of him just outside my door. Stockholm syndrome already?

      When the door swung open, Alice Munroe stood there. I felt disappointed, but that didn’t make sense. I didn’t care about any of the witches. I cared about surviving, completing my mission, and making it back to pack territory.

      “Hungry?” She carried a tray of food balanced on one arm.

      “Careful,” Echo warned, in the distance.

      I stared at her, debating whether to follow Echo’s ridiculous rules. This was probably some kind of test.

      Echo appeared at her elbow. “I have to leave for a day or so. Alice will bring your meals, but stay out of your room.” He looked at her meaningfully. “The little wolf looks cute, but she’ll tear your throat out if you give her the chance.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice exasperated. “The poor girl is probably weak with hunger and thirst, though. Can I take this in?”

      He hesitated, then nodded. He pressed his hands to the doorframe, although he turned his face to one side so neither Alice nor I could see his lips move as he mouthed his spell.

      “You don’t trust me?” Alice asked him, her voice hurt.

      “I don’t trust anyone.” He touched her lower back, a quick gesture as if to comfort her after that truth, and the strangest jealousy flickered through my chest.

      Alice’s eyes brightened as she gazed up at him. Ridiculous. I hoped I hadn’t looked that stupid pining after Lex and Rafe.

      Echo’s gaze found me. “No talking.”

      She set the tray next to me on the bed. It was a nice wooden tray, the kind made for serving someone breakfast in bed, which seemed hilarious under the circumstances. Two bottles of water lay on the tray, little beads of condensation forming on the plastic. On the plate, there was a sandwich, a handful of chips, and an apple.

      I licked my lips, which were still cracked and dry. Was it poisoned? Nothing could surprise me now. Echo liked to feed me by hand; maybe this was his next trick. He’d punished me for even talking to Alice before.

      “It’s all right,” she promised me. She glanced over her shoulder at Echo, who lingered in the doorway. “Jesus, Echo. She’s going to think we’re cruel.”

      Echo crossed his arms and leaned in the doorway, his face resigned.

      “Go ahead and eat,” she told me.

      “She thinks the food might be poisoned,” Echo said. His gaze met mine, his dark eyes challenging. “I don’t know why we’d bother with subtlety. We could kill you eighteen other, easier ways.”

      Alice studied my face, worry creasing her brow, then picked up the sandwich and took a bite from it. She chewed and swallowed, then held it out to me.

      I took it from her and then, when she didn’t seem in any urgent danger of keeling over, stuffed a bite into my mouth. Turkey and cheese on white bread. It was delicious, but my mouth was so dry that I thought I’d choke on it, and I hurriedly uncapped one of the bottles of water. Water was more important than food, anyway, and I drank it as fast as I could, just in case I lost the opportunity later. My throat burned as the water went down, but it didn’t matter.

      “Some homecoming, I know. I’m sorry about him.” She jerked her head toward Echo. “You can tell why he’s Winter’s favorite child, huh?”

      Tell me this asshole was not my brother. His jaw tightened, as if he were exasperated she tried to talk to me.

      “I don’t think Winter has any favorites,” he said.

      From the look that crossed her face, she didn’t think that was true, but her back was to him so he didn’t see it.

      I stuffed the rest of the sandwich into my mouth as fast as I could, then bit into the apple. The feeling of my teeth sinking through the skin, the crisp bite of it, the sweet juice filling my mouth—it was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten in my life.

      By the time I’d drained the second bottle of water, my stomach felt tight. I wondered how long I’d gone hungry since the soup.

      “Where is Winter?” I asked Echo. I put a chip on my tongue and let it disintegrate there, tasting its saltiness, its grease. I didn’t dare eat anything more quickly.  I felt sick, but I wasn’t going to let any food go to waste.

      “Are you worried about what he might be up to?” Alice looked at me skeptically. “Why are you here, Maddie? You tried so hard to escape before.”

      “That was before my side tried to murder two of my best friends,” I said. My voice came out brittle.  “I thought I’d leave before I was next.”

      Alice nodded thoughtfully, her face compassionate. But I kept stealing glances past her at Echo. Something drew my gaze to him, even though his arms were crossed and his gaze was on the floor.

      “When you and Ty escaped,” she said gently, “you killed a lot of witches, Maddie.”

      “It was an accident,” I said.

      Except for the ones whose necks we snapped on our way out.

      Echo snorted, but Alice ignored him. “You thought you were protecting yourselves,” she said, resting her hand on my knee. “I understand.”

      She gave my knee a squeeze, then straightened. “Echo is trying to bring Winter back. But Maddie, they’ll want you to give up your wolf to prove you really want to be one of us. Are you ready for that?”

      “It’s never done me much good anyway,” I said, but the memory of my wolf rose in my mind; in my shifted form, I was a slender gray wolf with bright blue eyes and a mischievous streak. I didn’t try to hide that I had mixed feelings about the idea.

      I’d already made other sacrifices that I hoped could be undone.

      She hesitated, then moved to the door. Looking up at Echo, she said, “I’ll look out for her while you’re gone.”

      Echo’s lips turned up in a cruel smile. “I’ll miss her.”

      He glanced at me quickly, his dark eyes flashing. “Be a good girl. Stay in this room. Don’t talk to anyone. Even Alice.”

      He left me, then came back with the lamp and my watch, glancing over his shoulder as if to make sure she was gone. “Especially Alice.  You don’t have any friends here.”

      “Except you,” I said, my voice mocking.

      He tossed the lamp onto the mattress beside me, then the watch. His tone matched mine as he said, “Except me.”

      I grabbed the lamp and pulled it into my lap. I could brain him with it, but I was close to getting out of here, I could feel it. Winter would be back soon, and if he wasn’t, Alice seemed as if she would soften.

      His voice was harsh as he added, “If you don’t listen to me, there will be consequences, I can promise you that.”

      Yeah, very scary.

      But maybe I was a little bit scared, since I cuddled my lamp and ignored him.

      The door clicked shut, and then I was alone again.

      I raked my hand through my hair. I had known intellectually that the Day would doubt me and that I might suffer while I tried to convince them they could trust me. But that was very different from being here, alone.

      The ache I felt for my men was a physical thing. I missed them the same way I’d missed water. I shivered, wishing I could wrap myself up in their arms.

      I should have broken the spell on my side, too.

      But I still held out hope that I’d find that connection with them again, on the other side of this nightmare.

      That meant someone had to hang onto the thread between us.

      Someone had to hurt.
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      Echo

      

      Alice walked with me to the car. The way she felt about me was palpable in the air between us. She exuded nervous energy, as if she were waiting for me to kiss her.

      Alice was always waiting for me to kiss her.

      “Be careful,” I told her, swinging open the car door. The cat, who had been padding along quietly behind us, jumped in. Her tail swished as she climbed into the passenger seat. I reminded Alice, “She’s dangerous.”

      And I adored Maddie for it.

      Even though I worried she’d try to kill me before I had the chance to tell her who I was.

      Given how things had gone so far, she might still want to kill me once she knew.

      “I know,” Alice promised, her gaze steady on my face.

      “And so are they,” I added, worried that Alice was too naïve to see how dangerous our fellow witches were. I didn’t want to leave Maddie, but no one else was as adept as I was at opening the rips between worlds without Winter’s help.

      “You be careful too,” she said. We’d lost contact with Winter, and someone needed to follow him through the rip to make sure he could come back home.

      It irritated me to do it, but I slipped a finger under Alice’s chin and tilted her face up to mine. “I’ll be fine. I always am.”

      “Promise me?” Her eyes brightened.

      This girl had far too desperate an attraction to wicked men.

      “Promise,” I assured her. “Now I’ve got to bring Winter and Bennett back before the hordes break down the walls to murder Winter’s daughter.”

      Her cheeks flushed faintly with the desire to be needed. I slid into the driver’s seat and backed away down the drive.

      Alice waved, but when I paused at the bottom of the driveway, it was the house behind her that caught my eye. Maddie was in there, alone. Leaving her behind felt as if my chest was being clawed open.

      “Mew?” The cat stared at me as if she would claw my chest open if I didn’t get myself together.

      “Okay, okay.” I pulled onto the road.

      Ever since Maddie and Tyson escaped the lab and inadvertently destroyed half of the Day, the coven’s survivors were broken into cells, scattered between three different houses. Winter moved between all three, but he favored our house. He liked the young, impressionable witches the best, and I was sure he liked his workshop, too.

      He’d hopped through a rip at another coven house, so I had to head up there in order to bring him and Bennett back. The witches were already growing restless without their fearless leader. They wanted blood in revenge for all the dead witches.

      My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. I hoped Maddie would listen for once. I’d put up my wards to block anyone but me from going in as well as going out, to keep her safe from the other witches.

      “The problem,” I told the cat, “is that Maddie is resourceful. Dangerously so.”

      She crawled into my lap in response, then draped herself over my thighs with her head under the steering wheel.

      “You’re not as calming as you think you are,” I told her, but that, of course, was a lie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stared at the rip left behind in the forest behind the coven’s safe house. It shimmered between the pines, a rip that stretched upward until I lost sight of it in the dark clouds that hung low across the sky.

      “Was the rip this size when he left?” I asked calmly. Winter was using the rips recklessly to move not just between worlds, but between one location and another here on Earth. It was foolishness. Even I took an Uber or stole a car to move around in this world.

      The old woman who stared at the rip too shook her head. “No.”

      I had to get Maddie out of here, alive and with whatever she needed to protect her fellow wolves. And I had to stop Winter. He seemed to be intelligent enough. How did he not understand that even if he won his war, he might be destroying the earth so that he could never enjoy that victory?

      “Given its size, the wards to keep anything from crossing over into our world might fail,” I said. “Keep a watch, please.”

      She started to say something, but I was already starting the spell to bring down the wards long enough to walk through and track him.

      Maddie was going to get herself into trouble while I was gone, I just knew it.

      As I opened the Door that Winter had left in place to block the rip, the rip shimmered. Through it, I could glimpse greenery.

      I put my hand up to rub the cat’s head between her ears. “Are you staying or going?”

      She meowed and didn’t move.

      “Good,” I said. “I could use the company. Hang on.”

      Worried that she would freak out, I pressed my hand over her furry side to hold her against my shoulder.

      When I stepped through the rip, cold burned through my skin, and I gasped. Winter’s rips lacked a certain elegance that I was used to. The world went black, and then I stumbled out the other side into bright, blinding sunshine.

      I was surrounded by trees, ancient, towering trees that stretched toward the sky, the trunks wider than the car I’d driven in.

      The cat meowed and jumped to the ground, her back claws scraping across my shoulder before her little paws landed silently in the thick grass.

      “I’m surprised you still hang out with me when I stole your name,” I said.

      The cat shook her head, but I wasn’t sure if she was disgusted by me or by the Fae world. She always seemed a little bit offended.

      “I was short on inspiration,” I said, by way of excuse.  “Stay close. Lots of things in the Fae world would love to eat a cat.”

      She mewed, but she did move closer to me.

      “Yes, yes, lots of things would love to eat me too.” I turned around in a slow circle, trying to get my bearings. “Where the hell would Winter have gone from here? We’re in the outer edge. There’s no one here to steal from, is there?”

      Winter was supposed to be on a mission to retrieve the last pieces of the Dark Collar, the binding spell that had once forced the Fae shifters to obey the high Fae. Every world had its wars, I supposed.

      I cast a spell to try to find Winter. Follow the scent of dark magic and narcissism. It was hard to get a perfect read on the spell that had my feet itching to walk, but I got a general impression of west. Closer to the rips.

      “This is dangerous territory,” I told the cat as she trotted beside me. “The Fae have all but abandoned the outer edge because of the things that come through the rips…and the Fae aren’t easily impressed, as they’re quite dangerous themselves.”

      Through the trees ahead, I glimpsed a towering stone building.

      “Try to look Fae,” I told the cat.

      She looked at me skeptically.

      “Okay, okay, fine. You’ll pass. You already look like you’re full of magic and eager to eat the guts of anyone who crosses you. I’m the one who has to worry.”

      We came up near a towering gray castle in the middle of the spreading trees. Winter was in there. I wondered if he was in the dungeon or if he’d managed an audience with some Fae king. The Fae had a ridiculous quantity of royalty; any chance they had, one Fae knifed another for a pond or hill and called himself a king.

      As a group of Fae rode out through the gate, I concealed myself behind a tree. The hooves of their horses thundered across the hard earth.

      When they were almost past me, I glimpsed them from the corner of my eye: two males in Fae armor, a young woman with streaming lavender hair.

      “We’ve got to stop Feyr,” she said. I knew that name: Feyr, prince of the summer court. In preparation for going through the rips, my fellow students and I had spent a lot of time at school studying the lands we’d pass through.

      The two men exchanged a glance. Then one of them said, “All right, princess. Tell me when you have your memories back, and then we’ll talk about a coup. If you still give a damn about your people.”

      The three of them began to argue, then rode past me as I edged around the trunk. When their hoof beats had faded into the distance, the cat meowed at me.

      I knelt so she could jump onto my shoulders. “I’m curious too. But we aren’t going to waste time in the Fae world eavesdropping today.”

      The cat cocked her head at me, as if she’d picked up on the word today.

      I raised an invisibility spell and wrapped it around me like a cloak, hoping it would hold. Invisibility spells were fickle beasts.

      “Stay there.” I rubbed her between the ears, hoping it would be an incentive. “No matter what happens. Or they’ll be able to see you.”

      I was talking to a cat as if she could understand me. I was starting to lose my mind.

      Or maybe I’d been out of my mind before, when I didn’t particularly like cats. I couldn’t tell anymore.

      My breath caught in my chest as I headed between the two guards at the gate, then side-stepped a couple more knights riding out. They were young ones, barely out of their teens, as if the Fae fight against the rips grew desperate.

      That was no surprise to me. The government of my own world insisted that there was no danger posed by the rips, but with people like Winter dancing in and out of them, the fabric between worlds shredded more each day.

      Maybe I should find a way to push him into one of many carnivorous plants or trees in this world and call it a day.

      I headed through the castle, passing young religious acolytes in their long robes, practicing with swords in the yard. Children darted around them, and I stopped, struck by the realization that this place too was full of orphans preparing for war. Something bitter and cold lodged in my throat.

      When I found Winter and Bennett locked in cells in the basement, I hesitated, tempted to abandon them.

      “Hello?” Winter came to the bars eagerly, as if he’d sensed my magic even though he couldn’t see me.

      The likelihood was too great that he would ultimately escape, and once he did, I’d have lost my chance to work undercover within the Day. My mission was to protect Maddie Northsea and to stop the witches from tattering the fabric of the universe any further. To do that best, I still needed to keep Winter close.

      Sooner or later, though, it would be time to kill my girlfriend’s wicked father.

      If she didn’t despise me for everything else I did, that might be the final straw in the Silas-and-Maddie saga.

      But I’d sacrifice anything to protect Maddie and her world, including her love for me. My resolve hardened as I undid the collar of my cloak. For now, I was Winter’s faithful lackey.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I said as I slipped my invisibility cloak off my shoulders. “Is there any particular reason you couldn’t get yourself out of the cell, oh grand wizard?”

      I wasn’t a particularly respectful lackey, but he tolerated me anyway.

      Bennett, behind Winter, pulled a face. “Fae magic.”

      “Then I guess we’ll do this the old-fashioned way.” I turned on my heel and went back to the guard I’d seen outside.

      He was watching the other way, not expecting anyone to come from the prison side. His eyes widened when he finally saw me, but I knocked him out quickly, then bent and plucked the keys from his waist.

      I hesitated, still tempted to abandon Winter and Bennett to their fate with the Fae, or better yet, finish them off myself while their powers were muted by Fae magic.

      But the Day didn’t need Winter to kill my friends. Maddie and the rest of them would still be in grave danger. I’d grown closer to Penn, Ty, Jensen, Chase—even Rafe and Lex—than any spy had the right to. Keen would have my head if she realized how much I’d become attached to them all. I wasn’t supposed to have friends in this world.

      I wasn’t really supposed to have friends at all.

      I blew out a breath and went back to release them. Stupid. Even the cat looked at me as if she knew I were being stupid.

      “Thank you,” Bennett said as I released them from the cell.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” I said. I stepped over the body of the guard as I led our way back down the hall. “We haven’t made it to the rip.”

      I looked at Winter. “Maddie came home, by the way.”

      A dangerous smile lit his face. “Wonderful. We’ll complete our mission and return.”

      “I’ve got to get back now,” I said. “Good luck. I’m so glad I came all this way to open a door for you, but some of your witches aren’t particularly fond of your darling daughter.”

      “Echo, we could use your help,” Bennett said. “We found a piece, and we tried to negotiate because we couldn’t reach it.”

      He meant they couldn’t steal it.

      “Your negotiation seems to have gone well.” I gestured airily around the dungeon as the three of us headed for the door.

      Winter stepped over the unconscious body of the guard, but his heel came down on the man’s outstretched fingers and he ground his heel down. I was sure that he’d broken the boy’s fingers.

      God, I couldn’t wait to kill Winter, but my mask of indifference was firmly in place.

      “We did receive some very interesting intel,” Bennett filled me in. “The Shield of Cain is here in the Fae world.”

      “That shifter fairy tale?” I asked.

      “It’s no fairy tale,” Winter said as the three of us strode through the dungeon toward the stairs. “It’s the shifters’ best chance at reversing the Cure, and we need to prevent that.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t think it’s even occurred to them.”

      Winter shot me a dark look. “Don’t underestimate our enemies, Echo. You’re smarter than that.”

      Just then, I felt the snap of my magic breaking, where it always ached, deep under my left rib. My face didn’t change at the sudden stabbing sensation—we’d practiced it so much—but my heart rate spiked.

      Someone had just broken my ward on the door to Maddie’s room.

      “Speaking of underestimating our enemies,” I said.

      Winter stared at me impatiently.

      Was Maddie an enemy or a friend? I wasn’t sure what she was to me at the moment. My heart raced. No matter what she thought of me, there was no denying the protective impulse that ran through my body when she was in danger.

      “I think you’ll manage without me,” I said. “Winter’s daughter just broke out of her cell.”

      We reached the top of the stairs, just as half-a-dozen Fae knights came around the corner.

      “Go!” Winter ordered. “We’ll hold them off and meet you back at the house once we have the shield.”

      I was already running as I murmured the words of my spell, ready to cut down anyone who made the mistake of getting between me and Maddie.
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      It seemed at first like there was no way out, even through the hole I’d bashed in the wall.

      This spell was probably a blood magic. I probed the edges of it for a long time, then searched for a cut on my body where Echo had stolen my blood for the spell.

      I finally found it—a third nick under the Band-Aid on my thigh. I frowned, irritated at the thought that Echo had probably recognized the cut on my leg as a sign I was using blood magic myself.

      I felt too vulnerable when I imagined Echo searching my body with his long, aristocratic fingers, to imagine him brushing his hand across my thigh, then peeling the Band-Aid away. I’d been unconscious, but when I imagined him, it almost felt like a memory.

      I didn’t like the way Echo looked at me as if he knew everything about me.

      When I brushed against the edges of his spell, the scent of his cologne rose in my nose, and I frowned. There was something familiar about his scent. Not the cologne itself, which was something dark and sensual and awfully heavy for wearing before breakfast. He wore so much cologne that it tickled my nose and made me sneeze. But now, without him around me, I could smell him in his magic. He smelled familiar.

      Why does it feel like I already know you, Echo?

      Echo was gone; Winter was too. Maybe I could get out of here, find the Cure, and get back to the Council instead of waiting around to see what the witches would do to me next.

      I pressed my hands flat against the ceiling and poured my magic into it. I had to keep stopping and re-starting; I’d grow exhausted, magic tensing my shoulders and rippling through the muscles of my back until I was shaking with fatigue. I’d lie down and rest for a while, then get back up and grit my teeth and go to work.

      Finally, I felt the magic snap. It broke apart under my hands, crumpling like sand. I smiled in triumph.

      One step down to my escape.

      Only eighty-three left to go.

      I could swear I heard Jensen’s deadpan voice in my head. Lord, he was such an optimist. It made me ache, wondering where he was and how he felt.

      Every time I pictured the way the guys had faced me in that hallway, eyes narrowed, radiating genuine anger, it made me shudder inside. They were a terrifying lot when they weren’t mine. I’d been mad—and hurt—beyond the role I was playing at the time, but now every time I thought about their faces, something throbbed in my chest.

      I’d specifically destroyed any possibility of being rescued, unless I called on Clearborn and the council. That was a strange thought. I always knew my men would come if I needed them. Now I was missing both my pendant and the mating bond.

      For the first time in my life, I was really alone.

      There were footsteps on the other side of the door, and I abandoned the ceiling, hastily sitting cross-legged on my bed. My heart was beating too fast as the door swung open.

      Alice looked in on me, her face sad. “How are you holding up, Maddie?”

      “Great,” I said.

      She set the tray she carried down on the floor outside the room, then hesitated.

      “If I break Echo’s spell, do you promise not to tell him?” she said, her voice light.

      “Sure,” I said. “Echo’s not exactly my bestie.”

      I watched her curiously. I didn’t think she’d actually be able to break Echo’s spell, but it was a good sign that she felt sorry for me and wanted to help me.

      Maybe we could be friends.

      Maybe she could be persuaded to give me the Cure, or at least, maybe I could get close enough to take it from her.

      She pressed her hand to the door frame, her lips moving in the words of a Latin spell. She didn’t hide her face like Echo had. Just in case it actually worked, I memorized the words.

      People call Latin a dead language. They’re so innocent. They don’t realize that the people who speak Latin these days are either scholars or villains or badasses.

      Or all three of the above, maybe, in the case of someone like Echo.

      There was a faint scent of smoke in the air, like magic disintegrating, and then she walked into my closet, a pleased smile coming to her face.

      “Do you like ham sandwiches?” she asked, setting the tray on the bed beside me.

      “I was never a passionate sandwich enthusiast before,” I said, “but right now, I’m a huge fan of ham sandwiches.”

      As I ate, we talked. She seemed so curious about my life—even though she seemed skeptical when I talked about how I liked life with my own pack—but she brushed off any questions I had about her life. I couldn’t imagine there was anything too great about life in the Day.

      When I was done and she stood with my tray, she said, “I hope you won’t think that this—” she gestured around the small space, “means anything. Echo means well, but he shouldn’t treat you like this. It’s not…how we do things. The coven is a family. A good one.”

      “Then why?” I asked.

      She sighed. “He thinks that because you caused so much suffering to the coven, that you need to suffer before they can accept you. But it’s really not like that. I was a shifter, and the coven treated me like I belonged here from the beginning.”

      “You didn’t…” I trailed off, but mimed an explosion with my hands.

      She shook her head. “You were doing the best you could with your knowledge at the time. It’s not your fault. I know the rest of the coven will see it that way, too. They’re logical.”

      I doubted that very much. I said slowly, “I hope so.”

      “I’ve got to run some supplies to the next coven house, but I’ll be back in two hours, tops,” she told me. “I’ll check in then if you need anything.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Her lips pursed to one side—it was hard to sound genuinely grateful when I was locked in a closet—before she closed the door again.

      Once her steps had faded down the hall, I made myself wait far longer than I wanted before I tried the spell.

      Then I turned the knob in my hand, pushed the door—and stepped into Echo’s room. I drew a shocked breath.

      I went to Echo’s door and listened at it, but the hall sounded quiet outside.

      I stole through the house. It was dark and eerie, and when I reached the top of the stairs, I heard chanting in the distance. The sound made my nerves prickle. Then I thought I heard feet in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs. As my heart raced, I backed into the nearest bedroom.

      As soon as I’d eased the door shut quietly, I looked around, my nostrils flaring. It smelled like Alice in here.

      Moonlight brightened the room. It was a welcome sight, the silver moonlight trickling across the floor, and my eyes instinctively sought the moon. It hung full and low over the pines. We wolves were supposed to be most powerful during a full moon. That was something humans had gotten all wrong, in their myths. The full moon wasn’t when we lost control and transformed. It was when we were most fully ourselves.

      There was a mirror above her desk. I took in my dust-covered face, my shadowed eyes, my stringy blond hair. It looked like I’d been imprisoned for weeks. How long had it been, exactly?

      Then I saw the photos taped to her mirror. She smiled out of three photos. Echo stared out of two of them, looking handsome but skeptical.

      He smiled in the third. It was that smirk he had, the faintest of smiles, but for some reason, I felt a flare of jealousy.

      I tried to ease the sash open, but when it wouldn’t budge, I realized it was enchanted too. I frowned. Was Alice trapped here too?

      The house was quiet.

      I didn’t hear the chanting anymore.

      Intuition prickled the nerves in the back of my neck. I grabbed Alice’s lamp off her desk as I whirled.

      There was someone right behind me. I whirled to find a witch with red lips and bright eyes and her hands raised to cast a spell on me.

      When I slammed the lamp into the side of her head, her knees buckled and she went down.

      But there were two more witches behind her, one male, one female. I fought the two of them, but the man managed to get his hand on my throat, and suddenly I felt something slice through my neck, through my throat itself. I tried to make a sound, but nothing came out.

      “If you try to run, you’ll die,” the witch warned me. His hand pressed against my throat, but I could feel my blood trickling through his fingers. “I already sliced your throat. It’s only my magic that keeps you from bleeding out.”

      The witches half-carried, half-pushed me through the house. I caught blurry glimpses of it, trying to focus on my escape. I’d been in bad situations before. I’d figure out my way out of this one.

      Where was Alice? Where was Echo? They weren’t exactly friends of mine, but they didn’t seem like they’d be eager to see anyone slice my throat open and leave me to die, either.

      Maybe my definition of friend at the moment was loose.

      Then we were out in the moonlight. They pushed me to too fast, given the grip the one witch had on my throat that was keeping me alive. If I stumbled, I’d die. I was already choking on my own blood, my chest growing tight and heavy, and every once in a while my chest heaved and I coughed blood out with a desperate gagging sound.

      Suddenly, a car came flying across the grass. The witch with the death grip on my throat stopped dead.

      All three of us stared at the car as it drove around a tree and then slammed to a stop a few feet away from us.

      Echo climbed out of the driver’s side, his face icy with fury.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” the warlock said. “She killed Edgar and Rome and Jessica when she destroyed the lab.”

      “Winter wants her,” Echo warned.

      “Winter doesn’t even know she’s here,” the warlock shot back.

      “He does now,” Echo said. “Don’t be foolish, Tritan. You’re messing with Winter’s business now. If he wanted the girl dead, she’d be dead. He has a plan for her.”

      I made a small, desperate sound in the back of my throat. I couldn’t help myself. I was choking.

      “I need to get information from her,” Echo said, his voice calm, cold. “If you want your revenge, you’ll have it. There’s no reason to rush her death.”

      The warlock hesitated.

      “She can be more use to us alive,” Echo said. “And more pleasure for you to watch, too. I still have to finish my interrogation.”

      After a second, the warlock’s fingers sank into my throat. The next thing I knew, I was swallowing the coppery blood that had spilled into my throat and gasping with ragged breaths. I could breathe.

      When the warlock let go of me, I fell to my knees. I pressed my hands to my aching chest, still choking and coughing.

      “Wise choice, Tritan,” Echo said. He glanced down at me with cold, dispassionate eyes. “I felt you break my magic. You should’ve stayed where I left you.”

      He looked at the two witches. “Where’s Jane?”

      “The bitch knocked her unconscious.” Tritan answered.

      “That’s what you get for playing with my toys,” Echo said. He glanced toward a barren tree nearby, its arms twisting up toward the sky as if it prayed for winter to pass.

      “String her up for me,” he said, his voice idle.
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      The witches bound my hands to one of the tree’s low-slung branches. The weight of my own body tugged painfully at my shoulders; the tips of my oxfords barely brushed over the grass.

      I couldn’t see the witches behind me, and my muscles trembled involuntarily when I felt one close behind. Then the too-heavy scent of Echo’s aftershave washed over me.

      “Go tend your poor sister,” Echo said to the other witch. To Tritan, he said, “Your girlfriend would want us to wait for her. If she’s awake, go fetch her.”

      There was a pause. My breath caught in my chest, waiting, and then I felt them move away.

      Echo leaned over my shoulder, so close his lips almost brushed my ear, and an involuntary shiver ran through my body.

      “You really should have stayed where I left you,” he murmured. His fingers brushed across the curve of my shoulder, up the side of my throat. I jerked away, but there was nowhere for me to go. “They’re in far too big a hurry to break you, and there’s only so much I can do to keep them from killing you.”

      “I wasn’t aware you were on my side.” My voice came out brittle.

      “I’m on your side, in that I will do whatever it takes to ensure your survival.” His lips pressed against my neck, just under my ear. I yanked at my bonds, but I couldn’t get loose, and the attempt just tore at the muscles in my shoulder. His voice was a breath when he said, “If you suffer along the way, well… that’s your own fault.”

      I yanked away, trying to get a look at him over my shoulder. “Who the hell are you?”

      “You know my name.” He stepped back, and I drew a ragged breath. I couldn’t breathe when he was near me, and it felt like some strange mix of terror and…desire.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Don’t let him Stockholm you, don’t let him Stockholm you.

      For all I knew, he’d set up this nightmare so he could rescue me from Tritan.

      “I know you,” I said, my voice sure. I just couldn’t place where. And unless he had gone nose-blind to his own cologne, I had a feeling he was wearing so much to mask his scent.

      I was the only one around here would know someone by their scent. “Were you a shifter like Alice before—”

      “I’ve never been a wolf.” His voice was amused. “I think I’m offended by the question.”

      Before I could say anything else, he added, “Why are you really here, little rabbit?”

      His fingers brushed over my neck, teasing my hair back. I hated having him behind me, when I couldn’t see him.

      Then he crossed in front of me. His black cat still clung to the shoulder of his coat, watching me with eyes that were as bright in the darkness as his were.

      “I told you already. The packs tried to kill two of my friends. They think I’m a witch. I don’t want to be next.”

      He leaned toward me, and my breath caught in my chest. “When you lie, your eyes widen like you’re trying to fake innocence. It’s a little late for that, sweetheart.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “You think you’re so smart.” He cocked his head to one side, studying me, a faint smirk playing over his lips.

      “I’m tied up in the woods with the biggest collection of teenage psychopaths I’ve ever seen. I’m not feeling particularly smug right now, I promise you.”

      “You shouldn’t. Nothing that comes next will kill you,” he promised. “But if you lie to me again, it will hurt very, very much.”

      “Sweet talker. Is my father coming?” If I didn’t get to Winter—and soon—this whole mission was pointless. I hadn’t come here to spend my days locked in a closet and being antagonized by teenagers.  If I wanted to spend my time fighting with rude boys and feeling trapped by a terrible system, I could’ve stayed at the academy.

      “You and I have some time to play first,” he promised. “You’ll want to answer my questions, not Winter’s, I promise you that.”

      “My father wanted me to come. Why are you doing this to me?”

      “No one who cared about you would want you here, Madeline Northsea,” he told me. He took a step back, shaking his head. “But here you are. In desperate danger.”

      My fingers were already beginning to go numb from being tied up. “Can we start the torture part? It can’t be any worse than listening to you wax on.”

      “You’re reckless. Foolish. Just as I’d expect from a wolf.”

      His gaze caught on something over my shoulder. “Here come my friends.”

      “They seem like a lovely bunch of people.”

      “You’re quick with a quip.”

      “You can add that to my list of faults.”

      “It’s quite the list.”

      Funny how that comment jolted my heart. It made me think of my men’s faces during the moments before I stormed out of the academy. They loved me despite the flaws. Even Rafe had said he liked the storms. The memory of the way he’d looked at me in that French restaurant hurt, when I remembered how differently he looked at me in the hallway when I hurt Lex.

      Echo leaned in so close to me that his lips brushed against my ear. “It’s going to hurt if I think you’re lying to me. Oh, I hope you’re a clever girl.”

      His voice was low and stern and it filled me with foreboding.

      He moved behind me, and I bit my lip, my muscles rippling with anxiety as I shifted. When I tried to look over my shoulder, the movement lifted my toes off my ground, shifting my weight completely to my aching arms. The very stress of the position I was tied in was torture itself.

      “Why did you come here?” Echo demanded.  I could sense the presence of the other witches behind me, even though I couldn’t see them.

      “I told you already. The shifters tried to kill my friends.”

      He sounded bored. “That’s a reason to leave the academy. Not a reason to come to the coven.”

      “I came to find my father.”

      “She’s lying,” one of the female witches said.

      My muscles tensed, but nothing happened. My mind raced with the spells they could use against me. No one can read another’s thoughts against their will—at least there are some things magic can’t do—but there are a thousand spells for causing pain and suffering.

      “I don’t think you’re here for a family reunion,” Echo said. “I think you’re here on a mission. But is it your own ill-advised idea? Or the council’s?”

      I shook my head. “I just came here to find my father. Being a wolf hasn’t been…” I trailed off. A lump formed in my throat. I didn’t want to deny who I was, and I was a wolf down to my core. I needed my pack. My men.

      “Hasn’t been what?”

      Echo was behind me. I felt him before I saw him. His fingers slid through my hair, his fingertips sinking into my scalp. When he pulled my head back, I almost cried out.

      I met his gaze in challenge, even though it was hard to breathe bowed back, his fingers threaded in my hair.

      He studied me with dark, glittering eyes. “What are you? Witch or wolf?”

      “Neither. I’m Madeline Northsea.” My voice came out breathy; I couldn’t draw enough air into my lungs bent backward. “The rest doesn’t matter.”

      Echo released me suddenly. “It matters to us. Last chance. Are you here on your own ill-advised mission or are you serving the council?”

      “I came here on my own!”

      I heard the hiss through the air, and then fire blazed across my back. It threw me forward against my bonds. For a second, I couldn’t breathe. Then I drew in a shocked gasp of breath. My back blazed with searing agony like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

      The sensation that my skin and muscle had just been torn open under the lash sent fear crashing through my body, every muscle taut, my legs trembling beneath me with a sudden rise of adrenaline.

      “Your own mission?” he asked again. “Or serving the council?”

      “I told you, I came here on my own!”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Because I couldn’t trust the shifters.”

      “Wrong answer.”

      This time, I knew it was coming, but that did nothing to keep myself from being jolted forward, my legs swinging out from underneath me. I couldn’t catch my breath from shock for a second, then drew in a gasp of a breath.

      He went on and on, asking me questions. His friends laughed at first and then, when I started to scream, they finally fell silent.

      “You came here on a mission to find the Cure, didn’t you?” he asked. “So you and your friends can fight it?”

      I managed to say, “I don’t have any friends.”

      “Oh really?” Echo asked mockingly. “I think you forget that you and one of your friends almost destroyed the Day. We know you’re lying.”

      I regretted now that I almost destroyed the Day. I should have left Tyson in the parking lot and gone back and killed the rest of them.

      “I don’t have friends anymore,” I said abruptly. Anything to make it stop long enough for me to catch my breath, to find the ground again with the tips of my toes and steady myself.

      My voice had gone dry screaming, and I coughed.

      “Why’s that?”

      “No one wants me there.”

      I could hear the whisper of the whip’s tip over the grass, and I added hastily, “I used a spell. All right? I used a spell so they wouldn’t come after me when I ran away.”

      That was my own secret. I didn’t want Echo to know, but I didn’t endanger my mission by confessing.

      “You used a spell,” he repeated. “What spell?”

      “A nihil sentiunt.”

      He laughed mirthlessly behind me. “What made you feel that desperate?”

      “Please stop.” My back had been ripped apart, but it was thinking of my men that made me feel undone.

      “Answer my question.” His voice was suddenly right over my shoulder. “What made you that desperate?”

      “The wolves tried to kill two of my friends,” I said. “I couldn’t lose anyone else.”

      “Oh wow,” Echo said, a laugh in his voice. “You didn’t want to lose anyone you loved, so you destroyed that love. What a coward.”

      He turned to his friends. “Do you hear that?”

      “What’s a nihil sentiunt spell?” The girl asked.

      “It destroys the love and affection between two people,” Echo said.

      He had it all wrong. I’d destroyed the way they felt about me to protect them. I hadn’t stopped loving them. But I wasn’t going to explain the finer points of how I’d conducted my nihil sentiunt spell to the evil bastard.

      Echo went on, “You really did betray them utterly, didn’t you? You stripped their feelings away from them. If you die alone out here, I hope you realize you deserved it.”

      Yep, definitely should have gone back and killed everyone in the Day when Ty and I escaped.

      But still, his words nagged at me. I’d done what I must to protect my men. Wouldn’t they have done the same? Maybe I had taken something from them, but only to protect them.

      “No one’s coming for her,” Tritan said, as if understanding had just dawned for him.

      “No one’s coming.” Echo’s voice still held that cruel edge of amusement. “They won’t even think twice about her.”

      “Do you think that Winter really will buy this story that she’s his daughter? That she wants to join him?”  There was an edge of alarm in Tritan’s voice.

      “Seems like it. Winter wants her here, and she sure burned her bridges.”

      “Winter is—” Tritan cut himself off abruptly.  “Ah, I’m worried about Jane. We should go, I should check if she needs a healing spell.”

      “Fine.” Echo said.

      I sagged against the bonds, thinking that maybe the worst of the agony was over, if the witches had grown bored with watching Echo torture me.

      Then Echo added, “The girl and I will still be here playing if you want, when you’re done.”

      Once they’d left, Echo’s boots padded closer to me. “So you came here to stop the Day from using the Cure, and just in case things went south, you wanted to be sure your men couldn’t follow you.”

      “No,” I said.

      “You betrayed your friends,” he murmured into my ear. “You had no right to take their own feelings away from them. To replace the way they loved you with hatred. How arrogant are you, thinking you could steal part of their identity for their own good?”

      I shook my head.

      “Unless you had a mission, you would never hurt them so badly.” His voice was low in my ear. “Always the hero, aren’t you?”

      He put his hand on my shoulder, and I almost cried out before he swept his hand across what should’ve been flayed skin and the tattered remnants of my blazer.

      “It just hurts,” he told me. “It doesn’t break your skin. It doesn’t leave a mark. It’s all in your head.”

      His magic was warm, sinking into my skin, and the pain faded away. I twisted, trying to get a look at his face.

      I knew that magic, didn’t I? It had the warm, golden feeling of Silas’ magic. Unless healing magic always felt like sunshine. I’d never been healed by any other witch to compare.

      “You aren’t going to die,” he promised me. “No matter how much it hurts. No matter how you might wish you did.”

      I heard his footfalls as he took a step backward, then another.

      For a second, I’d thought he must be Silas, using some kind of enchantment to change his face.

      Whoever he was, maybe this had been the only way he could stop the witches from killing me tonight.

      But when I heard the whip unfurl again, I suddenly wasn’t sure.
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      “Please don’t,” I said. My voice came out steady.

      “Funny how imperious you still sound when you’re begging,” he said, his voice mild. “One more time. Tell me what you’re looking for.”

      “Why don’t you believe me?”

      “You cursed the people who love you the most,” he said, his voice amused. “You betrayed your friends. And I’m supposed to believe you?”

      “I just wanted to find my father,” I said frantically. “I’ve always wanted to find my father.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can know who I really am.” My voice came out in a broken gasp. I was saying anything I could think of to delay the next lash of the whip, but once I said it, I realized it was true.

      “Don’t you mean what you really are?” Echo asked, his voice curious. “You’re the same person, aren’t you? That’s the line you started with. I’m Madeline Northsea. Nothing else matters.”

      Maybe that was what I wanted to believe.

      I’d been taken from my parents when I was just a little girl. I’d been raised by a monster, betrayed by my mother, abandoned by the man I thought was my father. I’d been loved by my sister and her pack fiercely, but they couldn’t change the fact that I was a witch’s daughter, too.

      Most of all, even their love couldn’t undo the tangled knots that trauma had woven into my past.

      It was up to me to unwind those knots and weave them into something new.

      “Echo!” The furious male voice was a whip crack itself.

      Something slammed into the tree trunk beside me, hitting with a thud that shook the branch above me. I turned my head to one side to see Echo thrown against the tree trunk.

      He groaned in pain, and then his arms jerked up above his head, as if he were possessed. He was pinned to the tree branch alongside me. His head lolled forward for a second helplessly, before he raised his head.

      Then Winter was there, in front of me. Over his shoulder, I could see Indy, the man from the photo with my mother. Winter studied me for a few long seconds, his eyes livid with anger, his brows drawn together over his weathered face.

      Then Winter touched my cheek. His fingers were tender, and it took me a second to realize he was stroking away a tear.

      “He hurt you,” Winter said, his voice soft. “I’m so sorry.”

      “We need her,” Indy reminded Echo, sounding exasperated. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I was finding the cracks in her story,” Echo said weakly. “We can’t trust her.”

      “I know,” Winter said. “It doesn’t matter. She came to me.”

      He caressed my face, and unfamiliar healing magic soaked through my skin, curling through my every limb, leaving my muscles feeling heavy and languid. My head ached vaguely as the pain faded, as if I just needed to curl up and sleep for a week.

      “Where are Tritan and the Everly sisters?” Winter demanded. “Did they know what you were doing?”

      Echo was silent. He raised dark, rebellious eyes to Winter.

      “How many times did you hit her?” Winter demanded, his voice dangerous.

      “I lost count,” Echo said, his voice tart.

      Indy sighed, raking his hand through his hair. “Winter…”

      “I know,” Winter said. “I need him too. I value him, for that matter. But Madeline Northsea is a guest in my home. He shouldn’t have hurt her.”

      Echo gritted his teeth, as if he were waiting for a blow.

      “Feeling better?” Winter asked me, his voice gentle. He ran his fingertips over my wrists, muttering a word in Latin, and suddenly the bonds on my wrists released.

      My muscles were all heavy and weak, and my legs couldn’t hold me. As I stumbled, Winter caught me.

      “You’re going to be all right,” he whispered to me. He lay me down on the grass. “Bennett, get her water.”

      “Don’t hurt him,” Indy—or rather, Bennett, I guess—warned Winter.

      “I won’t kill him,” Winter promised, which was an entirely different promise. “Bring Tritan and the sisters back here with you.”

      Bennett gave Winter a long look, but then headed for the house.

      Winter left me to collect the whip from the ground. He wrapped it around his hands as he returned, furling it again, as if it would be unused.

      Winter hung the whip like a garland around Echo’s neck. Echo stared at him rebelliously.

      “How many times?” Winter asked again.

      Echo didn’t answer. Winter whispered a word in Latin, and Echo’s body jerked, as if he’d been struck by a phantom lash.

      Winter left him, coming back to me. Echo jerked against his bonds again, his teeth gritting, his lips peeling away from his teeth.

      The third time, he screamed.

      “They were going to kill me,” I whispered. “Echo stopped them by torturing me. They were going to kill me.”

      “I see,” Winter said. “That was very poor judgment on their parts.”

      “Don’t kill them,” I said.

      Winter’s lips quirked in amusement. “Of course not, child. We’re not cruel. Despite the unfortunate welcome you’ve had to our ways.”

      Bennett returned with three young witches, their faces a mix of rebelliousness and terror, and a bottle of water, half-frozen. Bennett crouched beside me.

      Winter incanted a spell to erase their memories, then banished them from the property. They began sleep-walking toward the road.

      He caught me watching them go. “They’ll be fine,” he promised. “I wouldn’t hurt them. They just aren’t worthy to be part of the Day.”

      I watched as the three of them reached the road and turned jerkily, until they were lost to the bend of the road and the pines that spread around us.

      “Why are you here, Maddie?” Winter tilted his head to one side, studying me.

      “I came to find my father,” I said. “Are you my father?”

      He regarded me steadily. “I am, yes.”

      “How? How did you meet my mother?”

      “She was a kitchen witch before she was turned. Not a lot of power, but a lot of curiosity.” His lips quirked. “Like you, I suppose. We were good friends.”

      “Can you prove it to me?” I asked.

      He stared at me for a few long seconds, then sighed.

      “I’m not proud of this,” he admitted. “It was a scheme of another time. We thought that we could create a new species: half witches, half wolves, loyal to both kinds. We thought we could bring peace.”

      “You though you could bring peace between the supes through sex?” I demanded.

      “We were young,” he said dryly. “It didn’t turn out to be much of a plan.”

      As Echo screamed again, I shuddered. “Please stop.”

      Winter’s brows arched. “You want to protect Echo? After what he did to you? You’re awfully tender-hearted for a wolf, aren’t you?”

      “He kept them from killing me.”

      “Then he tortured you.”

      “I’m not one to hold a grudge,” I lied. I had a feeling that Echo had been playing a larger game tonight. I didn’t entirely trust him, but I wanted to understand his plan.

      Winter regarded me skeptically, but over his shoulder, I saw Bennett smile faintly.

      “All right,” Winter said. “You need rest tonight. You’ve been through hell. Tomorrow, we’ll talk more.”

      I nodded.

      Winter hesitated. “I don’t want to do this, Maddie, but until I know I can trust you… you need to sleep under lock and key. But I’ll be in the house. I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”

      He sounded fierce, protective.

      “Why do you care about me?” I asked, thinking of the first time I saw Winter, in the cell at the lab. “You didn’t care when…”

      “I cared,” he said, as if he was thinking of the same moment that I did. “But it wouldn’t have done either of us any good then for me to be sentimental.”

      “You were trying to destroy my wolf,” I said. “Did you know I’d survive?”

      “Of course I did,” he said. “Killing your wolf doesn’t hurt you. If anything, Maddie, it would have made you more whole. More powerful.”

      I scoffed. I couldn’t believe that.

      He paused. “I just thought you’d hate me for it. I never thought you might come here willingly…”

      “Now I’m here,” I said lightly.

      Winter smiled, slowly, wonder brightening his eyes.

      “Now you’re here.”
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      Winter left to check on the witches he had banished, after promising me that I was in good hands with Bennett.

      “Wait,” I said, hearing Echo cry out behind me. “You can’t leave him like this.”

      “Right,” Winter said. “My kind-hearted girl.”

      He murmured a word, snapping his fingers.

      Echo sagged forward, his face white. Then the bindings on his wrists disappeared, and he hit his knees. He didn’t manage to get his hands up before he fell on the ground face-first.

      “I’m looking forward to getting to know you,” Winter told me, his voice fond. Then he headed toward the road.

      I stared after him, trying to reconcile the way he acted with the man I’d met in the cage. Alice had obviously been awed by him.

      “He’s easier to get along with when you’re a witch than as a wolf. At least, a little bit,” Bennett broke into my thoughts. “But are you sure you’re ready to be a witch?”

      “I don’t seem to have a choice in that.”

      “Not for long,” Bennett said. He turned and headed toward the house. “Tomorrow, Winter will expect you to surrender your wolf. If you’re going to stay.”

      “Wait!” I said. “Aren’t you going to help me with him?”

      Bennett looked over his shoulder at me. “No. You wanted him—you’ve got him.”

      Cursing, I got my arm under Echo’s armpits and half-dragged, half-carried him toward the house. The two of us lurched together across the grass. Bennett made much better time than we did, his white shirt catching the moonlight as he outpaced us to the house.

      Every step was a reminder of how terrified I’d been, choking on my own blood, on the original journey. I’d been so desperate to see Echo. I’d been so sure he’d save me.

      “Why are you helping me?” Echo muttered, his voice ragged. I tried to avoid his back; Winter had used a different spell on him, because Echo’s back was in tatters. There was a bleeding welt ruining his handsome face, as if one stroke of the lash had gone awry; it ran across his forehead, his cheek, but thankfully had missed his dark eyes.

      “Thoroughly Stockholmed, apparently,” I answered.

      I finally managed to maneuver him across the porch and through the front door. Inside, there were a lot of candles burning. He grabbed the railing, but he still needed my help as he reeled back and forth up the stairs.

      “Which one is yours?” I asked, facing the row of doors. “Which one has my closet?”

      He smiled faintly as he pointed. “I had to keep you close.”

      “Were you trying to keep them from murdering me?” I asked.

      “Maybe I was trying to keep you from murdering them,” he muttered. “You ever think about that, Maddie Northsea?”

      “You would think you were drunk, not half beaten to death,” I said. “You don’t make any sense.”

      Together the two of us staggered into his room. The moon still hung full and bright inside, making my heart lift a little. I’d made it through the torture that I’d known to expect when I came here. Winter seemed fond of me. I was on track for my mission.

      Everything was going to be fine.

      Then I thought of the faces of my men when I left them, and Echo’s cruel words about how I’d betrayed them ran through my mind again.

      The mission was going to be fine. And that was what mattered.

      As I let him down onto the bed, he groaned out loud in pain.

      “Can you heal yourself?” I asked.

      “I’d have done that already,” he told me. “It took… I’m tired. I don’t have that much magic left.”

      “Oh, did you use up all your magic flogging me?” I asked, my voice tart.

      He put his arm over his face as he lay on his side. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to block me out, or block out the light.

      “I’ll heal you,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t ask me.” I ran my fingertips just under the wound across his cheek. “Actually, I can tell you when it comes to this one… your face is too pretty to ruin.”

      “You like me,” he accused.

      “I shouldn’t,” I said. “I guess I’m just reckless. That’s what you said, isn’t it? Move, so I can fix you.”

      I forced myself not to react to the tattered shreds where his back had been; his skin had been flayed open, and there were spots where I white bone glimmered through the muscle. My stomach hardened, as if I might throw up, but I focused on raising warm, golden magic and caressing it over his skin. His muscle grew back first, his flesh knitting together. Then his skin began to close again, pink as the first few layers went on, then fading back to the natural pale color of his skin.

      I ran my hand over his shoulder. “Better?”

      He rolled over and regarded me curiously. “You shouldn’t be so quick to think the best of everyone.”

      “You tell me that after I heal you. Nice timing.”

      He reached up and stroked his hand over my cheek. His eyes were half-lidded, as if he were fond of me. “Your kind heart will be the death of you.”

      “Maybe dying of a kind heart is better than living like an asshole. You ever think about that?”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he was about to smile, even though his stern lips didn’t part. “You should kiss me.”

      “I’m not going to kiss you.” I caught his hand, only to pull it away from my face.

      “You’re going to be loyal to the men who hate you now?” he asked. “The nihil spell… you destroyed their love quite thoroughly, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this with you.” I was still exhausted, bone tired, and I let myself fall onto the bed beside him. I didn’t want to go back into that closet where he had kept me.  “You made me talk to you for quite a while. I’m not answering any more of your questions.”

      “You put up quite the fight, rabbit.”

      “Shut up, Echo. Wait. Where’s your cat?”

      “She ran off when I hit you. She didn’t like watching that.”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t too keen on it either.” I rose to my elbow, studying him. His eyes were closed, his dark lashes resting above the curve of his cheekbones. “I begged Winter to stop hurting you. Aren’t you going to apologize for hurting me?”

      “No,” he said. He didn’t bother to open his eyes.

      “You’re an asshole,” I told him.

      “And yet, I’m the best of them,” he said. “Don’t you forget that. You can’t trust anyone here.”

      I snorted, and yet, I didn’t doubt him.

      He shifted, resting his head on my shoulder.

      “You’re a presumptuous bastard, too,” I said.

      But we were both so tired that I let him fall asleep like that, the two of us curled up together.
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      Lex

      

      On Saturday, I slipped out alone, knowing I’d be in trouble if I were caught.

      Dani Hedron waited for me in a diner downtown. When I walked in, I looked around, searching for her, and her face brightened when she saw me. She flashed me a grin and a wave, as if she weren’t the most dangerous person for miles.

      I slid into the booth opposite her. “You shouldn’t have come out here.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Lex, I can’t tell if you’re cursed or not over the phone. Not even over Skype.”

      “I don’t want you to be in danger,” I said.

      She waved it off. “Give me your hands.”

      I started to reach across the table for her. Then the waitress came over, and the two of us hastily pulled apart. Dani turned that bright smile on the waitress, and we each ordered a cheeseburger and a milkshake.

      Then when she was gone again, Dani held her hands out, palms up. “Are you sure you want to hear the truth?”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “I’m worried Maddie’s in trouble.”

      “Well,” she said. “Always, am I right?”

      She wasn’t wrong. I rested my fingertips on her palms, and she closed her hands around mine.

      Her eyes drifted shut. I studied her face, waiting for any hint, and her lips compressed suddenly, as if she were angry.

      When she opened her eyes, she leaned against the back of the booth.

      “Is there any time someone might have put a spell on you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You haven’t left campus?”

      “Not since last weekend’s liberty. And I just went to Chase’s house off-campus. Why? What did you sense?”

      “Someone used a spell on you,” she said. “Have you felt strange?”

      I glanced away out the window. I hated to admit it, but I had to be honest with Dani—and myself—if we were going to figure it out.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve felt… angry.”

      “That’s not exactly unheard of for a shifter male,” she said dryly.

      “Really angry. I… felt like I hated Maddie.”

      “But you don’t now?”

      “I… I feel like I wasted my time with her. All the drama.” I felt one corner of my mouth turn up ruefully. “All those fights, the sex, the yelling at each other… it all just seems…stupid now. Overwrought. And the good stuff… I can barely remember any of that.”

      “So why did that make you think there was a spell?”

      “Because I remember remembering the good stuff. I remember missing it.” I hesitated. “She and I have a really fucked-up relationship. I know that. When she came to the academy, I missed her so much even though she was right there. And even though I don’t understand anymore how I felt that way—”

      I broke off and shrugged.

      “So you still feel like you hate her,” she said, frowning, “but you also remember enough to know that’s not how you normally feel about her.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You are an unusually smart shifter, aren’t you?”

      That was the most insulting compliment I’d ever received. Dani had such a gift with words. “You’d be the only one who would think that.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter.” Her voice came out sharp. “You’re my friend, Lex. I want to help. Talk to me.”

      “You are helping me. You’re on academy territory—”

      “On the border,” she disagreed. “And don’t worry, we’ll come back to Maddie. Goddess knows we always do.”

      Her voice was amused. “Right now, I want to talk about what else is troubling you.”

      I leaned back, throwing my arm over the back of the booth. “I don’t know why you’re such a good friend to me. Shifters haven’t exactly been good to you.”

      “You’re not a shifter to me. You’re Jacob Alexander.”

      The waitress set out milkshakes down between us. Dani took a long sip through the pink-and-white straw, then looked up at me and quirked an eyebrow. “Well? Spill.”

      “Council’s Own selection is coming up, and I’m not going to be on the list,” I said.

      “You know that?”

      I nodded. “Clearborn doesn’t like me.”

      “Who wouldn’t like you?”

      “Oh, you might be surprised. I’ve got a wide array of people who think I’m an annoying pain-in-the-ass.”

      “I’ll fight ’em.” She propped her elbow on the table, her chin on the heel of her hand.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’m worried about what Rafe will do.”

      “You think your darker, scarier twin is going to tell the Council’s Own to fuck off if they don’t take you too?”

      The way she put that made me smile. “Ah, I wouldn’t put it that way. But basically.”

      “Because that’s what you’d do for him?”

      I nodded.

      “This is why people shouldn’t think you’re a pain-in-the-ass, Lex,” she said, her voice kind. “You deserve good things. You know that, right? You deserve the Council’s Own.”

      I pursed my lips, because I didn’t know what to say to that and it made me uncomfortable, and then she added, “I’m not so sure the Council’s Own deserves you. There are other options, you know. You could come over to the Hunter side.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m kind of…built to be with a pack. Even if I left mine behind.”

      “You already have a pack.” She tilted her head to one side. “What are you going to do about that pack, by the way? Since Maddie is… of course…at its very center. As usual.”

      “I guess I need to find whoever cursed me to hate her and rip their throat out.”

      “There’s one problem with that plan, Lex. Well, several, really, starting with that wolfish appetite for violence…” She took a long sip from her straw, looking at me as severely as anyone can while slurping a chocolate shake and wearing hot pink lipstick.

      “What’s that?”

      “I think Maddie is the one who cursed you.”

      I frowned. “No. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know the possibility that Maddie could do something with good intentions and terrible judgment is just mind-blowing,” she said. “I’d like to remind you that this is why no one should date until their thirties.”

      I leaned across the table to whisper, “Why would Maddie curse me?”

      “Does everyone else on the team feel the same way you do?”

      I nodded tightly.

      “She must have had a good reason.” She mashed her straw in her milkshake. “Not that I’m convinced there’s a good enough reason.”

      She looked up at my face, and her expression softened. “I’m sure she thought she did, though. She must have been trying to protect you.”

      “She stormed off campus,” I said. “She said a mouthful of ugly things—”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll bet she was triggering the spell. You’d need something to justify the change in your feelings.”

      “She didn’t go home to her pack at all, I bet,” I said. “She went off on her own, doing something stupid. Trying to protect her pack…”

      “Both of her packs,” Dani added, nodding.

      “To find her father, or to take down the Day…” I ran my hand through my hair, agitation spiking through my chest. Why did she think she had to do anything alone?

      We would always be there for her. Hell, every time I thought of her, I felt a spike of anger and regret now—thanks to that damn spell of hers—and yet, the urge to protect her was even stronger.

      The bells above the door rang, pulling my gaze just for long enough to glimpse a half-dozen shifter students coming in.

      “You should get out of here,” I said. “I’ll walk you out the back.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. She couldn’t see the shifters behind her, who studied us as they took seats at a table. Hopefully, they’d mind their own business. She didn’t even sense them, and it was quite the reminder of how fragile humans were, how terrible their situational awareness with their limited senses.

      “I haven’t even gotten my burger yet, Lex.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Trust me. Time to go.”

      She sighed and picked her coat up from beside her, already scooting across the booth.

      “I like the way you listen to me,” I said. “It’s a refreshing change.”

      Her lips quirked up in a smile. “You adore that girl. You still do, under the spell that’s clouding your judgment at the moment.”

      “I guess,” I said. I caught her elbow to pull her with me through the service door so we wouldn’t go past the other shifters. “Or maybe I just don’t want my ex-girlfriends to die of prideful stupidity.”

      “How many ex-girlfriends do you have, Lex?” she asked as we wound through the kitchen, ignoring a surprised chef who yelled at us.

      My lips pursed to one side. “Just the one.”

      She patted my cheek as the two of us pushed through the door and stepped down into the lobby. “Oh, the power of first love.”

      “You think that’s why I have a sense about the spell?” I frowned. “We have some kind of special bond?”

      “Yes, of course you have a special bond with Maddie,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder, her smile arching her lips mischievously. “But you each have a special bond with Maddie. Yours is first love. You were the first time she ever fell for someone, and she’s the same for you.”

      There was movement beyond her, at the end of the alley. Shifters. I took a step behind me, putting my back nearer the wall, and glanced toward the other end of the alley just as three more of the shifters from the diner arrived.

      “I would like to talk about this more,” I told her. “Unfortunately, we have trouble.”.

      “Yes, you do,” one of them said.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I said, resting my hand on Dani’s shoulder to pull her toward me. “I’m cadre.”

      “Not once anyone finds out you’re consorting with witches.”

      “Consorting is an awfully big word coming from you.” I leaned forward to whisper into Dani’s ear, “I’ll keep them busy while you run.”

      She shook her head, her long dark hair swaying over the shoulders of her pea coat. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I need you to,” I told her. “Please trust me.”

      She looked up at me, her lips pursing. “Why do you have to phrase it that way, Lex? You know I do.”

      “Try not to hurt them too much on your way out,” I told her.

      “I won’t. That’s your department.”

      She turned to them, sighing dramatically. “First of all, hating magic is stupid. Second of all, letting fear and hate push you into violence is even stupider.”

      I didn’t think they were going to appreciate her lecture.

      I picked a side and darted ahead of her, slamming into one shifter to knock him over.

      While I tried to kick the asses of some of my fellow shifters, she ran toward one end of the alley. Her arms exploded out, and two shifters slammed into the brick walls to either side of her. Then she was gone, sprinting around the corner, and the two of them tumbled to the cement. That made it just three-to-one…until they got up again.

      Then I was alone in the alley, throwing punches, until they brought me down to the ground.
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      Maddie

      

      It was a clear, sunny winter day when the witches gathered to murder my wolf.

      I kept hoping that there would be some way to save my wolf, as had happened in the cell when Tyson and I faked being unable to shift. I still didn’t understand who had protected me.

      In the same field where both Echo and I had been whipped half to insanity, Winter, Bennett, Echo, Alice and a dozen other witches from the coven gathered.

      I lay on the frozen ground with them. “Seems like a good way to get frostbite,” I muttered to Echo as he reached out to take my hand.

      Alice smiled at me past him as she reached for him. I smiled back, but her gaze was already flickering to his face, the way it always did. I hadn’t spent much time around them to realize that. She was always trying to read his face, always looking for his reaction.

      The same way it had seemed she adored Winter when she first met, she seemed to adore Echo even more.

      That was funny, because Echo seemed oblivious to her most of the time.

      What was even funnier was that Echo should be nothing to me, and yet I still felt a thrill of possessiveness when she looked at him.

      Winter began to incant as he lit a match and dropped it into a bowl, just as Alice had when she used her spell.

      I released my angst for the time being to focus on the dark magic. Everyone else in the circle began to chant too, and after a few minutes, I memorized the Latin they were speaking and their cadence. I joined them.

      I breathed in the acrid scent of the smoke, and my head grew heavy. My eyes closed, as if I were surrendering to sleep.

      The next thing I knew, I opened my eyes again in the field.

      But it was different.

      The sky above was dark, heavy. The clouds felt as if they were pressing down on me, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      The witches’ circle surrounded me.

      Sitting across from me was a sleek, blue-eyed wolf with mischievous eyes and gray markings. My heart caught in my chest. She was even more beautiful than I remembered.

      On the ground between us was a knife.

      She looked at me and whined.

      They’d told me that I’d have to hunt her down and catch her, but she didn’t try to run.

      Not when I wiped away the sudden tears that streaked down my cheeks.

      Not when I picked up the blade.

      Not when I stood and walked toward her.
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      “After we get you cleaned up, we’ll celebrate,” Alice said. She wrapped me in a tight hug. “Welcome to the family.”

      After a second, I managed to hug her back, because I should. I had to keep moving, to play the part, or the sacrifices were for nothing. My arms felt heavy, as if it took all my energy to force myself to hug Alice back.

      “I’ll take her back,” Echo said. He took my upper arm, dragging me away from Alice, who looked after me with an expression that seemed worried. I stared back for a second, trying to figure out why Alice was scared for me now.

      Echo’s fingers were tight around my bicep as he yanked me away from the crowd. It woke me from my miserable reverie.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I demanded.

      Echo didn’t respond. “Alice and some of the other female witches want to bathe you and do your hair for your initiation ceremony. Do you want them to plait your hair and crown you with flowers right now?”

      My jaw tightened. I didn’t want to answer Echo.

      “No, you don’t,” he answered for me. “I convinced them I would get you ready.”

      “What I want is to be left alone,” I shot back.

      “Then you came to the wrong place,” he said. “As much as Winter wants to trust you, he knows he can’t. You’re not going to be left alone for a long time.”

      He led me into the bathroom attached to his bedroom. An old-fashioned bathtub with feet shaped like dragon’s claws stood at one end of the room, under an uncurtained window that looked out over the barren fields beyond.

      He perched on the edge of the tub and leaned over to start the water running.

      Part of me wondered if I could push him under the water’s surface and hold him there as he drowned.

      Another part of me wondered if there was something familiar about his posture, when I didn’t have the distraction of his cold, beautiful face and those glittering, dark eyes.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the sink. I’d thought I was only killing in my dreams, inside my own head, but there was blood splattered across my face. My lips parted in horror, and I walked toward the mirror, studying myself.

      Sometime during the past few days, I’d blown the blood vessels around my eyes in one of those fights. Bright red spots marked my skin. I was filthy, having been abandoned so long in that room, but my eyes kept going back to the freckles of blood that marked my skin.

      He rose from the side of the tub and stuck one hand in his pocket, his posture graceful. “Ready?”

      My hands shook as I pulled off the remnants of my academy blazer. My trembling fingers could barely get the buttons through the holes of my blouse. I wasn’t sure when I’d turned so weak.

      I couldn’t stop seeing the wolf’s eyes as she watched me walk toward her.

      Echo stepped in front of me. Without discussion, he began to unbutton my blouse with long, agile fingers. His movements were quick, brusque, and that made it less humiliating to have him draw my blouse from my shoulders. I reminded myself that he wasn’t being kind. He’d hurt me before.

      Had there been another way for him to save my life when the witches wanted to kill me?

      “Why were you the only one I saw?” I asked, raising my gaze to his. “All those days I was locked away?”

      His face was stern, disinterested. He didn’t answer my question. “Can you finish undressing yourself?”

      “Yes,” I said, but my fingers were trembling so badly they were clumsy. I glanced away from him, trying to hide the emotions that felt like they must be obvious across my face. “I know I had to give up the wolf to be a part of the Day. But it feels… it feels like I killed a friend. I wish there had been another way.”

      “There wasn’t,” he said. “You can’t be two things at once. You can’t be a witch and a wolf.”

      “Then why did they try… why did they make people like me? Like Tyson?”

      “It was a mistake,” he said. “One they’re going to undo.”

      That was why I was here. I was going to keep them from murdering all our wolves, and I closed my eyes, reminding myself that saving the packs, protecting my sister and my niece and nephew and my men, was worth the sacrifice.

      Protecting them was worth my life and my wolf. But when I closed my eyes, my head swam, and I opened my eyes in a hurry, only to find the room still tilting dizzyingly around me.

      I was shaking, my thighs trembling, and it felt as if my knees were weak underneath me. I frowned, trying to understand what was happening to me. My body had never felt so rebellious in my life. “Is this… is this part of the change? Is this magic?”

      Winter had mentioned, when Ty and I were in the cage, that Alice’s transition had been painful when she lost her wolf.

      “No.” Echo frowned as he studied me. “This is being human. You went a week without much in the way of food and with little water.”

      He ran his hand across my shoulder, rubbing his thumb across my sharp clavicle. “You were weak to begin with, and now you have trauma to contend with. A physical reaction to your level of psychological distress is a natural reaction.”

      His voice was matter-of-fact. Anger washed hot over my cheeks at his cold tone.

      “You can go,” I said, turning away from him. I didn’t need someone who was so cruel watching over me now. “I’m not going to run. Not after everything I sacrificed to be here.”

      “Not the way it works, rabbit,” he said.

      He called me by the name of my own prey, when I was a wolf. Well. I had been a wolf. My jaw set, and I pushed his hand away angrily. I hated him for touching me, and I hated myself for wanting him to touch me.

      When I took a step toward the tub, my knees buckled. I caught myself on the edge of the tub, my fingers sinking into the cold, hard porcelain.

      Echo picked me up, sweeping me off the ground and into his arms as if I weighed nothing.

      “Put me down,” I said, struggling against him.

      “No,” he said. “I’m not going to have you collapse and hit your head on something. You’re brain-damaged enough.”

      I tried to push him away, but my arms were weak, and his mouth twisted into a smirk. He plunged me into the water, even though I was still half-dressed in my bra and skirt. I tried to shove him away, got my foot against his chest and kicked him hard. He stumbled back, and when he looked at me, heat flared in his dark eyes.

      Fear twisted through my chest, but there was something else, too, a rebelliousness. They couldn’t cow me.

      “I’m trying to help you,” he said evenly.

      “I don’t need your help,” I said, even though it was a lie and we both knew it. “You’re going to help me? Why did you leave me without food, Echo? Why did you keep going when Tritan left?”

      I didn’t give him the chance to answer. My voice rose. “You tried to break me.”

      “Believe what you want,” he said.

      “I can’t be broken,” I told him.

      He knelt at the tub beside me. “Sure, sweetheart. Everyone can be broken.”

      There was no shower, but there was a brass shower head and hose attached to the side of the tub. I reached for it, eager to wash the filth and blood out of my hair. My hands were still shaking, and I dropped the nozzle into the water.

      Water splashed over Echo, soaking part of his shirt to his body, and he glanced down. When he rose and went to the towel rack, I thought he was going to dry himself.

      Instead, he folded the towel deftly and draped it over the edge of the tub behind me. “Lay back.”

      “I don’t want you to be here with me,” I said. My whole body was trembling now. I was going to fall apart. I couldn’t bear to be that vulnerable in front of him.

      “I know,” he said, kneeling beside me. “But you can’t be alone.”

      “Tell Winter he can cut me some slack when I still have my wolf’s blood on my—on my—”

      “It’s not Winter’s rule,” he cut me off. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      Gently, he reached out and pushed my shoulders back until my head met the towel. I was so bone tired, and for once, I gave up on fighting. He wasn’t going to hurt me, not now. I didn’t want anyone to see me vulnerable, but my body was beginning to shake and I wasn’t sure I could get through this on my own anyway.

      “You’ve done a good job answering all Winter’s questions,” he said, his voice soft. “You’re a smart girl.”

      I turned my face away, looking out the window. I could hear guitar music playing outside.

      “Everyone can be broken,” he said, “but only when they’re alone.”

      “You’re not my friend,” I murmured.

      Then something about his voice caught me. I looked back at him, studying his face. “Echo. Are you alone?”

      His lips quirked up faintly. “Until you realize I am your friend. Yes. Terribly.”

      “You’re an asshole,” I said.

      “Also true.”

      But I still let him wash my hair, his fingers caressing my scalp, teasing soap down my locks, washing the blood away.

      After a while, lying in the warmth as he cared for me, my muscles stopped trembling. The pain faded.

      When I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend I was home, safe with someone I loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As I walked barefoot across the frozen ground, the witches waiting outside looked to me and went still. A hush fell over the crowd.

      Long tables were covered with white linens and food, and the barren trees were wrapped with white flower garlands. The sun was bright, no matter how much the cold prickled on my arms.

      Winter offered me his arm. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t look more different now than I had in my tattered school uniform. I was dressed in a long white dress with lace sleeves and a tulle skirt that whispered around my legs. It was eerily like a wedding dress, which made me feel a little nauseous.

      Alice and another witch I didn’t know came forward and set a crown of greenery and white flowers in my hair.

      “Today my daughter was reborn as one of us,” Winter said. “Just as she has left behind who she was, let us leave behind the past as well.”

      “Where there was darkness, let there be light.” The coven echoed. “Where there was death, let there be life.”

      The trees suddenly flowered, green buds bursting against the winter sky, then forming into leaves. I gasped, unable to help myself at the sight of greenery bursting forth and blossoming before my eyes, and Winter smiled.

      “The world is full of magic,” he murmured into my ear. “Even though some have tried to drive that magic from our world.”

      The some he mentioned were my people, but I nodded.

      “I need you to say these words, Maddie,” he said. “Where there was hatred, let there be beauty.”

      I repeated his words and green shoots pushed out of the ground all around us. They rapidly blossomed, surrounding us with red and orange and yellow flowers, bright against the dark ground.

      “Where there has been desolation, let there be a garden,” the coven chorused.

      I stared around us in wonder at the riot of colorful flowers that seemed to bloom against the stark landscape in defiance of the cold.

      Music began to play then, and some of the witches began to pair off to dance while others broke off into conversation.

      Winter rested his hand on my shoulder. “You must have had some doubts about surrendering your wolf to join us.”

      I met his gaze evenly. “It wouldn’t have been much of a test if I hadn’t.”

      He smiled. “Yet you chose us. Why?”

      “The shifters would never let me be who I really am,” I said.

      “I think you’ll find this is a very different world,” he promised me. “We don’t suffer from the misogyny or the violence of the packs.”

      We’d see about that.

      For that day, though, I found myself drawn into a mesmerizing world. Everyone was kind, everyone danced, music filled the air.

      It was easy enough to pretend I wanted to lose myself in their world, for a while.

      Even though I was always conscious of Echo’s gaze, catching me from across the party.

      “Come sit with us.” Alice caught my hand in hers, drawing me with her to a table where a few other witches around our age waited. “Everyone wants to get to know you better.”

      At the table, she offered me a glass of wine.

      “You’re going to need it to get to know these fools,” she told me when I hesitated. “Don’t worry. This isn’t like the land of the Fae. You won’t be trapped here because you ate our food.”

      “That’s a myth anyway,” one of the boys at the table said.

      “That’s Kairn, our resident know-it-all,” Alice told me.

      “Every group has one,” I said.

      “Do we all get descriptors as part of our introduction?” A red-headed girl asked from across the table. “Because I am so curious…”

      “That’s Josephine,” Alice said. “She’s the beautiful one we all adore.”

      Josephine made a show of brushing her red hair back as if she were preening, giving into a slow smile that spread across her face. She really was lovely, with pale skin and pink cheeks.

      “And that’s Victor.” Alice pointed to another young man, with brown hair and a beautiful face. “He was our resident charming bad-boy until Echo dethroned him.”

      “Echo is charming?” I asked skeptically.

      “I like her already,” Victor said, patting the chair beside him. “Come sit by me, pretty girl.” Glancing at Alice, he said, “You’re terrible at introductions, by the way.”

      I took the seat by Victor. “How come I’m only just now meeting all of you?”

      “We’ve all been on missions,” Victor said.

      “Also, Echo locked her in his closet all week,” Alice said airily.

      Victor shook his head slowly. “And you girls all have crushes on him.”

      “Echo can lock me in his closet,” Josephine said, a mischievous smile slipping across her red lips. Her gaze swept across the party to find Echo, and Alice turned to look for him too, her expression unconvincingly idle.

      “Speaking of hopeless crushes on Echo,” Kairn said, “where are the Everly sisters?”

      “Banished.” Josephine told him in a hushed voice. “We won’t speak of them again. They’re not witches any longer.”

      “But they’ll still have their magic, won’t they? Even if they don’t remember how to use it?” I had to learn everything I could about how witches understood magic to work.

      Kairn shook his head. “Just as you sacrificed your wolf, magic itself can be sacrificed. It can be given to another person.”

      “That’s part of how Winter is so strong,” Alice said. “He was powerful in his own right, but as witches have aged and known they were going to pass on, they’ve gifted him their magic.”

      “Why?” I demanded. “Why not spread the wealth around, if it’s possible for dying witches to give up their magic?”

      They all exchanged glances.

      “It’s not a simple, painless process and it creates a dangerous bond between two witches,” Alice said carefully. “But that’s not something we need to discuss today. It’s a happy day, and we’re happy you’re here with us, and there will be time for you to learn everything.”

      “Winter is excited to teach you,” Kairn said. “But you’ll begin some of your lessons with me. And with Echo.”

      Jealousy flashed across Alice’s face, but I wasn’t sure if she were jealous of the time I’d spend with Echo or with Winter. As the conversation went on, it became clear that my fellow young witches were quite amusing, in their own ways.

      It also became clear that they all looked up to Winter in a way that bordered on hero worship. If people thought so highly of him—and thought he would be the one to save the magical world—I understood why other covens were being slowly consolidated into the Day. The Day would only grow more powerful.

      Echo danced with every other girl but me, whirling them barefoot around the garden. He smiled at them, his handsome, cruel face relaxing as he led them easily, spinning and dipping them until they were laughing.  He danced with Alice twice.

      When she came and sat beside me, she was still laughing, her cheeks flushed red.

      “Cold?” she asked me suddenly, yanking my attention away from Echo, who was speaking quietly to Winter now. It seemed the two of them had left the past behind them. She drew my feet into her lap. “You’re supposed to use magic to stay warm, Maddie. Otherwise, the winter garden isn’t nearly as magical.”

      I almost pulled my feet away from her reflexively, but she ran her hands over my bare feet, caressing them and massaging as magic sparked under her fingertips. Warmth glowed through my feet.

      She smiled at me. “I don’t know what wolves are like, but we’re pretty affectionate with each other around here. I hope it’s not too strange to you.”

      “I’m not a wolf anymore,” I said. “I guess I’ll get used to it.”

      “I hope you’ll come to like it,” she said. “Not just get used to it. Life is good here.”

      “How did you come to the Day?” I asked.

      “I was raised in a pack,” she said. “My parents weren’t… good people. They married me off to the man they thought would be the next alpha when I was just a girl.”

      She stared off into the distance, as if a movie were playing in front of her eyes.

      I frowned because she couldn’t be more than a few years older than me. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty.”

      “You’re so young, Alice,” I said. “How old were you then?”

      Her lips twisted in a mirthless smile. “I was pregnant by the time I was fifteen, Maddie.”

      “Alice.” I was lost for words.

      “I’ve never seen my daughter again,” she said. “The Day raided my pack, searching for princesses. My husband,” she spoke the word with deep loathing, “escaped with my daughter. When I was left behind, I thought the Day would kill me.”

      “What happened?”

      “I tried to kill as many of them as I could, but they saved me. Winter carried me out of there, kicking and screaming.”

      “Did they lock you in a closet?”  I asked lightly.

      She shook her head. “In the cage, at the lab. The same one where you were.”

      “You must have been so scared.”

      “I was born scared, Maddie. I was scared my whole life, until they took me. When Winter started to talk to me, when he told me what they wanted, I was ready to stop being scared.”

      “Did they kill your wolf with their experiments?” I asked. “Or did you?”

      She pursed her lips. “The wolf never brought me any joy,” she said. “Not like being here, not like finding a family… By the time they took my wolf, I was ready.”

      Her words tugged at my heart. It was strange to think she found the same thing here that I felt at the academy, with my men.

      “Eventually, we’re going to rescue my daughter,” Alice said. “Winter is going to help me cure her. And she and I will be together again.”

      “What if she doesn’t want to be cured?”

      “The only reason people don’t want to be cured is because they don’t realize that the wolf is a disease,” she said, resting her hand on my knee.

      Her words chilled me.

      The party went on around us, full of voices and laughter, music and joy.
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      Lex

      

      I knocked on the door to Clearborn’s office, since it was half-closed. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Yes. Come in.”

      I pushed the door open the rest of the way. He glanced up at me and cocked an eyebrow. “Have you been to the infirmary?”

      “I’m fine, sir.”

      “Then you should shift and heal yourself,” he said. “No one in the cadre should walk around looking as if they’ve been beaten half to death.”

      “Well.” I had been beaten half to death, but Dani had gotten away. The memory of Freyer’s face the second before he kicked me in the head would be with me for a long time, every time I saw him.

      “Sit,” he said flatly. He stared at me as if he was irritated with me, as if my bruised-up, bloodied face was personally offensive to him.

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “Your classmates came tattling to me.”

      “They came to tell you,” I said, “that they did this to me. That’s an interesting set of choices.”

      If they were confident in Clearborn to be on their side, I hoped they were wrong. I thought highly of Clearborn, even if he didn’t seem to like me much.

      It was painful to admit that someone I respected didn’t respect me, but the change at the academy was undeniable. The teams fought far more efficiently after all his brutal drills.

      Clearborn leaned back in his seat. “Who was your friend watching your back out there? He didn’t do a very good job.”

      Oh fuck. Here we go. That hadn’t taken long. “I didn’t have one.”

      “You didn’t have one,” Clearborn repeated. “So either you’re bullshitting me now to protect a friend, or you knowingly disobeyed my direct order. Which one is it?”

      My face didn’t change, but I felt heat rise in my cheeks. “I disobeyed a direct order.”

      “And what was the direct order that I gave that you didn’t think was worth respecting? Just so I can be certain we’re both on the same page.”

      “You ordered that no one check out on leave without a partner accompanying them.”

      “So you knew what you were supposed to do, but you…” he gestured for me to go on.

      “I said I was on official business to get past the gate guard.” There was no point in trying to dance around it.

      He paused. “I don’t suppose you remember the name of this rather naïve gate guard.”

      When I shook my head, he said, “No, I don’t suppose that you would. So why didn’t you bring a friend with you? I thought you and Rafe were inseparable.”

      “He wouldn’t have approved of what I was doing.” Well, that sounded damning.

      “I think your classmates felt it was safe to tell on you,” Clearborn said, “because I don’t really feel a lot of sympathy for you at the moment, Mr. Alexander.”

      I stared back at him. I expected to be in trouble, but I had expected him to be fair, too.

      “Those idiots are all reporting to their cadre for the strap,” Clearborn said abruptly. He studied me.  “Tattling isn’t a great look. But neither is meeting with witches. Or Hunters, for that matter.”

      “Dani Hedron isn’t just a witch. Or a Hunter. She’s my friend.”

      “I don’t know why you thought that statement was going to improve this conversation.” Clearborn’s usual air of amusement seemed to be rapidly tipping over into pure fury. He leaned forward. “You could have caused a diplomatic incident that brought war to this academy. War with the Hunters. We don’t need to fight a war on two fronts. You might not have noticed this, but the covens are keeping us rather busy at the moment.”

      “I’m aware, sir.”

      “So why exactly did you need to meet with Dani Hedron? Why in the world would she be so foolish as to drive anywhere near the academy, given how hot-blooded the packs are about magic at present?”

      I didn’t want to lie to him—I hadn’t yet—but I didn’t want to tell him that, either.

      The pause hung between us. I expected him to wait me out, since that seemed to be his usual methodology, but he stood abruptly to his feet and paced to the window.

      “You are dangerously close to being expelled,” he said. “I’d highly recommend you become more forthcoming.”

      “Expelled? For what?” It took everything I had not to jump to my feet as well.

      “Are you forgetting the disobeying a direct order issue that began this conversation? Maybe you’re just chronically absent-minded and that’s how you forgot my simple instructions, which are intended to keep all of you safe. Despite your best efforts otherwise.”

      “No one is expelled for disobeying an order one time,” I said.

      “Watch your tone,” he warned. “I’ve been chronically unimpressed by your temper, Mr. Alexander. You need to learn to keep it in check.”

      I pressed my lips together tightly, schooling my face. When I was sure I could say the words without sounding sarcastic, I said, “My apologies.”

      “I’m sure you’d accept that behavior from a cadet of yours,” he muttered. Then, as if a thought had just occurred to him, he added, “Well, I suppose you might, given your contempt for my expectations when it comes to discipline.”

      His obvious disdain for my weakness when it came to applying the tawse to my team prickled. It was all the worse because I hated my own weakness more than anyone else could.

      “It’s not contempt.”

      “No? Then what is it?”

      I wasn’t going to tell Clearborn why I couldn’t bring myself to use the strap. The silence hung between us.

      “Fascinating,” he said dryly.

      I didn’t answer. I had to weigh the possibility of getting Maddie into worse trouble at the academy with the possibility that she was in far more serious trouble outside the walls of the academy.

      We’d almost gotten Chase killed the last time we avoided sharing information with Clearborn, though. I wouldn’t let that happen again, even if it brought hell down on my head. Even if it brought hell down on Maddie.

      What mattered to me most was that she was safe, even if she hated me.

      “I met with Dani because I think someone put a spell on me and the other members of the team,” I said.

      “You are going to need to back that statement up three steps and give me a crumb of context, please,” Clearborn said.

      “Maddie acted very strangely right before she left the academy,” I said.

      “I think calling reckless, spoiled behavior strange for her is a generous impulse,” he said. “But go on.”

      “Then the way the rest of the team and I felt about her changed,” I said.

      “That seems like a natural reaction,” he said. “When someone sees the uglier side of a person, sometimes there are consequences. She said some ugly things to you.”

      The thought that Clearborn had heard her still grated my nerves. I frowned, forging on. “No. The whole thing just felt too… unnatural. It still does. I remember what it was like to love her, but I don’t… I don’t feel that anymore.”

      “Oh good god.” He rubbed his hand across his face. “I am already quite irritated with you, and if I have to listen to the werewolf version of a Dawson’s Creek episode, one of us is not going to survive this afternoon.”

      “It was just a bizarre change, so I thought maybe there was some kind of magic at work. So I contacted Dani. I only met with her in person so that she could check and see if there was any magical residue, if someone had used a spell on me.”

      “And what did the helpful witch tell you?” Clearborn’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.

      “Someone did use magic to change how I felt about Maddie,” I said. “I think it might have been Maddie herself, because she knew that otherwise, we would follow her when she left campus. I think she’s in danger.”

      “Listen to me, Lex. Maddie Northsea is back home with her family, safe and sound and where she has always belonged.”

      I shook my head before I even realized I was doing it. Clearborn’s gaze sharpened, as he realized I was rejecting everything he’d just said.

      “You’re off in a fantasy world,” Clearborn told me, his voice irritated. “I will not have my students sneaking off to meet with witches. You could have been killed.”

      “I’m worried Maddie is in danger,” I said.

      “You can call Piper Northsea and she will confirm her sister is there, with her pack,” he said tightly. “If you don’t trust my word.”

      “I didn’t say that.” My first impulse was to react to his affronted tone, and then the deeper meaning of his words registered. Piper would confirm that her sister was back with the Northsea pack.

      If Maddie was really there, why didn’t Clearborn assume I’d speak to her?

      “You didn’t have to,” Clearborn said. “Now let me make this very clear. I’m already displeased with your performance as a leader.”

      I knew that, but a pit still opened in my stomach when he said the words.

      “The Council’s Own selection is coming up soon, and I have been thinking about my recommendations.”

      He intended to hold the Council’s Own over my head, just as Dean McCauley had.

      I knotted my hands in my lap as I leaned forward, struggling to keep my voice flat and polite. “Maybe I don’t care, sir.”

      “I think you do,” he bit back. “Otherwise, your choices when you graduate the academy are to either return to your own pack or to find packless territory and live as a lone wolf. Neither strike me as options you’d care for.”

      I fell silent. I couldn’t argue with that.

      “Now,” Clearborn continued, his voice calmer, now that he was sure he had me cowed. The thought made my jaw tense, my fists so tight that they ached, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t see Dani Hedron again. Or—just to make sure there’s no room for a misunderstanding—any other witch, or tarot-reader, or clairvoyant.”

      I stood, felt the chair fall back behind me and regretted standing up quite so fast.

      Clearborn quirked an eyebrow at me. “Do you have a tarot-reader on standby, Lex?”

      “You’re right, sir, I do care about the Council’s Own,” I said. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      He nodded. “I know. I’ve met your pack.”

      His tone was kind, and that almost made me stumble, but I wasn’t going to let anyone control me with my fear of what the future might look like.

      I struggled enough sometimes with what I’d left behind me. I wasn’t going to let my past make me into a coward anymore.

      “I do care,” I said. “But I don’t care more than I care about Maddie.”

      “Oh? Did you and your witch-friend find a way to reverse the spell before half-a-dozen unruly shifters tried to beat some sense into you?”

      “No,” I said. “I still… I don’t feel like I love her anymore, right now. But the bond between Maddie and I had always been bigger than our feelings. She’s left me feeling angry and hurt and betrayed before. It doesn’t matter. She’s still Maddie. If she needs me—”

      “She doesn’t,” Clearborn interrupted. “And furthermore, she didn’t want you, or she wouldn’t have put some ill-advised curse on you.”

      He scrubbed his hand across his face, as if he were genuinely agitated.

      “Maybe,” I said. “But if she needs me, I’ll go. I’ll find her. I always will.”

      He nodded. “That is… touching. They could set that in a cute country village and make that into a whole fucked-up Hallmark movie, I’m sure.”

      “Sir?”

      He waved his hand. “My wife has an unhealthy fixation on Hallmark movies that I suffered through during the Christmas break.”

      He went on, his tone changing. “Nevermind. I want to be clear, you are not going to leave campus. Not to see Dani Hedron, not to track down Maddie Northsea. She is fine. She is safe. She does not need you running to her rescue. Do you understand me?”

      Reluctantly, I nodded.

      “Do you have your phone on you at the moment?”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Give it to me. I don’t want you talking to the witch.”

      My jaw tensed. I couldn’t call Piper then after all, and confirm that Maddie arrived there safely. But Clearborn held his hand out impatiently, and I couldn’t disobey that order too. I pulled my cell out of my pocket and dropped it in his palm.

      “You’re on restriction from now until I tell you otherwise,” Clearborn said. “I’ll make sure the guards all understand that you are not to leave the campus, but your cadets don’t have to know. As long as you don’t force the issue, as far as they know, you’re just a homebody for the foreseeable future.”

      There was nothing left to say but: “Yes, sir.”

      “I don’t want to embarrass you,” he said. “And I don’t want to take away your position as cadre entirely. You’re a good leader, Lex. You have potential.”

      Well, there was a threat. He’d take away my position in the cadre and my chance at the Council’s Own if I went after Maddie.

      “Yes, sir.” The words came flatly, no matter what I felt inside.

      There was something Clearborn wasn’t telling me. He didn’t trust me with the information, and I was frustrated—with myself as much as with him, for not having earned his respect.

      “If you contact Dani again or if you leave campus,” he said, “I’ll have no choice but to punish you further. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

      He was throwing the threat of the tawse in for good measure. Fantastic.

      One last time, and maybe I could get out of this goddamned room: “Yes, sir.”

      Clearborn gave me a long, skeptical look. “There are matters in this war, and between the packs themselves, that you are not privy to as a student, Lex. It’s not your job today to save the world. It’s your job to follow orders.”

      Before I could respond, he added, “You’re dismissed.”

      His tone suggested that I might want to move along in a hurry.
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      Maddie

      

      “How are your magic lessons?” Winter asked.

      He had pulled me away from the house for a walk. The two of us had wandered through the woods in companionable silence for the past few minutes.

      “Good,” I said. Honestly, spells came more easily these past few days. I felt more powerful, as if most of my magic had been funneled into my wolf’s bright-eyed existence.

      But I couldn’t even think that without feeling guilt wash over me, and then grief pulled me the rest of the way under the waves until it felt like I was drowning. I couldn’t stop seeing her face.

      “I wanted to teach you something myself,” he said. “I wanted to teach you one of my secrets… something every witch in the coven of the Day would like to learn.”

      “Why are you teaching it to me?” I asked.

      “Because you’re my daughter.” He rested his hand on my shoulder. “And because I want to trade one secret for another.”

      There it was.

      “But it’s up to you,” he said, “if you’ll share your secrets with me. I’ll go first.”

      He showed me the spell he used to open a rip through time and space, and his fingers tracing through the air cut a jagged hole through the air.

      “I can open a rip anywhere,” he explained to me. “It lets me move through space. We can go anywhere we please.”

      He sounded so proud, and then he added, “Come with me?”

      He grinned at me, something boyish in his usually stern face, and even though dread tightened my stomach, I couldn’t help smiling back. He seemed so genuinely excited to share this with me.

      The two of us stepped through the rip together. Cold washed over me, my head spinning dizzily, and then I was in a bright, green world. The land of the Fae, once again.

      “I learned to control the rips from a friend of mine, Jonathan Truby,” he said, “before his daughter killed him.”

      I stopped and turned to him, my eyes widening. Maybe he was going to leave me here.

      “I’ve kept this magic to myself,” he said. “I worry that a witch who doesn’t have the power to close the rips again would fail to close the Door. There are always dangerous things that could come through the rips, and I’d hate to see my coven eaten for my trouble. But that’s not the sole reason that this has been my secret.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “My ability to control the rips is part of how I lead the coven,” he admitted. “It makes me indispensable.”

      “They seem to love you anyway.” I disagreed. “When they aren’t all terrified of you.”

      “Do you think you could come to love me, too?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted.

      “You’re not terrified of me, either.” His eyes were bright. “You have so much power. Just as I’d expect from my daughter. You’re more than I dreamed you would be.”

      “Given what happened to your friend, it seems like the good daughter bar is set pretty low.”

      He laughed at that. “I know you might kill me, Maddie. That’s no surprise to me.”

      A pit opened in my gut, and I turned to him, my lips parting to deny it.

      “Don’t,” he said. “I’m not angry. I’m not scared of what you might do.”

      “What’s the secret you wanted to trade me?”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I’ve already answered that question many times,” I said.

      “Sometimes under duress. I’m truly sorry for that, Maddie.”

      “I survived.” Just as Echo had promised I would.

      “I know you came here to betray me,” he said gently. “I know you came here to steal the Cure for your people. But I don’t care, Maddie. I believe you can be redeemed. I believe you’ll come to my side, in the end.”

      Before I could respond, he added, “Don’t lie to me anymore. Just don’t say anything.”

      Holy hell. I stumbled, trying to figure out what to say.

      He clapped his hand on my shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re here at all. Now, you try. Show me what you can do.”

      Magic lessons from the evil wizard himself, here we go.
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      The next day, I managed to slip away from Echo early in the morning when Bennett called him away for something. I headed into the woods, my heart in my throat, my feet hurrying across the sodden leaves and grass. A few bright-colored petals, the last survivors of the winter garden, tumbled across the damp ground; the wind had ripped all the flowers from the trees.

      In the woods, I checked one last time that no one had followed me, then hastily murmured the words of my spell.

      Clearborn didn’t answer.

      “Oh come on,” I muttered, afraid that it wouldn’t work. I tucked my hair behind my ears impatiently.

      “Go ahead.” Clearborn’s voice sounded like it was right there in the clearing with me, just like when I’d reached out to my father.

      “Winter is using the rips to move in and out of different spaces. He can create rips at will, and I’m not sure the academy’s wards would stop him.”

      “All right,” Clearborn said, with his usual cool equilibrium even though Winter might be able to march his witches right past our walls. “We’ll look into it. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Even through the miles that separated us, I could hear Clearborn scoff.

      “Your wolf?” he demanded.

      We only had a few minutes before the magic faded; I hadn’t expected Clearborn to give a damn about me when we had the mission to discuss. “She’s dead.”

      My voice came out hard, brittle. Then I went on, forcing myself to focus on what mattered now. “My magic seems…stronger now.”

      “Interesting,” he said.

      “The witch who developed the Cure, Alice. I think she’s coming to trust me.”

      “Maybe we’ll have you bring her back with you,” he mused. “I don’t like leaving you out there so long.”

      Alice would be terrified to be back in the wolves’ clutches. She was happy here. The thought of betraying her made my gut ache.

      Pushing my emotions away, I filled Clearborn in on everything I thought might be relevant, talking as fast as I could because I didn’t have long.

      “Have you ever heard of something called the Dark Collar?” I asked. “It’s Fae magic tech. It keeps shifters from transforming.”

      “No. Go on.” His pen scratched busily in the background.

      “That’s what they want to use against us. The Cure isn’t enough for them—Alice has been trying to find a way to dispense the Cure to many wolves at once, but they don’t have an ideal transmission method. But the Dark Collar allows them to control a whole geographic area.”

      “How does it work?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know they need enough pieces to create the right geographic lines, because it creates a web. They don’t have all the pieces yet.”

      “You need to find them and bring them back to the academy,” Clearborn said.

      “I’m working on it. I don’t know where they are yet. And no one’s invited me along on a mission yet to steal any Fae loot.”

      “I wouldn’t expect they would. They’re not stupid—they aren’t going to trust you.”

      “Winter knows I’m here for a reason,” I admitted. “He thinks I can be swayed to their side.”

      “I see.” Clearborn’s voice offered no hint regarding what he thought about that. Did he trust me to keep going with the mission, or did he think I was naïve enough to let my father convince me to his side?

      “I—” I broke off as I heard a distant rustling in the woods. I whirled to find someone picking their way between the trees in the distance. I whispered, “Got to go.”

      Bennett stepped into the clearing with me. “What are you doing out here, Maddie?”

      “Trying to clear my head.” I raked my fingers through my hair. “It’s been a lot, lately.”

      “Second thoughts?” he asked.

      I shook my head, and he smiled faintly, as if he knew better.

      “Winter’s looking for you for breakfast, and Echo is beside himself.” Bennett held his hand out as if he were ushering me ahead of him. “Let’s go back.”

      “Don’t you mean Echo is furious?”

      Bennett shrugged. “He seems to feel quite protective of you, in his own way.”

      “Or possessive,” I muttered.

      I had a few minutes alone with Bennett, and I needed to make the most of them as we wound our way back through the towering pines in the forest.

      “I saw an interesting photo of you,” I said. “With my mom and Tyson’s mother.”

      “Tyson? Is that the shifter I met under rather perilous circumstances?”

      “Yep.”

      “Well.” His lips quirked. “I thought they were perilous for you at the time, but as it turned out…”

      He seemed to take a surprising amount of amusement in the destruction of half the Day. I didn’t think Winter shared his relaxed outlook.

      “Are you Tyson’s father?” I demanded. “Ty believes that he and I are brother and sister.”

      His brows drew together. “He’s not my son. And he couldn’t be your half-brother. He’s half-Fae.”

      His answer seemed too easy. “How do you know?”

      “His power,” he said. “He reeks of their magic. If you spent time in their court, you’d be able to feel the difference.”

      “Have you?”

      He nodded.

      “How?”

      “I did a favor for the king of faerie, a long time ago.”

      I had many follow-on questions.

      “If you’re thinking of trying to get a message to Tyson,” Bennett warned, “it’s both dangerous and pointless. If he’s truly that afraid he might be your half-brother, a simple denial on your part is not going to convince him. He’ll have to work for the answer.”

      I wanted to tell him he was wrong, Tyson would believe me, but I blew out a breath instead.

      Sometimes the men I loved could be a wee bit stubborn.

      Tyson’s father was Fae, and that meant we weren’t brother and sister. But I still had my doubts about Winter.

      “You were the one who told us to pretend we couldn’t shift, weren’t you?” I asked.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, and I knew that he was.

      “Is Winter really my father?” I blurted out.

      “He certainly values having you as his daughter.” Bennett’s lips twitched in a faint, rueful smile. “For both our sakes, he’d better be.”

      His words struck me with a chill.

      “But you’re the one who helped me in the cage,” I blurted out.

      Bennett stopped and turned to me, exasperation written across his face. “Maddie, there’s something you need to learn if you’re going to sneak around spying for the wolves and trying to save the packs.”

      Dread struck deep into my heart.

      “Sometimes the truth doesn’t mean anything,” he said. “And it very rarely matters as much as a good story.”

      He started walking again, leaving me behind him.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I demanded of his back.

      “It means you’re late to breakfast with your father. Let’s go.”

      Funny how the closer I got to unraveling the answers I’d been searching for, the more questions I had.

      I cursed at Bennett, but followed him anyway.
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      “I have to leave for a little while,” Winter warned me. The two of us were in his office on the first floor; the fire burned merrily, and I stood in front of it, my hands wrapped around my cup of coffee. Winter had breakfast served in here, just for the two of us.

      “I’ll be fine on my own,” I promised him. “I’m quite capable of entertaining myself.”

      Winter snorted. “I don’t doubt that last part. But the last time I left you, you were almost murdered.”

      I waved my hand airily. “I’ll be fine. People try to kill me all the time.”

      I wasn’t sure what that said about my personality.

      “I’m leaving Echo and Alice and a few of the others that I can rely on,” he said. “They should keep you safe enough until I come back.”

      “Why don’t you bring me with you?”

      Regret flashed across Winter’s face. “You wouldn’t like me very much if you saw where I was going, Maddie.”

      “Not my sister’s pack,” I said, with a question and an edge of fear in my voice.

      He shook his head. “Never your sister’s pack.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise you.”

      I blew out a slow breath, barely restraining myself from going on. I didn’t want him to hurt any of the wolves, but I had to keep my mind on my mission, and that meant not breaking my cover.

      “You look lovely, by the way.”

      I ran my hand over the front of my dress. I wasn’t used to wearing such pretty things every day. The few hanging clothes in Echo’s closet had been pushed aside, and I’d found it filled with dresses instead.  It seemed like Winter wanted me to fit the part of his daughter.  I wondered how well I was playing the role. “Thank you.”

      “I’m writing out the next step in your curriculum,” he told me, pausing with his pen held over the page. “There’s so much more I want you to learn. Echo and Alice can teach you for now. There’s so much that has been neglected by the wolves.”

      I nodded. I shouldn’t enjoy the way he seemed to care about me, but there was a part of me that could lose myself in that lie.

      “Then you and I will have our lessons together,” he said, rising from the desk and handing the list over to me. He smiled faintly. “By the time you’re able to best me, I hope you won’t have any intentions of murdering me.”

      For a second, I stared at him in horror before I shook my head.

      “You still don’t have to lie about it,” he said. He paused near me and hesitated, as if he wanted to hug me goodbye but didn’t know how.

      I offered him my arms and a tilted brow all at once, feeling a mischievous smile tilt my lips.

      He hugged me with one arm and brushed his lips across my head in a tentative kiss. He was moving away almost as soon as his lips had brushed my hair, but he reached the door and turned.

      “I didn’t know how much I wanted a daughter,” he told me. “Not until you were here.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but he was already opening the door and going out.

      When I walked into the hallway, Alice stood out there, and Winter rested his hand on her shoulder briefly. “Teach my girl everything she needs to know. You’re my best witch.”

      Pink tinged her cheeks, and she couldn’t help but smile. “After Bennett, and Echo…”

      “Best,” he said firmly, fondly. He ruffled her hair and headed down the hall, his cloak swishing behind him.

      She stared after him a second before she turned to me.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go to my room.”

      I’d already been in there before, but when I entered Alice’s bedroom, I pretended the room didn’t give me flashbacks to having my throat slit. The memory of gagging on my blood rose like a lump in my throat.

      Seeking a distraction, I wandered over to the photos taped to the mirror. Don’t ask her about Echo. You’re trying to be her friend.

      No matter how dysfunctional the relationship was that Echo and I had, I had a feeling people like Alice might be jealous. Honestly, if it weren’t for my men back home, I probably would have kissed that awful boy at some point. My feelings about him were… complicated.

      “I thought today we could talk about magical transference,” she said. “Since you were so curious about it with Winter.”

      “You said it was painful,” I said.

      “Well, we aren’t going to try it.” A smile played across her lips. “That would be ill-advised.”

      Mm, and I never did anything ill-advised.

      “Have you ever tried opening a rip?” I asked her curiously. Winter hadn’t shared those spells with anyone, but if I were a witch in his coven, I’d try.

      Even though I knew firsthand how hard it was. Winter had encouraged me, but I couldn’t open a rip large enough for me to walk through. If I ever really needed to use one, I’d have to wiggle my way into the Fae world through a slit the size of a basement window.

      Her eyes widened. “No… we’re not supposed to.”

      “Okay.” I settled myself on the floor of her room, pulling one of her stuffed animals into my lap. “Teach away.”

      She laughed, but started to explain to me how magical transference worked. I nodded along with her explanation, but it was hard to imagine exactly how it would work without putting it into practice. I was always a hands-on learner.

      I was toying with her stuffed animal absently when something occurred to me, and I carefully put it back where I’d found it. “Was this your stuffed animal, or your daughter’s?”

      She smiled sadly. “It was Casey’s.”

      “Do you think you have the Cure ready for her?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I know it didn’t work for you, but that was a one-off. It usually works.”

      That was chilling. “How many wolves have you taken from the shifters?”

      “Five.” She wrapped her arms around her legs, propping her chin on her knees. “Okay, it’s not a perfect success rate. But when I was Cured, it was this agonizing series of spells. Now it’s over so quickly.”

      “You don’t want to hurt anyone,” I said, surprised by the realization. It was written across her face.

      “I know they won’t see the Cure that way in the packs,” she said carefully. “I know they’ll think I’m a villain. But they are my people too, in a way. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “How does it work?”

      Her lips pursed to one side. “It’s just the same as what you experienced, Maddie. Except one of us has to kill the wolf for them, since they aren’t willing. But once we have the last pieces of the Dark Collar, it’ll all be over an instant.”

      “God.” I ran my fingers through my hair, knowing I couldn’t hide how upset the thought made me. “My friends, my sister and her mates—they’d all be devastated.”

      She reached out and pushed my knee. “I’m not trying to downplay how hard it would be, but the war could come to an end, Maddie. We all want peace, don’t we?”

      “Or it could just be a war between one set of ‘witches’ and another,” I reminded her dryly. “How does the Cure work?”

      Her lips pursed. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “I just wondered if it’s really safe. If it’s going to hurt anyone—”

      “It won’t,” she said quickly. “If there was a real risk, I wouldn’t use it on Casey, when I find her.”

      “Do you have any idea where she is?”

      She nodded. “But it doesn’t matter. Winter keeps putting off rescuing her.”

      She seemed to catch herself, her eyes widening, and said, “He just has higher priority missions right now, and once we rescue her, she’ll be my top priority, and—”

      “He’s busy,” I interrupted. She didn’t want to be disloyal to Winter, fine. I could still work with the opening she’d given me. “I get that. But maybe we could open a rip together.”

      “We could never do that,” she said, laughing. “We don’t have that kind of power.”

      “Maybe we do,” I said. “If we combine our magic.”

      I shouldn’t be stupid. But I desperately wanted to fix the pain in her life that had come from being a wolf. Maybe then she wouldn’t hate us all so much. Reuniting Casey and Alice would be a good thing in a war full of darkness. Alice and Casey could run away together and have a new life, safe from the Day—and from the Council.

      I hated the thought of what my wolves would do to these witches, if they could, almost as much as I hated what the witches would do to the wolves.

      “That’s crazy,” she said, but I could tell she was tempted.

      “Crazy’s kind of my specialty.” I shrugged. “It always works out.”

      “I don’t know, Maddie,” she said, but I could tell she was tempted. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      She chewed her lower lip. “You’ve tried to open a Rip, haven’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look at you,” she said, a faint note of jealousy in her voice. “You’ve been here a few weeks, you’ve been a full witch for less than that, and you’re already doing things the rest of us can’t.”

      “I can’t do it very well,” I admitted.

      “Then let’s see if you can take my magic,” she said softly. “Maybe I can loan you the power to open that rip.”
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      Deep in the woods, Alice and I experimented with transferring our magic all afternoon. It was a strange sensation—a jolt of pain every time, then a burst of power.

      When Alice loaned me her magic, I felt like I could do anything. Power tingled through my body, and I could open a rip. I could do almost anything.

      By the end of our practice, Alice seemed to stagger on her feet as we walked back to the house. I pretended to be just as tired, although I felt energy running wild through my veins.

      Alice and I agreed that we could both use a nap. I went into Echo’s room, then stood there, hesitating. From my window, I could see the edge of Winter’s workshop, a weathered building the size of a two-car garage just at the edge of the woods.

      Winter treated me as if I were special, and I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that liked it. I wasn’t special at the academy. The one time anyone thought I was special in my world, the Council had called on me to infiltrate the Day, starve in a closet and stab my own wolf to death.

      Being special as a wolf was highly overrated.

      Being special as a witch felt a bit nicer.

      But I still had a job to do.

      I glanced around, looking for anyone who might see me, then slipped outside and around the house. Winter’s workshop was off-limits.

      I wasn’t sure if I could even find the pieces of the Dark Collar. I didn’t know what they looked like, and they might not be here at all. With the labs destroyed, the coven had been scattered across several houses. Winter had smiled when I asked him about the others, and said it made it a little harder for my old friends to come murder us all.

      I crunched over the snow-frosted ground to the woods, then circled back through the trees to reach the workshop. This way, I stayed out of view of the house. I didn’t want anyone to see me from the windows.

      Winter’s workshop should be safeguarded with magic. I searched for its strings, then frowned when I found…nothing. Was he that confident that he had an iron thrall over his people?

      I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      The room was softly lit by the windows high above, near the rafters. There was a long wooden work bench with drawers beneath and a metal top; beyond that, the room was lined with cabinets and a second work bench with a wooden top. There was a door to the next room at the end, and my heart hammered faster as I wondered what might be beyond.

      There was a faint scent of fresh cut wood and of something metallic, but I couldn’t identify the tang at the back of my throat when I inhaled—it might be blood, or it might be welding material like when Josh and Kai worked on cars at home.

      I frowned, my nostrils flaring. My senses all felt shuttered after the loss of my wolf—my hearing wasn’t as keen, my sense of smell was atrocious—and it all made me feel vulnerable. I couldn’t read the world the way I once had. Someone could be in this room with me and I wouldn’t even smell them. Winter could walk up behind me and I wouldn’t know until his hand was on my shoulder…

      I turned, but there was no one there. I was alone.

      “Let’s get down to business,” I whispered to myself, because there was nothing like a Disney princess earworm to ease some of my tension.

      I pulled my shirt sleeve over my hand and began to go through the cabinets. Winter had collected all kinds of what seemed to be ancient artifacts. He had swords and shields hanging up on peg boards, many of them looking bright and new and almost other-worldly.

      A hammer with a carved marble handle glistened red, as if it had been dyed with blood that never came off. Something about it drew my fingers, but just as I was about to pick up the hammer, I snatched my hand away.

      I had a mission. Protecting my people was the only thing that mattered. I closed that cabinet door a little too hastily, and the sound seemed to echo in the empty room.

      I crossed the room to the door. A powerful sense of foreboding lay like a weight in my stomach. My fingers trembled a little as I reached for the doorknob, and part of me wanted to turn and go back rather than discover what my secrets my father might keep.

      But I took the cold knob in my hand and turned it anyway.

      A hand clapped over my lips. I reached for the arm that had just caught me, already starting to step back to throw the person who had caught me, but they stepped back too, as if they anticipated my movement.

      Instead, I found my feet knocked out from underneath me, just as that controlling hand over my mouth yanked me back. I found myself drawn against a hard chest.

      “You’re not very good at following the rules, are you?” Echo said into my ear. His voice was harsh, but a surge of relief ran through my body, and then I noticed how he’d pulled me against his leanly powerful body. His other arm circled my waist like a bar. His lips grazed the shell of my ear when he ordered, “Don’t scream.”

      I tried to twist my head back so I could see him, could raise my eyebrows—he knew damn well I wasn’t a screamer—but his controlling touch didn’t yield a bit. His fingers on my mouth still held my head tight against his shoulder.

      “If you call for help, we’ll be discovered. They’ll tell him. Then Winter will sew our mouths shut and flay us both alive,” he said softly. “Nod so I know you understand.”

      When I tried to nod, his hand loosened on my lips. His other arm still looped around my waist, pressing my spine and ass tightly against his body.

      “You were stupid to come in here,” he told me.

      “You’re stupid to come in here too,” I shot back.

      “I took down Winter’s wards and spells carefully. You blundered in here.”

      “You opened the door for me? How sweet.”

      “You can’t see a fucking door open and resist going through it, can you?” His hand slipped from my mouth, as if he trusted me not to scream, and dropped instead to my throat.  “You almost got yourself murdered when I left you alone for a few hours.”

      I’d been thinking about that, replaying the way Alice had entered my room. She’d broken the spell on purpose, hadn’t she?

      Alice had set me up to escape.

      Or she’d set me up to die.

      I really needed to know which one it was.

      “Sorry I didn’t appreciate being locked in a closet, left to starve…”

      “If I hadn’t, they would have done far worse things to you,” he said. “I’ve been trying to protect you since you came here, but you are making it very difficult.”

      The cadences of his voice were all so familiar. I didn’t have my wolf senses anymore to know his scent, but he’d stopped wearing all that cologne. I twisted in his arms, pressing my face against the curve of his throat. As his jaw brushed across the top of my head, his breath hitched.

      And I knew.

      I ran my hand up the hard plane of his chest, felt his heart beating faster under his white shirt, even though his face as he stared down at me was as cold and cruel and beautiful as ever.

      I stroked my fingertips up the back of his neck, then ran my thumb over the hard curve of his cheekbone.

      “I miss your real face, Silas Zip,” I murmured.

      His jaw tensed. He caught my biceps in an iron grip, and I couldn’t tell if he was holding me away from him or holding me against him.

      “How’d you know?”

      “I know you. Not just your face or your scent. I know you.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” he said, those dark eyes smoldering into mine, full of heat and longing.

      “That was why you kept on hurting me,” I studied his face, still trying to figure out all the answers. “You were afraid that I saw through your mask.”

      “It’s a very good mask,” he said. “It’s fooled them for months now.”

      “Is this where you’ve been since you left me?”

      “After a very unpleasant detour back home, yes.”

      “I hate you for leaving me,” I said, fisting his shirt in my hand, pulling him down toward me. He let me yank his body closer. “I hate you most of all for not letting me know you were alive. I grieved you. I burned.”

      There was no better way to describe it. I had burned with my desire for him, with my guilt.

      “As did I,” he promised. His hand twined in my hair, gathering it at the base of my head.  . “I didn’t get enough of you the last time I kissed you.”

      Everything in my body responded to that grip. It felt like something in me was breaking loose. He leaned toward me, and my hips pressed forward against his, seeking more of his body against mine. But I stopped him with my palm on his shoulder, even though it felt like my heart raced with my need for him.

      “Who are you, really?” I murmured.

      “I’m whoever I need to be,” he said.

      That wasn’t much of an answer, and my lips parted to tell him that, but his mouth claimed mine instead. I let out a soft breath into his mouth, shocked at how suddenly he had kissed me. My fingers dug into his shoulders as his tongue swept into my mouth.

      I pressed my body against his, my arm slipping over his shoulders, bringing him as close to me as he could be with clothes between us.

      The two of us traded kisses that left me flushed and breathless when I broke away. I still had so much I couldn’t understand. I could feel Silas in this man now, this man with the stranger’s face but the familiar body, but I wasn’t sure that Silas himself was who I thought.

      “Did you hate being cruel to me?” I asked, tilting my head to one side. “Or did you like it?”

      He didn’t answer, he just studied me with glittering eyes. I couldn’t tell who he really was—the Silas I’d known at school, who was quirky and kind and self-assured, or the Echo I’d come to know here, who was dangerous and commanding and capable of anything.

      “I think I could like being cruel to you sometimes,” he said finally, “but not that way.”

      His lips grazed my ear. “I’ve felt the way your body responded to me even when you were afraid. I think you might like it too.”

      “You Stockholmed me,” I accused. “Either that, or I just…”

      “Loved me already?” He caressed my cheek with his thumb, his hand on my face possessive. “I hoped maybe, subconsciously, you wouldn’t be as scared because of the bond between us, even though I hoped you wouldn’t figure it out consciously.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me, you asshole?”

      “Because Winter was going to torture you.” His lips pulled to one side. “I stole his thunder.”

      My lips parted to tell him off, and he used his hand in my hair to draw me toward him, his mouth covering mine. He kissed me breathless, until heat pooled low in my core.

      I broke away just long enough to say, “Our first time should be romantic, and not in the workshop of an evil warlock.”

      “He’s gone, searching for Cain’s shield, but it would be foolish to have sex in here,” he admitted. “It’s an unnecessary risk.”

      He already had his hands on my hips, boosting me up onto the edge of the workshop table. The hard edge bit into my ass as my legs dangled off the ledge. Before I had the chance, he put his hands on my knees and pushed them open, then pressed himself between my legs.

      My thighs tightened around his lean waist as he leaned forward, his lips pressing mine. He nipped my lower lip, teased my lips open with his tongue. He kissed me as if he wanted to possess me. I moaned into his mouth as my fingers kneaded the muscle of his broad shoulders, then sank deep enough to bruise as heat flamed across my core.

      I broke away long enough to say, “Just because I desperately want to have fucked-up sex in my fucked-up father’s fucked-up museum of horrors, don’t think you’re off the hook. You lied to me. You pretended to be someone else. You hurt me--literally. I’m going to be angry later. I’m going to be angry over and over.”

      “I’m not particularly frightened of your wrath. But I’ll bear that in mind.” He kissed down the side of my neck, and I scooted forward on the counter so I could press myself against him. My aching center found the bulge of his cock, even though his pants, and his breath hitched as I ground myself against it. My legs tightened harder around his hips.

      “You’re the biggest jackass I know,” I muttered, turning my face into his throat. “And that’s really saying something in my world.”

      His laughter shook his chest. Then his fingers skimmed over the back of my throat until he found the zipper at the back of my dress. He drew it down until cool air caressed my back. Then his fingers slipped up my spine, tracing the skin he’d just bared. His touch raised sparks all along my back.

      “Don’t be gentle now, you’ve always been so scary before,” I muttered, and he caught the two sides of the zipper and yanked it forward, forcing it over my shoulders and down my arms. He bared me to the waist. Silas had seen me in various states of undress as roommates, and yet I’d never felt so naked in front of him as his gaze swept over my naked breasts.

      “You don’t mind me scary,” he reminded me, a simple statement of fact. His voice dropped to murmur into my ear, “Whichever version of me you get, you know I always adore you.”

      Then he leaned forward, his mouth capturing mine again. His lips were demanding, unyielding. There was nothing gentle in the way he claimed me. His hands slid up my bare sides, then he cupped my breasts.

      When his thumb teased over my nipple, I moaned into his mouth. He toyed with me until heat pooled low in my core, until I reached down and pulled his shirt loose from his jeans. He pulled his t-shirt over his head in one smooth motion, revealing his lean but taut frame.

      I reached for him, taking him in my hand through his jeans. I stroked him a few times, heard his breath hitch, then tried to yank his belt and jeans apart.

      I squirmed out of the last of the dress. He practically tore my underwear away down my thighs, and it would’ve made me smile except our lips crashed together again. His hand tangled in my hair, holding me close to him as his cock pressed between my thighs.

      I reached down and took him in hand, swirled his tip through my wetness. The two of us traded fevered kisses as I used him like a toy, brushing him against me until we were both gasping from the sensation.

      “Fuck, Maddie,” he muttered, his voice full of desire.

      I pressed him against my core, and he slid inside me, sheathing himself in me so deeply that I gasped. He didn’t hesitate. My fingers curled into his shoulders, hard enough that my fingernails sank deep into his skin, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he rocked inside me.

      “Lay back,” he growled, and I did, catching the opposite edge of the table in my hands. His eyes were full of heat, and I loved the way he looked at me, as if he needed me, as if he’d waited for this as long as we’d known each other.

      He drew my calves up onto his shoulders, my panties still tangled around my knees, and yanked my ass to the very edge of the table. He plunged inside me over and over, pounding against me, his balls slapping against me. The sound of our bodies moving together, of the wet sound of his cock sliding home over and over, and our mingled moans filled the air.

      I’d thought I’d lost him forever, and now here he was, burying himself deep inside me, hitting something inside that made sparks dance across my vision. My fingers tightened on the edge of the table as I tried to hold myself back. It felt as if my body was coming apart.

      As my orgasm tightened every muscle in my body, I moaned out loud, and suddenly he leaned over me, slapping his hand over my mouth. “Quietly,” he warned me, and I moaned against his palm. The pressure of his hand against my mouth just aroused me more.

      I bit my lip, doing my best to silence my moans as he plunged into me over and over, as my muscles tightened around him in waves. Stars danced in front of my vision, and I couldn’t quite see his face clearly. He might have looked like Silas or Echo or…both, by turns.

      He kept going, holding my legs braced against his chest with one arm, as my orgasm took me over. His shoulder muscles tensed against my calves, his shaft swelling inside me. His hand was still over my mouth, forcing my legs to come with his shoulders so that my feet swayed over my head. I’d let him twist me like a pretzel if he wanted to; I came so hard around his cock that it was a good thing his hand was where it was.

      Then he paused, studying me. I raised my brows and nipped the palm of his hand.

      “I would’ve thought you learned you don’t want to play rough with me,” he teased, but there was no true heat in his voice.

      He didn’t take his hand off my mouth either, though.

      “Never said that,” I murmured, the words muffled.

      “God, I missed you,” he muttered, drawing me into his arms. I clung to him, unable to believe that I really had him back.

      If only I could keep him.
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      “I’m so confused about who you are,” I said, as he zipped me back up. My core still ached from the way the two of us had crashed into each other. I ran my hand over my flushed face, knowing that it must look like I’d had wild sex.

      “Think of me as Echo for now,” he said. “You can’t afford to slip.”

      “But what about after?”

      His hands wrapped my hips and spun me around. “I think we should save worrying about after, because we might not make it there,” he told me.

      I pulled a face, but he was right about the uncertain future. “Why are you here?”

      He took my hand in his, his grip firm and comforting. He’d held my hand quite a few times at the academy, and I was sure that if he’d held my hand before now, I would’ve recognized him.

      “This is my mission,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, Maddie, but you might have to wait for a good time. Maybe when our chances are better that we won’t be caught and interrogated. For now, can we search the creepy house and get out of here?”

      “Fine.” But I had a lot of questions.

      He shook his head, pulling a pair of black leather gloves from his pocket. “Don’t touch anything. Just follow me.”

      This version of Silas was apparently bossy as hell, as if I didn’t get enough of that back at the academy. “You know, I was having a lot more fun until you got here.”

      He turned his head over his shoulder so he could wink at me. “I know that’s a lie, sweetheart.”

      I followed him into the room, but suddenly, he stopped dead. His shoulders were broad enough to fence me from the room. “Go back,” he said. “You don’t need to see this.”

      Instead, I shoved past him—as much as I could, despite his narrow frame, he was pretty much unmovable—and entered the room. He sighed. “I should’ve said hurry up and come in, then you’d be walking away, wouldn’t you?”

      “Would you stop, I don’t—” My wisecrack died on my lips as I scented bleach, then took in the scene around me.

      One of the Everly sisters lay across a blood-stained table; the other one sat up in a chair beside her table.

      Both of them were dead.

      The one on the table was cut open from her belly to her sternum. I almost gagged at the sight of the gore, and I pressed my hand over my mouth. Her arm flopped out, and her sister sat right beside her, her head raised as if she were alive, staring at nothing with button eyes and smiling. She held her sister’s hand.

      Then the sitting sister turned her unseeing eyes to us and said, “Welcome home.”

      I jumped back, horror skittering through my chest, but Echo was right there. His hands fell on my shoulders, a comforting weight. “Hold on. I think I know what’s going on.”

      Winter was a murderer. What happened to his whole story about how the witches weren’t cruel like we were?

      He moved closer to the sisters than I liked, then examined them both carefully.

      “They’re dead,” he said. “They won’t hurt you. It’s a doll spell.”

      “It’s what?”

      “Winter killed them and turned them into…well…dolls,” he said. “They repeat a handful of phrases. They follow simple orders, when they can, but they have no memories, and they don’t feel anything. They can’t hurt you.”

      “That’s not comforting. Why would Winter want dolls?”

      Echo looked at me as if he were choosing his words carefully, and understanding dawned for me. Winter had taken the two girls and yet there was no sign of Tritan. I knit my fingers more tightly over my mouth. “Oh my god, I’m going to puke.”

      “No, you’re not,” he told me. “Help me search the rest of the room.”

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to touch anything.”

      “There we go,” he muttered, as if my little bit of spirit was welcome now after that discovery.

      Together, the two of us searched the room, although I kept looking back to check on the dolls. They were always in the same place.

      “Is this the first time you’ve been in his workshop?”

      He shook his head. “I made it in here once before. I was being watched pretty closely the first two months until I won them over. It’s lucky they finally caved, or they wouldn’t have left me with you.”

      “Yes, lucky me,” I said dryly, even though things would have gone even worse for me with Tritan and the Everly sisters without Echo’s protection. “And here I’d been starting to forget why wolves hate witches.”

      “Everyone’s pretty terrible,” he said. “Humans, shifters, witches. In every world.”

      “Are you trying to steal Jensen’s voice of optimism award?”

      “I was raised in an orphanage, kidnapped to fight a war, then came to your fine world only to eat industrial meatloaf and be forced off a bridge,” he said. “You’ll have to forgive me for a bleak outlook in life.”

      “You pretended to be so sunny at the academy.”

      “I pretended to be an idiot at the academy.”

      “It was never very convincing,” I said.

      He leaned back from the cabinets to look at me, and there was something uncertain in his gaze.

      “What is it?”

      “You liked that version of Silas,” he said. “I hope you like me now.”

      “You do? I thought I was supposed to be scared of Echo.”

      He pulled a face. “Okay, fine. I hope you like me in the future.”

      “When you’re not Echo or Silas?”

      He heaved a sigh. “Nevermind.”

      “What do the pieces of the Dark Collar look like, anyway?” I asked

      He opened a cabinet and his lips tightened. “Like this. Shit. He’s got another one he didn’t tell me about.”

      He pulled out a book from alongside the relics and began to flip through it.

      “What language is that?” I frowned over his shoulder at the page, which was full of a strange, squiggling hand.

      “Fae,” he said shortly.

      “Can you read it?”

      “Yes.”

      My version of Silas was chattier. I fell silent, picking up a towel and using those to maneuver the pieces of the Dark Collar. They were heavy metal pieces that seemed as if they could snap together like a puzzle to form what looked like a crown. I push them until formed a circle.

      “Don’t do that,” he warned, laying the book down beside the pieces of the metal puzzle. “According to this book, the Dark Collar can be used two ways. Broken apart to form the boundaries for an enchantment to control the shifters—”

      He pushed the pieces away from each other as if to demonstrate.

      “Or it can be assembled,” I said. “What does it do? Collar one shifter, like the Cure?”

      “That’s the thing,” he said. “The Dark Collar began as the Dark Crown, at least according to this. Fae shifters crafted it.”

      “Why would they craft something with that kind of power to hurt them?”

      “It was a crown that gave a shifter incredible powers, until the Fae got their hands on it.” He frowned. “We’ve got to do more research, Maddie. If this book is right, this could be a powerful weapon. We could use it to stop Winter.”

      Hope made my heart speed. He flipped through the pages as quickly as he could as I carefully placed the pieces all back in the cabinet where we’d found them. The same thing that might damn our people might save them, too.

      Then he slipped the book back into place. “I studied stories of the Fae shifter king they reference here, who could take a witch’s powers. We thought he was a fairy tale, the myth of an enslaved people…”

      “The Fae used the crown to punish the shifters for their uprising?” I asked, filling in the dots.

      “Right. They turned the crown into a collar to control the shifters. But with the right spell, it could be used as a weapon again.” He frowned. “I don’t think the witches or the wolves should have all the power, though.”

      That was something to debate another day, someplace safe.

      I kept having the creepy feeling that the sisters might be moving behind me.

      “How do we help these girls?” I glanced at them over my shoulder.

      “We don’t,” he said. “Not yet. We can’t afford to blow our missions. They’re not suffering, I promise.”

      “If they were, would it matter?”

      “Don’t ask me questions like that.” He went on before I could say anything else. “When Winter dies, so will they. Once and for all.”

      “Then I’ll kill him,” I promised.

      He might be my father, but in his blood-stained workshop, there was no denying that he was a monster too.

      And I might have found the key to defeating him.
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      Lex

      

      I yanked on Rafe’s desk drawer, where we locked the cadets’ cell phones until liberty started, but the drawer didn’t open. I frowned as I realized it was locked.

      “Looking for something?” Rafe demanded from behind me.

      “Yeah. Since when do you lock your desk?”

      “Since when do you try to rifle through it?”

      “I’m not rifling. They’re supposed to get their cells back after we finish today.”

      Rafe crossed his arms. “Really?”

      Heat sparked in my chest as I turned to face him. Rafe was talking to me like I was one of our damn cadets.

      I was far more heated than I would’ve been otherwise, because he was right. He’d caught me. I intended to use Maddie’s left-behind phone to contact Piper and make sure she really was home safe. I wouldn’t relax until I heard Maddie’s voice.

      Something felt wrong. I’d had nightmares all last night. I had to know she was safe.

      “I can’t believe we’re lying to each other after all these years,” Rafe muttered. “What were you really doing?”

      “There’s something wrong with Maddie. I can feel it.”

      Rafe raked his hand through his hair. “What’s wrong with you? That girl has always erased all your common sense. Now she’s this close to costing you—”

      “No,” I interrupted, and Rafe raised his eyebrow. “Don’t blame her.”

      “Why not?” he demanded.

      I shook my head.

      “Where’s your phone, Lex?” Rafe challenged me.

      I crossed my arms, leaning on the edge of his desk. I’d bet he knew damn well before he asked the question. “Clearborn took it.”

      Rafe mirrored my posture. “I heard this story. Someone told me they saw your face all marked up like you’d been beaten to hell and back. But it’s the damndest thing. You didn’t mention anything to me.”

      “I didn’t particularly need a hug,” I told him.

      “God damn it, Lex.” Rafe raked his hands through his hair. “Why can’t you let the girl go?”

      “You don’t want to, either,” I said. “If you didn’t still feel something for her, you wouldn’t be so pissed. The real reason you’re furious at me right now is because you’re allergic to giving a fuck.”

      “Are we doing pop psychology now?” Rafe demanded. “Because I’ve known you for a long time, Lex, and I’ve watched you fuck up your life and everything you ever wanted over the course of the last year. I have some thoughts.”

      “Stop talking to me like I’m one of the kids.”

      “You’re acting like one of them.”

      “You’re getting a bit power-mad, Rafe,” I said. “Why is that? Because you slip around her, so you’ve got to try to tighten your control, be more perfect, pretend it isn’t happening?”

      “Oh, bull shit,” he said.

      “You told me everyone notices that I’m never the one to whip our cadets,” I said. “Well, everyone notices how weird you are around Maddie Northsea. And the fact that you can’t be in close quarters with her without yelling at her, or popping a hard-on, or both, which is—”

      Rafe shoved me. When my shoulders slammed into the wall, rage sparked through my chest. Regret flashed across Rafe’s face just as quickly.

      When I cocked an eyebrow at him, he took a step back, raising his hands. I wasn’t going to hit Rafe, any more than I’d hit anyone in our team.

      “You’re not going to solve your Maddie problem with more control,” I warned him.

      “I don’t have a Maddie problem. I can see who she really is, after the way she acted…”

      “Oh, come on. You should know her better than that.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She put a curse on us.” My words came out heated. “She made us hate her. Because she doesn’t want us to follow wherever she went…I don’t think she went to Northsea territory.”

      He scoffed. “She’s always been impetuous and hot-tempered. You’ve got to find a supernatural reason now for her bratty behavior? Seems like a reach, doesn’t it?”

      “Clearborn knows something, but he’s not telling us. He’s not telling me, that’s for sure.” There was a bitter edge in my voice.

      Clearborn’s judgment of me stung. My own father, my alpha, they’d both seen me as nothing but dirt. Then I’d come here, and I’d excelled, and I’d felt like I was good enough. I’d packed away their judgment as nothing but the cruel words of foolish men.

      But Clearborn was competent and principled, the kind of man I could respect, and he thought I was worthless too.

      “First of all, I think you’re grasping at goddamn straws,” Rafe said. “Because you need to be needed, you need to take care of that girl.”

      I shook my head.

      “But second, if you think Maddie used magic to alter how we feel about her, to destroy the bonds between us…” he shook his head. “She stole something from you.”

      Of course he’d say Maddie stole something from me. He would never admit she had taken something from him.

      “She must have been scared,” I said.

      “Don’t make excuses for her,” he said. “Either way you imagine this story playing out, she humiliated you in front of Clearborn. That was the probably the last strike for your spot on the Council’s Own—”

      “We’ll find out.” I said evenly. I wasn’t going to sacrifice Maddie for my spot on the Council’s Own.

      Not that it would be easy for me to help her. The only person who believed me was Dani Hedron. I’d texted her to tell her that I was safe after I made it back to the academy, and she had texted back that she was too. Then Clearborn called me into his office. She had no way of knowing why I never called her again to unravel Maddie’s spell, if we even could.

      “You shouldn’t love her anymore, Lex,” Rafe said. “She’s a hazard. You loved her, for all your faults, and she acted like she hated you. You’re still trying to protect her and she tried to destroy you. Don’t you see it?”

      My eyes narrowed as I understood. “That’s why the spell works so well on you. You hate her more than you would if she just hurt you. You hate her because she hurt me.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “You’re a good friend, Rafe.”

      He shook his head, rejecting the compliment.

      “You’re a terrible boyfriend,” I added. His damage apparently kept him from fighting the curse; I wouldn’t have expected that weakness, but maybe it was no surprise. “But that’ll change once you two just give into each other.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll never want her again.”

      “Now that you can finally admit that you ever wanted her at all? Now that you think it’s over?”  I cocked my head to one side, studying him, before letting it go. Rafe was too passionate beneath that cold exterior, in his own way. He wasn’t ready to admit how he felt about Maddie.  “What did Clearborn tell you?”

      We’d always gone into each other’s desks freely. There had been things we’d both left in the past, because we didn’t want to remember them. But there had never been any secrets between us.

      Not until Maddie.

      Rafe stared at me as if he would refuse to answer. But he couldn’t lie to me.

      He heaved a sigh. “He told me you had some crazy thought about Maddie leaving the academy, that he was worried you’d go after her. I didn’t realize just how crazy until now.”

      “Then pick up your phone and call her. Make sure she’s safe.”

      “Her cell phone is in my desk,” he said. “Remember? Impetuous, bratty behavior bordering on the criminally insane? She didn’t stop to pack a bag before she careened out of here.”

      His jaw tensed. “Her duplicate car key is in my desk, too. She turned in one and carried the extra. She always planned to have an escape route, I guess, if things here weren’t going her way.” His eyes met mine evenly. “Think about that, Lex. Think about who she is.”

      “I know who she is. She’s my girl.”

      Rafe snorted, running his hand through his hair.

      “And she’s your girl, too,” I reminded him. But sometimes, there was a thin line between love and hate.

      Maddie’s curse had broken him.

      Rafe’s mouth tightened into a hard line, but he struggled to rein himself in.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Lex,” he warned me, his voice stern.

      It was the same way he talked to Maddie. Rafe ordered us around as if he could just fix us, and then he could escape the pain that came with caring about someone.

      Loving someone always comes with a price, though. In all of love’s many forms, it comes with a measure of worry and grief and frustration.

      Rafe hadn’t learned yet that love was worth it anyway, but I thought he would.
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      Maddie

      

      When I saw Winter again the next day, my heart almost stopped. He smiled at me, his eyes brightening in a way that seemed genuine. I pushed down the memory of the Everly sisters’ frozen faces, and smiled back.

      If Echo could learn to be a different person, whoever he needed to be to meet the mission, then so could I.

      “I have a mission for you,” he said.

      My heart stopped, but my smile didn’t. “Great.”

      Winter led Echo and me into his office. The fire was still roaring, but this time, the room didn’t feel quite as welcoming.  As he took his seat at his desk, he gestured to the chairs in front of him.

      “I need you to steal something for me,” he said.

      Oh. Either he trusted me more than Clearborn had expected, or this was a set up.

      “A mission for the two of us?” Echo asked, glancing at me before he looked back to Winter. “You must have decided I’m disposable.”

      Winter smiled. “Maddie’s not that frightening. It seems she’s forgiven you.”

      I smiled back, knowing that one day, I was going to rip Winter’s throat out. I wondered if he’d see me as not frightening that day.

      The witch who raised me up had been resurrected from the dead once, before Piper and her men put him down forever. I was going to make sure Winter never crawled up from the dirt again.

      He had almost conned me. I wanted so badly for him to be who he claimed to be: a man caught up in a war, but principled, decent to his own.  For some reason, I thought of Clearborn, who was sometimes cruel too, but never senselessly.

      “It won’t be just the two of you, though,” Winter added. “You’ll take Alice.”

      Echo’s lips flattened. But he asked, “What do you need us to do?”

      “We’ve had to all but give up on the Cure as a widespread measure, because we can’t find a delivery method,” Winter said. He glanced at me, as if he wasn’t sure he should speak so openly in front of me, and then he sighed faintly before he went on.

      “There are shifters in the Fae world, too, and the Fae enslaved them using what they call the Dark Collar. They are not a particularly helpful people, the Fae, but their magic is. If we get the last piece of the Dark Collar, we should be able to force the Cure on all the packs.”

      His gaze lingered on me as he added, “Bloodlessly.”

      “You’re hoping to end the war by taking away the wolves’ fangs and not by killing them?” I asked. I didn’t believe him. Given the chance, he’d wipe my real family off the planet.

      “I thought it would make you happier,” he said, his lips pursing to one side. Then he admitted, “Also, with half my coven dead, it might be nice to avert full-on war as much as possible. If the wolves are no longer a real threat, we can work toward peace.”

      God, the man really did think I could be redeemed to the dark side.

      “The only problem is,” he said, “the last piece of the Dark Collar is in a mortal museum a few hours away. You’ll need to steal it.”

      “No problem,” Echo said. “Mortals are easy to steal from.”

      “It’s not that simple.” Winter drummed his fingers on his desk. “It’s actually being moved to an auction house. That gives us an opportunity to steal it in transit, which should be easier.”

      “All good news so far,” I said.

      “Not for you,” Winter said briskly. “There’s more than one shifter artifact on the manifest for the auction house. I believe that the shifters are going to be after that truck too.”

      Fuck. Fantastic. This was Winter’s test.

      I was going up against my own people.

      “Do you know what pack?” I asked, praying that it wasn’t a pack I knew.

      “I thought I’d leave it up to you to figure that out,” Winter said, and his tone sent dread churning through my gut.

      Stealing the last piece of the Dark Collar was one thing.

      Coming into conflict with a pack could turn bloody.

      If I killed my own kind, how would I ever go home again? Winter knew that damn well.

      “Maddie.” Winter’s eyes bore into mine, yanking me out of my reverie. “Are you willing to go?”

      I had no choice. “Sure. I’ve been meaning to get into thievery. I need a new hobby.”

      “Good,” he said, although his gaze was still hard.

      I’d known to expect to be tested. I was supposed to stay the course through it all: torture, the murder of my wolf, stealing from my own kind. This was the cost of saving the packs.

      He opened a folder full of schedules and manifests to walk us through the plan. I tried to focus on the plan, until he closed it and pushed it across the desk. “Be safe out there.”

      “I’ll look after her.” Echo rose to his feet with his usual easy grace. He headed for the door, and I followed.

      “Maddie,” Winter said. “Come back to me safely.”

      He always sounded so confident. Did I imagine that there was the faintest pleading note in his voice?

      I stopped, lingering in the doorway, then turned back. “I have a question for you.”

      “Anything, Maddie,” Winter said, with a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

      Remember that he’s a psychopath who turns women who offend him into creepy living sex dolls. Don’t be taken in because he looks like he’d buy you a pony and take you to the fair if you asked.

      Goddamn daddy issues really do my head in sometimes.

      “Do you really believe that there can be peace between the witches and the wolves?” I asked.

      “Do you think I’m lying to you?” His lips arched faintly. “Perhaps because you’re lying to me?”

      Anxiety squirmed through my stomach. If he thought I was lying to him, why would he send me on a mission?

      His gaze softened, as if he saw my fear.

      “You’re planning to go back,” he said gently. “I know that.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t… even if I wanted to, without my wolf I’m nothing to them.”

      “I didn’t think even the shifters were that foolish, to pass up a chance to have a girl like you on their side.” He sighed, leaning onto his elbow on the desk.

      “If you think I’m lying to you, why…”

      “Between you and that friend of yours, you killed half my coven,” he muttered. “Forty-two witches. The wolves shouldn’t just welcome you back home. They should give you a medal.”

      His words washed over me and left dread in their wake, making my eyes widen.

      “And I should give you a cemetery plot,” he went on, standing from his desk. He was a big man—not by shifter standards, but by human standards, he was intimidating. Terrifying. He seemed to loom over me.

      And he thought I was going to betray him. Something cold twisted through my gut, and I raised my chin, drawing myself to my full height. Such as it was.

      There was a chill in the air as the two of us stared at each other. Winter made no further movement to clear the distance between us. I would’ve tried to kill him if he took two steps closer.

      His posture relaxed as he sighed, and something sad came into his eyes. I no longer felt like he was tempted to strangle me to death, there in his office.

      “Yes, Maddie, I think there can be peace. Not just between the wolves and the witches, but between you and me.”

      “Why would you send me on a mission if you don’t trust me?” Did he hope that I would cross a line that meant I could never go home?

      “Because I want you to rule the Day by my side, as my daughter. I want to take you from the wolves and convince you to be mine.” He shrugged. “I don’t think you’ll come to trust me if I don’t trust you first.”

      That was a nice idea and if it weren’t for the horror show in his workshop, I might have bought his story.

      “How did you get to know my mother?”

      “That’s a long story,” he said, smiling faintly. “I’ll tell you about it tonight when you get back.”

      “Like a bedtime story?” I asked lightly.

      His brows arched. “Isn’t Echo telling you bedtime stories already?”

      I stumbled to respond, and he smiled as if I’d confirmed what he thought.

      “I’m not sure if you’re a very forgiving girl or a completely depraved one,” he said.

      “Possibly both.”

      He shook his head, but he was smiling. “You two crazy kids have fun stealing from the museum.”

      Echo was waiting for me in the hall. He raised his eyebrows at me when I walked out.

      “Just getting Daddy’s permission to date you,” I said, then tucked my arm into his elbow.

      “Charming,” he said. “Should be a romantic evening, stealing from the wolves.”

      I didn’t need romantic. I’d be grateful just to survive the night without killing anyone.

      But I wasn’t going to get my hopes up.
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      As Echo and I headed downstairs, he whistled to his cat. She came bounding down the hall and he knelt and held his arm out in one smooth motion, before she leapt onto his shoulder.

      He straightened, only to catch me smiling. He raised his eyebrows. “What?”

      “You’re such a badass,” I said. “Also, did you really just whistle at her? Like she’s a dog?”

      “If I offended her, she’d claw my face off,” he assured me. He slung his arm around my shoulders as we crossed the entryway to the front door. “Like the other woman in my life.”

      I scoffed. “You’ve gotten lucky so far.”

      When we walked onto the front porch, Alice smiled at us broadly and waved from the front seat of a sleek Audi. Her eyes lit up every time she saw Echo.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Echo groaned.

      “Well, maybe you should stop leading her on if you’re going to be uncomfortable when Winter sends her along on our missions.”

      I was headed toward the car, but suddenly Echo’s fingers slid up my back, then curled around the nape of my neck, drawing me to a halt. I tilted my head as much as I could, to cock an eyebrow at him skeptically.

      “I’m not leading her on,” he murmured into my ear.

      “Bullshit,” I breathed. “You don’t want anyone but me.”

      “You’re cocky,” he accused.

      “So are you.”

      Echo nipped my earlobe with his teeth, and desire jolted all the way to my core. I shoved him away, pretending to be bored.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I accused him.

      “But fun.” He swung the back door open for me, sweeping his arm gallantly.

      He was fun when he was being Echo, in his own dark, twisted way.

      I still ignored him, pulling open the passenger door and climbing in beside Alice.

      Echo rolled his eyes, then climbed into the backseat. “You load the weapons already?”

      “Weapons?” I asked.

      Alice glanced at me, her brown eyes wide with understanding. “If worst comes to worse, Maddie, we’ll do the killing.”

      “If worst comes to worst, Maddie will do her fucking job to make sure we all get out of there alive,” Echo said. “We’re not pacifists.”

      She glared at him in the rearview mirror as she pulled down the driveway. “You could be a little bit understanding.”

      “Not of that,” he said, leaning back, his arms across his chest. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to feel forgiving if someone who is supposed to be watching my back lets me down.”

      “Maddie’s forgiven you for quite a bit,” Alice pointed out. “I’m just saying, this could be hard for her. We should protect her from having to do anything…that crosses a line.”

      “Oh, Maddie liked it.” Echo’s voice was lazy.

      “I did not,” I said.

      “And we worked this out already,” he went on.

      “We did not,” I said. “You didn’t even apologize.”

      Alice harrumphed. “Don’t hold your breath. He never apologizes.”

      “How do you even make that sound?” Echo asked her curiously. “You sound like such an old lady. I almost expect you to say tsk tsk.”

      “Tsk tsk, you shouldn’t torture a girl and then expect her to just get over it,” Alice shot back.

      I smiled to myself as I opened the console between my seat and Alice’s, searching for sunglasses.

      “Do you always make yourself at home?” Echo asked as I found a pair. I held them up to Alice, but when she shook her head, I slipped them onto my own face.

      “Yes,” I said. “No reason not to.”

      “You should.” Alice smiled at me. “I know it’ll take time, but the Day can be your family now. We’re not perfect—”

      “As evidenced by the stupid cheesy nonsense we say,” Echo put in.

      Alice continued, undeterred. “But we look out for each other. And now we’ll be looking out for you too.”

      “Thanks.” I took a deep breath, debating what to say next. Stealing the Cure was no longer my top priority, but it would be good to bring home just in case.

      Most of all, I just wanted to protect Alice.

      She’d run away from the packs for a reason. Maybe she was just as trapped here in the coven as she had once been there. I couldn’t do anything to endanger my mission, but I hoped I’d be able to take her with me when we left, eventually.

      Echo reached out and caught the end of my ponytail. I twisted in my seat to smile at him or slap him or possibly both, depending on how things went.

      “Shut up,” he warned me, tugging sharply on my ponytail, hard enough to hurt. “You’re annoying me with your sentimentality.”

      “Why are you like this?” I demanded. I raised my hand to smooth back my ponytail, my roots aching. Sometimes I liked it when Echo pulled my hair. But not like that.

      Restrained heat blazed in his eyes, his jaw tense. His words came back to me.

      I’m an asshole, sure. And I’m the best of them.

      He didn’t want me to trust Alice.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. I knew that I couldn’t entirely trust Alice yet; she was loyal to terrible people like Winter. But I needed Alice to trust me.

      He narrowed his eyes right back, already reaching out for me again.

      I twisted in my seat so he couldn’t reach me. “I swear to god, I’m going to cut your throat in your sleep if you push me, Echo.”

      Echo leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “Do it. I’ll come back as a poltergeist and skin you alive in your bed, love.”

      He was so adept at playing a fucking psycho, it worried me.

      That didn’t prevent me from being turned on, which worried me far more.

      His cat meowed, and no matter how dangerously Echo spoke, he still picked her up and cuddled her against his chest. She butted her head under his jaw, and he leaned back, holding eye contact with me.

      That was my Silas in there, though, loving on the kitty cat.

      Whoever the hell he really was, part of me still wanted to crawl over the console and straddle him, grab his hair and yank his head up and kiss him. I’d loved Silas practically since I met him. That hadn’t changed. But something a little bit dark and fucked-up had been born between us in that closet.

      As if he could read the desire in my eyes, his face softened. He winked at me, then dipped his head, caressing the cat’s head with his chin.

      “You two have some kind of chemistry,” Alice said, her brows arching. She didn’t even sound jealous in that moment, just a bit stunned. “Burn down the house, or maybe the world, probably-gonna-kill-each-other chemistry.”

      When we reached the museum where the last piece of the Dark Collar was, Alice and I headed inside to get the lay of the land. The plan was to hit the truck while the object was in transit, but better prepared than not.

      As we headed up the museum steps, Echo skulked toward the back, his hands in his pockets.  I paused to watch him go. His body hadn’t changed, just his face; he was still leanly muscled, his posture both perfect and relaxed in a way that was Silas’ own. He was smaller than my other men, but he carried himself with easy power.

      I’d missed that body. It reminded me of all those runs when he’d been just ahead of me, all the times between classes when he’d bumped his shoulder into mine. The slender, tightly muscled planes of his chest and shoulders reminded me of how our bodies had locked together for a few aching seconds, before he threw himself off that bridge.

      I only took an instant, but I caught Alice watching me as I headed up the steps. She turned her head in a hurry, her dark hair flickering over her shoulders.

      I needed to win her over. Her jealousy was a hazard to my mission.

      But the thought of spending the next several months infiltrating the coven while ignoring him seemed… impossible. Actually impossible. No matter how good my intentions, my gaze would always find him. My heart would always beat a little faster.

      My Silas, lost and found.

      I could pretend to embrace Winter as a father, I could play besties with Alice and the other witches if they would let me, but there was one thing I could never fake.

      I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t love Silas.
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      As dusk fell, the three of us set up on the roof of a neighboring building, watching the loading dock of the museum. They were scheduled to move a whole load of art and artifacts tonight. We only needed one.

      Alice kept trying to flirt with Echo. He indulged her for a while, although he always seemed irritated by her efforts. When I caught him eyeing me, as if to check that I noticed how desirable he was to the opposite sex, I pulled a face at him.

      Yes, I noticed all the young women in the coven were obsessed with Echo.

      And I noticed he was cocky as hell.

      I was willing to bet that ego was all Silas. He’d always had a sort of deep, warm confidence in himself.

      When Echo grew bored of tormenting me through Alice, he tried to get her to leave him alone.

      “We should focus on the mission,” he said, boxing her out with his shoulders as he turned to look over the city. The lights were blinking on in the distant buildings as night fell heavily over the city. “If our wolfish friends are coming, they should be here any minute. And so should that truck.”

      Alice didn’t seem to take a hint. It worried me sometimes, the way she seemed so sweet and so… oblivious…at the same time. She lived in a world where the punishment for being naïve was often death. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to Alice.

      She made the mistake of running her hand over Echo’s broad back when he was focused on a truck turning the corner that might be our museum transport truck.

      He turned on her, his brows rising, and I leaned forward, trying to stop him from saying something mean. I could read his posture, his face, but she must not. She was still smiling.

      Then he said coldly, “Why don’t you learn a spell that will help you realize when you’re not wanted?”

      She flinched as if he’d burned her.

      “Echo,” I scolded him.

      “She’s just exasperating me,” he muttered. “I want to focus on the mission.”

      Her face relaxed—she thought his disinterest was a temporary condition—but she said, “I’ll, ah, get ready to attach the bug.”

      We were using a literal bug—which had been enchanted—to track the vehicle, in case we lost sight of the truck. A fly clinging to a window wouldn’t attract any attention.

      “That’s a great idea,” Echo growled. Then he managed to add, “Thank you.”

      She bobbed her head in a nod and headed for the stairs down into the building.

      I rounded on him as soon as she’d gone. “Why are you so mean to Alice?”

      “She’s the kind of girl who likes to work for it,” he said. “I’m not hurting anything.”

      My lips parted in shock. He did not just say that.  “You’re an absolute asshole.”

      He shrugged. “What can I say? You have a type, Maddie.”

      “I do not.” He wasn’t an asshole back at the academy. Who the hell was he?

      “Mm?” He slid his hand up my hip, stepping intimately close so he could run his fingertips up my spine. His chest filled my vision, then he wrapped his hand around the base of my neck, squeezed gently. He walked me back, forcing me with him until my shoulders bumped the edge of a wall. “You don’t?”

      His jaw brushed my ear when he murmured, “You don’t like the fact that I can’t stand another woman touching me? Because all I want is you?”

      I’d been about to tell him off, and I was still angry but that confession was disarming. As I stared up at him, he smirked down at me like he knew he’d won.

      “I need her,” I hissed.

      “She’s not going to hand over the Cure even if you become her bestie,” he whispered in my ear. “She’s a true believer. Give me time. I’ll get you out of here with everything you need.”

      I’ll get you out of here? “And you’ll come with me.”

      His lips quirked at one corner. “We’ll see.”

      “There’s no we’ll see. I’m not leaving without you.” My hands roamed up his abs, up his shoulders, as if I couldn’t resist him.

      His hand moved to fist in my hair as his lips brushed my throat. “You’ll do what I tell you.”

      My palms flattened on his shoulders, ready to push him away. “You know better than that.”

      “Brat,” he growled against my throat. Then he nipped me, his teeth scraping over my skin in a way that made me gasp in shock, my hips rocking forward against his. His other hand swept across the curve of my ass, pressing my body against him, holding me there, intimately close.

      “Don’t call me names,” I ordered. I twined my fingers through his hair before I yanked his head up, just as rough as he was, before I claimed his mouth with mine.

      His lips were as unyielding as his grip, and when he kissed me, it was full of urgency and need.

      He yanked my head back, our lips parting long enough for him to remind me, “You’re the one who’s been flinging around names like asshole.”

      Before I could respond, he kissed me again fiercely. The tip of his tongue teased across my lower lip, urging my mouth open. When I surrendered, his tongue swept into mine. My fingers slid through his hair to twine at the base of his neck, letting him carry my weight as he held me arched back.

      When he pulled back, his dark eyes were heavy-lidded and soft; bedroom eyes, even here.

      “You’re the one who’s not ashamed of being one,” I reminded him.

      He stared at me in shock, then threw his head back and laughed. “You always have a comeback, don’t you?”

      “Pretty much, yep.”

      “I wonder if it’s even possible to fuck you speechless,” he half-growled, half-laughed, before he caught my hips and spun me around.

      I caught myself with my palms pressed flat against the cold wall in front of me. “I don’t like your chances.”

      “I’m not afraid to try,” he promised me. His hand slid across my lower abs, his thumb delving into the waistband of my jeans as he worked the button. His hard body pressed against my back, and I bit my lip at the wave of desire that washed over me.

      As soon as my waistband released, his hand delved into my panties, his fingers gliding across my wet heat. He murmured into my ear, “Well, well. You’re awfully turned-on for someone on a mission.”

      “Maybe I should try to see if it’s possible to fuck you speechless, because you sure have a lot to say.”

      I caught his grin from the corner of my vision, right before he punished me by nipping my throat. He alternated sucking a bruise until it hurt and kissing it better, his fingers all the while working steadily across my clit. I let out a soft moan at the sensations of sweet pain and pleasure intermingled.

      My head lolled back against his shoulder as his fingers worked against me mercilessly, driving me closer and closer to an orgasm as sparks began to burst in front of my eyes.

      “Si…” I started to warn him before I cut myself off. I couldn’t call out his real name, and I couldn’t bring myself to call him Echo. “Asshole, I’m about to come. Dial it down.”

      “You really are insufferable,” he muttered, shoving my jeans down my hips, his grip rough in just the right way that I wanted now.

      I pressed my ass against his cock, felt how hard he was against me. “Not sorry.”

      “You will be,” he murmured before he pushed me forward, smacking his hand across my ass. My core clenched as if that only made me want him more. The heat he lit across my ass was only matched by the heat between my thighs.

      “Doubtful,” I murmured, and he smacked me again, the slap reverberating in the air. He withdrew long enough to get his hands on his own jeans, and at the sound of his fingers unbuckling his belt, the sound of his fly unzipping, I murmured, “Finally.”

      “I’m not sure you deserve this,” he muttered in my ear right before he pressed the tip of his cock against my swollen clit.

      “I do,” I promised him, right before he drove inside me. I gasped at the sensation of him filling me as his arm circled my waist.

      He was rough and punishing, his cock sliding inside me deep and hard. I slammed my hips back to meet him, the two of us panting and grunting together. I rested my forehead against the cool metal in front of me as the rest of the world faded away. There was nothing but him and me and the sounds our bodies made rising in the cool night air.

      Sparks tingled across my skin. Then the deep need coiled low in my belly unfurled as every muscle in my body tightened, my body spasming around his cock as he held me tightly, his grip warm and possessive as his cock continued to drive into me. I cried out, my fingers trying to curl against the wall but there was nowhere to find purchase. He drove home inside me hard, letting out a roar as he came too.

      I closed my eyes as satisfaction flowed through every muscle that had been tense, as my body fell languid and exhausted against the wall, his arm still holding my hips against his. He was still buried deep inside me as he gently kissed the bruises he had left on my throat.

      I twisted around in his arms, then looked up to study his face. That face might not be Silas’ own face, with the cruelly perfect mouth and the hard angles of his face and those cold gray eyes. But this face was becoming sweet to me too.

      “I can’t tell who you really are. How much of you is Echo, and how much of you is Silas…”

      He leaned his forehead against mine, his chest still heaving with desire, and closed his eyes as if the question pained him.

      In the silence, all I could hear was our mingled breaths, our panting in time.

      “I can’t tell you that either,” he finally said, cupping my cheek lightly with his hand. “But I can tell you that whoever the hell I am, I’d die for you if you needed me.”

      I pressed my hand over his lips. “Don’t say that. You don’t get to ever leave me again.”

      He stroked his fingers over my hair, tucking it back behind my ear. “You have to know, I’m never coming home with you, Maddie.”

      My eyes widened, and I was about to tell him he was wrong, he had to be wrong, I needed him.

      But he added, “The wolves would eat my cat.”

      I stared at him, perplexed, for a second, then slapped his chest. “You’re messing with me, right? You impossible jackass.”

      His lips tilted up, but his eyes looked shadowed.

      Before I could press him anymore, he grabbed my biceps and pushed me gently back away from him. “Looks like we’ve got company. You might want to get some clothes on.”

      His gaze took me in, his lips quirking, then said, “Or you could fight like that. I don’t mind. It could make a very good distraction.”

      I shook my head. “All that military strategy you learned at your scary academy, and that’s what you come up with?”

      Despite the banter that flew between us as I hurriedly pulled my clothes back in order, I couldn’t stop obsessing over what he’d said.

      I couldn’t lose him again.
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      While museum workers loaded the truck, Echo and I kept an eye on the city around us, watching for shifters who might be here to steal the pieces of Cain’s shield too. We had to be ready for anything.

      When the truck was almost loaded up, Echo and I jogged down the stairs to meet Alice.

      As we joined her in the alleyway, Alice sliced her palm open with her knife. She hissed a breath of pain as she anointed the dead bug.

      When she blew her breath onto the bug, some of her life force washed over it. The puff of air blew the fly off her palm and sent it soaring through the air.

      She closed her eyes as her lips moved with the words of her spell, focusing as she guided the fly to the truck. The fly buzzed across the expanse between us and the truck, then wedged itself into the door.

      “We’ve got it,” Alice said, opening her eyes. “Go.”

      Echo glanced at the driver, then back at me. “You should have worn that cute little schoolgirl skirt of yours.”

      “Don’t be disgusting,” I told him. He was in my way, so I put my palm on his chest and pushed him against the wall, out of my way. His lips arched in a faint smile as I sashayed past him into the road.

      “Excuse me,” I called to the man who was just swinging up into the driver’s seat. “I’m lost. Can you tell me how to get to the Natural History Museum?”

      “It’s closed now,” he said skeptically, but he still lingered, his gaze sweeping up my body before he dragged his eyes to my face.

      “I know. A friend asked me to meet her there and I lost my phone.” I bit my lower lip, rolling my eyes at myself. No matter how skeptically he regarded me, he still didn’t close the door between us.

      I needed to get close enough to draw blood.

      “Oh, are you all right?” I frowned at him when I was almost to his door. “It looks like you cut yourself.”

      “What?” he asked, looking down at his shirt and jeans and a belt buckle the size of a soda can.

      “Here,” I said, catching his wrist. My thumb stroked over the skin above his watch, and a cut opened across his skin. Blood swelled under my touch, and I stroked my thumb through it. “See?”

      He snatched his wrist away from me, studying the bloody cut with a frown. But he had no way of knowing magic was real, so although he was suspicious about why I was there, he would never believe I had cut him.

      “I think I’ve got a Band-Aid,” I said, rummaging through my purse as if I hadn’t planned this carefully. I plucked one of the princess Band-Aids out of the tin I’d bought on our way here and handed it over to him carefully.

      “Thanks,” he said, his voice amused.

      “I might get lost really easily, but at least I’m useful.” I smiled back at him.

      “The natural history museum is just across the green,” he said, pointing toward the front of the museum. “There are maps posted.”

      “Silly me,” I said, twining my blond hair around one finger. I hid my other hand behind my back; I needed his blood for my spell. “I’m a natural blond. Can’t help it.”

      “Good luck,” he said, his voice friendly, and guilt spread through my gut. But as much I hated helping the Day, I intended to make sure no one got hurt tonight.

      I headed toward the front of the museum. When the truck pulled past me, I waved. The driver waved back, and I caught a glimpse of the pink Band-Aid on his wrist.

      A minute later, Echo and Alice rolled up in the car. I climbed into the backseat. The cat sat next to me, and she regarded me with judgmental golden eyes.

      “I barely nicked him,” I told the cat. “I didn’t really do any damage.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see how this next part goes,” Echo said under his breath.

      “I’ve got it,” I promised.

      Alice had been practicing her fly spell for a while. Meanwhile, over the past week Winter had taught me a tricky spell that allowed me to control the movement of someone’s body with a blood magic spell. It was something else I could tell Alice was jealous of, even though I had mixed feelings about learning Winter’s ways.

      Wolves hated blood magic. For good reason. I pushed away the swell of dark memories from my childhood.

      Completing this mission would please Winter and ingratiate me more into the Day.

      Let Alice think I was desperate to make Daddy happy. I had my own mission that mattered far more, and it was worth the cost.

      Sometimes when guilt prickled through my gut at what I was doing with the Day, I thought about my niece and nephew, and the way they curled up against my chest when I picked one of them up. It was cliché, but I couldn’t get enough of their sweet faces, of their little hands that curled around my fingers, of trying to make them laugh. They were so tiny and innocent. I stood between them and the Day.

      “Step one was easy enough,” Alice said.

      “Shush,” Echo ordered. It began to rain, big fat drops that splattered across the windshield, and he turned on the wipers. “Don’t jinx us.”

      Alice rolled her eyes. “We’re witches. We’re the ones who make the jinxes.”

      The three of us followed the truck out of city limits, onto the highway. The rain began to fall harder, in driving sheets that raced across our windshield and blurred the headlights of oncoming traffic.

      The truck took an exit onto a country road, heading east.

      “As planned,” Alice said.

      “Alice.” Echo rubbed his long fingerers across his forehead in exasperation, as if he really believed in jinxes.

      Wait, maybe he did. I leaned forward between the seats. “What exactly is going through your head right now?”

      He glanced into the rearview mirror, his gray eyes meeting mine. “Speaking of right now. Don’t you have something you’re supposed to be doing?”

      Alice said, “Don’t feel bad, Maddie. He’s never any fun.”

      Echo’s lips pulled at the corners as if he were fighting a smile, reminding me of what we’d done earlier. Echo definitely could be fun.

      I murmured the words of my spell. Using the driver’s blood, I slipped into his mind. No one could read anyone else’s mind—thankfully, if Winter could read my mind I’d likely have already joined the Everly sisters—but I could influence what he did.

      Meanwhile, Alice incanted steadily in Latin, working her spell on the tires that she’d weakened earlier. The lights of a passing car illuminated her, with her hands raised and her eyes closed, her lips moving steadily as she murmured the words of her spell and her voice began to rise.

      The tires blew suddenly. The truck listed to one side, then slammed on its brakes.

      The truck tilted on the embankment as it came abruptly to a stop at the side of the road.

      When the driver got out of the car to fix the tire—without radioing in the mishap as he should’ve, thanks to my fingers digging into his brain—I forced him to wander off into the woods. I sent him far enough that by the time I released his brain, we’d be gone.

      With part of my attention fixed on controlling the driver, I could barely focus on what was going on around me in real life. My vision blurred between what he saw, and what was in front of me. I grew dizzy and hot, as if I were about to be sick, and I grabbed for the door to steady myself.

      Echo pulled ahead of the truck and parked in front of it, allowing for a quick get-away. Since I was loopy, when he got out of the car he came around to my side. He caught my bicep in his hand and pulled me along with him.

      “Why are you always so rough, Echo?” Alice asked, clearly misreading how I felt about that.

      “Why are you always so sweet, Alice?” he asked, his tone hard and unreadable before he winked at her.

      That sexy wink was mine, damn it. She stared at him, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. He left her flustered, uncertain how to respond when he was so hot and cold. I went to smack him, but I wasn’t completely in control of my own limbs while I worked someone else’s like a puppet. The driver stumbled in the woods, face-planted, and I winced. Sorry, sorry. My jealousy was a hazard. I helped the driver struggle back up to his knees, then climb up to his feet.

      Echo magicked the lock on the back of the truck, then threw it open. The creak of the door seemed to split open the quiet night.

      “We have to hurry,” Alice said urgently.

      “And here I was going to stop and pick out some art for my room,” he said. “Maybe dress up that closet for my pet rabbit.”

      “Oh, fuck you,” I managed, with what attention I could divert.

      “You can’t work a spell and come up with a decent comeback at the same time, can you?” Echo asked. “Hopeless.”

      I stayed by the back of the truck, because I would only get in the way, while Echo boosted Alice up onto the high floor of the truck, then jumped up easily himself. The two of them searched through the truck.

      “Catch,” Echo called, cocking back his arm to throw something at me.

      “Don’t you throw anything at me,” I said, too late as he hurled something through the air. I raised my hands, but it bounced off my arm and fell to the ground. “I can’t catch. I’m—”

      “Klutzy?”

      “Working.” I knelt to scoop up whatever priceless item he’d tossed at me. My depth perception was off, parts of my vision shadowed. I saw through the driver’s eyes with my right eye and saw my own surrounding with my left. I tried to squint so I could see the glittering object better as I picked it up, resting my hand on the back of the truck to guide myself back up to my feet.

      The thing I’d picked up was shiny, heavy… “You threw a crown at me?” I demanded.

      “You try to do something nice for a girl,” Echo said. “Also, it’s not a crown. It’s a tiara.”

      “You’re not exactly doing something nice, Echo. You’re stealing it.”

      Echo scoffed. “You focus on the most inconsequential details.”

      “You should get Alice something too,” I mouthed at him.

      I snapped my mouth shut as she turned around.

      “I think I found it,” she said, yanking a piece of paper out of the plastic attached to a crate, then holding up the sheet that identified the contents of the box.

      The two of them were using a crowbar to break apart the crate when headlights came up behind us, fast. As soon as they started to brake, I shouted to Echo, but he was already jumping down beside me.

      He offered Alice a hand down, catching her as she stumbled on her way down. She carried the artifact crushed to her chest.

      “Car, now,” he told us both firmly. “I’ll take care of this.”

      I broke the connection with the driver. A sudden headache so intense that it blurred my vision drove through my brain like an ice pick, and I fell heavily to my knees as my stomach threatened to upend itself. Winter promised the side effects would fade with practice, but so far, this spell sucked.

      Echo reached down and grabbed my bicep, yanking me up to my feet. “Go.”

      “Don’t be a hero,” I snapped.  I grabbed his arm, towing him with me toward the car. Since I was the first one to reach the car, I threw myself into the driver’s seat.

      The car slammed our trunk. We were all jolted forward. As I slammed my foot down on the accelerator, there was a sickening sound of tires spinning and metal tearing. Then our car flew down the road at a breakneck pace.

      “Oh my god,” Echo muttered. “You’re as bad a driver as I expected.”

      The other car chased us around hairpin turns and open stretches, trying to get alongside us so they could force us off the road. Then I heard a pop, pop, pop. Someone was trying to take out our tires.

      “Stop complaining,” I snapped. “You’re lucky I’m driving. I’m pretty experienced at car chases.”

      “From what I heard, you almost died in your last car chase. Drove into the water,” he shot back.

      A bullet caught a tire, and the pop turned into an explosive sound as the tire blew.

      Echo swore. “Should’ve done it my way from the beginning.”

      “You’re so goddamn cocky.”

      His fingers wove through the air, and his eyes closed as he worked his spell.  I glanced in the rearview mirror. Sparks flew as I drove on the rim, but then the tires re-inflated. The car suddenly stopped tilting to one side.

      “Look at you,” I said. “You’re so useful!”

      “Yeah, that’s why I get to be cocky.” He half-stood to pop open the moon roof. The wind caught the square of glass he removed and whipped it back into the windshield of the car that was riding our ass. Their windshield cracked, one long crack down the center, but didn’t fracture.

      Yet.

      I grabbed the hem of his shirt with one hand to steady him as he braced himself in the moon roof.  He ducked as they shot at him, but he still managed to stick his head back in the car to yell at me, “Both hands on the wheel!”

      “Focus!”

      He straightened, cursing. I wasn’t sure if those expletives were for the bullets flying toward him or my driving.

      He threw his hands out, blasting magic at them. Magic flared across his palms, then shot out at them, almost knocking their car off the road.

      “Get us around the corner and let me out,” he shouted. “I’ll give them something to chase, you guys bring the artifact home to Winter.”

      “I’m going with you,” I warned.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “We don’t have time to argue,” I said. “Alice, take it home and then double back to get us.”

      “You’re right, we don’t,” Echo said.

      I gunned it around the corner. Echo sent another blast of magic their way that had them swerving to a stop, and then we lost them. But not for long.

      Time to make Daddy proud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Echo cursed at me as I threw open my car door and Alice swung into the front seat.  He braced his arms on either side of the sun roof and hoisted himself through it, then jumped off the roof of the car, landing with easy grace.

      “Never fucking listen,” he shook his head, popping open the trunk. He threw me a sword, then tucked a 9mm into the back of his jeans before he grabbed another sword.

      “I can do that,” I agreed. “Give me a gun.”

      He grabbed a second 9mm for me, then slammed the trunk shut. He banged on it with one hand. “Go!” he shouted at Alice.

      She took off without hesitation. The car sounded like the engine was whining, like it was damaged, but it was still going.

      “You should date Alice if you want someone who will listen,” I pointed out.

      Echo and I sprinted into the shadows beneath the trees. He ignored me, not responding to my comment, as he fingers moved through the air and his lips moved with the spell. We made it in there just as the headlights of the car came around the corner.

      And just before the headlights illuminated it, a second car popped into existence, that looked just like ours. It loomed in the shadows, and I sucked in a breath.

      “Impressed yet?” Echo didn’t look at me.

      He had magic like no witch I’d ever seen.

      “No,” I lied.

      He grinned as if he knew better.

      The car stopped behind ours. Several men got out of the car. My nostrils flared, trying to figure out if they were shifters or not, but I couldn’t tell anymore.

      “They’ll scent us if—”

      He shook his head. “I used a spell to cloak our scent.”

      “Why didn’t you just do that instead of tormenting me with whatever that bad cologne was?”

      He frowned. “You didn’t like it?”

      One of the shifters wrenched open the car door. His friend fired several times into the car, the shots ringing out in the night, before one of them shouted, “No one in the car!”

      “So fucking sloppy,” Echo said, his voice disgusted. “They’d give Clearborn a heart attack.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever heard Silas curse. Echo dropped f-bombs like it was his job. It was unsettling how good he was at acting.

      The shifters fanned out, heading for us.

      “It’ll be better if we don’t have to kill anyone today,” I said softly. “I would like to be able to go home again.”

      “Wouldn’t we all,” Echo muttered.

      The two of us melted into the shadows, trying to disappear. Echo caught me with an arm around my waist, drawing me with him. His jaw brushed my temple as we stood intimately close, pressing ourselves into the shadows of a tree, and his lips moved with the words of a spell.

      The shifters walked right by us.

      Echo released me, but caught my hand. Together, the two of us made our way back through the woods, doubling back while the shifters searched for us. As they shouted at each other behind us, their voices moving further and further away, I smiled. Magic almost made things too easy.

      The two of us stepped out onto the pavement, which seemed to ripple under the moonlight. Still moving silently, we headed for their car. I pulled my hand away from Echo’s reluctantly, getting ready to draw my weapon in case they’d left someone behind.

      Echo eased into the driver’s side as I slipped into the passenger seat. He started the engine before we slammed our doors shut, knowing the noise would alert them.

      Sure enough, the shifters came running out of the woods just as we pulled away down the road.

      I laughed out loud as they fired shots at us that didn’t hit, and Echo shoved down on the accelerator. It was delightful to have stolen their car and gotten away. No one even had the chance to recognize me.

      “It’s so stupid that the packs have their ban on magic,” I said. “If we just embraced it, we’d be unstoppable.”

      “There’s a terrifying thought,” he said.

      I glanced at him sidelong. “You don’t think there’s any such thing as good guys, huh?”

      “I don’t,” he admitted. “Good causes, maybe. Good men. But I don’t think either the wolves or the witches deserve magic. I don’t think any group should be trusted with too much power.”

      I stared at him, feeling struck by hurt. I knew the shifter community wasn’t perfect—the bullying at the academy had made that crystal-clear, and so had the abuse that Lex had suffered—but that was a small, mean minority.. “I just want to make the world a better place. Safe.”

      He glanced at me, frowning. “I’m not lumping you in with them. I don’t have to trust you with magic,” he said. “You are magic.”

      I stared back at him, struck by his words. He didn’t even believe in his own side, not fully, but he believed in me. It lit a warm glow in my chest. “I’m going to throw something at you. You get so critical when anyone else is cheesy.”

      “I know you feel the same way about me, it’s okay, you don’t have to admit it.”

      “I can’t believe I came all this way just to deal with you,” I said.

      He grinned and reached to take my hand. When his long, lithe fingers wrapped around mine, I ran my thumb across his skin. My heart beat fast whenever he touched me now. He was so familiar and yet a stranger, too.

      “You would’ve come all this way just to find me,” he said simply, “even if you didn’t have another mission.”

      I scoffed, because I’d never tell him he was right.

      But it was true.
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      Echo

      

      “It’s nice being back together,” Maddie sighed later that night.

      “We’re in the middle of a high speed chase,” I said, glancing in the rearview mirror at the second car that had appeared on our bumper.

      “Still,” she said.

      “Take the wheel,” I said.

      Exhaustion was starting to make my magic tense, resistant. I’d burned a lot of it tonight. I had a lot of power, but even so, I needed to recharge eventually. But I could guide bullets with minimal expenditure.

      Maddie swore at the effort of trying to slide into the driver’s seat as I scrambled into the back. As my foot left the accelerator, the car started to slow. The car behind us bumped into us, hard, and Maddie grunted as she was jolted forward into the steering wheel.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded as I braced my shoulder against the door, preparing to lean out and fire off a series of shots. “We’re trying not to kill anyone tonight.”

      “I’m going for their tires,” I snapped, irritated that she was questioning me in the middle of a car chase. She really wasn’t sure who I was.

      I meant it when I promised she could go home again.

      I fired off several rounds, and was rewarded by their front right tire popping. Their car swerved in response, but they kept following us, sparks spraying up from the cement.

      I threw myself across the seat, preparing to set up on the other side to take out their front left tire.

      “Silas,” Maddie said, her voice urgent. “Brace yourself.”

      Without hesitating, I dragged my seatbelt across my chest and latched it, then grabbed the seat back in front of me and the handle above the door. Through the windshield, I glimpsed the blinding headlights ahead of us.

      “Off-road!” I said urgently, knowing they must’ve set something up on the road in front of us, but Maddie was already driving the car into the pitted gravel and the grass at the side of the road. Branches flickered by our windows, then scraped over the windshield and the roof of the car, making a sickening noise.

      “I’ve done this before, you know,” she shot back.

      “Yeah, so they might know your—”

      The front tires popped as we hit the strips they’d laid in the grass. As the car slid to one side, Maddie hissed in a breath of fear that made my heart stop in my chest.

      Then we were tilting, rolling over. My head slammed into the soft headrest in front of me, then banged into the glass to one side as the airbags deployed.

      We slammed into a tree with a terrifying roar of metal, and the roof bent in as we came to a stop, on our sides. Then everything was quiet. The only sound seemed to be my only quick breathing.

      “Are you all right?” I called to her. My adrenaline was so high that I couldn’t tell if I was hurt or not, yet, but that was a good thing. There was something wet and warm across my face. Blood. I was bleeding. But I barely felt it yet.

      “Fine,” she managed. “We’ve got to move. They’ll be coming.”

      I released my seat belt and fell awkwardly against the door, banging my knee in the process. It felt stiff as I scrambled up, and I knew I’d feel that later. I fumbled across the door, found the handle. When the latch released, I breathed a sigh of relief. We had a way out.

      “Let’s move,” I said.

      “I can’t get out,” she said, her voice calm. “My seatbelt’s jammed. Give me a second.”

      Magic flared across her fingers and she muttered a word in Latin to cut the belt. She inhaled a quick, pained inhale of breath, as if she’d accidentally burned into her own leg.

      I jumped toward her, wanting to help, but there was a tearing sound as the last of the seat belt gave way. She fell heavily across the car and into the door, and she cried out.

      “Maddie?” There was an urgent note to my voice that bordered on fear. I fumbled across the car, found the gun. Checked the clip.

      They were coming for us. They’d be here soon. The good news was that the base of the car was up, facing them, and the hood was against a tree. It would be cumbersome for them to spray bullets into the car and kill us in a hurry.

      “Maybe I’m not fine,” she said. “Broken leg, I think. I’ll heal myself. Get out of here, Echo.”

      “Can’t even figure out what you want to call me,” I said. I desperately wanted to crawl over the console and heal her myself, but one of us had to get out of the car and see what we were up against. “I’m not leaving you. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Do we have to argue about every fucking thing?” She started muttering in Latin. The flare of her magic brightened the car. “You used to be a lot sweeter.”

      “That was an act, remember?” I braced my feet on the seats so I could get enough leverage to throw the car door open. “Also, squabbling makes you feel better. I know you.”

      It was true. Being snarky made Maddie feel more certain of herself. I thought it was cute.

      I exhaled, focusing myself. Then I came up fast, knowing they’d be waiting for me, locking out my elbows as I raised the gun.

      There were a dozen shifters surrounding us. Waiting for us.

      I picked a target and squeezed off one quick shot. As soon as they saw me, bullets sprayed over my head, and I ducked down into the car. The sound of bullets slamming into the metal underbelly of the car was deafening.

      “They’ve got us pinned,” I said.

      “Good thing we’ve got magic.”

      “Yeah? How light-headed are you after healing yourself?” I wasn’t sure how much magic I had left.

      “I’ve got more power now than I used to,” she reminded me.

      “That’s not an answer to the question I asked.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Last time you said you were fine, you actually had a broken leg.” If she’d been fine, we might’ve been able to clear the car and head into the woods in time to not be under siege.

      “Echo,” she warned, her voice irritated.

      The hail of bullets came to a pause as they waited for me to pop up again. Like whack-a-mole. I didn’t like being the mole in that game.

      “I’d rather be out there with the bullets than in here if you’re going to say my name like that,” I shot back, rising through the door again with my gun outstretched. I fired off a bullet, aiming for the first shifter I saw, using magic to guide the bullet toward him. I let myself fall back inside as soon as I squeezed off that one shot, as they started firing again. I heard him scream as the bullet punched into his shoulder. It wouldn’t kill him, but it should slow them all down.

      I could see the way they’d been laid out in a half-circle around our car clearly in my mind’s eye. They were walking toward us, but I could use that memory to set up my shots before I popped up again.

      Every time was a risk, though. If one of them got in a lucky shot, that was the end of my adventure. Maddie would be alone and in danger. My friends would be abandoned in a prison camp back in my own world.

      My life was a lot weightier now than it used to be, and I hated that. I didn’t want to give a damn if I lived or died.

      I called to mind the picture in front of me and rose through the window again, squeezing off one shot. Their firearms crackled through the air, and I half-fell into the car again, losing my balance and slipping all the way down to the door.

      “I’m good,” she said, starting to climb up the seats in the front toward her own door.

      “Doubtful,” I muttered.

      I muttered to myself in Latin, preparing a spell from my world, one that took almost all my power.

      “I can’t get my door open,” she said. “Goddamn it.”

      “Come to this side,” I said, bracing myself below the window again. “I’m going to do something a bit stupid, so I want you to prepare yourself that I may go down. They should all go down, too, but if they don’t, you need to get out of here.”

      “You know better than that,” she said.

      “Promise me,” I said, a note of steel in my voice.

      “Do what you’re going to do, Silas.”

      I’d known she wouldn’t promise. “Stubborn girl.”

      Then I pushed myself up out of the car. The shifters raised their guns at me, ready to fire.

      I raised my hands and with it, raised a wall of magic. They began to scatter even before my magic flared out, but they couldn’t escape.

      The world suddenly went very quiet, as if Maddie and I were at the center of a storm. My magic rushed out like a hurricane-force wind, blasting into them, knocking them head over heels. Each of them blinked into unconsciousness as the blast hit them.

      My power extinguished. I sagged down into the car, my fingers scrabbling against the metal as I tried to hold myself up even though my muscles were suddenly weak.

      Maddie had asked for me to leave them alive, and that was what I would do, even though it hurt. None of them would remember anything from the last hour.

      Which would’ve been great…

      If there hadn’t been headlights on the road just beyond, already coming to a stop. Voices crying out. Reinforcements.

      Ours or theirs?

      I tried to fight it, but darkness swallowed me, and I tumbled to the bottom of the car.

      The last thing I saw was Maddie’s pale face, leaning over me. “You’re going to be okay,” she promised me. “I’m looking out for you.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of. I tried to tell her to run, but darkness took me anyway.
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      Jensen

      

      I jolted awake, the sheets tangled around my legs.

      The dark lines of Maddie’s room rose around me. The other guys were in the room next door, back in their own beds. They’d torn apart the bed we’d set up that held us all.

      During the day, I hated Maddie as much as anyone. The bond between the other guys and me had grown deep over the course of the school year, with her at our center, as if she were the sun of our little universe.

      The pain she’d inflicted on men I saw as my own brothers now had broken something inside me, something dark and hateful and familiar. I was so used to finding enemies and hating them.

      But that was only during the day time. During the night, I dreamt about her, about her smile and her long, silky blond hair falling between us and the world like a curtain. I dreamt about my hands on her body and about her lips against my ear and her husky voice.

      The other guys didn’t say anything about me coming in here, sleeping in the sheets she’d left behind, that still smelled faintly of her.

      I didn’t know which version of myself I despised more—the lovesick version of myself that came out at night, or the cold, mean version of myself during the day. I was almost back to my old self, except that I couldn’t go too far back when the guys around me thought I was someone else, someone decent.

      But this last dream of Maddie held none of the sweetness of my usual dreams. I’d seen her in trouble, in deathly trouble, and I wasn’t sure if it was real or not.

      But something propelled me forward. I yanked on my shirt and my jeans, then headed out into the hall.

      I needed to talk to the only guy crazier than I was when it came to that girl right now. Lex had the most reason to hate her of anyone, but he didn’t.

      When I banged on his door, it took him a minute to stumble to the door, then swing it open. He blinked at me blearily. It pulled me back in time to when Faro had attacked Maddie. Even though I’d hated her then, too, I’d hated anyone who tried to steal that bright spirit from her even more.

      That was the very first time Maddie Northsea made me lose my damn mind.

      “What is it?” he demanded.

      “I think she’s in trouble,” I said. “I can feel it.”

      “You fought the curse too,” Lex said, and relief spread across his face, as if he didn’t feel alone.

      “Not this again.” Rafe stood behind Lex, raking his hand through his hair. “Come on. Give me a break.”

      “Say what you want,” Lex said. He was already turning, striding into the room to get dressed. “I’m going after her.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Nope.” Rafe leaned against the doorway, but his relaxed pose was a lie; I could tell he was coiled to fight us both if that kept us at the academy. “Lex. See some fucking reason for once, please. You’ve thrown away so much for that girl.”

      “I’m not going to let her die because she walked away from us.” Lex gave Rafe a hard look.

      “Because Jensen had some fucking dream?” Rafe demanded. “You two are deluding yourselves. You don’t have a bond with her. Or at least, she doesn’t have one with you. She doesn’t give a damn.”

      Anger flared in my chest, then hardened into something cold and mean. “Maybe.”

      Daytime Jensen warred with Nighttime Jensen.

      But either way, I was going to find that girl. I was going to make sure she was okay. If she was, maybe I was going to tell her what an absolute miserable pinecone she was for leaving us. But I would never abandon her if she needed me.

      Lex grabbed his leather jacket from the back of his chair and started past Rafe.

      Rafe stepped forward, slamming a hand into his chest. “You’re not going anywhere,” he warned. “You can’t throw away the Council’s Own. You can’t throw away your future.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the future if she’s not in it,” Lex said.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Rafe demanded.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Lex returned. “We can all tell how much you love her. I thought you’d be strong enough to break the curse by now, but apparently you’re just that stupid and stubborn, resisting the way you love her because—”

      Rafe cold-cocked Lex.

      Lex stumbled back, hit the desk. He leaned back, ready to throw himself into Rafe, ready for a fight. But he hesitated, as if he didn’t want it to go any further.

      I watched the two of them in fascination. They always put up such a good show of being a united front, even though we could tell Clearborn was putting cracks between them. Maybe he was even doing it on purpose.

      I kind of liked Clearborn, but he was a real bastard, too.

      “There’s no curse!” Rafe threw up his hands in exasperation. He had cooled off, apparently, after hitting Lex. There was regret written across his face, but of course he couldn’t just admit that.

      “Call Dani,” Lex said. “She can tell you.”

      “Oh come on.” Rafe rolled his eyes. “You just want to believe that there’s magic that changed everything, instead of accepting the simplest, most logical explanation, that Maddie was just a bitch and you—“

      He didn’t get to finish, because Lex punched him across the face. Apparently, no one was calling Maddie names on Lex’s watch.

      This time, Rafe didn’t hesitate. The two of them locked up, trading blows, slamming each other into the furniture. I moved around the room, staying out of the way. All their pent-up anger seemed to unleash on each other.

      When they were on the floor, trying to pin each other, driving brutal fists and elbows into any place they found an opening, I asked, “Is this really who you are without Maddie around?”

      I thought I was the only one she made into a decent man.

      The two of them suddenly broke away from their fight to look at me. It seemed as if they’d forgotten I was even there, then were suddenly reminded they were squabbling like children at my feet.

      The two of them broke apart abruptly—as if they’d declared a truce psychically, which wouldn’t surprise me with how close the two of them were, when they weren’t trying to kill each other—and scrambled to their feet.

      “Go back to bed, Jensen,” Rafe said. “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

      Longer than usual. The days after Maddie were a whole lot worse than the days before Maddie, now that I knew how much I needed her.

      “Nah,” I said. “I’m going after her. You, Lex?”

      “You’re not walking out that fucking door,” Rafe warned. “You won’t be able to come back. I’m not letting you make that mistake.”

      Lex clapped his shoulder, and the affectionate gesture made Rafe stare back at him, his brows drawing together suspiciously. They were both bleeding, banged-up, hair wild.

      “I know you just want what’s best for us and that must make this fucking maddening,” Lex said, his voice calm. “But you don’t get to choose whether or not we make a mistake. It’s ours to make.”

      Rafe’s jaw stiffened. He stared at us, his eyes narrowing. “I’m not coming with you.”

      He said it as if he were trying to convince himself.

      As if, despite the way Rafe presented himself, it took everything he had to put rules above friends, for once.

      “That’s all right.” Lex clapped his shoulder again, then headed for the door. “I know you. You’ll come if we all really need you.”

      “I won’t,” Rafe said. “You’re going to get yourselves expelled.”

      “You know I’ve never given a damn about that,” I said.

      I was back to my old self in that way, after all.
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      Maddie

      

      I scrambled out of the car, leaving Silas crumpled in a heap at the bottom. There was no way I could leverage his weight above my head and get him through the door. I had to tilt the car back over onto its wheels.

      There were voices shouting back and forth to each other, distantly, and a prickle ran up my spine. Those weren’t the good guys.

      Well, there were no good guys right now. There were the shifters who wanted to kill us for the pieces of the Dark Collar, and there were the evil witches on our ‘side’.

      “Fuck my life,” I muttered as I swung myself up and out of the car. I perched on the edge of the window to get my balance, then I jumped down.

      The car’s roof had slammed into a copse of trees; luckily for us, we’d lost most of our momentum, or the roof would have peeled in and crushed Silas and me.

      I braced myself with one foot against a sturdy trunk, then pushed against the roof of the car with all my power. I leaned in, my muscles straining until I felt as if they might pop. Then I pushed harder, imagining magic flooding my muscles, warm and golden and powerful, giving me enough strength. The car began to tilt on its wheels. I gritted my teeth and pushed harder, putting my shoulder into it. The metal roof made a desperate sound, as if it would tear apart completely under the strain.

      Then the car began to totter, its weight pulling away from my shoulder, then falling back again. I leaned forward frantically, pouring all my magic into it, afraid it was going to fall back and crush me between the roof and the trees.

      Something popped in my muscle, and I held back a scream as something was suddenly very, very wrong in my arm. It dangled uselessly, and the car threatened to roll back on me, and I muttered in Latin and threw myself against the roof.

      It teetered for a second, then suddenly, all the weight left me. The car slammed back upright, rocking the ground beneath my feet.

      I swayed and almost went down. Suddenly, the pain from my torn muscle was so intense that it wrung my stomach, and I almost went to my knees to wretch. But somehow I stayed on my feet, reached with my good hand for the door handle. I had to get Silas and myself free.

      “They’re breathing!” someone shouted in the distance. Someone called back, “They’re all breathing.”

      “What kind of magic is this?” The shifter sounded panicked.

      Ungrateful assholes. Silas did everything he could to keep from killing anyone, and all they could think was how awful magic was.

      The door didn’t open. God damn it. We were all kinds of out of luck tonight.

      I ran around the door to Silas’ side, keenly aware of the figures moving toward us through the mist.

      “Hold your fire,” someone commanded. “We may need them alive.”

      Silas would’ve told me to run. But he was unconscious, his face slack, and I hauled him out of the car, got him across my shoulders. If I had more time, maybe I could have given him enough of my power to bring him back and power him up again, but I wasn’t sure.

      I had a gift for magic. But Silas’ magic was something else altogether, like something I’d never seen before.

      I grabbed his arms and wrenched him out of the car. My knees almost buckled as I wrestled him over my shoulders, but the first few steps were always the hardest. Then I was moving, carrying him around the car.

      “Stop right there, or I’ll kill him,” a familiar voice warned.

      Duncan.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said as I turned. I released Silas, letting him tumble to the ground behind me. At least he’d be protected. My body was between him and Duncan.

      Duncan grinned at me, the moonlight eerily lighting his face. “Time for me to finish what Farro started.”

      An icy finger of fear dragged down my spine, but I raised my chin and stared him down.

      “Why don’t you just go away?” I demanded.

      “Like my alpha did?” He took a step toward me.

      Fury sparked in his eyes that might have made me want to take a step back. But I didn’t let bullies like Duncan cow me, and I stood between Duncan and Silas. My first job was always to protect my pack.

      “I didn’t do anything to your alpha,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t see it the same way. These crybaby men never took responsibility for themselves.

      “Clearborn killed him for you,” he hissed.

      “I guarantee you, Clearborn isn’t big on doing me favors,” I said.

      “I would love to tell him that you’re working for the Day,” he said, his voice gloating. “But he’s probably already dead.”

      Fear spiked through my chest. “What do you mean?”

      “Jesus, Duncan,” someone groaned behind me. “You have to make sure you kill her now.”

      I bared my teeth in a smile that was a growl too. “Good luck with that.”

      “Our pack has a mission from the council to retrieve the Dark Collar,” Duncan boasted. “Clearborn tried to block us, but our mission is going to be our alibi. He’ll pay for what he did to Garmond.”

      My mind raced. I had to find a way to get a message to Clearborn or to my men.

      But first, I had to get out of here.

      If the only way out was to step over Duncan’s body, well. We all make sacrifices. “If you want to fight, let’s fight, Duncan.”

      “I don’t need to fight you,” he said. “I’ve got all the cards. Look behind me.”

      I didn’t have to. I knew there were a dozen shifters from Garmond’s pack standing behind him, all heavily armed.

      I raised my hands—the one hand that I could, anyway. My other arm dangled uselessly at my side. I was already unarmed. I’d had to drop my gun to get Silas free.

      “You’re right,” I said. “You don’t have to fight a one-armed girl if you don’t want to.”

      I didn’t try to hide the disdain in my voice. Someone laughed out loud behind Duncan, and then someone else said, “Oh, come on. Don’t let her bait you.”

      “Where’s the piece of the Dark Collar, Northsea?” Duncan said my last name like a slur, like he always did.

      I used my good hand to pat my chest. “Come take it from me.”

      Duncan’s eyes narrowed, then his gaze flickered to Silas’ form behind me. “Is he dead?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good. We only need one of you alive.”  Duncan threw his rifle over his shoulder by the strap instead of shooting me, then moved abruptly to meet me. “I finally get to show you just how small and weak you are.”

      I stepped forward. “People keep trying to tell me that.”

      Neither of us hesitated. We circled each other at first, but once the first punch was thrown, we both threw a furious volley of blows and vicious kicks and elbows. We were trying to kill each other.

      He got in a punch across my face that cracked my cheekbone, and I almost screamed in pain. He pressed on, grabbing me, trying to choke me.

      I managed to flip him. He went down hard, slamming into the ground. I followed his fall up with a brutal series of kicks. He tried to grab my leg, then the toe of my boot shattered his nose, and he screamed, raising his arms to try to protect himself from me.  I slammed my boot into his head, and he fell onto his back.

      A gun was cocked, very near me. The sound brought my head snapping up.

      “That’s enough,” the man with the gun said coldly. “Give us the Dark Collar.”

      Buy some time, Maddie.

      “It’s in the car,” I said. I might’ve pretended that my voice shook, from pain and adrenaline and fear, if I’d been thinking about setting up my next move. But I didn’t have to fake it.

      “Go fetch.”

      My knees were unsteady beneath me as I stumbled past Duncan and Silas too, to reach the car. Weapons. There were weapons in the car.

      In the dim light of the moon trickling into the car, I groped for the gun I’d lost. Found it. I wrapped my fingers around its cold, hard grip.

      I hadn’t wanted to shed the blood of another pack. Even if I had good reason, I might not be believed. Wolf’s blood on my hands would make it harder to go home.

      But I didn’t want to die tonight.

      Even if I did manage to kill some of these shifters, the odds that I could kill get Silas and myself out of here were… not awesome.

      I needed a spell, but I could barely think through the haze of pain, my useless arm and my shattered cheek. I staggered on my feet and grabbed the seat back to steady myself.

      It didn’t matter how bad the odds were. I wouldn’t give up.

      I grabbed the gun in my hand and I murmured the same spell myself that Silas had used. I’d never used it before, and I closed my eyes, trying to funnel my magic into my trigger finger, into the bullets themselves.

      Then I whirled, raising the gun, hoping for the best.

      The night erupted into a chorus of bullets and screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Echo

      

      Consciousness hurt.

      Life, energy, power, magic. They all came back to me with a start, and I almost sat up reflexively.

      Only my training saved me, with a blur of pain-honed instinct. At the academy, our instructors forced us to max out our magic over and over, until we fell where we stood. They taught us to come back smart or suffer for it, just like we would in the real world.

      Instead I pressed myself into the earth, taking a second to listen to the sounds around me. Someone’s wet, desperate breathing, very near me, as they scrambled across the ground. The sound of feet shifting across the ground. I dared turn my head to one side, and saw Maddie leaning in the door of the car. There were enemies at her back, close to her, but no one could hear the words she mouthed. Latin. She was imitating my spell.

      God, she was so smart, I could’ve smiled, if we weren’t so very likely to die.

      If we survived to later, I couldn’t wait to tease her for copying me.

      I turned my head to the other side. Duncan squirmed across the ground. He’d dropped his rifle, but he was groping for it blind. One of his eyes was swollen shut, and blood trickled across his forehead.

      I held very still, not wanting to tip him off. Then I dove for the rifle abruptly, just as he reached for it. Instead I caught it first and leaned back, bringing it smoothly to my shoulder.

      He was so close to me as I squeezed the trigger.

      Behind me, I felt Maddie whirl, bringing up the gun.

      I didn’t want her to kill any of them. It would haunt her later.

      The rifle went off, bucking against my shoulder, but I just pulled it in tighter against the recoil. Duncan’s head exploded back, and he fell.

      I sat up, curling my legs up around me, sitting into one of the positions I’d learned to shoot from. My elbow braced against my knee as I picked out one shooter after another, aiming fast, squeezing slow and smooth until the moment I was sure of my target. Pop. Two down. Pop. Three. They fired back, but I had the power now to raise my shield, and it flared into existence, protecting Maddie and me.

      Maddie never even got the chance to squeeze off a shot. The shield blocked her. I dropped it just long enough to squeeze off a round, then raised it again the second the bullet had sailed past.

      Pop. Eight.

      Done. We were done. They were all dead.

      I slipped the rifle over my shoulder as I staggered to my feet. That kind of magic didn’t wear me out like the unconsciousness spell did. It was easier to shield and to kill than to tamper with anyone’s mind like that, and it was easier to work one spell at a time than try to alter so many minds at once. I’d been willing to keep them alive, for Maddie.

      But I was willing to kill for her too.

      She shouldn’t carry the weight of what had happened here tonight.

      She looked around at the carnage, emotions flashing across her face. She looked like she was grieving, as if she were scared by what I’d done.

      “Maddie?” I asked quietly. “You all right?”

      She folded one arm across her chest as if she were holding herself together. “More or less. You killed them all.”

      “I had to.”

      “The ones you saved before…”

      “They would’ve killed us, Maddie.”

      “I know.” She swallowed hard, tried to sound normal when she asked, “Are you all right, Echo?”

      My new name. Not Silas, not like she’d called me when she’d been so grateful we were re-united. I still felt that relief at having her near me again.

      I nodded. I wanted to fold her into my arms, but she didn’t look at me like she wanted me to.

      Her arm dangled from her side as if it were useless, and at first it was hard to see in the moonlight, but her cheek was one vivid bruise.

      “Let me heal you,” I said.

      “No,” she said, almost flinching away from my touch before she smiled at me. “No, it’s all right. You used so much power. I’ll heal myself.”

      Regret twisted in my gut.

      But I’d always do whatever it took to keep her safe.

      Even if it left her hating me, fearing me.

      Maddie Northsea was too important to the world to let her fall.

      Most of all, she was too important to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      When another car stopped at the side of the road, both Silas and I groaned before we picked up our weapons and staggered to our feet, ready for another fight.

      But it was Bennett who climbed out of the car.

      He healed me, his touch quick and brusque but warm nonetheless. I cried out when he repaired my torn muscle, and Echo took a step toward me, his face vivid with concern, but thankfully didn’t come any closer.

      “Where’s Alice,” I demanded. “Did she get back safely?”

      “She did.” Bennett studied the wreckage of bodies strewn around, his face troubled. “I came back to rescue you, but apparently I was a bit late.”

      “We don’t need rescuing when we have each other.” Echo leaned his elbow on my shoulder, resting against me in that friendly, flirtatious way Silas and I had at the academy. Except now, I struggled not to flinch away.

      He’d done what he had to do. I just needed time to reconcile this brutally efficient killing machine with the gentle, kind Silas I knew. I’d known he was deadly, competent, tough in his own way. But that was different from seeing it play out in front of me.

      I’d had such foolish hopes that I could go undercover with the witches and not be touched by darkness. I had hoped I could save the packs without killing my own kind to fit into the Day. I could see now how foolish that had been.

      I’d been so naïve, but every day, I lost a little more innocence. And I grieved it at the same time as I knew I had to give it up.

      Bennett glanced between us. “I need to speak with the two of you before we all go back.”

      “Do you think we could have a conversation someplace with fewer bodies,” Echo waved his hand airily at the disaster around us, “and more French fries?”

      “That might be a good idea,” Bennett said. “Get in the car.”

      He stopped many miles down the road for the two of us to clean up. He pulled into an abandoned gas station parking lot. It was closed, but no one besides me seemed to see that as a problem.

      Bennett popped the trunk and handed me a bag. “Brought you two clean clothes.”

      “How’d you know we’d get dirty?” I asked.

      “I know you,” he said, “and I know him.”

      Echo had already gone ahead of me. His fingertips rested on the door of the convenience store, and then the door swung open.

      Echo and I went into the back together, but I stopped outside the bathroom. Echo frowned at me from the doorway. “Problem?”

      I shook my head. “I need to contact Clearborn. I have a spell I can use.”

      “That is a problem,” he warned “Bennett will sense your magic.”

      “I’m worried he’s in trouble. Garmond’s pack is targeting him.”

      “Then call him.” Echo pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and wiggled it between his fingers.

      I tried, but no one picked up. Frowning, I moved on to call Lex, then Rafe, but no one answered. Before I could try another number, Echo plucked the phone from my fingers.

      “You aren’t the only one who’s resourceful,” he reminded me. “He wouldn’t want you to endanger your mission.”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “You have a cell? You could’ve called me any fucking time?”

      “No, I couldn’t.” He leaned back against the door, holding it open for me. “Get in here.”

      Normally, I’d have shoved his chest and complained that he was bossy, but tonight I just ignored him and breezed into the bathroom.

      We’d seen each other naked so many times, but as we stripped, it felt different. The two us crowded next to each other to wash in the sink, which rapidly pooled with bloody water. I kept glancing at his shoulders and his slender but powerful chest and then away again.

      “You need to wash out your hair,” Echo said matter-of-factly. “There’s blood in it.”

      Only in my world was it a problem to be blond because it shows blood readily.

      “How did I get blood in my hair?” I asked. It was the first semi-normal exchange we’d had.

      He shrugged. I tilted my head, trying to get it under the flow of the water in the narrow sink. He pressed against me, and for a second I almost forgot how to breathe. I still liked him—I liked him a lot—but I felt uncomfortable, too. I didn’t know who it was that I liked, and I didn’t know what he was capable of, and I didn’t entirely trust my wayward heart.

      But his fingers slid through my hair, caressing my scalp, rinsing out the blood. His touch felt so good that I almost groaned, and he stilled, as if that small sound meant something to him.

      “You called me Echo,” he said, his voice gentle as his fingers as they teased and pressed against my scalp, lighting sparks in their wake. “I thought you might, after that.”

      “You did what you had to do,” I said it again, trying to convince myself.

      “I’m not a very nice person, Maddie,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact. “I’m a good person. I’d wager money on that. I look out for my friends. I’d die to knit the rips back together and keep us all safe. I don’t hurt anyone if I can avoid it.”

      His thumb traced across the back of my neck before he cut the water, and I felt as if I’d lost something when his touch was gone.

      I straightened, looking in the mirror as I combed my wet hair back with my fingers. His face in the mirror looked drawn and shadowed. We’d both had a very bad day.

      “I know that,” I said.

      “No, you don’t,” he said. “And that’s okay. This is why I didn’t want to kiss you until you knew who I was, Maddie. Because I wanted you to know the truth, and I wanted you to be able to say that I wasn’t what you wanted. Who you wanted.”

      He was so calm and forgiving, in this moment when my own feelings were a roil. He was a rock.

      My rock.

      “I don’t think there’s a universe,” I said carefully, “where I wouldn’t want you.”

      “You’d want who? Echo or Silas?” he asked, his voice teasing, even though his eyes were intent.

      “Either,” I said. “Both.”

      I pressed myself forward into his arms. His hand cupped the back of my head, his fingers sinking through my wet hair.

      When he leaned into me, I covered his mouth with mine. The two of us traded quick, wild kisses as he walked me backward into the wall of the bathroom. Cold tile met my bare skin. I didn’t give a damn right now.

      I broke away from his lips to tell him, “I might feel differently later. I might hate you again when I don’t want you so much.”

      His chest shook against mine with laughter. “All right. I always want you, so I’ll be here until you forgive me.”

      He pressed me against the wall, his hands catching my wrists and drawing them up and together until he pinned me against the wall with my hands above me.

      “I never get tired of looking at you,” he murmured, his gaze sweeping down my body. “You’re so perfect.”

      “I’m a million miles from perfect, and you know it,” I said. He released my hands, but I kept them above my head. I might have my doubts, but I trusted him to have his way with me.

      His hands swept down my back, over the curve of my ass, to my thighs, stirring longing everywhere he touched.

      He shook his head. “Well, maybe I have my own, very-fucked-up definition of what makes a girl perfect.”

      “Oh?”

      His fingers tightened around my thighs, and suddenly he yanked me up the wall. I grinned, catching his shoulders with my hands, and wrapped my legs around his waist.

      “Maybe I like my girls spirited to the point of being obnoxious,” he said, his lips devouring my throat, kissing and licking and sucking, and my head tilted back, wanting more of him. His cock brushed between my thighs, and my hips rocked forward subtly, wanting all of him.

      “Maybe I like my men mysterious and dark and possibly evil.”

      As if to prove my point, his hips rocked forward, and he thrust inside me in one smooth motion that almost made me cry out. My fingers tightened against his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin.

      “Maybe I like my girls impulsive and hot-tempered and stupidly heroic,” he suggested, driving into me, hitting a sweet spot that made stars burst in front of my eyes. I shook my head, trying to clear it.

      “Maybe I like my men… ah, I can’t even think right now.”

      He laughed out loud, a sexy sound right by my ear, and my toes curled. He was so good to me in his own damaged way.

      The two of us moved together, our bodies rocking until I let out a scream. He tensed against me, and he drove me against the wall, still holding me up easily, until he came himself with a muffled cry, burying his face in my shoulder.

      I ran my fingers through his hair, brushing it back from his face, as the world finally stopped revolving around me. He lowered me to the ground, and when I swayed, he grabbed my shoulder, a self-satisfied, wolfish grin crossing his face, as if he were pleased he’d left me wobbly.

      “I know who you are, deep down,” I murmured, caressing his bare chest with my hand, right over his heart. “You’re mine.”

      He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me one more time.

      No matter who he was, in his kiss I tasted more love and promise than darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      

      I caught up to the idiots when they stopped for gas. I parked my car underneath the trees on the other side of the gas station and inhaled a few times, trying to find some calm. Just some. They didn’t deserve a lot of calm.

      The gas station was empty except for the two of them, but then, it was late. Jensen was gassing up the car; he’d ripped off yet another automobile from his father. Apparently, former-dean McCauley had an endless supply of cars for his son to highjack. Jensen’s golden eyes seemed to glow in the fluorescent lights that lit the pumps against the dark night. Lex was nowhere to be seen; he must’ve gone inside.

      “How did you two fools get past the gate guards?” I snapped as I stepped out of the shadows.

      “If we were fools, we wouldn’t have made it past the guards.” Jensen leaned against the car, his handle still on the nozzle, his other hand shoved in his pocket.

      He seemed neither surprised nor alarmed that I’d caught up to them, and that relaxed reaction made my jaw set.

      Lex came out of the door of the gas station then, carrying a plastic bag in one hand. He wasn’t smiling, but he looked confident, sure of himself. It seemed as if going after Maddie was the one thing he didn’t have any doubts about. I hadn’t realized how miserable he’d looked lately.

      The look on his face changed the second he saw me. “Ah, shit.”

      Lex didn’t have Jensen’s poker face, or maybe he just didn’t try with me. We knew each other too well.

      “That’s right, ah shit,” I said. “Good thing you got snacks. You wouldn’t want to ruin your life without a break for cheese puffs and beef jerky.”

      “I love cheese puffs,” Lex admitted. He pulled the bag out and tossed them to me. I caught them automatically, my hand crushing them against my chest. “Almost as much as you do. You coming?”

      “No, I’m not coming.” I threw the cheesy puffs back at him, then felt ridiculous. Sometimes Lex didn’t bring out the best in me.

      God, did he really think I’d hop in the car with him and go off on his ridiculous scheme?

      “Did you come all this way to take us back?” Lex asked skeptically. “Because you’ve got to realize that’s a terrible plan. We aren’t going to go with you.”

      Right, I was the one with the terrible plan.

      “How are you even going to find her?” I asked. “Are you idiots really just wandering around the state trying to follow your mating bond or whatever?”

      Jensen and Lex exchanged a glance.

      “What the fuck did you do?” I demanded.

      Jensen replaced the nozzle on the pump. “No offense, Rafe, but I figure we’re already pretty much expelled.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t stand that idea. I couldn’t imagine the two of them not being at the academy, and then, worse yet, not being on team after graduation.

      “He’s right,” Lex said. “We can’t make anything better at this point, and we’re not going to make things any worse.”

      “How did you get past the gate guards?” Jensen asked abruptly, right before his gaze locked on something behind me.

      “You definitely can make things even worse,” a familiar, polished voice said behind me, and I dropped my head forward into my hand, pressing my thumb and forefinger to the bridge of my nose. Holy shit.

      “You suck at running away from home,” I said, “Given that I was able to follow you.”

      And apparently, Clearborn had followed me. I hadn’t been as successful as I thought at talking my way past the gate guards.

      What a party.

      “I just wondered if you ratted on us,” Jensen said, his voice level, but there was a flare of anger in his eyes. Hurt, even, maybe.

      Clearborn stepped into the circle of light cast at the pumps. “The three of you have no clue what you’re doing. Maddie doesn’t need you to rescue her.”

      “She’s in trouble,” Jensen said, his voice sure.

      Clearborn threw up his hands, a flair of exasperation that we rarely saw. “Ms. Northsea is always in trouble. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed. But this time—”

      He broke off abruptly as a truck pulled into the pump across from us. He stared at it as if he knew the driver.

      I glanced between him and the truck, surprised by how suddenly Clearborn had shut down.

      “This time what?” Jensen demanded.

      Clearborn shook his head. “I’ll talk to you later. Get in the car. Make sure you aren’t followed, however long it takes, and meet me at the cemetery off exit fifteen. Highland city cemetery.”

      I frowned, but said, “All right.”

      As I turned toward my own car, Clearborn said, “Leave it. Ride with them. Now.”

      The three of us exchanged glances. Then the guys threw themselves into the car. I jerked open the rear passenger door and slid into the leather seat.

      Clearborn ran for his car.

      Lex swore as Jensen started the engine. I looked back behind me through the rear window.

      Just as Clearborn reached his car, four guys jumped out of the truck and moved toward Clearborn. He slid into the driver’s seat.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I demanded. It was the theme for the night, apparently.

      Then I saw the flash of the pistol one of the guys pulled from his jacket

      Clearborn gunned his car right for the guys, and they scattered.

      “Go, go, go,” Lex urged as Clearborn fishtailed through the parking lot, then turned onto the road.

      Jensen slammed down on the accelerator. He turned the other way down the road.

      The truck roared off in the opposite direction, chasing Clearborn’s tail lights.

      “Apparently his students aren’t the only ones who hate him,” Jensen observed with a remarkable lack of emotion. “What do you think he did to piss them off?”

      “Magic,” I said shortly. “That, and killing Garmond.”

      Lex snorted at the mention of Garmond. “The shit that makes me like Clearborn despite myself…”

      The one thing the three of us agreed on was that the world was a better place without Garmond.

      Jensen checked the rearview mirror. “He led them away from us.”

      “Turn around,” Lex said.

      He and Jensen exchanged a glance—god, that pissed me off, apparently the two of them were besties now—and then Jensen abruptly whipped the car around. We drove down the slope toward the drainage ditch, the tires bouncing, and stray branches scraped over the roof of the car.

      Then Jensen pressed down on the accelerator, and the three of us shot after Clearborn and his pursuers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      “We don’t have very long before Winter will expect us back,” Bennett said as the waitress of the truck stop we’d found walked away, “but by all means, order half the menu.”

      “Saving this girl’s ass makes me hungry,” Echo said off-handedly.

      I leaned back against the candy-red vinyl booth and raised my eyebrows at him. He was even more of an asshole for the benefit of other people, which was really saying something.

      “Funny, because I’m not the one who spent most of that fight unconscious in the fetal position,” I reminded him.

      His eyebrows arched. “Where you dropped me.”

      The light banter would’ve made me smile, except that Echo’s words made me remember when he sat up from what seemed like a dead sleep and, without any hesitation, shot Duncan through the head.

      I cleared my throat. “What did you want to talk to us about?”

      “I thought we could discuss why we’re all actually here.” Bennett said casually.

      Echo and I exchanged a quick glance. Before anyone could speak, the waitress came back.

      We were the only people in the diner, which felt eerie. The night outside seemed very dark, and the window reflected back all of us, sitting at the booth. Echo was beside me, his arm across the back of the booth, as if we were boyfriend-and-girlfriend.

      Bennett sat across from us, and he smiled up at the waitress as she set his steaming cup of coffee in front of him. “Thank you.”

      She set Echo’s glass of iced tea and my diet Coke in front of me, then headed for the back.

      “What are you talking about?” Echo demanded.

      “Can we skip the dancing?” Bennett asked, staring him down. “I’m from your world.”

      Echo nodded slowly. He brushed his fingers over my shoulder before resting his hands in his lap.

      Bennett smiled faintly. “Do you feel better with an assault spell worked under the table?”

      “If you’re going to talk like a crazy man? Sure.” Echo said.

      Bennett sighed. “I played the part of Maddie’s father. I’m the one who sent the enchanted bear to protect her. There was a hit out on her because some witches believe she’ll stop the rips and tear magic out of this world.”

      “Wait,” I said. “What?”

      Bennett looked at me blandly. “Which part do you have questions about?”

      “Why don’t you just tell your story from the beginning?” Echo said.

      “All right,” Bennett said. “I’m one of the rebels from Silas’ world.”

      Silas stiffened faintly.

      “Yeah, I know your real name, Silas Adelphus Zip,” Bennett said. “And I know there’s a half-a-million dollar bounty on your head back home.”

      “Seems pretty cheap to me,” he said lightly.

      “You should expect mercenaries from our world to find you here,” Bennett warned.

      Silas waved his hand flippantly. “I’ll try to summon up some worry.”

      “You had better.” Bennett gave Silas a hard look before he went on. “I’ve been here for three years, working to heal the rips. Unlike certain upstarts who walked into the Day with a changed face and thought no one would see through their arrogant nonsense.”

      “It seems to have worked fine so far,” Silas shot back.

      “What do I have to do with the rips?” I asked. “I doubt you were watching over me out of the goodness of your heart.”

      Bennett shrugged. “Maybe I could be. But you’re right, you came up in the prophecy.”

      That damned prophecy again. “Do you think I could get my hands on a copy of this prophecy?”

      My gaze flickered to Silas pointedly. He’d stolen the last copy that I got my hands on. He shrugged one shoulder; clearly he wasn’t sorry. I had a feeling Echo never did sorry.

      “No,” Bennett said bluntly. “Anyway, just like there’s a bounty on Silas’ head, there’s a bounty on yours. There are spies at your academy, but they’re working with other covens. The Day would never lower themselves to partnering with the wolves.”

      “Who knew Winter-and-friends being condescending pricks would work in our favor?” I asked no one in particular.

      “They were going to kill you,” Bennett warned. “I haven’t been able to identify any more of the spies, besides Duncan and the other one… what was his name?”

      “Farro.” Silas supplied helpfully, and my stomach clenched.

      “Yeah. The bear didn’t get a chance to kill Duncan.” Bennett shook his head. “You’re not exactly easy on your own side.”

      “You can say that again,” Silas muttered.

      “Maybe my own side should tell me what’s going on sometimes,” I shot back. “Not that I’m convinced anyone is on my side. What’s in this prophecy?”

      Bennett and Silas exchanged a glance.

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Well, I thought you two weren’t getting along, but apparently you can unite on keeping me in the dark.”

      “I don’t want to keep you in the dark,” Silas said carefully, “but people get weird when they know what’s coming in the future. And you’ve been re-writing the prophecy anyway.”

      “Yeah, let’s talk about that,” I said. “When I met the tarot reader, she said Chase had already missed his chance to die, but he would get another soon. Then Chase was stabbed. What was in the prophecy?”

      “He was originally supposed to die protecting his brother,” Silas said.

      I stared at him. “Well, I didn’t do anything to stop that.”

      But I would have, if I had known.

      Silas shifted, and for once, he almost looked abashed. “Maybe you did.”

      Bennett frowned at Silas disapprovingly. “You interfered with destiny.”

      Silas shrugged. “I don’t really give a damn about destiny if it makes my girl unhappy.”

      “Oh, fantastic. The only thing more dramatic than a teenage wolf is a twenty-year-old warlock with a god complex,” Bennett muttered.

      Silas smiled to himself.

      I smacked his arm. “You never even told me how old you are.”

      “That’s the part that gives you pause?” he asked. “Not the warlock bit or the god complex?

      “I already figured those both out, Silas. But I thought you just graduated high school, like I did!”

      He shrugged. “Sorry. I collected a few missions-completed before Keen sent me back to school in another world. I’m still bitter. She was thrilled about the opportunity to send me on a mission that was a) vitally important and b) absolutely miserable.”

      “It’s not all bad. You get to hang out with me.”

      Silas pulled a face, and I smacked him again. He caught my hand, his fingers tightening around my wrist and reminding me of Echo, before his fingers relaxed and he pressed a kiss to my palm.

      The waitress arrived then, offloading a cheeseburger and fries and a slice of cherry pie for Echo, pancakes and bacon for me. “You sure you don’t want anything?” she asked Bennett.

      “Oh I’m fine. I just live to see them happy.”

      Silas and I exchanged a skeptical glance as soon as the waitress had moved away. That was definitely not the case.

      “Skimming over the past, because it’s not nearly as interesting or bleak as the future,” Bennett said. “Winter will be thrilled that you brought home the last piece of his puzzle. He’s this close to being able to ‘cure’ all the wolves.”

      I paused in the middle of a slice of bacon, and Bennett added, “Yeah, I thought that might remind you both this is no joke.”

      “So what do you want us to do?” I asked. “I assume you didn’t bring us here to feed us French fries and pessimism.”

      “No,” he said. “I want you to escape the Day tonight. With all the pieces. With the Cure itself.”

      Silas eyed him skeptically. “That easy, huh?”

      “That easy,” Bennett promised. “I’ve got to stay here to keep working against the Day. Winter is trying to master the Rips, and in the process, he is making them far worse.”

      “I could kill him on my way out,” I suggested, my words brasher than I felt on the inside.

      “Don’t get cocky,” Bennett warned me. “He could turn you inside out, Maddie. You’re lucky that you survived, thanks to…” He waved a hand in the general direction of Silas, as if Bennett was at a loss regarding what to call him too.

      “So that’s it? That simple?”

      “Well,” he said. “You have to escape the Day. And I’m not going to help you.”

      Silas leaned back, a confident smile slipping across his lips. “I think we’ll be okay. There isn’t much that Maddie and I can’t do together.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on,” Bennett said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Silas

      

      That night, Maddie and I undressed in the quiet of my room. It was the middle of the night, a time when Winter was often in his workshop. We needed to pretend that everything was normal until it was safe to grab the pieces and run.

      Things were definitely not normal. But it wasn’t the threat of Winter skinning us alive or turning us into a pair of creepy dolls that had my heart racing. I was used to the danger.

      No, what made my heart race was Maddie’s back to me in the moonlight, her soft hair falling over her narrow shoulders and cascading along the defined muscles in her back. She slung her t-shirt to the floor and headed for the bathroom. Apparently, cleaning up in the gas station wasn’t enough for her.

      Dozens of times before, I’d hopped up onto the counter to talk to her while she showered. We’d been friends, and things had been comfortable between us. I’d had my feelings when I caught a glimpse of her slender naked body, or when her skirt slipped up her thighs, or when she grabbed my hand in hers. I had hoped she’d had feelings about me too. But when nothing was spoken, it all felt safe.

      Now I hesitated.

      Nothing about my relationship with Maddie was safe anymore. Not after what I’d done. She’d seen one side of me at the academy. Now she knew just how cruel and dangerous I could be, no matter how righteous the cause.

      She stopped with her arm cocked above her head, one hand on the doorframe, and looked over her shoulder at me. “Are you coming, Echo?”

      “If you want me,” I said.

      Her lips parted in a faint smile. “Always. Despite my better judgement.”

      “I’d grovel if we had time,” I said, following her into the bathroom.

      “I think we can make time.” She knelt at the edge of the tub to turn it on, and the sound of rushing water filled the room.

      I peeled my t-shirt off too as I padded barefoot across the room, and she looked over her shoulder.

      Her eyes brightened, her lips curling up slightly. She’d said that I was hers, and she was right. As she straightened, she turned into my arms.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she gazed up at me. “How about instead of groveling, I show you why I’m… the way I am?”

      “How about in addition to groveling?” she suggested, but she smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Northsea.” I shed my jeans, then stepped into the hot, rose-scented water and held my hand out to her.

      She gave me a long look, but took my hand. She always did. That faith made my heart race in a way that other dangers never could.

      I wasn’t sure I’d survive it if I ever let her down.

      I still had a mission to complete, though, whatever it cost me. Whatever it cost us.

      I settled down into the water, drawing her body against mine. As she floated, the curve of her ass brushing my lap, I anchored her with an arm around her waist.

      When she rested her head on my shoulder, I turned my face toward her to kiss her hair.

      The cat padded into the room and meowed at us.

      “Not now.” I waved her off.

      The cat didn’t listen. Shocker.

      Maddie smiled, relaxing against me as the two of us floated in the rising water.

      “I’m going to let you walk through my mind,” I murmured into her ear. “Be afraid. Be very afraid.”

      “There’s no way I can hurt you, can I?” she asked.

      Typical of her to think of others first.

      I shook my head. “No, they’re just memories.”

      I murmured the words of my spell as I let my mind drift, opening my memories to her. The warm water and the walls around us faded.

      The two of us stood in the backyard of the Harlan Home for Abandoned Children.  But we couldn’t see the sign from where we were. From behind, all we saw was the squat stone exterior of the building and its three stories of misery

      The street that led to town was visible from here, the forest behind, but we stood in the open space between, where there were a handful of swings and slides and monkey bars.

      “This is where you grew up?” she asked, looking up at me.

      “Not exactly here,” I said. “They let me inside at night.”

      She smiled faintly, but the smile disappeared as she saw the rise of dust on the road, the kids squabbling there.

      “Great,” I muttered.

      I wanted to let her walk through my mind, but apparently my strongest memories were not the ones that painted me in the most flattering light.

      Frowning, she took my hand. Well, here we go. I walked with her around the building to the road.

      The childhood version of Silas almost broke away from the half-dozen townie kids who had jumped me on my way home from school.

      Orphanage kids attended the same school as the townies. I’d been kept after school that day because my teacher wanted to talk to me about entering an essay contest. I was just eight then, a smart kid with a powerful flair for magic and an easygoing, cocky attitude that irritated people around me.

      I looked basically the same as I did now, except much, much smaller. The younger version of myself had blond hair buzzed short in the same style as every other boy in the orphanage, freckles dotting my nose, and blood running down my face. I broke away from the crowd and the hands that grabbed at my clothes.

      Maddie gasped, then moved quickly toward the knot of kids who tackled me to the ground again. I grabbed her elbow, bringing her up short. “It already happened. You can’t change anything.”

      “Someone should have,” she said hotly.

      “There’s darkness in every world,” I told her. “Magic doesn’t make a utopia. Humans are still terrible, even if they’ve got powers, even if they’re shifters or vamps.”

      “I love your cheery outlook,” she said.

      “I earned it,” I said, just as the boy cried out. Maddie jumped, covering her mouth with one hand in horror.

      The townie kids were kicking him now, a knot of kids who steadied each other with hands on each other’s shoulders like little buddies as they tried to stomp me out of existence.  I knew it was long done and past, but phantom pain burst across my back, my head, as if part of me was still on the ground, trying to shelter my face and my organs at the cost of bruises blooming across my back and my arms and legs. Then the kid wet his pants.

      It turned out that memories could hurt.

      I turned away, remembering how that had felt, just as the roar of laughter went up from them. But Maddie clung to my hand, holding me tight. Her shoulder brushed mine as if she was leaning into me.

      “Someone should kick their asses,” she muttered.

      “I did, later,” I said. “I found every one of them alone, sooner or later. Took me almost a whole year. They got smart toward the end there.”

      Her lips parted in a smile.

      “It wasn’t very smart of me,” I said, “since every time one of their parents bitched to Mr. Rollins, I paid for it. So really, I caught two beatings—this one and that—for the one time I made them pay.”

      “You don’t regret it though,” she said.

      “Not a bit.”

      They’d finally left me alone in the dirt. I’d crawled into the shadows of the trees, crying so hard that my chest shook. Maddie and I followed the child version of myself, even though her brows twisted together as if she wanted to scoop me up and rescue me.

      “It gets better,” I promised.

      The kids in the orphanage escaped out to play, clattering down the stairs from the back door. Frederick and Isabelle spread out, searching for me.

      Isabelle had found me first. “Oh, Silas,” she’d said, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. I’d leaned my head against her, still sniffling. Sebastian smuggled out clothes for me, and I’d changed there in the dim light of sunset filtering through the trees. No adult was going to comfort me—I was far more likely to be punished—but my friends clustered around me, protecting me, looking after me.

      “I’ve got to help them,” I said softly.

      Maddie looked at me, her eyes widening. “What do you mean?”

      “They’ve been arrested back in my world,” I said. “When my mission is over, I’m going to go rescue them.”

      “I’ll help you,” she said.

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Oh, wow,” she said. “There’s a deterrent. I’ve never done anything before that wasn’t a good idea.”

      I laughed out loud, and I didn’t realize how tense I was until then. Maddie was balm for my soul.

      “What else do you want to see? Do you feel like you know me now?” I asked.

      “I’ve felt like I knew you from the first time I saw you,” she admitted. “I had the strangest sense of déjà vu the first time I met you.”

      “Ah, yes,” I said. “About that. I have a confession… you had met me. We were at the prospective student orientation together. We fought off some witches that attacked the academy.”

      “What?” she demanded, her eyes widening.

      “Ah, I was hoping this whole spectacle would make you less mad at me,” I said, waving my arm in the general direction of the past she was wandering through.

      “Why don’t I remember any of that?” she demanded.

      “Because I erased your memory.”

      She pressed her lips together tightly, as if she was holding herself back from yelling at me. Her eyes were wide.

      “Want to see when the Rebels came recruiting at the orphanage?” I asked brightly. “They took three dozen unwanted kids to train to fight the system. Or, better yet, I can show you what it was like at the rebel academy—”

      “You did already, didn’t you?” She smacked my arm. She might have meant it playfully, but she was Maddie, so she hit me hard enough to sting. “I had these dreams about this amazing school, about fighting these things—”

      “That came through the rips between worlds,” I filled in. She might remember what I showed her fondly, but that fight hadn’t been a great day for me. “It’s all right. We’ll prevent the apocalypse.”

      “You’d better tell me everything,” she said. “Can you give me back my memory?”

      “I think,” I said. “Do you want me to try?”

      “Yes, yes, I do.”

      The two of us surfaced from the water, in the real world. The water had cooled around our bodies, and she scrambled away from me, sitting on the slick bottom of the tub. She raked her wet hair back behind her ears, frowning at me.

      “You have to come here for me to fix your brain,” I said, holding my hands out toward her head.

      “What will it take to fix your brain?” she shot back.

      “A question I’ve been asked many times before, from Rollins to Keen,” I assured her.

      Shaking her head, she crept on her knees across the tile until she was between my open legs. I brushed my thumbs over her temples, looking for the pathways in her brain that I’d blocked. Her memory snapped back in a second.

      Her lips parted, her eyes moving rapidly under her eyelids, as if she was reliving the memories in a few minutes instead of the day that our first adventure together had taken.

      When she opened her eyes, she said, “You are impossible.”

      “I’ve loved you since then,” I said. “If it makes you feel better.”

      “That’s why Lex thought I was a liar,” she said. “I told him that I wasn’t going to the academy. I wanted to go to your school. I didn’t remember what I said, but he must have.”

      I pulled a face. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry?” she demanded.

      I didn’t know what to say, but she grabbed my face and pressed her lips to mine.

      I cocked an eyebrow, wrapping my arm around her waist. It was only when she broke away that I asked, “So does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      “Oh no,” she said. “I’m expecting some amazing groveling from you in the future.”

      I grinned, before she added, “Oh, I’m not joking. But I love you anyway.”

      Then she kissed me again, and the two of us slipped down in the water, and it didn’t matter that the bath had turned cool.

      We could always heat things up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      

      As we raced along the road, Lex twisted in his seat to glare at Rafe, although Rafe was already glaring at him.

      Awkward.

      “Do you know what the hell he was talking about?” Lex demanded. “About Maddie?”

      Rafe shook his head. I could tell Lex didn’t believe him, and Rafe must know too, because his eyes narrowed.

      “Clearborn said he knows Maddie doesn’t need us to rescue her,” I said, the pieces snapping together for me. “Because he’s the one who sent her. She’s on a mission. And no one thought to tell us.”

      Lex’s jaw tightened. “I’ve known Clearborn was keeping something from me… that he knew something about where she went.” His gaze flickered to Rafe. “Maybe if you’d asked, he would’ve told you something.”

      Rafe stiffened in irritation. “Maybe I didn’t need to ask, because we should all be on campus. Clearborn doesn’t explain himself to you.”

      “Yeah, he does. If our girl’s in danger, that’s our business,” Lex shot back.

      “She didn’t tell you either,” Rafe pointed out. “Hell, you think she put some fucked-up spell on you…”

      I wasn’t sure which hurt more, imagining Maddie putting a spell on me or knowing I’d fallen for it.

      I glanced out the window. The houses were getting increasingly close together as we drove.

      Just as we hit the edge of the city, an area full of strip malls and gas stations, we found Clearborn’s car abandoned on the side of the road. There was no one else in sight, but his car door stood open, the dome light casting a faint glow of yellow light.

      “Shit,” Lex said.

      Rafe raked his hand through his hair. “Fantastic. You two.”

      “I don’t think it’s fair to blame us for an attack on Clearborn,” I said dryly. “People try to kill Mr. Popular on a semi-regular basis.”

      At least, Garmond had tried. From what I heard, it hadn’t been much of a fight, though.

      I nosed in front of Clearborn’s car, putting enough space between both cars for a fast getaway. “Where are Clearborn’s friends?”

      “Maybe they tried to get ahead of him,” Lex said. “Find them. I’ll track Clearborn from here.”

      Lex moved to the trunk, pulling out his sword, his 9mm, slinging his rifle over his shoulder.

      Rafe hesitated, his elbow braced on the seat back but his body tense with energy no matter how still he held himself. Then he got out of the car.

      “Stay with Jensen,” Lex ordered Rafe.

      Rafe gave him a hard look. “Really? You’ve lost your goddamn mind. We’re going together, wherever we go.”

      The two of them stared at each other.

      “Don’t you dare smile at me. Good job, you successfully dragged me into your stupid shit,” Rafe warned.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Lex tossed him a sword in a sheath.

      The three of us moved down the street together, trying to track Clearborn. I thought one of us should shift to try to get his scent when the sounds of violence down an alleyway caught all of our attention. The three of us broke into a furious run.

      We found Clearborn surrounded by four shifters who were trying to take him down. He kicked one in the chest and knocked him down, but another one grabbed him from behind. Clearborn threw him over his shoulder.

      The shifter across from him raised his gun, his finger curling on the trigger.

      I raised my 9mm and pulled the trigger without hesitating, squeezing one round, then another, into his chest. The shifter who’d been on the verge of killing Clearborn stumbled back under the force of the bullets. As he fell toward the sidewalk, I put a round through his forehead, faster than thought. Two in the chest, one in the head, just the way we were taught in Clearborn’s new firearms classes at the academy.

      “I thought I told you to meet me at the cemetery!” Clearborn ground out as the four of us fought together.

      “It doesn’t look like you were going to meet us at the cemetery,” I said.

      No gratitude for saving the dean’s life. Typical. No one ever appreciated me as much as they should.

      Another truck full of shifters pulled up, the headlights blindingly bright. They had a machine gun mounted on the roof of the cab.

      “That’s fucking brilliant,” Lex said, pushing me into a building behind us, blocking me with his body from the gunfire. “Subtle. I guess we’re not trying to hide from the humans anymore.”

      “The door’s locked,” Rafe said. He slammed his shoulder into it, trying to get it loose, then reared back to kick it.

      “I’m sure this will come as a surprise to you all, but brute force isn’t always the answer,” Clearborn said. As he reached for the door, Rafe and Lex covered us, shooting at the shifters who were aiming at us.

      Flames of dark red magic flared across Clearborn’s palms.

      Holy shit.

      Clearborn used magic.

      The door clicked open. There was no time to make sense of Clearborn having the same witchy capabilities that had almost gotten Maddie kicked out of the academy.

      The four of us ran into the building.

      Lex slammed the door shut just as bullets slammed into the brick outside. There were windows across the front of the building, the truck with the gun a shadow outside. Quickly, Rafe and Lex barricaded the door. Then we all dropped to the ground, crawling toward the back.

      We were in a dry cleaner’s shop. The shapes of clothes hung eerily above us, swaying back and forth as if there was a subtle breeze. For a second, all was quiet.

      Then bullets shattered the windows. Shards of glass crashed down in the space behind us and rattled across the floor. I gritted my teeth; the sensation of bullets flying above my head raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Being shot at really pisses me off.

      The four of us went through the dry cleaning space and through a windowless back room full of sewing and embroidery machines and metal racks of supplies.

      Clearborn paused when he reached the back door.  “Ready?”

      We all checked our guns and nodded. He opened the door fast, then closed it just as fast, slamming it shut as bullets pinged against the door.

      “We’re pinned down,” Clearborn said, hastily locking the door. He pulled a clip off his belt and slid it into his handgun, slapping it home before he racked a round. “What the hell were you all thinking? Why can’t you follow simple directions?”

      “If we did, you’d be dead.” I shrugged.

      “That might be best for you all, given how things are going to go when we get back to the academy,” Clearborn warned me.

      If that was supposed to be scary, it just made my lips twist right now. “As long as we survive.”

      The four of us barricaded ourselves into the back, planning to slow their progress and make them fight their way in.

      Quickly, the four of us came up with a plan to pick them off as best as we could as they entered the room.

      “That machine gun looked like it was mounted permanently on the top of the truck,” Lex said. “So at least they won’t have it with them.”

      “Remember the battle of Thermopylae,” Clearborn said.

      When the three of us stared at him blankly, he said, “Oh my god. I’m going to fire your teachers. You’re supposed to be learning military strategy.”

      “Maybe you can tell us about the battle of Thermopylae as our punishment after we all make it back to the academy,” I suggested.

      Clearborn grunted. “Wishful thinking there, son. Rafe, Lex, take the right side. Jensen, stay with me.”

      We set up positions. We could hear the shifters coming our way, blasting through everything they saw. Lots of suits and dry-clean-only dresses were apparently meeting a sad fate out there.

      My dad never called me son, and if he had, it would’ve pissed me off. Funny how Clearborn’s threats were almost comforting, as if he were certain we’d all walk out of here. I didn’t care about the thought of punishment waiting back at the academy as long as I ended up there safe and sound with Maddie, Rafe and Lex.

      “They are slow,” Clearborn said, his voice irritated, as if he were judging them like he did everyone else. Maybe he wanted to get this over with in a hurry.

      The room was eerily silent except for the sound of gunshots outside. He sighed, his back against the table we’d flipped for cover, and massaged his temple with the hand that didn’t hold the gun. He appeared to be irritated by the death squad that was here to kill him more than anything else. That was oddly comforting, too.

      “Why are you here?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Why can’t we follow simple instructions?” I asked. “You already know that’s not my strength.”

      “No. Why did you come back for me?”

      Oh, a serious question.

      “You can’t hold this against me later if we don’t die,” I said.

      Clearborn exhaled, as if he was bracing himself. “You can speak freely.”

      “You’ve made the academy a better place, with some notable exceptions,” I said dryly, because I was never going to be a fan of the tawse. “We respect you. Most of the time, we even like you.”

      “Oh good,” he said. “Now if all goes awry, I can die happy.”

      I ignored his usual sarcasm. “Even Lex, even though you treat him like shit.”

      Clearborn scoffed at that.

      “You do,” I said. “And he’s a good guy.”

      “The two of you being a pair of idiots is why we’re all trapped here,” he reminded me. “Lex is supposed to be beyond that kind of foolishness.”

      “You don’t think they would’ve come for you sooner or later?” I asked. “This seems like a reprisal for killing Garmond.”

      He jerked his head in a nod. “That it does. And/or a reprisal for trying to bring magic to the academy. But if you fools ever listened to anyone, I would’ve been alone. The three of you wouldn’t be stuck here with me.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned at the academy,” I said, “it’s that no one has to fight alone. Even you. No matter what a mean old bastard you are.”

      “Really taking that license to speak freely for all its worth, aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely.” I glanced over at him in the darkness. “I’m not going to tell you how to do your job.”

      “Well, thanks. Big of you.”

      “But I do think you should lay off Lex. He’s not perfect, but he looks out for all of us. He’s a good leader.  I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

      I only realized I meant the words once I said them.

      “I need all of them,” I said. “Maddie, too.”

      It felt like I exhaled something that had choked me, and all the anger I’d felt toward her drifted away like so much smoke. Lex, Penn, Chase, Ty, even Rafe, no matter how grouchy he was at the moment: they’d become my family over the past few months. I’d traded in my old popularity, but I had something else.

      Because of her.

      “She did curse me,” I muttered, and the sudden lightness in my chest was replaced with a crush of fear. I was certain she’d been afraid earlier, really afraid. She needed us.  “Did you tell her to do that?”

      “No, apparently your girl managed to take a council mission and find a way to put her own special bad-decision twist on it.”

      I breathed out. I had so much to say to her when I caught up to her. And I also wanted to cover her lips with mine and remind her that she never had to be alone. She couldn’t destroy the love I felt for her, no matter what she did.

      There are some things that even magic can’t break.

      The gunfire got louder, right outside the door now.

      They were almost here.

      We’ll find you, Maddie.

      I didn’t care who I had to go through, as long as I reached her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      

      Lex and I sat behind our hastily-constructed barricade. He rested his handgun against his chest, his face calm. Lex always got calm right before things went ugly, but I had a feeling it was more than that today. Even though things were really ugly.

      He broke the silence. “You shouldn’t have followed us.”

      “No shit. I noticed.” I didn’t want to talk now. I wanted to focus on what we had to do, so we made it out of here.

      Lex still didn’t feel like he’d done anything wrong, though. I know what Lex’s regret looked like—I’d seen it plenty of times over the years, and often enough in Maddie’s first few weeks at the academy—and his current calm, chatty demeanor wasn’t it. He got hot and angry when he felt regret, as if any bad decision threatened who he tried to be.

      He claimed that I got cold and angry when I felt anything.

      His calm pissed me off right now, and I rubbed my hand across my face as we waited for trouble to come.

      “Here we go,” Lex muttered.

      It can be swell sometimes, but it’s also a real pain in the ass to have someone in your life who knows you well.

      I checked my magazine for the fifth time. “I just don’t understand why that girl makes you so stupid.”

      “She makes you stupid too,” Lex promised me. “Just in an entirely different way.”

      I shook my head. Bullshit. Out of the two of us, only one of us could still think clearly.

      “When we get out of here,” I said, lashing out to try to wake him up, “you and I are through. I do the stupidest things because of you.”

      I hadn’t meant to admit how deep our bond went, and I stumbled now that I’d said something that made me sound like such an idiot.

      Lex nodded. “I’m pretty sure I’ll be expelled, so…”

      His calm just irritated me more. “Really, Lex? All the years we spent trying to get here, you can just throw them away that easily? All the time we spent—” I cut myself off abruptly.

      All the time we spent becoming close as brothers, and he didn’t even pause to think about what it would do to me if he wasn’t here with me at the end. I’d still leave the academy behind, leave the future I wanted behind, to try to protect him.

      And he didn’t give a fuck.

      “Remember how we both got here?” he asked, his voice quiet.

      I scoffed. “Is this what it comes back to? Piper Northsea saved both our asses, once upon a time, so you’re bound to her little sister no matter what she does?”

      “That would make sense,” he said, even though it wouldn’t, “But no. The academy gave us both a chance to find a mission, to excel, to leave the past behind. Except for the parts of us we can’t escape.”

      “Holy shit,” I mumbled. “I’m ready for the hail of bullets. Better than listening to you ramble.”

      “I left part of myself staked in the alpha’s backyard,” he said, and despite myself, I listened more intently. Lex never talked about how he’d gotten all those scars. “No one came to my rescue. They beat me half to death, left me in the rain and cold, starving. I thought I would die out there.”

      “Lex,” I began, and then didn’t know how to finish. Jesus, I’d wanted to know what really happened to him for years, but now wasn’t the time. I wanted to hear it when I could kill anyone who needed killing for hurting Lex.

      “I tell myself it doesn’t, but maybe it makes me a weaker person. Maybe I left part of myself behind, some part of me that’s still shivering in the rain, chained up outside the house that’s full of light and warmth. Maybe that’s what Clearborn sees, no matter how much I’ve tried to cover it up.”

      “Don’t worry about Clearborn,” I muttered.

      Lex stared me down. “But what happened to you? You’re missing something too. What makes it so hard for you to admit you care about other people? That you even love them?”

      The gunfire outside our room was getting steadily closer. “It’s not hard for me to care about other people. I care about you more than I should, even though you’re such a fucking moron.”

      Lex grinned at that admission. I shook my head, still furious at him.

      The doors burst open.

      Shifters burst in, spraying bullets. They had AR-15s tweaked to be fully automatic, and Lex and I huddled down, waiting for a break. Bullets sang overhead, buried themselves deep into the barricade in front of us, and I exhaled in relief when our cover held.

      The two of us sniped off as many of them as we could. They had a lot of bullets, but the truth was that we had better training.

      It seemed like we had turned the tide as things fell silent. The four of us reluctantly crept from our cover, collecting their automatic weapons, checking the rounds to see how many were left.

      Then as I went to kick his handgun out of reach, one of the guys on the floor sat up, raising his gun toward me. I jerked my gun into my shoulder, my finger curling against the trigger, and squeezed off a shot. His body jerked and he went down.

      His gun still went off. Across the room, Jensen grunted in pain.

      “We’ve got company,” Clearborn called.

      “I’m hit,” Jensen said, and guilt curdled in my stomach even before I turned. Fuck, no. I was the reason Jensen got hurt. Jensen held his hand to his gut as if he were holding himself together, blood seeping through his fingers.

      “You’re going to be all right,” Lex promised him, sliding his arm around his shoulders as Jensen staggered on his feet.

      Clearborn looked over his shoulder at us from the door. “I’ll lead them off. You guys, get to one of the vehicles and get Jensen to safety.”

      We all knew Clearborn’s odds of survival were pretty damn low in the process. Jensen’s face, already creased with pain, darkened.

      Then Clearborn added, “No fucking hijinks this time. Listen for once.”

      Then he was gone, darting into the alleyway. Bullets pinged into the brick, ricocheting through the alleyway, and there was the answering rat-tat-tat of Clearborn firing back in well-aimed bursts.

      “He must be bulletproof,” Jensen muttered as an engine revved in the alleyway, then headlights briefly flashed through the open door as Clearborn led off the truck.

      “We wish,” Lex said. “Come on. Let’s move.”

      The three of us headed for the car. As soon as we got Jensen into the backseat, I ducked to cover his body and protect him from more fire as the truck raced past us. The three of us were silent, hiding as the truck flew past.

      “Take Jensen to the hospital,” Lex said calmly. “I’m going after Clearborn.”

      “You’re going to disobey another order?”

      “I’m already expelled,” he said.

      “Don’t,” I warned him.

      At the end of the street, the pick-up truck came to a stop, then began to move in reverse. It picked up speed, hurtling toward us.

      “Get out of here!” Lex shouted, jumping out of the car, raising his rifle to his shoulder. He moved to the cover of the corner of the nearest building, firing back, clearing the way for Jensen and me.

      It was what we’d been trained to do at the academy—the rest of us cover while one of us makes a run with the wounded for medical care—but even though I moved by instinct, fury washed over me.

      Fury. Fear. Something like that. I couldn’t lose Lex.

      But I was already moving, slamming the car in reverse, backing away from my best friend and leaving him behind.

      Lex hit a tire on the pick-up truck, then another, and the bed of the truck abruptly slammed into the pavement.  As I flipped a quick, tight u-turn across the road, I caught a glimpse of him in the rearview. He moved toward the truck, his head down on the stock of the rifle, already sited in.

      He was going in to save Clearborn.

      “You’ve got to go back for him,” Jensen said, his voice weak. I glanced in the rearview mirror and it was obvious he was fading fast, blood spreading across his torso, across the seat.

      “Lex knows what he’s doing,” I said, even though I didn’t believe that for a fucking minute anymore. Lex was being brave, being stupid.

      But Jensen was going to die if we didn’t get to the hospital, and another shifter shot at us, the shots pinging against the back of the car, and I high-tailed it out of there.

      Lex. Fucking Lex.

      Regret and guilt twisted my gut as I left him behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      In the middle of the night, a jolt of panic woke me.

      “What is it?” Silas leaned above me, his face watchful. From the dresser, the cat’s eyes glowed as she studied me.

      I pressed my hand to my chest, trying to slow my rapid-beating heart. We were supposed to act normal, but I didn’t feel normal.

      “Something’s wrong,” I murmured. “Someone’s hurt, or in danger…”

      I might have broken the mating bond on their side, but I still felt it when something was wrong.

      Silas hesitated. “I’ll go see where Winter is.”

      Winter had taken Bennett and Alice on some midnight mission, which made me feel another prickle of unease. But it was time to move, no matter what.

      Silas and I crept into his office. We had to steal everything the Day planned to use to distribute the Cure.

      As we were going through his office, I found my pendant hidden in a drawer. I squeezed it so tightly that my fingernails bit into my palm.

      “Silas,” I whispered. “Do you think he might have put some kind of enchantment on this to trap me? Or can I put it on?”

      He looked up from the cabinet he was searching, then held out his hand. I dropped the pendant into his palm.

      “I don’t sense any magic on it besides your enchantment,” he told me, and instead of passing it back, he slipped it over my hair. I bowed my head so he could slip it onto my neck.

      “Thank you,” I said. The weight of the pendant hanging between my breasts was comforting. It felt like we were one step closer to home.

      Of course, home was my men, and I didn’t know if any of them would look at me the same, ever again.

      We loaded up everything we found in a bag, then moved as quietly as would through the house. My footsteps, as soft as they were, seemed too loud on the front porch as we crossed it. Then we headed to the workshop.

      “I didn’t think anything could creep me out, but your dad sure does,” Silas said.

      “Don’t call him that,” I said.

      He glanced at me, and I added, “I’m glad he’s my father, don’t get me wrong. It’s given me a chance to protect our people.”

      I forgot sometimes that Silas wasn’t really a wolf, that he had used magic to deceive us.  I corrected, “Well, my people.”

      The two of us moved through the workshop, grabbing the rest of the artifacts. With Silas in the room with me, it was easier to close the door with the blood-stained hammer.

      “They’re my people now too,” Silas said quietly. “At least some of you are.”

      As the two of us headed for the door, I breathed a sigh of relief. We just had to reach the car and get home to the academy. Whatever waited for us there, I could deal with, so long as our mission was successful.

      When I swung open the door, Alice stood in the grass outside.

      She stared at us, wide-eyed. With our bags thrown over our shoulders, there was no denying what we were doing, and none of us were supposed to be anywhere near Winter’s workshop.

      “I know what this looks like,” Silas said, already raising his hand, as if he was going to alter her mind.

      She raised her hand, magic sizzling across her palm. “Don’t,” she warned. “I’m tired of people underestimating me.”

      “I don’t want to fight you, Alice,” he said. “But we’re leaving here.”

      Her lower lip was trembling, her eyes wide. There was more going on here than just her catching us.

      “How long until Winter gets here?” I demanded, taking a guess.

      “Minutes,” she said.

      Silas swore. “Come on, Maddie. We’ve got to run.”

      “I closed the Door,” she said. “It was all I could do once you triggered the alarm in his workshop.”

      Silas stopped, his gaze meeting mine. Alice had been with Winter.

      “You went through the rip first and closed it on Winter?” I asked, clarifying.

      She nodded. “He would kill you otherwise…”

      Silas swore again, with even more feeling this time. “Alice, come with us. We’ll sort this out later.”

      Somehow. Witches weren’t welcome at the academy.

      “I can’t go,” she said. “This is my home.”

      She looked dazed, as if what she’d done hadn’t quite hit her yet. She’d made an impulsive decision to help us.

      “You can,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling her with me. “Alice, you tried to protect us. Let us protect you. We’re friends.”

      Silas and I threw all the gear into the trunk of the car. Silas whispered the words of a spell, shook out his fingers, and the tires on all other cars popped, the tires sinking down to the ground. Meanwhile, Silas hopped into the driver’s seat, and Alice reluctantly climbed in behind me.

      Silas’s cat meowed and jumped into the backseat. Alice picked her up, cuddling the cat to her cheek, and I almost smiled. Cats might not be welcome around shifters, but I thought animals had a sense for people, and the cat seemed to think Alice was one of the good guys.

      The sun shone brightly down on us as we rocketed off.

      We didn’t get very far before the air across the road in front of us seemed to undulate.

      I looked to Silas, wondering if he’d seen that too.

      “Great,” Silas said, slamming his foot down on the brake and slamming the car into reverse. We accelerated rapidly backwards, with Silas’ hand pressed against my seat back as he twisted to see behind us. “How does it look, Maddie?”

      In front of us, the world seemed to rip open.

      “Not good,” I said. “I think Winter is using the rips to transport himself.”

      Silas swore. “He’s going to tear apart that fabric of the universe just because he’s got a hurt ego.”

      Silas managed to make a U-turn, the car sliding across the road, and we raced off.

      Winter came through the rip, his cloak fluttering behind him, his face furious.

      “Go, go, go,” I said urgently.

      As I watched behind us, more witches emerged behind Winter.

      The three of us raced off with Winter—and Winter’s army—in pursuit.
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      Lex

      

      I woke up with a pounding headache, in darkness, in a swaying vehicle. An engine rumbled beneath me, and the air was cold.

      I sat up in a hurry, ready for a fight, my nostrils flaring. Without being able to see, my other senses felt even sharper. There was someone with me.

      Clearborn.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice even.

      “More or less.” I rubbed my hand across the back of my neck. “Where are we?”

      “I’m not sure exactly. They’re transporting us to a second location,” he said, “which is always a bad sign. They’ll be headed for packless territory, and there isn’t that much of that around here. Someplace close to the witches.””

      “Why didn’t they just kill us already?”

      “Ah,” he said. “Well, Garmond’s beta was happy to monologue. They’ve got a handy alibi since they’re on a council mission tonight, but they were able to spare a few men. They plan to discredit me by making it look like I was killed by the witches I was working with.”

      He went on, “They’re hardly as bright as they think they are, though. I imagine the Council will see through their machinations.”

      There was a pause, and then he added, “I’m sure my corpse will feel very smug.”

      “Can’t you do some of that voodoo and get us out of here?”

      “It’s not voodoo,” he said. He raised his hands, and now that my vision had grown accustomed to the darkness, I could see the cuffs around his wrists. I frowned. They hadn’t cuffed me. He added, “Magical handcuffs.”

      “The cuffs keep you from using your powers?”

      Clearborn winced. Apparently, he didn’t appreciate anyone referring to his powers even when it was just the two of us. “Yes, yes, they do.”

      “Where did Garmond’s pack get those from? Didn’t they need to use magic to make them?”

      I’d thought that the wolves’ take on magic was hypocritical ever since getting to know Maddie and her pack. Before I got to know them, I’d been scared of magic too, because that was what I’d been taught.

      “It’s my fault. I’m so glad I invented these now.” Clearborn leaned his head back against the wall of the truck. “I adapted the design based on what Maddie experienced when she was captured by the Day the first time.”

      “The first time?” I asked, my voice dark. Maddie was in danger, and Clearborn had kept us away from her.

      He managed to wave me off dismissively, despite his hands being bound. “At the time, I thought the cuffs would encourage the packs to take witches prisoner instead of killing them. That way, perhaps we could bring about a semblance of law-and-order.”

      “You don’t want to kill the witches?”

      “I want to destroy the covens,” he corrected. “I have no problem with killing when it’s required, but I don’t think we need to destroy every individual who uses magic.”

      “I guess that’s a pretty relevant distinction to make when you’ve got the sparkle fingers yourself.” I wiggled my fingers in an approximation of jazz hands, not that he would appreciate them.

      Maddie made the same distinction between everyone with the powers and the particular covens that wanted to destroy us.

      “You all have the capacity for sparkle fingers,” he said, his voice acerbic. “You just choose not to use it.”

      Yeah, sure. I don’t have any magic but the big white wolf I carried inside.

      Maddie was something special, but it came at a cost. She’d always been embarrassed by how hard it was for her to shift. It was yet another thing that had worried me when she showed up at the academy after all. I knew how hard she took any failure. Just like me, she had a lot to prove, even though our reasons were very different.

      I raked my hand through my hair, still focused on what he’d said about Maddie. “You sent Maddie on a mission.”

      “Yes.”

      I shook my head. He’d told me to remember my place at the academy, and yet he hadn’t treated Maddie as if she were just a student. He’d put her in danger.

      “Is she okay? For real?”

      He hesitated long enough to make tension curdle through my stomach. “We lost contact with her.”

      I sat forward, my jaw tensing.

      “Have some faith,” Clearborn said. “We have her last known location. She’s still alive. She hasn’t called for help.”

      “I do have faith in her.”

      “You seem awfully intent on riding to her rescue. Which is almost amusing, because at the moment, it seems like we’re in need of rescue.”

      “Well, she needs us now,” I said. “If I’d known that I should just let her go, if you’d told me…”

      I trailed off, my jaw tense. I’d tried to take care of Maddie. She needed us now, no matter what Clearbon claimed. I could feel it. But I’d made things worse.

      “You’ve got a bit of a hero complex, huh?” Clearborn asked, his voice amused.

      He’d already despised me; he must think even less of me now. “Maybe. That must seem funny to you, when you think I’m a coward.”

      He didn’t say anything for a few long minutes. I was alone with my thoughts, which raced as I tried to figure out an escape plan. Had I done enough to get Jensen and Rafe to the hospital? If they were okay, if Maddie was okay, that was all that mattered.

      “You remind me of myself when I was young, Lex.”

      His words almost made me laugh in surprise. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You’ve got so much to prove,” he said. “To yourself, which is fine. To anyone else in the vicinity, which is… not ideal.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know what game Clearborn was playing, but after the way he’d treated me, I couldn’t believe he saw himself in me.

      “Why do you give a fuck what I think?” Clearborn asked. “Really?”

      “Besides the power you hold over my career?” I muttered.

      “I wouldn’t keep you from the Council’s Own,” he said. “Have you seen what I’m working with at the academy? I’m going to recruit the competent guy who tried to save my life twice today, even though you annoy the shit out of me, Lex.”

      What? “You said that you were debating whether or not to recommend me—”

      “Well, there’s always a question,” he said, quick and unapologetic. “I was trying to get you to give up on Maddie.”

      “I wouldn’t put my own ambitions over her or the team.”

      “Yes, I realize that now,” he said dryly. “And here we are.”

      I’d made everything worse, and there was nothing I could do to undo it. Garmond’s pack would have targeted Clearborn tonight anyway, but when he followed Jensen and me, he became an easier target. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry?” He swiped his hand through his hair and sighed. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t protect you or Jensen or Rafe from the ramifications of my actions. I wanted revenge on Garmond for his gall in coming to my academy and undermining my authority and hurting my cadets.”

      The fact that he felt guilt too both startled and relieved me.

      Then an idea occurred to me. “If the cuffs were off, what would you do?”

      He glanced around. “Probably ride to the end, then use an illusion spell to distract them.”

      “You say we all have sparkle fingers? How does that work?”

      “You might want to stop calling them that. You are already on very thin ice with me,” Clearborn said, his voice amused.

      “I’m not sure that’s ever going to change.”

      “You might be surprised,” he said dryly. “All right, let’s see how you do with Magic 101.”
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      Lex

      

      The truck rattled to a stop.  I heard voices outside, then a raised voice in warning. “We’ve got guns pointed on you. No funny business.”

      When they threw open the door to the truck, they held guns at the ready, but they still weren’t prepared.

      The illusion spell that Clearborn had taught me made it look like the two of us lay on the ground, unconscious.  Meanwhile, Clearborn and I concealed ourselves behind the boxes left in the back of the moving truck.

      “What’s wrong with them?” one of them asked.

      “Probably bullshit.” From where we hid behind the boxes, I heard a gun cocking, and I winced. We were concealed by the boxes, but they wouldn’t be much of a shield if the bullets started flying.

      “We’re supposed to keep them alive.” Someone else argued hotly. “Get your ass up there and drag them out. Don’t be a coward.”

      Clearborn’s shoulder was pressed against mine as the two of us hid, so from the corner of my eye, I could see his lips curl into a faint, sardonic smile. Shifter pride was working in our favor for once.

      The guys jumped up into the truck, rocking the floor of the truck as their feet clattered across it. There was a grunt as one of them reached down to grab the first body, as if he expected it to be heavy.

      Then he straightened with nothing in his hands but the wool furniture packing blanket. “What the—”

      Clearborn and I burst out from our hiding place. The guys with the guns outside the truck raised their guns, but their friends were between us and the shooters.

      I punched the guy nearest me in the face, trying to keep his body between me and the gun barrels pointed my way. Get control of the gun, that’s the most important thing.

      I grabbed his wrist as he jerked back and forth, trying to evade me. The gun went off, the noise painfully loud in the narrow confines. I slammed my elbow down on his forearm, trying to make him release the gun, and he grunted in pain but hung on.  I hit him again, and his fingers released. He tried to catch the gun in his free hand as it fell, but I’d expected that. I caught the gun first, already jumping to close my arm around his throat.

      I yanked him close to me, pressing the barrel of the gun to the temple. Clearborn had just wrestled the gun away from the other guy, and he did the same.

      “I notice you noticing you got your guy first,” Clearborn told me without looking away from our enemies at the end of the truck.

      My heart was pounding, but I still grinned.

      “Let us walk out of here, or your friends are dead,” Clearborn warned. “Put those guns down. Kick them away.”

      The guys outside the truck reluctantly looked at each other and then put their weapons down.

      “Take it easy,” I warned the guy I pushed forward, still holding him close to my body as a human shield.

      “I’d appreciate your keys,” Clearborn said. “Nice and slow.”

      Moving  hesitantly, someone threw the moving truck keys in, then the keys of the truck that was parked behind us.

      “You can pick those up for me,” Clearborn told the guy he gripped.

      Slowly, he let the guy squat to pick up the keys. Once Clearborn had the keys in hand, we jumped down from the back of the truck.

      One of the guys in the ring facing us suddenly reached for the back of his waistband. As he pulled out his gun, Clearborn was already squeezing the trigger. Two shots punched through his chest, knocking him to the ground.

      The guy I’d been holding dropped his weight, trying to get out of my grip, as the clearing exploded into chaos.

      Suddenly we were back to fighting for our lives.

      The guy who just broke my hold dove for the gun his dead buddy had dropped. I fired two quick shots, catching him in the leg, and he let out a pained grunt as he rolled onto his back, raising the gun. We were so close that the barrel seemed enormous, and time seemed to slow.

      He jerked and fell to the ground. I only registered the gunshot that had taken him down a second later.

      Around us, the rest of the shifters fell.

      Penn, Ty and Chase moved into the clearing, their guns still raised, checking each body.

      “I’m so glad to see you guys.” I grabbed Chase in a hug.

      He grinned. “Never thought I’d get a hug from my cadre.”

      I was pretty sure I wasn’t cadre anymore, but that didn’t matter.

      “How did you guys find us?” I demanded.

      “It turns out that mating-bond sixth sense travels across all the bonds,” Ty said. “We found you the same way I helped you track Maddie.”

      “Did you hear from Rafe and Jensen?” Clearborn demanded.

      Penn nodded. “Jensen is stable, for once. Rafe is very grouchy.”

      “There’s a surprise,” I muttered.

      “Good work,” Clearborn said, clapping me on the shoulder. Before I could say anything else, he added, “Don’t ask me if that means you’re off the hook when we get back to the academy.”

      “I assumed I was expelled and figured I’d be pleasantly surprised if anything else happened,” I told him.

      “Expelled?” His brows arched. “I’m not letting you off that easily, Mr. Alexander.”

      “Did you all break the curse?” I asked the guys.

      “More or less,” Penn said. “Either way, we need her. Rafe asked us to stop by the hospital and pick him up. Will’s driving down to stay with Jensen.”

      “He asked?” That didn’t sound like Rafe.

      Penn pulled a face. “Figure of speech.”

      “Let’s go get our girl,” Chase said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      We managed to lose the witches, although I wasn’t sure for how long.

      “If we can just make it back to the academy, we’ll be able to hold them back,” Silas said.

      Alice’s lips parted in alarm.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I promised her. “Silas and I will protect you.”

      She frowned. “Silas?”

      He raised his hand from the steering wheel, just for a second, in a flippant wave. “Hi. I’m Silas. Echo is actually the name of the cat.”

      “You stole the name of the cat?” I demanded.

      “I’m not very creative.” He shrugged. “I was kind of in a pinch.”

      The cat meowed, a long, insistent sound.

      “Silas,” I asked, “is there anything weird about the cat?”

      “Cats are always weird.”

      “I mean like… does it talk to you?  Is it really a person?”

      The cat meowed again, and Silas cocked his head, as if he was listening, then said, “She is quite confident she’s better than a person.”

      I stared at him suspiciously. I was pretty sure he was fucking with me, but I wasn’t entirely sure.

      “Your name is really Silas,” Alice muttered.

      “He’s being modest for once,” I said.

      Silas groaned. “Don’t….”

      “This is the incredible Silas Zip.” I finished.

      Silas rolled his eyes.

      “I’ve heard about you!” Alice said excitedly.

      No matter what he said, Silas preened a little at that. The cat meowed, then began to lick her coat, sprawling across Alice’s lap as if she felt comfortable.

      I would’ve laughed at all of them. But the ground rippled in front of us.

      We were on the highway, surrounded by other cars going seventy miles an hour. There was no easy escape.

      “Here we go again,” Silas said.

      “No exit in sight,” I said.

      He cut across traffic, as cars honked at him desperately, and took us off-roading across the embankment between lanes.

      “I thought we agreed we were keeping humans from discovering our existence!” he swore. “There’s so many people here.”

      “Exit up ahead,” I said. “At least we can get off the highway.”

      We took the exit fast, the car careening around the corners. Silas’ knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

      Then we were on a long, quieter road.  There was a gas station to one side, a McDonald’s, but little else. Silas gunned the engine, trying to get away from the witches.

      The sky cracked open in front of us, a rip through the fabric of our universe itself. The golden arches tore in two, then slammed into the road, spraying plastic shards over the windshield. We ran into what was left of the arch, crashing into it, but Silas was already putting the car into reverse.

      “Guys,” Alice said urgently.

      The world ripped open in front of us.

      Silas brought the car to a stop. “We’ve got to abandon the car. I can’t take it through a portal.”

      Alice’s eyes widened, despite everything. “You’re taking us through a portal!”

      “At least someone is seeing the upsides today,” Silas muttered.

      He took the car off-roading, as near the woods as we could get. Then we grabbed the bags out of the trunk and ran into the forest together.

      Silas muttered the words of his spell as he drew a rectangle in the air, magic sparks following his finger. The golden shape of a door shimmered in the air, then Silas said another word and the door turned into solid wood.

      Silas reached out and took my hand in his. The ground heaved beneath us as Winter came toward us, and Silas threw the door open, pulling me with him. Alice gaped at Winter, and Silas reached back and yanked her along.

      “Fingers crossed this isn’t a grave mistake,” Silas said as we stumbled through.

      “What?” I demanded in alarm, but it was too late. We were already passing through the rip.

      The air around me turned cold and tingly, and the world went black for a second, as if I’d closed my eyes. I strained to see around me in the darkness, then the next thing I knew, I was stumbling on Silas’ heels across a hardwood floor.

      Alice came right behind me, and Silas turned to slam the door shut before anyone could follow us through.

      We were in a cold room that had a strange, old-fashioned feeling. There was an empty fireplace in one corner, and the walls ringed with old fashioned blackboards and holes in the white paint, as if posters had been torn away.

      “Is this a classroom?” I asked.

      Silas shook his head. “No.”

      He moved quickly to the window to peer out, and I followed him, curious to get a glimpse of Silas’ world.

      Outside, barren trees shook faintly in the early dawn light. Whatever was beyond the trees and the yard outside was obscured by mist.

      “We’re alone,” he muttered. “For now.”

      “You’ve got ‘friends’ who’ll be looking for you,” I filled in.

      “So many friends,” Silas said, his lips quirking faintly. He headed back to the door, but stopped to brush his lips across my forehead in a quick kiss. “There’s a rip in the woods behind the campus. That’s where I’m going to take us now.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “What about me?” Alice asked. She chewed her lower lip. “I can’t go to the shifter academy. They’ll kill me.”

      “They’re the good guys,” I promised her, ignoring how Silas’ lips knitted as if he didn’t quite believe it.

      The cat started to jump from Silas’ shoulders, but he stopped her with a hand on her chest. “No, Echo. We aren’t home for good, not yet.”

      Those words tore at my heart, reminding me that I might not keep Silas for long.

      But right now, all that mattered was protecting our friends and family from the apocalypse.
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      Chase

      

      “Did anyone else feel that?” Lex demanded, rubbing his hand across his chest, as if his heart literally hurt.

      “Maddie’s gone.” Ty said quietly, his eyes widening.

      “Fuck.” My hands tightened on the steering wheel. I could feel it too, a pain in my chest as if there had been an invisible cord tying Maddie to me—and as if that cord that had just snapped. It burned so bad that I could barely focus on keeping the car on the road.

      I fought to keep the car under control as pain surged through my body and my vision blurred. Clearborn side-eyed me silently from the passenger seat as the car drifted.

      And then, suddenly, the pain swelled, burst, disappeared. If she had been gone, maybe now she had somehow returned.

      “What the hell just happened?” I demanded.

      “Maybe she died and came back,” Ty said, his hand on my shoulder. “It happens sometimes around here.”

      “No one comes back from the dead,” Clearborn interrupted. “Magic can heal the wounded, even from the brink of death, but there are some things magic can’t do.”

      “Maybe she went to another world,” Ty said. “Through a rip. Then came back to ours.”

      “Regardless, she’s not where we left her. Fuck.”

      “Get back to the academy,” Clearborn ordered. “If the Day know she’s not working for them, they might be moving their plans forward faster. If they are headed for the academy, I’m sure Ms. Northsea is as well.”

      Of course she was. Maddie would never abandon us. Not really. How the hell had we ever thought otherwise?

      I quickly turned the car around and sped toward the academy.

      “How come the curse never did the same kind of job on you that it did on the rest of us?” Penn demanded of me.

      My lips pursed to one side. “I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got a theory, I can tell,” he pressed.

      I did have a theory. I just didn’t want to hurt any of the guys’ feelings. But Penn wasn’t going to give up, so I heaved a sigh.

      “Maddie and I were friends first,” I said. “I guess you guys are right that she poisoned the mating bond somehow. But I loved her first. Before the bond.”

      Penn stared at me blankly. “I know you’re trying, but I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

      “He’s saying that he has a bond of friendship with Maddie that wasn’t poisoned by the magic,” Clearborn cut in. “Because he was friends with her before he fell in love with her as a mate. Right, Chase?”

      “Right.” Some of the other stuff that had happened between us had turned dark and shadowed when she left the academy, but other memories had stayed bright and certain: the playful arguments the two of us had, the dangerous way her eyes narrowed when she overheard someone call me a science experiment, the sound of her heels thumping against the bathroom cabinet while she talked a mile a minute as I showered.

      Maddie had filled the room with light every time she walked in because she was my friend, and then I’d fallen in love with her. The thought that she was alone out there made me ache.

      Just as we neared the academy gates, I glimpsed someone running down the road coming the opposite way. Maddie. Her blond hair blew back from her pink-flushed face. Relief filled my chest with shaky laughter.

      She wasn’t alone after all. A dark-haired man was behind her and so was a girl with long hair.

      I came to a stop outside the gate, and we all clambered out of the car. I barely remembered to put the car into park before I ran to her.

      “Maddie!”

      She hesitated until I opened my arms, and then she bounded across the distance and threw her arms around my neck. “Chase!”

      I hugged her tightly. Her body felt so right against mine, and I buried my face in her hair, breathing her in. “God, I missed you,” I murmured. “Don’t ever leave me again.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes widening in surprise. “You don’t hate me?”

      “You can’t make me hate you,” I promised her. Then I added, “Even though you’re a terrible roommate who doesn’t know how to put anything back on the hanger.”

      She was grinning when I kissed her, and her arms twined around my neck tighter as she leaned into my kiss. My lips caressed hers open, and her tongue slipped into my mouth, her fingers sliding across the back of my neck and into my hair.

      It was a deep, soulful kiss. Someone coughed in the distance. Finally, I raised my head from hers, reluctantly.

      Then I looked past her, at the girl and most of all, the black-haired guy who was with her. “Who the fuck is this?”

      She tilted her head back, laughing. “You know this guy.”

      He pulled a face, and something about his expression looked familiar, even though his features weren’t. Then he muttered something in Latin.

      Our blond-haired Silas stood in front of us again, a wry smile across his lips and a wariness in his gaze.

      “Silas!” I abandoned Maddie to hug him. Silas’ uncertain smile turned into a grin, and Maddie’s bubbly laugh rose behind us. I pulled back to grab his shoulders, torn between wanting to shake him and wanting to hug him again. “I thought you were dead.”

      “It’s not that easy to get rid of your weird friend,” he said, hugging me back tightly.

      “Lovely family reunion,” Clearborn said. “Very happy for you all. What the fuck is that?”

      The ground shook beneath my feet, and I frowned, thinking that it was an earthquake at first.

      Maddie’s lips pressed together tightly. “The Day’s coming for us.”

      My heart raced. It felt like the witches were tearing apart the ground beneath our feet.

      “Why the hell is she here?” Ty demanded, looking at the girl who stood behind Silas.

      She glanced away, discomfort written across her face.

      “Alice helped us escape the Day with the Dark Collar,” Maddie told him. “They’ll kill her if they catch her.”

      “She’s not coming on campus,” Clearborn warned. He glanced around. “But then, none of us are. It’s too late to risk opening the gates. We’ll make our stand here.”

      “Get the barricades,” Rafe ordered. He and Lex were already moving to one side of the gates and dragging out reinforced barricades we could hide behind.

      Inside the academy walls, the alarm tolled steadily as our fellow students fell out. The shifter guards inside the gate passed weapons through the bars to us.

      “Some reunion,” I told Maddie as I passed a sword in harness to her, which she threw over her shoulders. She began to adjust the straps, and since it was awkward to do it yourself quickly, I unbuckled the strap and began to adjust it for her.

      She pulled a face, glancing at the other guys, then moved to the gate to take the two rifles that the guard handed through. She passed one to me as she admitted, “It might be easier to face the Day than to face them after what I did.”

      “Knowing you, Maddie, I’m sure you did what you had to do.” I wanted to tell her that they couldn’t be angry at her for that, but I knew them too well to make that kind of promise.  They’d get over it, though.

      Eventually.

      Suddenly the sky tore open. Something dark swept above us, a shadow with sweeping wings that reminded me of a dragon, and I ducked despite myself.

      The rip in the sky stretched all the way to the road, cracking the pavement open. Then the sudden chasm in the road raced toward us as we scattered, trying to avoid falling into the widening gap.

      “Get behind the barricades!” Lex shouted. Maddie and I raced across the heaving ground and threw ourselves behind one of the makeshift wood-and-steel structures.

      A tall witch strode out of the rip, his cloak fluttering behind him.

      “What the hell—” I began, barely able to process what was happening in front of us.

      “That’s my dad,” Maddie said shortly. “I’ve got some daddy issues.”

      “Don’t we all,” I returned.

      “But today, I get to kill him.” Maddie’s voice was matter-of-fact, and I did a double-take at the beautiful, murderous blond I’d missed so much.

      Just then, witches rushed at us from out of the woods. Their hands were raised, magic crackling between their fingers.

      “Reunited again,” Maddie said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Here we go.”

      “And you brought trouble with you. Here’s my surprised face.”

      She laughed out loud, raising her gun to her shoulder. “You love me, Chase.”

      The first shots rang out, and magic sizzled through the air. I set the rifle into my shoulder, searching for my first target.

      The gunfire and the magic and the chaos might’ve been too loud for her to hear me answer, “Always.”

      I loved her in a way that she couldn’t even dent, no matter how hard she tried.
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      Maddie

      

      Witches kept streaming out of the woods and coming toward us. There were so many of them. These witches weren’t just the remnants of the Day—it looked like every damn coven in the northeast had united to kill us today.

      I tried not to look for Kairn or Victor or Josephine amongst our attackers.

      I felt Chase move restlessly next to me. It was always a struggle not to shift with so much adrenaline coursing through a shifter’s body.

      I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel the pull of the wolf anymore.

      “Don’t shift,” Clearborn called. “There’s too many of them. Keep shooting.”

      There were just too many of them, period. Suddenly the barricade in front of Chase and me started to shake.

      Chase tackled me abruptly, the two of us falling to the ground in a tangle of limbs as the barricade suddenly lifted off the ground. A blast of deadly magic raced through the air where we’d been just seconds before.

      When the blast of magic burnt out, an electric scent hung in the air, as if we’d narrowly avoided being electrocuted with magic. My heart was racing as the two of us unwound, already scrambling for our weapons again.

      “Get back here,” Lex shouted. “We’re covering you.”

      Lex and Rafe fired at the witches who had just attacked us.

      Chase rose to his feet, then turned back as he realized I wasn’t running with him. “Are you hurt?” he shouted at me.

      I threw the bag with the Dark Collar over my shoulder, then shook my head. I couldn’t leave the Dark Collar. The Day didn’t have the chance to scatter the pieces far, but still, if they got their hands on it, they could lay the pieces out at the perimeter of the academy. They could destroy our ability to shift, and then we’d lose this battle. It was all too easy to imagine the bodies of our fellow wolves strewn across the academy grounds where we used to play football and run late to class.

      Together, Chase and I raced across the grass in front of the academy to another barricade as blasts of magic sizzled all around us. We dove behind the wood-and-steel structure, and even though we were panting, we immediately got into position on our knees behind cover, looking for our next shot.

      Through the chaos of the fight between the witches, I caught a glimpse of Winter’s cloak fluttering. But by the time my gaze snapped to where he’d been, he was already gone. I drew my rifle’s stock tighter into my shoulder, my finger resting lightly in the trigger guard as I searched for him.

      Winter would come for me, I was sure he would. I’d betrayed him.

      I thought for a second of the way he’d smiled at me, of how patient he’d been trying to teach me to move through the rips. Then I remembered the faces of the Everly sisters, and my finger tightened on the trigger, gathering the slack.

      I’d thought I was going to unknot the tangled threads of my past when I met my father.

      Instead, I was going to rip those knots right out.

      Behind us, the gates of the academy began to rock back and forth. I abandoned my search for Winter, looking instead for the witches that were trying to bring down the gates. I finally found a handful of witches standing, almost concealed, in the woods across from the gates.

      “There!” I called out, already sighting in on them. I squeezed the trigger, but I was too late. Even as the witch I’d targeted crumpled to the ground, I heard the gates tear loose.

      I heard Rafe curse right before the gates fell inward, slamming the ground. The force of it shook the earth under our feet yet again.

      The witches raised bubbles of shielding magic that our bullets bounced off of as they tried to force their way past us onto the academy grounds.

      As the witches reached the fallen gates, wolves streaked out. A witch who accidentally dropped her shield screamed as teeth closed on her throat, and then blood splattered across the clearing.

      Alice let out a panicked sound, her hand pressed over her lips.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I promised her, grabbing her shoulder. I’d almost forgotten she was there in the chaos.

      “Maddie, it’s not—” she began, and then her eyes widened. “Behind you!”

      My rifle was suddenly wrested out of my grip. Chase tried to turn, bringing his gun up to shoot whoever was behind me, but suddenly he was flying through the air as if he’d been thrown by an invisible hand.

      When I spun around, Winter towered over me.

      Winter raised his hands, and a clear bubble shimmered into existence around us. The noise of the battle faded. His bubble trapped me with him and Alice, who had fallen back onto her elbows. I tried not to look at the bag at my feet, which held the pieces of the Dark Collar.

      I’d do whatever it took to keep the Collar out of Winter’s hands.

      “Hello, daughter.” He wrapped his hand around my throat, his grip bruising. “I thought we were going to rule together. I thought you could be redeemed.”

      I tried to say something, but choked as his fingers tightened even more.

      “Don’t think I’m going to give you the chance to speak the words of a spell,” he warned me. “I lost my sense when I wanted to trust you before. I won’t be so foolish again.”

      He lifted me off the ground until we were eye-to-eye. His fingers curled deep into my skin, into the tendons, and I couldn’t draw a breath. My vision blurred at the edges as my fingers scrabbled furiously across his, trying to get loose.

      Motion caught my eye, and I realized that Rafe and Penn were trying to break into the bubble to save me.

      Winter glanced at them too. “I’m going to tear you to pieces in front of them.”

      Alice raised wild, terrified eyes to my face, then her gaze fell to the bag. She crept across the ground at Winter’s feet, reaching slowly out for the strap of the bag.

      His breath was on my face when he said, “You’re a wolf through and through.”

      Even though I’d murdered my wolf, I hoped that was true.

      I grabbed his wrists to leverage myself, drawing my knees toward my chest. I threw myself backward as best I could, lashing out with my feet.

      When I kicked him in the chest, his fingers loosened on my throat long enough for me to somersault backward, kicking him in the face to push myself off.

      I landed awkwardly, falling to one knee, but I pushed myself up to my feet, ignoring the throb of pain.

      “Maddie!” Alice shouted. She tossed me the dark crown, and I caught it out of the air.

      Winter stared at me, the two of us facing each other, chests heaving.

      Winter’s shield around us flickered, then dropped. The chaos of the battle raging around us was loud again. I started toward Winter, already murmuring the words of my spell.

      Magic propelled Penn across the ground and into Winter’s waiting arms, and in a second, he had a knife blade to Penn’s throat.

      Before I could finish my spell, Winter raised the shield again, sealing us off from the rest of the world in a bubble of quiet and danger.

      “Give that to me, Maddie,” Winter said calmly. “Or your friend will die.”

      Penn’s eyes met mine. “Don’t do it,” he said, then grimaced as Winter pressed the blade against his throat, deep enough for a line of blood to well, then spill down his throat.

      Alice was whispering the words of a spell. Winter’s gaze sharpened on her, just as I heard what spell she was incanting.

      She was speaking the words to share magic with someone else.

      “Now,” Winter said, his voice urgent. “You are testing my patience, daughter of mine.”

      He dug the tip of the knife into one corner of Penn’s throat, just under his jaw, and blood coursed down his throat and soaked into his shirt.  Penn’s teeth gritted, his lips peeling back, but he still looked at me as if he would rather I sacrificed him than all of our wolves.

      “Sorry, Dad,” I said, right before I reached down and grabbed Alice’s hand. “Accipio.”

      Her magic jolted through my body.

      Winter’s knife sunk into Penn’s throat, his eyes still locked on mine as he dragged the knife across Penn’s throat, then cut up into his jugular. Blood sprayed over all of us.

      I raised my hand, feeling power race through every muscle, through every vein. My vision was suddenly clear, my hearing sharp the way it had been before I lost my wolf.

      Winter grabbed Alice and threw her like a rag doll across the ground. She slammed into the shield, which shimmered under the force of her body, then she fell to the ground, limp.

      Penn crumpled forward, his eyes wide with terror, then hit his knees hard.

      Magic couldn’t bring someone back from the dead, but Penn wasn’t dead yet.

      Winter smiled at me thinly from between the bodies of my two friends. “You’re only delaying the inevitable, Maddie. I’m going to rip you apart.”

      Alice looked up at me and whispered, “The Dark Crown…”

      It was our weapon first.

      My fingers tightened around the metal, which was suddenly warm to the touch. There was just too much we didn’t know about the damn thing.

      “Don’t you hurt her,” I warned Winter as he took a step toward Alice.

      “Stop me,” he said, right before he reached out and grabbed her chin in one hand. He was going to snap her neck.

      Clearborn slammed his hand against the shield. “Use the Crown, Maddie! It’s our only chance.”

      Clearborn had been researching the Crown. I stared at him for a second, but this was no time to hesitate.

      Time seemed to slow as Alice’s met mine, vivid with fear. Winter’s fingers tightened on her jaw as he drew her back into his arms, bracing her for the snap.

      Penn sagged forward and caught himself with his hands on the earth, letting out a choking bark of a sound. He scrambled forward as if he were going to try to save me.

      “Sana,” I murmured, holding out my other hand to Penn, imagining all my healing power coursing through his blood. He gagged one more time, but the wound knit closed.

      He raised his eyes to me, full of wonder, his hand going to his throat as if there was still phantom pain, and then he rose slowly to his feet.

      I threw out my hand to stop Winter, but no magic burst into existence in my palm. My magic was spent.

      Winter snapped Alice’s neck, and she crumpled to the ground at his feet.

      “No!” I screamed.

      “You can’t beat me, Maddie,” he promised me. “Even though she gave you her power.”

      He raised his hands toward me, magic crackling between his palms.

      “Guess we’ll find out,” I said.

      Then just as Winter’s magic blasted toward me, Penn hit him from behind. Winter stumbled, his magic blasting into the sky over my head harmlessly, filling the air with the scent of a lightning storm.

      I was too late to save Alice, but I could protect everyone else. I could stop Winter, who was already whirling to face Penn, magic flaring across his fingers to attack Penn again.

      “Here goes nothing.” I pressed the crown onto my head.

      The ground heaved under my feet, and I fell to my knees. Magic tingled through my body, then it was gone.

      It was all gone. My muscles were suddenly weak, and the sense of magic had faded.

      Winter grinned, his gaze locked on mine. Penn charged at him, but suddenly the shield flickered out of existence again.

      As Winter jerked his fingers, Penn was suddenly propelled away from me. Rafe and Lex were running to help, but Penn crashed into them. The three of them fell across the grass. They scrambled to their feet instantly, but the shield flickered into existence again.

      The bubble we were in had shrunk. It was just big enough for Winter and me and the rip behind him. I climbed to my feet, although it took force of will; my muscles felt completely depleted, as if my life had been yanked out of my body along with my magic.

      “Good job, daughter,” Winter told me, his voice mocking.

      Clearborn raised his hand in a reluctant wave from outside the shield, and then his face shifted, and suddenly, he was Bennett again.

      My stomach dropped in fear as I faced Winter, who began to laugh.

      All around us, a desperate howling sound rose into the air, as if the hundreds of wolves at the academy had all howled at once.

      Then suddenly, their voices were all cut off with a yelp and a whimper, as if they’d just been murdered.

      As understanding dawned, I staggered.

      I was Winter’s tool.

      Whatever the truth was behind the Dark Crown and its transformation into the Dark Collar, somehow I unleashed the magic that destroyed the wolves.

      He’d used me to exterminate all the wolves.

      I had become the Cure.

      I kept moving, though, reaching over my shoulder to draw my sword. I moved steadily toward Winter.

      Winter took a step backward, into his rip, and the universe seemed to swallow him.
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      Rafe

      

      As Winter disappeared, so did his shield. I ran to Maddie, who still gripped her sword in her hand as she fell to her knees.

      “Are you all right?” I demanded as I strode to her.

      She turned wide blue eyes to me, fear written across her face. “Rafe…” she whispered.

      “You saved Penn,” I reminded her. She must feel like she’d failed when she didn’t defeat Winter, but at least we’d held him off. All around us, the battle was still raging. I was still furious at her, but I’d never leave her behind, even though I knew now she’d leave us. “Good to have you back on the team, Northsea.”

      She shook her head, as if she were in denial.

      “Get it together,” I said impatiently, knowing how much she’d hate herself later if she didn’t rejoin the battle. Maddie was a born fighter, for all her many and varied faults. I held my hand out to her. “Get up.”

      She looked at my hand, then shook her head, climbing unsteadily to her feet. “You don’t understand,” she whispered. “Can you shift? You can’t shift.”

      I wanted to tell her this was no time for dramatics, but something about her voice warned me off. I slung my rifle quickly over my shoulder and touched my hand to my opposite shoulder, imagining my muscles swelling and shifting, loaning me my wolf’s strength in human form.

      Nothing happened.

      Her face was frantic. “It’s all my fault. I thought I was following Clearborn’s orders, I thought he had researched the Crown and I…”

      “You? Following orders for once? I guess this is the apocalypse.”  I swallowed my own rise of panic. I glanced around the battlefield outside the broken gate of the academy, and saw a handful of shifters, lying on the ground groaning as if they had just abruptly shifted back. “What did you do?”

      The question seemed to leave her stricken. She snatched the steel crown off her head and she looked as if she would fling it across the grass, but instead she pressed it protectively against her chest even though she looked as if it burned her.

      “We still have to protect it from Winter,” she murmured. “Even though it seems like it’s too late.”

      Behind her, witches surged through the academy gates.

      “Let’s go,” I told her, my voice harsh. “Whatever you did, we can deal with it later. It’s still time to fight. Don’t give up on me now, Northsea.”

      Her chin rose, as if that was just what she needed to hear.

      Together, the two of us moved steadily toward the gates of the academy, past Alice’s body. The witches had all disappeared into the academy and it was quiet now; the last of the naked shifters who had shifted back were climbing to their feet. I tossed one of them my rifle, then drew my sword.

      Maddie put her slender arm through the center of the crown, pushing it up onto her shoulder, then drew her own sword.

      Together, the two of us moved forward through the gates into the fray.

      Maddie and I slashed our way through the witches, trying to rejoin our team. I glimpsed Lex, Penn, Chase and Tyson through the crowd, battling a witch who hurled fire balls at them, and relief spiked my chest. Then Lex stabbed the witch, and Chase’s sword swung in a smooth arch that decapitated him.

      A witch grabbed Maddie from behind, reaching to cut her throat, but she tossed him over her shoulder in one smooth motion. I finished him off with a stroke of my sword.

      The two of us moved forward into a knot of witches and students engaged in fierce hand-to-hand combat. Maddie and I moved as one smooth, polished team as I kicked a witch who was about to stab a shifter, and she drove his blade through his throat.

      All around us, our fellow students fought the witches, and I realized there were fewer and fewer witches. These were a last few desperate battles waging, but more and more, the patrols were regrouping and checking for casualties. Clearborn and the teachers directed the fight.

      We were winning.

      Even without our wolves.

      A year ago, I was sure we would have needed our wolves to fight so many covens successfully. Now even in the midst of a crisis like losing our ability to shift, the patrols still fought smoothly.

      Clearborn whistled, raising his hand as he made eye contact with me. Then he turned and pointed toward a handful of witches who were up on the roof of our own dorm building. They were setting up some kind of attack from the relative safety of the rooftop.

      I nodded, then called to the rest of our team, “With me!”

      Together, we all ran into the concrete stairwell at the edge of the building and rushed up the steps.

      When we reached the rooftop, there was a dark rip in the sky, and the witches were gone. The rip was a black, shimmering hole in the fabric of our world that seemed unreal.

      I stepped in front of Maddie automatically, knowing Winter would want her most of all.

      Another rip opened up right next to us, and freezing cold burned my arm as I spun, accidentally finding myself partially in the rip.

      Winter tore Maddie through it just as I reached for her. Her wide eyes met mine, her blond hair blowing around her face. I grabbed her hand, but her fingers slipped through mine.

      She was gone. Pain stabbed my chest, so intense that I couldn’t breathe. I had to follow her. I tried to fling myself through the rip after her, but it closed before I could get through. I stumbled in the air.

      Another rip opened behind Silas. He grabbed the witch who tried to take him, and the two of them fell through the rip as they wrestled for control.

      Maddie was on the other side of the roof now, and Winter gripped her by the throat. Magic shimmered between us, and I started forward only to run into a shield that blocked me from her.

      “I don’t know if I should kill your men first or you,” he told her.

      “You used me,” she said. Her chest heaved, but if she was afraid, there was no sign of it “Why are you angry that I betrayed you? You wanted me to. You wanted me to find that book, to bring the crown here, you wanted me to think we could use it as a weapon—”

      “Oh, it’s still a weapon,” he promised her. “You just don’t know how to use it, and you never will.”

      He seized the crown from her, and moved as if he were going to toss it through the rip. She managed to grab it from him and instead, flung it off the edge of the roof. It sailed through the air.

      He watched it go, then turned to her, his eyes blazing. “Foolish move.”

      “That’s kind of my signature,” she snarled back, and there was a flash of a silver blade in her hand as she strode toward him.

      She almost reached him. He frantically raised his hands, and without ever touching her, his magic pushed her across the roof until she slammed against the brick chimney.  Her hands rose above her head, and as she writhed, it looked as if she was pinned there.

      Winter slashed out at her, magic sparking across his fingertips, and Maddie screamed as a sudden gash opened up across her stomach.

      When I saw her hurt, something inside me snapped. Fury and protectiveness sparked in my chest. I was going to rip Winter’s head off his shoulders, no matter what magic lay between us. I took a step forward, my fingers tightening on the hilt of my sword.

      “Oh, he’s back,” Lex said next to me. I turned to glare at him, but he nodded toward the shield. “Bring it down. I know you can. Let’s get our girl.”

      “I can’t,” I said automatically, but I’d been practicing my magic ever since Clearborn ordered Ty and Maddie to work on their skills, both with Ty and without him. My jaw tightened as I sheathed my sword, then stepped forward, raising my hands toward the shield.

      I poured all my magic, my power, into it, and the shield began to shake.

      Winter slashed out again, and Maddie screamed as another gash opened up across her chest.

      Fury washed over me, and suddenly, the shield fractured into a thousand pieces of shimmering magic and rained down on the ground.

      Silas stumbled through the rip on the other side of the shield, and without hesitation, he stabbed Winter.

      The two of them fell to the ground, locked into a vicious fight to the death.

      I ran for Maddie as the rest of the team surged toward Winter. He might have magic, but he couldn’t stop all of us. They attacked him as one coordinated team. Meanwhile, I muttered frantically in Latin, trying to release the spell on Maddie’s wrists. She was losing a lot of blood.

      She fell forward, and I grabbed her in my arms before she could fall, scooping her up.

      “I’ve got you,” I promised her. I couldn’t lie to her—or to myself—anymore. When I saw her get hurt, nothing could have stopped me from coming to her.

      But she fainted in my arms, her blood seeping across both of us.

      “Silas!” I shouted, and he scrambled away from Winter’s fallen body. He hurried to us, then pressed his hands frantically across the gashes across her body as he began to heal her wounds.

      She lay there for a few long seconds, draped across my arms, and my breath stopped in my chest, watching her closed eyes, her parted pink lips.

      She came to life as she drew a sudden, ragged breath. Frantic big blue eyes met mine, and my heart started beating again.

      “I’ve got you,” I promised, and she let her head fall against my shoulder as I gathered her against me.

      I’d never be so stupid as to let her go again.
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      Maddie

      

      Later that afternoon, I was lying on a cot in the hallway outside the infirmary when Chase strode down the hall. He came to a stop and frowned down at me, his eyebrow quirked, but I didn’t want to talk about my feelings.

      “Clearborn wants to see us all,” he told me.

      “Of course.” I pressed the heels of my hands to my aching head. I’d lost a lot of blood, and the medic had just come by to unhook my IV a few minutes before.

      He held his hand out to me, and I let him pull me up and onto my feet. He glanced back at the infirmary, where the medics were attending a full house of injured shifters, then gripped my shoulder as if to steady me as the two of us headed for the stairs to Clearborn’s office.

      I’d almost been grateful to be hurt and to have an excuse to delay facing the guys. I didn’t know what to say.

      I’d taken their love, and then I’d cost them their wolves. There was no chance they’d ever see me the way they once had.

      I couldn’t see myself the same anymore.

      I’d been sent on a mission to save my people, and I’d destroyed them.

      Rafe had carried me in here, careful and protective as always. But after he deposited me onto one of the beds, the medic had ordered him out. Rafe’s jaw had tensed and I’d thought he was going to hit the man, that was how angry he was. But then he’d strode out and left me behind.

      He must really hate me now.

      Chase and I walked in silence. I glanced up at my tall, broad-shouldered friend with the comforting presence, but there was nothing I wanted to say now, and he seemed to understand that.

      He just squeezed my shoulder, drawing me into his side, his steps slow to accommodate my own faltering pace. I was still struggling to recover from my injuries, without my wolf’s strength or my magic. Every time I’d reached inside, I’d found no spark of power. It was as if the Dark Crown had stolen all my magic.

      We reached Clearborn’s anteroom just as the guys did. Relief rose in my chest at the sight of them: Lex, Rafe, Silas, Penn, Tyson. All alive and well. Just as soon as relief sparked in my chest, dread crowded out the feeling. They didn’t look happy to see me.

      Lex’s lips parted, Penn’s face tightened, but Chase helped me to a seat and I collapsed into it, closing my eyes so I didn’t have to see their expressions.

      “So, none of us can shift?” Penn asked. “Chase?”

      I couldn’t see Chase’s response, but he shook his head.

      “It’s my fault,” I whispered.

      “Oh, I’d love some details on that. What happened out there?” Rafe demanded.

      “Enough with the self-pity and blame,” Clearborn cut us all off as soon as he strode into the anteroom of his office, interrupting the tension between the eight of us. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      My eyes flew open. He closed the door behind him, then faced us all. Despite everything, I could’ve sworn my men had closed around me, standing close by with their arms crossed as if their natural impulse was always to protect me.

      “The Day is done for, and as far as we can tell, the four other covens that attacked us today are mostly dead too,” Clearborn began. “We didn’t lose a single student, although we have quite a few in the infirmary. They should all make a recovery. So I’m done listening to you all moan.”

      I chewed my lower lip. “It was my fault, though. I brought that thing here.”

      My eyes automatically went to the Dark Crown on Clearborn’s desk, and the guys followed my gaze.

      “You were following orders,” Clearborn cut me off. He turned to my men. “To clarify what happened here, I sent Maddie on a mission to the Day. I ordered her to keep her mission a secret from you. Originally, she was supposed to find the Cure so we could develop countermeasures.”

      “Winter and Bennett manipulated Maddie and me,” Silas added. “We thought that the Dark Collar was a shifter weapon.”

      Clearborn picked up the crown from his desk. “It is,” he said simply. “According to all our research, it can be a weapon for shifters. It was twisted by the Fae.”

      “I activated it somehow,” I confessed, my voice hollow and distant. “It’s my fault. Bennett tricked me—”

      “You couldn’t have known,” Silas said.

      Clearborn shook his head. “I don’t have any problem blaming you for your own mistakes, but you brought the Dark Collar back here on my orders. That’s on me.”

      His gaze swept over my men, then returned to me. “And anyway, I’m not the one with something to say about the mistakes that are your own.”

      Rafe’s face was that stoic, handsome mask I knew too well. Lex’s arms were crossed over his broad chest. Penn’s hand was thrust in his pocket, his face as unreadable as Tyson’s.

      Chase winked at me, easing some of the tension I felt when I faced them all. Now wasn’t the time to get wrapped up in my feelings, anyway. I tucked my hair behind my ears, turning back to Clearborn.

      “I can’t stay here,” I said, my cheeks blazing. “This is all my fault. I made a mess of everything—”

      “You might’ve helped make this mess, but it wasn’t your fault,” Clearborn went on. “You were playing the best game you could with the cards you were dealt. I don’t want to see any of you lose your fighting spirit. Understood?”

      I hesitated, but Clearborn’s eyes bore into me until I finally nodded.

      “You’re going to keep your mouth shut about it,” Clearborn told me firmly. “The packs will be looking for someone to blame. You all made this mess, and you all will fix it. But until we figure out how, silence. Do you understand me?”

      There was a chorus of yes sir’s around the room.

      “Not every win is unequivocal,” he reminded us. “Winter is dead. The Day is destroyed, and so are many of the covens that targeted us. The packs are safe—even if they won’t appreciate the loss of their wolves. In every way that truly matters, we won.”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t convince myself.

      He turned to Silas, eying him skeptically. “What am I going to do with you?”

      Silas shrugged. “More importantly, what am I going to do with my cat?” He absently rubbed between Echo’s ears, and the cat butted her head against Silas’ jaw.

      “She can stay at my house,” Chase said. “Skyla will be thrilled to have a pet.”

      “I’m not sure she considers herself a pet. She might think I’m her pet,” Silas admitted.

      “Tyson, Rafe,” Clearborn said, “You can’t shift. But have you noticed that magic comes more easily now?”

      Rafe’s lips tightened, but he jerked his head in a nod. “I took down Winter’s shield when he attacked Maddie.”

      Clearborn’s lips arched faintly. “Good.”

      “Maybe,” Rafe muttered.

      “I believe that now that they can’t shift, the packs will grow a bit more amenable to magic,” Clearborn said. His gaze found me, and it was kind for once. “I think, in the long-term, perhaps you’ll have done us all a service, Maddie.”

      I couldn’t say anything in response.

      “For now, I want you to keep your head down,” Clearborn told Silas. “The rest of you, watch Silas’ back.”

      “You want me to stay here?” Silas asked skeptically.

      “Yes,” Clearborn said, frowning.

      “You know I’m not a shifter, right?” Silas’ lips arched in a smirk that reminded me of his face as Echo.

      “I know you’re a more powerful witch than anyone on my staff, and I know my students could use your teaching now,” Clearborn said bluntly. “I trust you’re on our side.”

      Silas glanced at me and the rest of the guys. “Always.”

      Clearborn looked at me. “Maddie, you’ll play the brat a bit longer. You’ll pretend you ran away from the academy, but came back just in time to help save the day. No one can know you were on a mission—not yet.”

      “I’ll keep playing to my strengths,” I said lightly, but my heart wasn’t in my usual one-liners. I crossed my legs at the knee, running my hand over my blood-stiffened jeans.

      “Good. Now get out. If you’ve got to cry about the past, get it out of your systems tonight. I’m not enjoying the general air of shame and self-pity in here.”

      He fixed me with a look when he said that, and my cheeks flushed. Even when Clearborn was being kind, he sounded like a total bastard.

      “Jensen and Will are on their way in,” he added. “Once we’ve got Jensen patched up, I’ll send him your way.”

      The eight of us headed out into the hallway. I was still unsteady on my feet and worst of all, no matter what Clearborn said, I felt so tense with guilt and embarrassment that I couldn’t face the guys.

      I strode ahead of them, barely keeping myself from breaking into a run. We weren’t in the same hallway where we’d had our big fight, but we might as well have been. The ghosts of their angry faces rose around me.

      “Lex,” Clearborn called behind us. “A moment, please.”

      I stopped and turned back.

      Lex nodded, his face suddenly grave. He glanced at us down the hallway. “I’ll catch up later.”

      Rafe took a step back toward him, worry written across his face.

      “I’ll be fine,” Lex promised. “Go.”

      I hesitated, because I didn’t want to leave Lex on his own with Clearborn.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Rafe and the other guys, the question too loud in the hall as Lex stepped back into Clearborn’s office and closed the door softly behind him.

      “Lex came after you.” Rafe’s posture straightened, his voice flat and harsh. “Even after the way you hurt him, he never doubted you. Clearborn threatened to punish him because he wouldn’t stop trying to figure out why you left. No matter the extenuating circumstances, I’m sure Clearborn keeps his promises.”

      The thought of Clearborn hurting Lex made my chest tight, and I headed back down the hall toward the dean’s office, only for Rafe to step in front of me.

      He shook his head. “This doesn’t concern you, Maddie.”

      “Oh, I think it does,” I disagreed.

      “This is between Lex and Clearborn,” Rafe told me. “You aren’t going to help.”

      “Why do you care?” Penn asked, his voice harsh as he crossed his arms over his chest. “When you stole our feelings from us, didn’t you take your own too?”

      God, the way Penn looked at me hurt my heart. Chase flashed him a dark look, as if he didn’t appreciate his tone, but I shook my head subtly at Chase. This was a battle I had to fight.

      “I didn’t,” I said softly. “I still loved you all, even when I left you. I was trying to protect you.”

      “You can’t do that to us!” Penn shouted, before slamming his fist into the wall. His anger startled me. “God damn it, Maddie, you don’t get to decide to ‘protect’ us. Not like that!”

      I stared back at Penn, as his chest heaved with anger.

      “Maybe we should take some time,” Silas began carefully.

      Penn rounded on him. “Oh, you are a real asshole too. You’ve been alive all this time and you didn’t think to, I don’t know, send a fucking text? Call someone? Magic message in a mirror? Some-fucking-thing?”

      Even Silas, who had faced down evil wizards and spy missions in multiple worlds, looked as if he was at a bit of a loss when faced with Penn’s ire.

      Penn glanced around at all of us, his furious gaze locking briefly on Tyson too, before he exploded, “Everyone I love is a fucking selfish asshole!”

      Penn strode down the hall first, past me, leaving the rest of us with our jaws hanging open in his wake.

      I had amends to make—from restoring the wolves to the packs to fixing the damage I’d done to my men—and I had no idea where to start.

      I hurried down the hall, in a power-walking contest with Penn even though neither of us acknowledged each other.

      When I burst out the doors to the academic building and ran across the quad, our fellow students were stacking witches’ bodies into trucks. I came to a sudden stop, struck by a fresh wave of guilt, and Penn outdistanced me.

      Alice’s life shouldn’t end like that, in an anonymous grave in the forest, not when she’d tried to save me.

      Silas caught up to me. For a second, he stood next to me silently, watching the work. Then he said, “No one’s found her body. I looked for her.”

      “What?” I frowned at him. “That makes no sense.”

      “It gives me pause,” Silas admitted. He glanced at me sidelong. “You need to stop beating yourself up.”

      I scoffed. “I fucked everything up colossally, Silas. I thought I could keep the packs safe, and it turns out I was the best weapon the Day had… I brought the Dark Collar here. I was the one who used it.”

      I glanced around, keenly aware that Rafe or Lex would tell me not to whine and if I must, not to whine in public. But there was no one around us.

      “For once, Maddie, prophecy won,” Silas told me.

      I glanced at the two shifters who swung a witch’s body into the back of a pick-up, then headed toward the dorm. I couldn’t stand to watch anymore. So much bloodshed, so much pain. Such a stupid, inescapable war.

      I started walking again, but I couldn’t escape my thoughts of how Alice had died, of what might have happened to Victor and Kairn and Josephine, of my wolf’s bright eyes right before I murdered her.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded as Silas and I headed for the dorm.

      “The prophecy said you would be the one to bring magic to the shifters,” Silas said. “I know you see this as your failure, Maddie. But it always had to happen. The academy didn’t just lose their wolves—they gained magic.”

      I’d been so frustrated that the wolves hated and feared magic. Now I thought of the faces of the Everly sisters, of how Winter had slashed deep wounds into my body with a word instead of a blade, and I thought maybe I should hate and fear it too. Maybe I’d just been blind to how dangerous magic was, as I’d been blind to so many other things.

      For a few minutes, Silas and I walked in silence as I tried to sort through my feelings. Then we stepped out of the stairwell into the long, familiar hallway where we lived. I reached the door to my room and stopped, my hand on the doorknob.

      It hurt to be home again, when everything had changed so much.

      “You made the world a better place, Maddie,” Silas said, and he sounded sure of himself as ever. “You just can’t see it yet.”

      “I call bullshit, Silas Zip,” I told him. I went into my room and closed him out behind me.

      But I could practically feel him on the other side of the door. There was a faint sound in the hall, as if he’d just pressed his hand against the door.

      “One night to feel sorry for yourself, rabbit,” he warned. “Tomorrow, we need you back to your irrepressible, wild, sunshine-y self.”

      “I doubt that very much,” I whispered.

      I turned around to find my room re-arranged from the way it had been once. There were no men’s shoes kicked off next to my bed, and it was just a single bed now. My men wouldn’t be sleeping with me tonight, and my heart ached with loneliness, even though I was the one who had just left them behind. Again.

      I should take a shower. I glanced toward the bathroom, heard low, masculine voices on the other side of the door, and instead I went to sit on the edge of the bed.

      The sheets were tousled as if someone had slept there, and I frowned as I sat on the edge of the bed, dragging my palm across the sheets. Who had been missing me and sleeping in my bed?

      I closed my hot, burning eyes, before realizing I couldn’t even cry. My feelings felt too big, too overwhelming and unbearable, but I couldn’t escape them. I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes and drew a shaky breath.

      I had no idea where to even begin to fix things with these men I loved so much.

      Maybe some things can’t be fixed.
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      Lex

      

      Clearborn ran his hand through his hair and heaved a sigh. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m curious to find out,” I admitted. It was a distinct understatement.

      He rose from his desk and leaned against the window, bracing one shoulder against the glass as he looked out over the trees and the academy’s broken gate in the distance. Men swarmed around the gate, already repairing it.

      “You saved my life,” he said. “And you saved Jensen’s, too, making sure he and Rafe made it out of there.”

      “None of which would have been necessary if I hadn’t left campus to begin with,” I muttered. If Maddie needed me, I would always go. But maybe it was my own ego that had convinced me she needed me.

      He shook his head. “Garmond’s old beta would have come after me anyway. The Council already interrogated what’s left of his pack. They had people on the inside here. They had an elaborate kidnapping plan. They almost missed me when I left to follow you.”

      He turned with a sigh to face me, knitting his arms over his chest. “I admire your courage and your quick thinking, Lex. But your abrupt departure from campus didn’t go unnoticed by your peers.”

      Right. That meant there had to be consequences, or someone would notice the cracks in her story. Clearborn had no choice, if he was even reluctant to mete out the punishments he’d threatened before.

      Knowing how much the man cared about order and discipline, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was capable of admiring my courage and punishing me for disobeying orders all at the same time.

      “I understand,” I said, despite the cold pit of dread that had opened in my gut.

      “The mission comes first,” Clearborn said. “I need your cover stories intact. If the packs find out Maddie was with the Day, her time at the academy will be up, and there’s nothing I can do about that. The Council will overrule me to keep peace.”

      I nodded. “Whatever it takes.”

      My first priority was to protect her. It always would be.

      Clearborn studied me curiously. “You weren’t old enough for the academy yet when you first came here, as I recall. I remember your file. And I remember Piper Northsea’s plea to the Council, to interfere in pack matters.”

      After I escaped my pack, Piper Northsea had taken me in. She’d taken Rafe in, too; he’d been a homeless kid who’d run away from home. His awful parents hadn’t wanted him back.

      But I was a runaway that my pack very much wanted back. The alpha hadn’t been finished with me. I’d been terrified they would drag me back and that this time, they really would kill me.

      Piper had fought for me and my place at the academy and to cover me in her pack’s protection.

      Just the memory made phantom prickles race across my back. I knew the scars were healed and faded, but occasionally, they still hurt. Sometimes I pulled my shirt off and twisted to see the scars in the bathroom mirror, convinced that somehow those old wounds had broken up again.

      “That was a long time ago,” I managed.

      “Mm, it was such an extreme case of abuse that it made an impression on me. As did Piper Northsea’s intensity.” His lips curved up faintly. “She saw something in you and in Rafe.”

      “I’ve tried not to let her down.” She’d been kicked out of her position as dean not long after, but Rafe and I had been safe at the academy. From what I heard, she’d angered the Council with her insistence on adding magic to the curriculum, but I always wondered how much good will she’d burned making sure that Rafe and I could stay at the academy.

      “You haven’t,” he assured me. “Your background. Is that why you’ve been so reluctant to strap your cadets?”

      I set my jaw, feeling anger wash over me like a protective mask for all my other emotions. I was terrified Clearborn would see just how weak I was, and he’d realize I was never really worth all Piper Northsea’s trouble—or anyone else’s. “I don’t want to talk about my background. I’d rather get straight to the beating.”

      “Well, you’re still one of my cadets until May, and I don’t really give a damn what you want,” he said mildly.

      Maybe I should stop pissing him off, given what else was coming. But I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to answer any of his questions.

      “What happened?” he demanded. “Back in your pack?”

      “A girl from our pack ran away,” I said, studying my hands as they knit together in my lap. “A friend of mine. She didn’t want to…be…with the alpha. We were the same age. Seventeen.”

      Clearborn nodded, and I went on reluctantly. “The alpha guessed… and he was right… that she didn’t really steal my car. I gave it to her. Gave her all the money I’d saved up. I tried…”

      I shook my head at the memories. “What matters most is that no one had ever caught up to Callie. She lives in Washington now. She’s happy.”

      “Good,” Clearborn said. “What happened to you?”

      “The alpha and some of his men dragged me out of my parent’s house. I begged my dad to help me, but he just watched. They beat me half to death. Chained me up to a tree in the alpha’s backyard. Whipped me—a real whip, not the strap. The kind that cuts all the way to your bone.”  Sometimes I wondered why the idea of the tawse even bothered me so much. It wasn’t cruel like the whip.

      I shrugged, trying to spin the memories that haunted me into a story I could tell easily. “They left me there, no food, no water, on a cold, rainy night. I was too weak to shift and heal myself. And then the next day, they came back out and did it all over again.”

      “How long was it until you escaped?”

      “Days,” I said. “Sometimes the alpha’s wife fed me, when he wasn’t home. She didn’t want my death on her hands. But no matter how much I begged—and I did—she wasn’t going to help me escape. No one was going to risk taking my place. We all knew what kind of man he was.”

      “You knew that before you helped Callie,” he said.

      I shrugged. “When the alpha came out there alone one morning, I pretended I was unconscious. Dead. I managed to get the chains around his throat and strangle him until he found it in himself to give me his keys.”

      I’d never forget that desperate fight, when I was almost out of strength. Only a surge of adrenaline had stood between me and certain death. If I hadn’t won my fight with my alpha, he would have killed me and buried me in the woods, and no one would ever have spoken my name again.

      But I’d run barefoot across his yard, leaving him behind. I’d stolen his car and run to the academy. Piper had made sure I was safe, under her pack’s—and the Council’s—protection.

      “It always amazes me that Piper still let me date her sister,” I said, then smiled ruefully. “Not that there’s any stopping Maddie, I guess.”

      “I don’t think anyone could keep the two of you from each other,” Clearborn admitted. “But even if you see yourself as weak or flawed because of what you survived, I guarantee you that someone like Piper Northsea doesn’t see you the same way. And neither do I.”

      I jerked my head up in surprise.

      Clearborn heaved a sigh, as if he were exasperated. I thought he was pissed at me, then he confessed, “I could have handled your questions about Maddie better. I was trying to protect you both. Clearly, I did not choose a winning strategy.”

      For a second, I could barely process that Clearborn was admitting to a mistake. That hadn’t been the old dean’s style, and it certainly hadn’t been how my father or the alpha approached things.

      “You’re a good leader, Lex,” Clearborn said. “Whatever happened in your past, it’s time to leave it behind. It doesn’t have a damn thing to do with who you are now.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that, so I didn’t answer.

      “If you’re afraid you’re going to fall apart if something reminds you too much of the past,” Clearborn glanced at the tawse that hung from a hook on the opposite wall, “well, Lex, anyone who has ever been broken knows they can break again. But you also put yourself back together again, didn’t you? You always will. That’s the strength in having been broken.”

      I started to glance away, embarrassed that he probably saw the pit of anxiety I felt whenever I’d follow his gaze to the tawse, and then I frowned as I turned back to him. “Were you ever ‘broken’?”

      “Half my pack was murdered when I was your age,” he said softly. “My parents. My girlfriend. Our pack wasn’t disciplined enough, wasn’t strong enough, to put up a proper defense. I had no one left, so I left my shattered pack behind and went into the Marines.”

      His lips twitched ruefully to one side. “That experience may have left me with some quirks of my own, I admit. I lost friends—brothers—in combat. I know not even discipline can make any of you bullet-proof, but I do think it gives you—”

      He broke off, corrected himself. “I think it gives me the best chance not to lose anyone else.”

      I nodded, feeling like I understood Clearborn for once.

      “You and I should have had a conversation a long time ago,” he said, pushing away from the window. “That’s my fault. You’re a good man, Lex, and I let you down. You’ll be a good addition to the Council’s Own.”

      I blew out a slow breath. As long as I would have a spot on the Council’s Own, maybe I could get through whatever Clearborn did to me. I wasn’t afraid of the pain; I was afraid of what it would unleash. I was afraid of the memories that might rise with the welts.

      “In the meantime,” he went on, “I’m taking your position as cadre.  You’ll be a cadet again.”

      I stared at him. “That’s it?”

      His lips quirked. “I thought being cadre meant something to you. Your fellow students will see that you’re no longer in a leadership position. I imagine none of that will be easy to deal with.”

      “No,” I admitted. But the job always came first, even above my ego. If this was what it took to protect Maddie, I wasn’t going to complain.

      “There is one small upside,” Clearborn said, smiling faintly.

      “What’s that?” I could definitely use an upside.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I imagine you’ll figure it out. Give my regards to Ms. Northsea. She seems determined to carry the weight of the war on her narrow shoulders, as if anyone could expect her to save the world single-handedly. Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

      Maddie. She wasn’t off-limits anymore.

      I was just another cadet.

      And no matter what happened, she was my girl.
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      Maddie

      

      I showered and dressed in my school uniform. It felt strange to knot the tie and slip on the blazer, repeating all the same movements I used to, as if I were the same person I was before I went to the Day.

      When I knocked on Rafe’s door, he swung it open right away, as if he’d been waiting on the other side for Lex to return.

      I expected him to ask his usual brusque questions, but he stepped back, sweeping his arm to invite me in.

      He closed the door quietly behind me. “What is it, Maddie?”

      “Has Lex come back yet?”

      His dark brows drew together over those gorgeous, lush-lashed eyes. He gave me a curt shake of his head.

      “Ah.” I hesitated, leaning against the door. “But shouldn’t Clearborn be done talking to him by now?”

      “I assume Lex needed some time,” Rafe said carefully.

      Fury sparked in my chest. “If Clearborn hurts him, I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?” Rafe asked, an incredulous smirk crossing his lips. “Clearborn warned him there would be consequences if he followed you. He threatened him with everything he had—from the tawse to losing the Council’s Own.”

      The tawse. God. I thought of the scars on Lex’s back, of how he’d pulled away when I walked my fingers over them once when we were in bed together. He’d tried to smile, but his gaze had been haunted. I’d rather take the tawse again, for him, instead of having him go through that.

      Rafe’s eyes were hard and unforgiving when they met mine. “He would give up everything for you.”

      “I didn’t know.” I twisted my hair back behind my ear.

      Rafe suddenly closed the distance between us, pinning me against the wall with his body as he leaned close to me, his arm braced against the wall above my head.

      “That idiot loves you,” he said softly, and I wasn’t sure he was just talking about Lex anymore.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt him,” I whispered, staring at Rafe’s broad chest so I didn’t have to meet his eyes.

      “You knew it would hurt, didn’t you?” Rafe slid two fingers under my chin, tilting my face up to his so I couldn’t escape those dark, glittering eyes. “You decided it was worth it. That you’d trade our pain for our protection.”

      “I did what I had to do,” I whispered.

      “Of course you did. And you’re not sorry,” he said, his fingers drifting up my jaw. “You never are.”

      I almost closed my eyes under his touch. He had no idea how I felt. Sorry didn’t begin to cover it. The guilt I felt was a deep ache in my gut, a shame so oppressive that it felt like a physical weight pressing down on my shoulders. I’d failed them all.

      Rafe was so near me that I breathed in the scent of his soap and sandalwood aftershave from his shower as his fingers stroked across my cheek. His voice was low and unrelenting when he demanded, “What did you really come here for?”

      I swallowed, my heart beginning to pound in my chest. “Clearborn said I had to keep up my story. That I ran away from the academy…”

      Rafe raised those dark eyebrows as if he saw right through me, but he wasn’t going to save me from blundering through an uncomfortable conversation.

      “I wouldn’t be able to come back without being punished,” I admitted in a rush. I could face down the Day, but asking nicely to be strapped again was really straining my courage. “To keep up my cover story, I should…you should…”

      “You want me to punish you,” Rafe said.

      “Want is an overstatement,” I said dryly. I glanced away, but he caught my chin with his fingers and turned it up to his again.

      “If it’s not what you want,” he said, his voice suddenly husky, “maybe it’s what you need.”

      I bit my lip. Tension seemed to shimmer between us as he studied my face. Then he ran his thumb over my lower lip, dragging it away from my teeth.

      In a whisper, I said, “I did what I thought was best. But I didn’t want you all to get hurt. I am… I am…”

      “You feel guilty.” His thumb traced gently over the curve of my cheekbone. “You want to leave it in the past. But first, something has to happen. You have to feel like you’ve atoned.”

      I laughed shakily, thinking of Penn’s anger. “I can’t imagine any of them will leave it in the past.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised, Maddie. They all love you. You can’t destroy that.” A faint smile played over his lips. “Even when you try.”

      I shook my head, because the hope that rose in my chest felt dangerous.

      “But first, you need that something,” he said. “So you can leave it in the past. It’s not about your story, not really. It’s about guilt so big that you can’t bear it. You need someone to take it away from you.”

      I shook my head, my cheeks flushing, even though I knew what Rafe said was true. It was just too vulnerable a thing to admit.

      “No, you don’t get to lie to me.” He stroked his thumb over my lips, the motion slow and deliberate, and desire hummed through my body at his touch. “I won’t ever lie to you, Maddie. Not anymore.”

      My breath hitched in my chest, and he leaned still closer to me, his lips almost grazing my ear. “Not about how I want you.”

      He took a sudden step back, and I drew in a ragged breath when his body left mine. Then he turned his back on me, heading across the room.

      “I believe you’re familiar with the position,” he said, his voice firm

      I exhaled a shaky breath. True dread settled into my gut then.

      But he was right.

      I’d do whatever it took to complete my mission, to keep my story intact. If Clearborn thought this was necessary, I’d have tried to face it bravely. After what I’d been through in the Day, the strap seemed like nothing.

      I wasn’t here for the mission, though. I was here for some kind of release. The guilt I felt was tearing me apart from the inside. Physical pain would hurt far less than the emotional agony I was in now.

      I started to head past him to place my hands against the wall as he grabbed his chair and spun it around, pulling it behind him.

      Before I could reach the wall, Rafe grabbed me around the waist and yanked me over his lap as he sat down. I let out a surprised gasp as I suddenly found myself draped across his thighs.

      “I don’t need the tawse to punish you, Maddie,” he said. His hand slapped across my ass, each of his fingers heavy and hot and individual as a brand. “I don’t intend to ever do that again. This, though?”

      He slapped my ass again, and heat sparked across my skin. “I think maybe I should make a regular practice of this.”

      I had day-dreamed about Rafe spanking me, and I had liked when Silas slapped my ass during sex. I didn’t think this was exactly going to be a punishment, but I didn’t manage to say that before his hand descended again and a loud smack sounded through the room.

      The next solid smack began to light a fire across my ass, and instinctively I tried to wiggle forward out of his grip, but Rafe held me steady with one hand across my lower back. He landed another stinging smack, then another, and as my legs kicked out, he barely paused his steady spanking to trap my legs with his.

      I gasped with shock at the realization that Rafe’s spanking hurt.  Even more than that, I felt vulnerable being trapped in his grip, at his mercy, as he smacked my ass over and over in a steady cadence.

      He paused, and I exhaled. Okay, that wasn’t that bad. Despite the sense of vulnerability, of being dominated, it was certainly a more pleasant experience than the tawse. Hell, now that he had stopped, I could feel my clit throbbing between my thighs, as if I were aroused by the spanking even though my ass felt as if it were glowing red now.

      He flipped my skirt up onto my back, and misgiving threaded through my gut. Then his thumb hooked in the waistband of my panties and dragged them down, exposing my curves to the cool air in the room. I gasped, suddenly keenly aware that we were far from done.

      “I take it back,” I said. “I think that my cover story will probably hold anyway, and—”

      Rafe’s hand stung across my cheek again, apparently unimpressed by my backtracking. I gasped as he resumed the same steady spanking cadence he had before, slapping one cheek then the other.

      “We’re a team,” he said as he went on. “A family. I know you had good intentions, but you exercised terrible judgment, Maddie. You can’t take away our feelings. You have no right.”

      He sounded so calm and relaxed as his hand continued to slap my ass steadily. I managed to twist to get a glimpse of his face. He looked intent, but not angry.

      “Your feelings?” I asked skeptically.

      “You know I love you,” he said, right before his palm stung across my ass again.

      “You have quite the way of showing it,” I said, and I could’ve sworn the next stinging slap across my ass was even harder.

      “You had to leave, we all understand that,” he told me. “But don’t you ever leave us like that again. Do you understand me?”

      He paused, and it took me a second to realize he was waiting for an answer. I whispered a yes. Then his hand smacked down again mercilessly across my burning butt.

      “We all need you,” he said, and there was something raw in his voice that I hadn’t expected to hear from Rafe, punctuated by another smack that resounded through the room. “You can leave us. That’s your right. But you are loved, Maddie, and you don’t get to walk away from that. You don’t get to steal how much we love you.”

      He was right. I’d been trying to protect them, but I’d been trying to protect myself too. I’d been terrified of how much losing Silas had hurt, and I’d been afraid to lose them too. The sense of vulnerability and shame for what I took from them almost overwhelmed me, and so did the sense of being punished—and loved.

      Suddenly tears rolled down my face and I let out a sob. He paused for just a second, then continued the spanking until I was all cried out.

      Then he stopped, and his hand stroked gently across the curve of my cheek, caressing my sore bottom. A familiar throb of desire ached between my thighs as his fingers traced over the marks he’d left.

      “Maddie,” he whispered, and there was something in his voice that was husky with desire.

      When he released me, I started to get to my feet. He pulled me to sit on his lap, and I didn’t hesitate. My ass ached against his hard, muscular thighs as I leaned against his chest, and he wrapped his arms around me.

      “I need you,” he whispered into my ear. “I didn’t know it until today, not really. I was lost without you.”

      “Say that again,” I whispered.

      “What part?” He raised his eyebrows at me, a teasing smile on his lips. “The part about how I could make that a regular practice?”

      “Let’s not,” I said, but desire pooled between my thighs, and I pressed them together, keenly aware of Rafe’s hard cock stiff under my ass. Nothing but the crisp fabric of his school trousers separated the two of us, since I was still half-naked in his lap.

      His thumb slipped across my cheek, brushing away the tracks of my tears. “I do need you, Maddie. So much that it scares me.”

      “I won’t ever do that to you again,” I promised.

      “You better not,” he said. He leaned his forehead against mine, his fingers wrapping around the back of my neck. “I was an asshole when you left. I don’t know how to love someone the way I love you. It’s terrifying.”

      That confession tore my chest open, and I could tell from the unguarded look in Rafe’s eyes that we were in unfamiliar, dangerous territory.

      “I want to kiss you,” he whispered.

      “You can,” I told him softly.

      He shook his head. “We can’t. Three months until graduation. May.”

      “What?” I jerked away. “After that? You can’t make me wait until May.”

      “Oh, I can,” he said, a faint smile crossing his lips. His hands gripped my hips, and he gently steered me up off his lap. His hard-on was clearly visible through his uniform trousers, but he didn’t hesitate as he leaned over and pulled my panties up my thighs. “Rules are rules.”

      My core throbbed with desire so intense that it ached almost as much as my ass. I could see how much he wanted me; how could Rafe be that much of a stickler for the rules? “I’m pretty sure spanking isn’t in the cadre play book either.”

      “I think it is now,” he disagreed.

      My nipples were such tight pebbles that they ached against my bra, no matter how buttoned-up I looked in my blazer. But then, Rafe looked perfectly uniformed and in control—except for the enormous bulge of his cock against his trousers. He wanted me just as badly as I wanted him, but for some reason, the man loved this damned game. “You can’t just start something like that and then… That’s not fair.”

      “Mm, well, I have to live up to your expectations, don’t I?” He stood from the chair, suddenly towering over me in a way that might’ve been intimidating if not for that playful smile—and for the way my body ached for his.

      He leaned so close to me that his lips almost, but not quite, brushed my ear, and my thighs trembled with desire, before he murmured, “Now, go make up with those boys of yours.”

      I stared up at him. I’d planned on hiding from them in my room tonight, but now my body was taut as a bow with desire.

      And Rafe knew that damn well. Suddenly, it was going to be a lot harder to hide from them.

      “I hate you,” I said softly.

      He grinned, that rare, heart-achingly gorgeous Rafe grin that lit his face and made his sharp cheekbones round until I almost couldn’t bear not to kiss that face. My palms ached to wrap around his jaw and yank him to me, to cover his lips with mine.

      “No, you don’t,” he murmured, because he knew me all too well. He leaned forward as if he would kiss me, and my breath stuttered in my chest, my lips parting despite myself. Desire lit his dark eyes, but he murmured, “You’re dismissed.”
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      In my bedroom, I leaned against the wall and drew a sudden, aching breath, running my fingers through my hair. Desire throbbed between my thighs with a steady, constant ache.

      I was tempted to go next door, to make up with the guys, but then their door to the hallway slammed, and I winced. Maybe not yet. Maybe we all really did need time.

      I threw myself onto my bed and groaned. Still thinking of how Rafe had touched me, of the way his hand had skimmed over the curves of my tender ass, of how much I wished he had kept touching me, I ran my fingers across my thighs and then delved inside my panties. As my fingers caressed myself over and over, I bit my lip at the building sensation, then wiggled out of my underwear altogether.

      As I touched myself, rubbing my fingers across my aching core, I imagined it was Rafe finally touching me. It was easy to picture that same teasing smile across his handsome face as his thumb worked against my clit. I writhed on the bed, wishing he was leaning over me, watching me as I came closer and closer to the brink of orgasm…

      The door to the bathroom opened, and Penn came through it. “You know what, Maddie, I—”

      He broke off as I scrambled off the bed and pulled my skirt down over my thighs, too late to hide what I was doing. My cheeks felt flushed, my hair tousled around my shoulders.

      He paused. “Well.”

      Ignoring the ache between my thighs, I tried to look nonplussed. “Came to yell at me some more?”

      “Yep,” he said. He crossed tattooed arms over his chest; he was dressed down to a sleeveless t-shirt and basketball shorts. He’d probably been working in the dojo and slammed the door coming in, not going out. “Jensen’s home. I imagine he’ll want a turn too.”

      “Jensen’s back?” I scrambled off the bed, relief flooding through every muscle in my body, making me feel lighter. I knew intellectually he was going to be fine—he’d been stabilized at a hospital, and then transported back here to shift and heal under a doctor’s care. But I’d feel better once I saw him.

      Penn’s eyes fixed on my underwear, which I’d kicked off my ankle in a hurry and onto the foot of the bed.

      He picked them up and glanced at me, cocking an eyebrow, and my cheeks flushed even hotter.

      “You were going to yell at me?” I prompted.

      “I think we should make it a team sport,” he said, and there was a huskiness in his voice that made me imagine the other things we could do as a team: their hands on my body, their lips on my throat.

      If they forgave me. There was an ache low in my belly, and it was not just need but worry, too.

      I reached for my panties, still in his hand, and he shook his head, backing away. “Underwear is for good girls.”

      I rolled my eyes as he opened my door and bowed forward dramatically, welcoming me out into the hallway.

      Barefoot, the rough wool of my skirt swishing across my bare ass, I padded into the hallway. My heart beat faster at the promise of seeing Jensen.

      When I stepped out into the hall, Jensen and Chase were talking quietly. Jensen’s back was to me, and as if he sensed me, he stopped dead in the middle of his conversation.

      As Jensen turned, furious golden eyes met mine.

      I reached for him, eager to wrap him in my arms, and have his body against mine. I’d missed him so much. But he made no move toward me. His face was that cruelly handsome, unfeeling mask I never saw directed at me anymore, and I faltered.

      “You’re not happy with me,” I said flatly.

      “You think?” He quirked an eyebrow.

      Then Silas came down the hall, and he grinned when he saw Jensen. “Hey.”

      Jensen stared past me to Silas, his golden gaze hard. “You’re back.”

      “I’m back,” Silas said.

      “Sometime soon, you and I have a lot to talk about,” Jensen warned.

      Silas nodded slowly. “Let’s see. I was never a shifter. I’m a magician from another world, part of the resistance there against a very unpleasant government. I came here to protect Maddie because she’s at the center of a prophecy and quite a few people would rather kill her than see that prophecy come to pass. What else?”

      “What else? I don’t know,” Jensen said, his hands curling into fists even though his posture was still relaxed, “What about the part where you didn’t tell any of us a damn thing like, I don’t know, that you were alive?”

      Silas shrugged. “It was better this way. No risk of having my cover blown.”

      “It was better this way,” Jensen repeated.

      Penn jerked his thumb toward his room. “I was hoping we’d all yell at each other and then have kinky reunion sex, but if you two are going to start throwing punches, I’ll just go back to ignoring my Myths homework.”

      “Shut up, Penn,” Jensen and Silas said at almost the same time.

      “Well, hurry it up at least,” Penn said.

      “I’m just glad no one is yelling at me right now,” I whispered to Chase. “I had enough of that today.”

      Penn scoffed at that, whispering, “Have you? Because I don’t think we’re done.”

      

      Chase smiled down at me, his knuckles brushing mine by accident, and I grabbed his hand. I’d missed them all so much, and my body ached with tension that we were all fighting.

      Silas heaved a sigh as he glanced toward Penn. “Given that you called me, what was that, a selfish asshole earlier today, do you have anything to add?”

      Penn shook his head. “No, I’ll one-hundred-percent feel better just watching Jensen kick your ass.”

      Silas grinned that big, irrepressible grin that was all Silas. “Really?”

      Penn nodded. “Really.”

      “I haven’t been able to say this before, but I have to now. Wolfish boys are ridiculous. Violence doesn’t solve anything,” Silas said. He glanced around the room before looking back at Jensen, mischief sparking in his eyes. “Also, now that I don’t have to hold myself back, there’s no chance you actually could kick my ass.”

      Oh, Echo was definitely in there too. I couldn’t wait to get to know the true Silas now, all the time, not in bits and pieces of his true self that I only glimpsed when he wasn’t playing the dreamy or the scary versions of himself he’d invented.

      But I already knew enough of him to love him.

      “Let’s take this to the dojo.” Jensen suggested.

      “Sure,” Silas agreed.

      Jensen brushed past me, heading down the hall, his jaw set. My heart ached as I stared after him. Silas raised his eyebrows, then flashed me a grin, following Jensen.

      The five of us headed down the hall and clattered down the stairs into the basement, which was dark right now. After the day’s fighting, apparently no one wanted to do laundry or fight.

      No one except for my crazy men.

      Chase went into the dojo first and hit the lights. The fluorescents overhead slowly flickered to life, illuminating the hardwood floor, the mats.

      The last time I was in here, I’d marked Rafe with blood and ash, destroying his love for me.

      Or so I’d thought, anyway.

      Behind me, Penn locked the door, then leaned against it.

      Jensen ripped his shirt off over his head as he headed toward the mats. His powerful lats rippled as he kicked off his shoes before he stepped onto them. Barefoot except for his shorts, he walked backwards. His nipple ring flashed under the fluorescents as he crooked a finger at Silas.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Silas said, drawing his shirt off too, revealing his tall, leanly chiseled body, so much more narrow than Jensen’s but full of dangerous grace. “You sure you’re healed?”

      “One hundred percent,” Jensen promised, his hands hanging loosely at his side. “I’d say that I don’t want to hurt you, but honestly? I do, a little.”

      “I didn’t know you cared,” Silas shot back as the two of them began to circle each other.

      Jensen pulled a face, right before he dove at Silas.

      Jensen moved so fast he was a blur, but Silas bent back under his arm and slipped behind Jensen. He almost clipped Jensen in the back with his elbow, but Jensen was already dropping to the ground, kicking a leg out to knock Silas’s feet out from underneath him. Silas flipped toward, somersaulting over Jensen’s kick.

      I pressed the heels of my hands over my eyes. “I can’t watch.”

      There was the sound of a fist striking flesh and then another smack at almost the same time, and I winced.

      “There are always so many other people eager to hurt us,” I said. “Why do we have to hurt each other?”

      Chase gripped my shoulder, tugging me toward him. “Hey,” he said, his voice gentle, and I opened my eyes to find him gazing down at me.

      Chase leaned down and kissed me, a slow, tender kiss. When Chase’s lips were on mine, his big hand cupping my face, the smack of bodies and feet and punches landing faded. I could lose myself in Chase’s kisses.

      Jensen paused abruptly. “Oh, what the hell is that?”

      Silas took advantage of his distraction to clip him across the jaw, and Jensen danced back.

      “Am I the one you’re really mad at, Jensen?” I demanded. “Do you think we could talk instead of you guys hitting each other like children?”

      “I’m a little put out with Silas too, at the moment,” Jensen said, flashing him a dark look. He rubbed his jaw, and Silas shrugged.

      “Well, come on,” I said. “Let’s get the scolding over with and move on to the kissing bits.”

      “Really?” Jensen’s brows arched as he stared me down, his arms across his chest. “That’s how much you care about all the trouble you caused? That blasé bullshit isn’t cute, Northsea. You hurt people.”

      I made a get-on-with-it gesture, prompting him to continue. If I cried, if I acted sorry, he’d cave and pull me into his arms. He was a marshmallow—for me—under all that cold-and-dangerous. I had a feeling he needed to talk, though, no matter how controlled he was.

      Right now, he needed me to be enough of a bitch to push him, so he could push back.

      When it came to Jensen, I was always up for that challenge.

      “You embarrassed Lex in front of Clearborn and half the academy,” he went on. “You hurt Penn. Chase. Ty—he fucking blamed himself. It’s not just that you left. I get it—you had to. It’s how.”

      Thinking of all of them suffering without me ripped at my heart, but I stared back at him without answering.

      “I didn’t realize it until you left,” he said. “You created this powerful bond between us all. Those guys are my brothers now, and when you hurt them, I hated you.”

      He ground out those last words. I rarely heard Jensen lose control of that careful temper, even though I knew how much heat hid under his icy demeanor, and my lips parted in surprise.

      “And you,” Jensen rounded on Silas. “You hurt her.”

      “I know,” Silas said, and he sounded serious for the first time. “You don’t even know how much.”

      “How the fuck do I get past that?” Jensen demanded.

      He abruptly closed the distance between us, pinning me to the wall, his hands braced to either side of my head. Even when he was furious, my body hummed with desire when he was this close to me, barely holding his body away from me, and the scent of his aftershave and his heat washed over me.

      “I’m very good at hating people, Maddie,” he said, his voice cool again as he spoke those words intimately close to my ear. “I’m a different man without you, did you know that? Did you know that you’re the center of our universe? Did you know what you were doing to us?”

      My breath hitched at his cool, matter-of-fact words.

      But he went on. “When you left, you tore the sun out of my sky.”

      “Jensen,” I whispered, raising my gaze to his. Storms raged in those brilliant golden eyes.

      “Shut up, Maddie,” he ground out. “I’m not done. Do you know what happens to the planets when you take away their star?”

      I studied his furious face as he hovered so near mine, aching to touch him, to trace my fingers over those sharp cheekbones, those soft, kissable lips above a hard jaw.

      “They grow cold, they spin out of control,” he said. Then he added, savagely, “You’re my fucking gravity, my heat, my life.”

      “Why do you say that like you hate me?” I couldn’t hide the faint smile that crossed across my lips.

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Maybe you want to,” I corrected. “But I came back to you, Jensen. I’ll always come back to all of you.”

      I finally reached up and captured his face in mine.

      “You could’ve died out there,” he said. “You could’ve died with your lie still lingering on our skin, poisoning how we felt, twisting who we are.”

      I shook my head. “Never would have happened. There’s no magic that can break the bond between us. You were always going to find me. When I needed you, you were always going to come.”

      “I’ll always find you,” he growled, and his hand cupped the back of my neck, his fingers threading in my hair.

      He kissed me, a punishing, furious kiss that left me gasping. But I still couldn’t get enough of him, and I kissed him back wildly, my leg stroking up his, my hands roaming his body.

      Even as he stole the air from my lungs with those savage kisses, I breathed him like he was all I needed to survive.
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      Jensen broke away suddenly, as if he had just remembered the other guys were still there.

      “Brothers, huh?” Silas asked, leaning against the wall beside him. “Does that still include me?”

      “I can go back to kicking your ass if you want to ask stupid questions,” Jensen said. “And yeah, brothers. I’m not embarrassed to admit it.”

      I glanced at Penn, remembering how he had shouted at me in the hall. “Did you want to yell at me too, Penn?”

      “I have a feeling someone else already had a talk with you about your misdeeds,” he said. His hand stroked across my thigh, pushing my skirt up, revealing how bare I was beneath.

      My breath hitched, even though his fingertips had barely raced across my thigh.

      He moved around me, his hand stroking up the curve of my ass as he lifted my skirt. I could almost feel his gaze studying Rafe’s handiwork, and Jensen moved to stare at my ass too, and my cheeks blushed hot.

      Penn said slowly, “Someone gave you the spanking you desperately deserved, hm?”

      “Rafe.” I admitted.

      He almost laughed. “And then he sent you off? What a sadistic bastard.”

      His fingertips caressed me roughly. I bit my lip at the feel of his touch across my heated skin. The pulse of heat across my clit as he toyed with me was almost unbearable, and my chin lifted, a faint moan slipping out between my lips.

      He added, “I do admire that about Rafe.”

      “Are you still mad at me?” I asked, my voice coming out breathy.

      “Furious,” he said, his fingertips sinking into the curve of my ass. “But I’ll get over it.”

      My eyes drifted shut, lost in his touch, and some of the tension fled my muscles. “Really? I was afraid I’d broken things forever…”

      “Not a chance.” He pressed his body against mine, the hard length of his abs against my back, his cock pressing between my thighs even through his shorts. “You can’t break what’s between us, Maddie. All you did was hide our feelings in layers of lies, resentment and regret and hate, and I’m livid about that.”

      He pressed a kiss to my shoulder, his hand slipping across my thighs and sliding under my skirt, but stopping just short of my aching clit. “I hated who I was when I hated you.”

      My hips swayed forward, seeking more of his hand, but his fingertips skimmed down my thigh as if he were teasing me on purpose.

      “I am sorry,” I murmured. “I realize that I took something I had no right to take, for what it’s worth.” I raised my chin, studying their handsome faces in turn. “Never again. I promise.”

      “Better not,” Jensen said. A faint playful smile touched his lips. “Keep secrets from me again, and Rafe won’t be the only one to spank your ass.”

      “Promises, promises,” I said archly.

      “Well, if someone needs to finish the job that Rafe started…” Jensen caught me around the waist and slung me over his shoulder.

      “Hey!” I protested, but I didn’t struggle as he carried me off across the dojo. The room was an upside-down blur, and then I caught a glimpse of the leather-and-wood pommel horse at the edge of the dojo. I’d never seen anyone actually use the thing; we didn’t do a lot of gymnastics around here.

      But suddenly I could imagine many uses for it.

      Jensen tossed me over the pommel horse onto my stomach. I kicked him in the stomach, but he just laughed. “It seems Rafe did a pretty thorough job,” he commented, and I flushed with desire.

      His fingers ran over the curve of my reddened ass, then delved lower, gliding through my wet heat. My body jerked to have someone touch me the way I’d longed for.

      “Mm, I don’t think we’re quite there yet,” Jensen murmured, before he spanked me, igniting fresh heat not just across my ass but also between my thighs.

      “She’s so wet.” Penn’s hand stroked up my thigh, slowly, so slowly that I made a low, desperate sound of need low in my throat.

      The four of them pressed around me, toying with me, touching me. My muscles went taut, trembling with longing.

      When Penn reached my center, my hips jerked forward, and he smiled faintly, self-satisfied. He toyed with my clit, his long, slender fingers caressing me deftly, playing me like a violin as my body rocked against his hand.

      Then his abruptly stilled, his fingers pressing against my mound. When his other hand smacked my ass, re-igniting the heat, a moan burst out of my lips.

      “Please…” I murmured. “God, I need you. All of you…”

      That whispered confession seemed to push them over the edge, too. Chase moved in front of me, his fingers threading through my hair to hold me steady as he tilted my head up towards him, and he pressed a kiss to my lips.

      I pulled away just enough to murmur, “Chase…” as I reached for him. He was already hard for me as I drew him out of his shorts. I pulled him toward me, and he gasped when I flicked my tongue against his tip.

      Jensen slid deep inside me from behind, no hesitation, and I hissed in a breath as he filled me and stretched me. But I rocked my hips back against him until the curve of my ass met his chiseled lower abs, seeking more of him. He hurt me in the best of ways.

      I was so close to coming, so wild for them all, and so restrained by the position I was in. I drew Chase into my mouth, channeling all that intensity of my desire into the way I sucked his cock, feeling his breath give, his thighs begin to tremble as his fingers threaded in my hair. Silas knelt, massaging my breasts in the rough way I liked best, toying with my nipples. My whole body was alive with sensation as they played me the way they all knew I liked best, and the intensity of my building orgasm rippled through my muscles.

      Jensen’s breath was against my hair as he pumped inside me over and over. Then Penn's fingers found my clit again, and I almost screamed at the rush of sensation when I’d been so close for so long. He stopped, his cock buried deep inside me, as he teased his fingers across my clit.

      My core tightened around his cock as his fingers pulsed over my clit.

      I moaned around Chase’s cock as heat washed over my body. Jensen’s cock drove deep into me as he kept toying mercilessly with my clit even though my orgasm was so building so intensely now that it was painful, my clit throbbing, my muscles beginning to tremble.

      Chase let out a moan as he shattered in my mouth. Jensen’s hands hooked my hips, holding me still as he plunged inside me, both of us panting now. The sterile white wall in front of me blurred, and the academy itself seemed to fade away. It was just the five of us alone in a sparkling universe.

      My muscles squeezed around Jensen’s cock over and over as I came, the world around my shattering as I let out a scream that I couldn’t resist. He pressed his lips against the back of my neck, his moan humming against my skin as he came too.

      I sagged limply over the pommel horse, spent and gasping, my muscles still trembling.

      Jensen wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged me back against his body. I pressed my head against his shoulder before I turned my face up to his, and his lips swept across mine.

      “We love you, Maddie,” he murmured. “Always have. Always will.”

      “Some things are unbreakable,” I said, finally daring to believe it.

      “Some things are unbreakable,” Silas promised, leaning over to kiss me.

      My legs were still wobbly beneath me from the force of that orgasm after all the teasing. The four of them pressed around me, all hard bodies and tender mouths, heavy hands and sweet words.

      And I knew they’d hold me up.

      The witches’ world had been dark and magical and seductive, but this plain room, this academy full of rules and hardship, this was where I wanted to be. Even if I wasn’t always happy here. Even though I wasn’t special here to anyone but my men.

      This was home.

      This was where I loved and was loved.
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      The next morning, when our alarm went off, I jolted awake, bleary-headed and confused for a few seconds. The guys were already rolling out of bed and getting dressed for PT. I glanced at the window; it was pitch-black outside.

      “You know the one good thing about hanging out with the evil witches is that they didn’t get up stupidly early,” I said. “And there were no push-ups.”

      I hated push-ups.

      Penn threw my PT shirt at me, and it caught me across the face. “That’s too bad. I’m sure if we mention that to Rafe and Lex, they’ll be happy to make up for it this morning.”

      “You’re a jerk,” I said, even as I pulled my t-shirt over my head.

      Penn grinned, then leaned over the foot of the bed to kiss me, and I lost myself in kissing him back. No matter how much of a rush we always were in the morning, his lips teased mine open, and two of us shared a lingering kiss even as he began to straighten.

      It seemed crazy that the day after the academy was attacked, we were back to PT and classes and training, but maybe there was something to be said for going back to normal.

      The guys and I clattered downstairs to find Lex and Rafe already there, of course. Rafe led us off on a run, and Lex fell in alongside me. I was used to him running ahead of me with Rafe, but it was nice to have him there. I glanced at him shyly. Things had gotten so complicated between Lex and me.

      Now I knew why he’d been so furious at me when I first came to the academy. I’d told him I wasn’t coming to the academy, and he’d thought it was safe for us to date. I’d forgotten that whole day due to Silas’ magic.

      Even though Lex and I had made up, maybe part of me had resented how he treated me when I first came here. The hot-and-cold craziness of our relationship had been ridiculous.

      But the other guys had told me how, even though I’d hurt him the worst of any of them, he never stopped believing in me. He was the first one to break free of the curse.

      I had to talk to him, and I had no idea where to begin.

      Rafe led our workout that morning, but it was typical of one of them to take the lead on PT.

      Then Clearborn called us all together after our morning classes to explain the new curriculum at the academy and to remind us that, despite losing our wolves, we’d been able to stand against the witches as one disciplined team. I was still amazed by what we’d been able to accomplish, and I knew I wasn’t the only one.

      Without Clearborn’s leadership, as much as we hated him sometimes, there would have been a lot more dead cadets mingled with the witches across the academy grounds.

      Rafe dismissed us to lunch. I realized as everyone began to head out of the auditorium that it was only Rafe who took the leadership role in our team now.

      Clearborn had made good on his threat to take away Lex’s position in the cadre.

      As everyone streamed toward the doors, eager for lunch, I grabbed Lex’s sleeve and yanked him through the door of a classroom.

      He came with me, but raised his eyebrows. “Yes?”

      I reached past him and closed the door. “What did Clearborn do to you, Lex?”

      “I have a funny feeling you already know, Maddie.” His expression was mild as he leaned against the doorframe.  “It was less than I expected, for what I did.”

      “For what you did?” My voice came out heated. “You were just trying to protect me!”

      “I broke the rules. He had to make an example of me.”

      “He’s an asshole!”

      “Well, yes. But I’ve come to like him anyway.”

      I knitted my fingers together on top of my head, taking a deep breath. The guys had told me about what Lex had done. I’d been worried since about what Clearborn did when he called him back, but I’d never had a moment alone with Lex since.

      Part of me had thought he wouldn’t want to see me, but he seemed to be taking this all in stride.

      “I’m so sorry, Lex,” I said finally. “I know how much being cadre meant to you.”

      He cared so much about being a good student here, a good leader, showing his worth even though his parents had never seen it.

      “And you gave that up for me,” I went on, still staggered by the realization. He could’ve just ignored the tug of his heart. He could’ve let Clearborn’s threats drown it out.

      “It’s not all bad,” he said.

      I shook my head, wishing he wouldn’t downplay what he sacrificed. It just made me feel more guilty, because he was still trying to protect me in a way.

      “Now I can do this,” he said, and he crossed the room to me in a few quick strides, wrapping me up in his arms.

      My lips parted in surprise, right before Lex’s lips seared to mine.

      I clung to him, my hands stroking up his powerful biceps to his shoulders, before my fingers dug in.

      He lifted me easily onto the edge of the desk, and I moaned against his lips, my body responding to him as if by memory.

      “There’s no sacrifice I wouldn’t make for you, Madeline Northsea,” he murmured, his forehead meeting mine. “And you don’t have to be sorry for that. I’m not. I don’t have any doubt about choosing you.”

      I stared up at him as he stroked my hair back from my forehead, and he grinned suddenly. “So you don’t have to go yell at Clearborn, if you were putting that on your to-do list, Feistypants.”

      I laughed out loud, then said, “Actually, I don’t want to think about him right now.”

      “Oh?” His brows arched as he stroked his thumb over my cheek. “What do you want to think about?”

      “You,” I murmured. I began to unbutton my blazer, then let it slip down my shoulders, and his gaze caught on the shape of my body in my blouse. He bit that soft pink lower lip as if he were holding himself back, even before I added, “And me.”

      “Here?” he glanced toward the door. “We’ll get in trouble if we get caught.”

      Mm, Rafe would have stern words for me if I were caught having sex in a classroom. I wasn’t exactly put off by his consequences at the moment.

      I loosened my tie, pushed it to one side so I could begin to unbutton my blouse. Lex’s eyes tracked each button slipping loose, and his rapt attention, his affection for me, made me smile to myself.

      “It’s only fair, Lex,” I said, tugging at his blazer, and he undid the buttons and let it fall down his shoulders. The white dress shirt he wore was very fitted to his broad shoulders and the lean taper of his waist. He loosened his tie and pulled it over his head, and I began to work on his buttons. I said softly, “It’s been too long since I had the chance to undress you.”

      I drew his shirt off his shoulders. Our lips met again and again in quick, wild kisses, and every kiss reminded me of another; tender first- time kisses in the summer sunshine, and fierce, angry kisses in the rainstorm up against his car. When I closed my eyes and his lips were against mine, the relentless flow of time seemed to change; he’d teased my lips with his tongue just like this before, and he’d do it again in a future that seemed to ripple in front of us, as certain as summer itself.

      He would always be my rock, and my hands slid over the hard planes of his shoulders and chest, feeling the warmth of his body and his comforting solidity.

      His hands stroked over my thighs, drawing my panties down, and I kicked them off until they dangled from one ankle. Both of us moved with deft, frantic movements, as if we’d waited so long for each other and we couldn’t wait one second longer. I pulled his belt loose, unzipped his fly as amusement touched his lips. When I took the heft of his cock in my hand, his smile disappeared, lost to the blaze of need in his eyes.

      I wrapped my thighs around his narrow hips, and drew him against me. His breath hitched as I pressed him against the heat between my thighs.

      I rocked back as he took himself in hand to press himself into me. My back arched as he filled me, and I caught the edge of the desk with both hands, my thighs tightening around his narrow hips.

      He paused, his cock buried deep inside me and his gaze on my face. Warmth glowed in my chest. I’d thought I’d lost his love, but he looked at me like I was the most amazing thing he’d ever seen.

      He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close to him, his breath stirring my hair. Even though his cock was buried deep inside me, I rocked my hips so I could be even closer to him, pressing my nipples against his pecs.

      “You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved,” he whispered into my hair, “and you’re the only woman I ever will.”

      I cupped his cheeks as I studied that handsome face that was all mine, his tousled light brown hair above his high brow and his chiseled jaw. His gaze was as full of affection as it was heat. I pressed my lips to his, kissing him with every ounce of passion in my body.

      He kissed me back, wild, searing kisses, and our bodies rocked together with his cock deep inside me until the legs of the desk began to scrape across the floor, a loud, painful sound that almost made me smile against his lips. But I couldn’t stop now. Our bodies were locked together tightly, and every time he drove inside me, the ache between my thighs only seemed to grow. Sparks tingled across my skin. I felt so giddy with his body against mine that I could’ve floated up to the ceiling.

      His thighs trembled, his fingers on my waist curling tight as he held himself back. I ran my palms over the hard curves of his shoulders and hung on, my fingernails biting into his skin, not that he would notice that pain when both of us were panting now.

      He murmured a curse, and my thighs tightened around his waist, my fingernails biting into his skin as my back arched. I pressed my lips together tightly, holding back the desire to scream, as the sensation that spread through my body swelled to a wild high.

      My toes curled and I almost jerked off the desk as my muscles tightened around his cock. As my core tightened rhythmically, pulses of heat washed through my muscles in time with my aching core. He bit his lip, trying to hold himself back, but I was murmuring his name and he came just as that wanton pulsing reached its peak.

      I buried my face in his shoulder, clinging to him as that pulsing turned into one long, steady bright pleasure. He wrapped his arms around me tightly, his lips against my hair, and for a few long seconds the two of us just trembled against each other, lost in waves of each other’s heat.

      Slowly, the room stopped revolving around us. I raised my gaze to his gorgeous eyes, ran my palms over his shoulders.

      “I love you too,” I whispered, and they seemed like such small, simple words to try to express everything I felt.

      I’d thought when I lost my wolf, that I’d lost who I was. I was still determined to find a way to fix what I’d done. Maybe the Dark Collar could be reversed, or maybe we could find the Shield of Cain. Somehow, there would be a way.

      But even without my wolf, even without my magic, I was still Maddie Northsea.

      I had my men.

      And we could always find a way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I was the first one down to the basement one night, setting up the weights at the bench press station.  I felt someone at the door even before I straightened to find Tyson.

      He stopped in the doorway, and his face was uncertain. His black t-shirt clung to his shoulders and the lean taper of his waist, and his gray joggers hung low on his narrow hips. He face was bleak. Of course it was—he never smiled now when he was near me. And yet, when I looked at him, I remembered him the way he looked the first time we met, here in this gym. He’d been shirtless and sweaty, and his smile had been irresistible.

      “You can come in,” I told him. “I don’t have a claim on the gym.”

      “Well, maybe you should, given what you do in here,” he muttered.

      “Excuse me?” I demanded.

      He shook his head. “I was trying to tease you. Too soon, huh?”

      “Maybe.” I sat on the edge of the bench and grabbed my metal water bottle from the floor, taking a long sip of ice water to distract myself from the heat that flushed my face just having him near me. I still had no idea how to fix things between us.

      I glanced past him to the door to the gym. “You should join us. Jensen and Penn were supposed to be right behind me. They’re so slow—”

      I broke off, then stood, crossing my arms. “Did they send you down here?”

      He pulled a face, but didn’t deny it.

      “Those meddling jerks,” I said.

      He nodded in agreement with me, then added, “But I clearly need the help.”

      “Ty.” I ran my hand over my hair, smoothing my ponytail unnecessarily. “I know it’s hard to believe anything the Day said, but Bennett had no reason to lie that you’re half-Fae…”

      “Maybe,” he said, too quickly. “But I have to know for sure. Before…”

      I nodded, glancing away. I couldn’t meet his gaze. There was an ache in my chest so painful that I could barely breathe.

      “I thought I was going to die when you left,” he said, his voice so low that I could barely hear him. “I made a mess of everything. You’re right, I should be your friend. No matter what. Like Chase.”

      His voice was full of bitterness, directed toward himself. He felt as if he’d failed me—as if I didn’t feel like I’d failed him too.

      “Don’t compare yourself to him.” I took a step toward him, then stopped, remembering how I practically seemed to burn Tyson with my touch. “Chase and I have one bond. You and I have another. And it might be broken now, but I hope…”

      I couldn’t bear to say what I hoped for.

      He raised those achingly beautiful eyes to mine. “I hope, too.”

      He was always there, on our runs and at meals and in the hall where we all lived, and yet I constantly missed him, even though I could have reached out and touched him if I’d dared. Most of the time, he looked at me as if he were looking right through me, as if he couldn’t even register my existence.

      And then other times, I saw the pain written across his face, and that hurt far worse than when he ignored me.

      His voice came out a whisper, and he cleared his throat. “Friends, Maddie?”

      “Friends,” I said, my voice coming out just a bit unsteady.

      He closed the distance between us and wrapped me up in one of those careful hugs. I hesitated, just for a second, before I wrapped my arm around his neck and squeezed him back just as carefully.

      “No matter what,” he said, “I do love you, Maddie. It just needs to be…”

      “I know.” I managed to smile as his grip loosened, and I took a step back. We were still closer than we’d been in a long time.

      The memory of the day we met was still so strong, as if the man who faced me, living and breathing, haunted me too.

      He’d stuck his hand out for me to shake. “My name is Tyson Atlas, but my friends call me Ty.”

      “Is that an invitation?”

      His grin had widened a little. “Maybe. And you are?”

      “Maddie Northsea.”

      “What do your friends call you?”

      I grinned back. “That’s a little presumptuous, isn’t it?”

      “I’m a good friend to have,” he had promised me.

      And I knew he still was.

      “We should go tell them it’s safe.” He grinned that big grin that I’d missed so much. “Look at that. We didn’t even yell at each other this time.”

      “Oh, should I have? Was that too easy?”  I tucked my arm through his as the two of us headed for the stairs, and he only hesitated for a fraction of a second before he kept moving. “I don’t want to disappoint you.”

      He scoffed. “I was a little bit afraid of you, to be honest.”

      “Good.”

      He laughed. “I missed you, M.”

      “I know.”

      And that would be enough for now.

      Someday, I’d figure out how to fix the rest of the brokenness between us.

      He rested his elbow on my shoulder the way he used to as the two of us ambled toward the stairs.

      When we got upstairs, Rafe was in the hall, still in his damned uniform—as good as he looked in it—and the rest of the guys crowded around him.

      Rafe glanced at Ty and me, and I could’ve sworn relief flashed across his face at the sight of the two of us getting along.

      But all he said was, “Clearborn wants us in his office.”

      “Now?” Ty asked.

      Rafe shrugged, but this time, no one asked teasingly what I’d done lately.

      We all knew.

      Even though being called to Clearborn’s office usually brought a knot of dread, right now I felt a thrill of anticipation too.

      A few minutes later, I filed into Clearborn’s office behind Rafe, his broad shoulders in his blazer ahead of me. The other guys were behind me, the whole team, and we spread out in front of his desk: Lex on my other side, Jensen, Penn, Ty, Chase, Silas down the line.

      Clearborn rose from his desk. “Time to talk about how you’re going to fix this.”

      And even though the mission he had for us was full of danger, when I glanced down the line at the guys, their resolute faces reflected my own feelings.

      We’d risk anything for the packs, and we could do anything when we were together.

      “I’m sending you into the Fae world,” Clearborn began, “to bring back the shield of Cain. But first, you’ve got training to do… if you’re going to make it back…”

      

      Can Maddie and her men bring back their wolves and find their way to happily-ever-after?  Find out in their final book, Unwinnable…
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of rain almost overwhelms the stench of garbage as I head back to the rooming house, and the thin handles of the heavy plastic bags I carry bite into my fingers. My shoulders ache, but I walk with my head held high. It’s the way I was raised.

      I’m going home today.

      The filthy sidewalk and the buildings that close around me are all gray. I bet in Avalon the sunrise floods the sky with pink and orange above the trees. Avalon is still half-wild in a way things aren’t here. Vibrant cities stand bordered by forests, and the air carries the scent of wild flowers.

      Or maybe that’s all bull shit. Maybe I remember home like someone who’s been exiled for five years. I don’t trust my memories anymore, and I sure as hell don’t trust my feelings.

      Someone cries out down the street like they’re being hurt.  I let the bags slide down my fingers, making sure the handles aren’t knotted around my hands. I need to be able to drop the bags and run.

      I’m not stupid; I don’t get involved. Anyway, it’s probably just one criminal going after another. Someone’s probably getting what they deserve.

      Almost home. I’ll get into my room, close the door, and finish packing my bags, and the sound of that anguished voice will fall away.

      The cry echoes down the lonely street. Goddamn it, I know that voice. Granny. She’s called good morning to me on my lonely trek back from the night shift every day in that whiskey-soaked voice. She always tells me, “You be careful out there! Be smart!”

      My default setting may not be smart.

      I take off running toward the cry. Staying away from the opening of the alley between the boarding house and the brick apartment building next door, I drop the grocery bags against the wall. I’ll be back for you later. My job at the twenty-four-hour grocery stinks, but the haul of dented cans and expired bread has been good for me. And for everyone else in the boarding house.

      When I turn around the corner, two teenage boys—what the hell are they doing up so early?—are at the end of the alley with Granny. One of them flicks a lighter over and over. They’re threatening to light her shopping cart on fire. She’s on her knees, blood smeared across her cheek, begging them to stop.

      My fingers tighten into a fist. I wish I had a wand. I wish there was magic in this world so it would matter if I had a wand.

      But I always find another weapon.

      I run past the entrance to the alleyway. The boys are so intent on Granny that they don’t even notice me. Just yesterday, Mrs. Estes complained about the piles of basura other tenants left behind. I nodded politely—while walking away because I didn’t see anything in the trash I could resell—but I noticed there was a shovel leaning against the faded brick façade.

      I grab the rough wooden handle and head back down the stairs. I feel a hell of a lot better with the weapon in my hand, even if it isn’t much of one.

      From behind the boys, Granny’s eyes fix on me. I can’t read her face. It’s hard to tell if she’s grateful to see me or afraid.

      She needs this trouble to go away. I usually make more trouble.

      The two boys turn, finally realizing there’s someone behind them. They’re young, twelve or thirteen. Too young to be so bad, but hey, my world exiled me at that same tender age for my sins.

      The first one holds the lighter. The flicker of flame dies as he lifts his thumb. It’d be a small victory, except he slips it into his pocket and puffs himself up, ready for a fight.

      “What are you looking at, bitch?”

      My chest is tight with anxiety, but that doesn’t stop me from shaking my head. “You’ve got a devastating wit, don’t you? Leave the old woman alone.”

      He glances back at Granny. My chest tightens even more at the sight of her wide eyes and the blood trickling from her nose; I want to bash these kids in the head so badly. I choke my grip up on the shovel, resting the sharp metal blade against my shoulder.

      “This is a woman?” he asks me skeptically, and his buddy exhales with laughter. But there’s wariness in both their eyes.

      “If you walk away,” I say, “I’ll give you ten bucks. Or you can stay here and see if I’m actually capable of kicking your asses.”

      Frankly, I have no idea if I can kick their asses either.

      “You think ten dollars means anything to me?” he asks.

      Ten dollars sure as hell means something to me, so maybe. I take a step toward them, and the two of them turn and run for the back of the alley. They hit the fence and start to climb.

      I’m feeling pretty smug. Then Granny points behind me, and I turn.

      There’s a taxi cab parked across the mouth of the alley. I don’t think they’re scared of the color yellow, though.

      It’s the driver, standing behind his door with a shotgun braced in his shoulder, who probably scared them off.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but my heartrate spikes a little higher.

      “It’s for me,” I tell Granny, looking back. “Don’t worry. Hey, I brought some stuff from the store—I left it on the sidewalk. Take it, okay?”

      “Are you all right, Tera?” she asks me in her gravelly voice.

      I shrug. I don’t know yet. I’m taking a wild chance on the thing I want most, and hoping it leads me home, not to being dumped in a trash bin somewhere in this city where I’ve never belonged.

      “Here’s hoping.”

      “Be careful out there.” Her eyes are worried as she limps toward me.

      “You’re hurt.” I swing the shovel down from my shoulder and lean it against the wall. “I should’ve…”

      “Be smart out there.” She interrupts my vengeance fantasy.

      “What are the odds, really?” I ask, more of myself than anyone.

      She grabs me in a hug goodbye. She’s so much taller than me that her chest presses against my cheek, enveloping me in the scent of cigarette smoke and old laundry. But it doesn’t matter. I hug her back.

      This world is a terrible place. But it has its rare moments of beauty too.
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      I toy with the door locks in the cab, popping them open and closed. The last time I was in a car, it was a cop car. I’d been in a fight that was completely not my fault, and unfortunately, I was not successful in convincing the policeman of that fact. That time, I definitely couldn’t pop the lock.

      “Ready to go home, Tera Donovan?”

      “Ready,” I say, although hearing my last name always gives me an ache.

      He hits a button on the dash. The locks pop into the down position. I try, but I can’t pry them up again with my thumbnail. The windows go dark; the driver must still be able to see, but I can’t. It’s as if night suddenly descended.

      I lean forward so quickly my nose almost bumps the mesh screen. “Do you have magic working here?” Magic doesn’t work Earthside. I’ve tried.

      “Sorry, security measures to protect the portals. Sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      Right. I can definitely enjoy the ride. Especially with the doors locked. I twist the strap of my backpack in my lap. I have a rolling suitcase and a duffel bag that my new friend carried down the stairs of the boarding house for me. It smelled like wood rot in the house, and it was quiet—everyone else, who doesn’t work nights, was sleeping—yet I’d felt for a moment like I might miss that place.

      But I would never stay here if I had a chance to go home. My acceptance letter is in my backpack, ready to show them in case I arrive at the Corum University of Magic only to hear there’s been some kind of mistake. I’ve been locked away on Earth with no way to find a portal, so I also had no way of applying to Corum.

      My acceptance package is a mystery, and I don’t like mysteries. But I like being exiled less. I’ll take any way home I can find.

      The sense of having made a terrible decision yet again is worming into my bones, though, as the driver parks the cab. The windows brighten, but not as bright as when we were driving down the street. I press my nose against the glass. Outside are cement columns and rows of cars. The light filtering into the garage is dim, and worse for the overcast gray sky beyond the raw beams.

      When the driver opens my door, I slide out into the cool, damp garage. He pops the trunk and pulls out my bags.

      Rain drones steadily on the sidewalk outside, washing out the view of a flat gray building and a few dumpsters outside. That doesn’t give me much of a hint about our location.. I’d give anything to be able to find my way between Avalon and here.

      He snaps his fingers at me. “Let’s go.”

      I follow him to a stairwell. The rain is even louder here, pounding against the exterior wall, and the wind rustles around the building. Summer’s just ending, but the sudden storm has made it cold, and I shiver through my thin sweatshirt. We climb up, up, up. My calves burn.

      He opens a door to a deserted hallway, then unlocks a door into an unused office space. There’s a lobby with one abandoned sterile leather couch, and at the end of the lobby, two long windows look out over the gray city. A third window is boarded up.

      “Two windows for suicide and one window for the trip home,” he says.

      That’s a really calming thing to say. Good thing I’m not already keyed up. “That’s the portal?”

      “You came here, didn’t you?” he asks, his voice curt.

      I don’t remember much of the trip from Avalon What I remember is all sensation: my throat hoarse from screaming, my hands cuffed for the first time, the terror wild in my chest like I would never catch a full breath again.

      None of these memories helped me map my way back home. I used to run away from my foster home to walk the streets at night, hoping I’d find a clue to lead me to a portal. It took a long time for that hope to curdle.

      “I’m not jumping out of a seventh-story window,” I tell him.

      “Those two,” he says, pointing to the ones on the left, “Are actually the eighth-story windows. The one on the right has a terrifying two-foot plummet to the floor of the train station in Dorian. You might twist your ankle if you’re a klutz.”

      I stare at him. I want to believe, but I’ve already taken leaps of faith—that is to say, I’ve been really stupid—to get in this man’s cab and to follow him to this abandoned space where no one can hear me scream. Jumping out of a boarded window is epically stupid. Even by my standards.

      He carries my bags across to the window and drops them. Briskly, he turns latches at the edges of the warped, gray wood and pops the shutter off before leaning it against the wall.

      “If they wanted you dead, you’d be dead,” he reminds me.

      Actually, why they—whoever they are—want me alive and home in Avalon is another thing I’ve been panicking over. It’s easier to understand when people want me dead.

      He’s not a very nice man, but I guess that makes him a fitting conduit back into the world I lost. The way I came here wasn’t very nice either. “Are you supposed to be comforting?”

      He checks his watch. “No, I’m supposed to be picking up my next fare in twenty minutes cross-town.”

      I edge toward the window.

      He grabs the handle of my suitcase and starts to drag it, then grunts. “This thing is a real piece of shit, huh?”

      “How do you feel about being stuck on this side?” I ask. “Driving people like me to the portals?”

      “I think this whole place is a real piece of shit.” He grabs my suitcase by its broken handle and one of the wheels, pulling it up to side-eye it as he rests the edge on the window. “No big deal if this thing does plummet eight stories. It can’t be any worse off.”

      “That holds all my earthly goods!” I rush to grab my duffel bag, slinging it over my shoulder along with my backpack.

      “I’m sorry.” He lifts his hands off the suitcase. It teeters on the window ledge before it drops over the other side.

      He kicks a stepstool across the room, nudging it underneath the window with his toe. “Let’s go.”

      He holds a hand out to me, looking impatient.

      “I’ve got it, thanks.” I smile at him so it won’t sound quite so much like I think he might be a murderer. I climb onto the stepstool and lean over the edge, trying to see what’s on the other side. I hope I’m about to stick my head into Avalon, that I’ll see a polished wooden floor two feet under my nose and hear the bustle of a train station. Instead, I poke my head into a cloud, thick and foggy and damp when I breathe in. I try to peer through the cloud, but I can’t see a thing.

      “Shouldn’t I be able to see this two-foot drop?”

      He grabs my legs. I scream and twist back for the window, kicking out at him. He raises my legs even with the ledge as I grab frantically for the window ledge. My fingers scrape across splintering wood.

      “Sorry,” he says. “But I’ve seen people like you refuse to jump before, and like I said, I’ve got another fare.”

      He shoves me through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      My head slams into something, and I tumble over in a pile. As I scramble to my feet, I get the general impression of a polished—and painfully hard—wooden floor, and people gawking at me. My palms ache from trying to catch myself, but I brush them off on my jeans before turning to look at the portal; it’s nothing but an unlatched window swinging shut now.

      My backpack’s burst open, and my books and my sunglasses and wallet and sweater are strewn around in the small roped-off area where I stand. A brass sign hanging alongside the rope says, ‘Please stand back. Portal. Exit Only. See Portal Master for details.’

      There was no please when I went through a portal last time.

      Someone clears their throat behind me. I turn as I bend down, scooping up my lost personal belongings to throw them back into my bag before I’m hustled out of here.

      Polished black shoes wait patiently. The toes hover just under the red velvet rope.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” the man in the polished shoes says.

      I look up from the shoes at crisp navy-blue pants, a matching blue jacket with silver buttons, and a ruddy-cheeked, kindly face under a peaked blue cap. He holds out a paper packet to me. “Your tickets for the train to Corum.”

      He seems a lot nicer than the guy on the other side. But, Earthside doesn’t bring out the best in anyone.

      “Thanks.” I stuff my sweater into my backpack, zip it up, and sling it over my shoulder as I stand.

      “I’ll walk you to your train.”

      A few people have stopped on the other side of the rope, watching us: a woman with a little boy in her arms and a pair of sandy-haired children with freckles across their upturned noses. Further past them, other people are less blatantly curious but still watching.

      I look up again, at the window which is now closed, looking absolutely every-day and ordinary.

      “Thank you.” I want to take in everything, but there’s no time. I follow the portal-master as his shoes click across the wooden floors.

      The busy sounds of the station swirl around me. A stand in the corner sells newspapers—God, I could stand to catch up with a newspaper after five years away—and hot coffee, which smells fresh and bitter all at once. The station is filled with light from enormous circular glass windows above the train tracks. There are just two tracks, running north and south, through the station.

      He turns on his heel at the edge of the track. A train whistle blasts in the distance.

      “It should be only a minute or two now.” He shakes the paper packet at me.

      First, my hands were full, and then I’d been distracted by my wonder at being back in Avalon. I forgot about my tickets. I take the envelope from him quickly and flash him an apologetic smile. My thumb brushes against his hand when I take the package.

      He flinches before he tucks his hands into his pockets, nodding as if nothing has happened.

      Anxiety burns like familiar poison in my stomach. My smile freezes on my face as I turn away and study the tracks. Outside the station, I glimpse green trees, a bit of sunny sky.

      I still hate standing on train platforms; I was always afraid in the Metro Earthside that someone would shove me off. One or two lousy attempts on my life, and I turned a bit suspicious.

      “You’ll have a short trip. Just two stops to Corum,” he says. “I guess they don’t have a good rip of their own to put in a portal. Too bad.”

      A good rip in the thin fabric that separates one dimension from another? I’m not sure there’s any such thing as a good rip. My father’s attempted reign began with a simple mission. Seal the rips. Save Avalon.

      But things went sideways from there.

      “Goodbye,” I tell him.

      He hesitates as if he feels he should see me onto the train. Maybe they’re afraid I’ll run, whoever they are.

      I’m about to ask him—what do I have to lose by asking?—but the train chugs into the station. When the driver slams on the brakes, a piercing screech fills the air. I breathe in hot metal against metal. That scent carries ghosts with it: little girls’ greetings and hugs as we get off the train at boarding school, a few rare, precious hours of independence between parents and dorm moms.

      The train comes to a stop. I get on without a backward glance.

      I’ve gotten what I want. A second chance in Avalon.

      There’s no point in looking behind me now, and there’s nothing that I want to remember.
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* * *

      I don’t want to make myself out to be special or anything. Everyone’s probably nervous on their first day of college.   But I have to wonder if anyone else is as nervous as a vanquished Dark Lord’s daughter walking onto a campus full of professors who once faced down her father.

      When I get off the train at Corum Park, I feel anonymous.

      The station is filled with milling students. But I must be the only freshman, or maybe I’m some special kind of outcast. All around me, people call out greetings and hug hello. An angry-looking girl with bright pink hair brushes past me, and I take a quick step back. She throws herself into the arms of a girl wearing a significant amount of leather. The two of them grin as they hug, chattering about the year ahead.

      The crowd streams through the dark brick terminal, so I fall in with them, carrying all my worldly goods in a backpack, a shoulder bag bumping my legs, and a rolling suitcase with one completely unruly wheel.

      You’d think a fucking future wizard could at least make her suitcase roll smoothly.

      But at least for now, even though my face is flushed from trying to move this damn luggage and my shoulders ache, I blend in with the crowd. Just another eighteen-year-old with a dream of becoming the person I was always meant to be at university. Someone a little cooler, smarter, sharper, than I’ve ever been before.  Just like everyone else.

      But I bet they don’t need to reinvent themselves quite like I do.

      Outside the terminal, some of the students form a tidy queue, stretching single-file in front of the shops that line the street to either side of the train station. Cabs roll along intermittently, picking up their luggage, and the students follow on foot up the hill. The town is nestled below a long, sloping hill, and along the hillside, white buildings rise like castles among the trees. I can’t be the only newly-minted freshman, but as I watch students streaming toward the campus, it seems like everyone else knows where they’re headed.

      I stare around at the shops; we’re surrounded by three- or four-story stone buildings with colorful awnings flapping in the fall breeze. Across from me, a store advertises kebabs & vegan specialties.  Maybe I’d feel more magical right now if I were a vegan. But good lord, do I love a cheeseburger. Across from me is an enormous bookstore with shelves of discounted books out on the sidewalk. A faint, warm breeze stirs the air. I wish I belonged here.

      “You look lost.”

      It’s a boyish voice, warm and kind of grumbly at the same time, and I clutch my bag tighter as I turn. The voice does indeed belong to a boy—who is tall and broad shouldered and taking off a pair of silver-rimmed aviator sunglasses so I can see his deep-blue eyes.

      “Hi,” I say.

      He is not a boy. There are faint smile lines at the corners of those gorgeous eyes, which sparkle in the afternoon sun, and his forearms are corded with muscle below powerful biceps. He is definitely a grown man.

      “Oh, hi. I probably should’ve led with that, huh?” A lazy smile lifts one corner of his lips. “But I’m not wrong. You are lost.”

      I half-expect him to say, because you don’t belong here, Donovan’s daughter.  I don’t want to act friendly, then spit in my face. That happens sometimes. So I just stare at him.

      “Okay,” he says when I’ve stared long enough to make it awkward for all involved. “Well, we’re walking up to campus.”

      He jerks a thumb behind him at two other guys, also tall-and-handsome. One of them stands head-and-shoulders above his friends, his perfect skin burnished, a warrior in a sea of peasants. The other guy is talking to him a mile-a-minute, gesturing wildly in his enthusiasm for whatever the topic is. Blond hair flops into his eyes. The warrior listens to him with a look of patient bemusement.

      “So, if you want help dragging that thing”—My new friend points at my dilapidated suitcase—“Or just generally finding your way, we’re happy to help. If not, that’s fine too.”

      “I’m kind of an independent type.” I crinkle my nose at him so my rejection of his offer won’t sound quite so serious. I would like to make some new friends, but I have a funny feeling this is all a prank. If I go with them, I’ll end up humiliated. Tera Donovan thought we wanted to be her friends!

      “Okay.” He slips his sunglasses back on, and those beautiful eyes vanish behind silver mirrored lenses, but the sunglasses are a good look too. His short black hair is slightly mussed, in the best way, and he has a big-jawed, craggily handsome face. “If you decide to follow us, I won’t call you a stalker. Your call.”

      He turns and heads back to his friends. He walks with a bit of a swagger, leaning to his right as if he’s used to carrying a weapon.

      He acts like a nice guy, but everything about him tells me he’s dangerous.

      “Hey, what’s your name?” I call out. And I don’t even know why. I should let him walk away, yet I want him to stay.

      He turns, taking another step backward toward his friends as he answers me. “Airren. Who are you, independent girl?”

      I shrug with one shoulder, the one that isn’t dying from the strain of my bag.

      “Okay,” he says, as if it’s totally normal I don’t want anyone to know my name.

      “Go you.” The blond friend claps his shoulder as they walk away. “Picking the girl who doesn’t even know her name.”

      “Leave her alone.” Airren’s husky voice is so low I barely hear him. “I wouldn’t hang out with us, either. You two are hooligans.”

      “You’re the king of hooligans,” Blondie says.

      “Thanks.” Airren shrugs as if he doesn’t mind his promotion to royalty. The warrior shakes his head, but whatever banter they exchange next is lost as they fade into the crowd.

      Too late, I stare at the people melding together in front of me and wish I’d followed them.

      Maybe I should take a chance on someone, sometime.

      Otherwise, I’m going to be stuck being the same Tera Donovan for the rest of my life.

      

      Read the rest of Tera’s story now… The True and Crown series is complete and free in Kindle Unlimited!
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