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            To recap…

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie here! I just wanted to remind you, because life has gotten very complicated lately, about what happened before this. Right now, as I write to you, I’m thisclose to graduation (and you know what that means—Rafe!).

      But let’s go back… three months ago, I sacrificed my wolf to the Day when I was trying to infiltrate their coven, along with Silas (who was posing as a wicked but sexy warlock named Echo). The Day was trying to destroy our wolves with the Dark Collar, an ancient Fae relic. Silas and I completed our mission and brought the Dark Collar back to the academy.

      We were pursued by Winter and the rest of the Day, all the way to the gates of the academy, where a furious battle raged between the shifters and the covens.

      I’d thought that Alice and Bennett were friends. Then Bennett tricked me into using the Dark Collar to try to save my friends…

      And instead, the Dark Collar drained my magic and destroyed all our wolves. The Dark Collar was an elaborate trap the Day set for us. When we brought it back to the academy, they were able to use our shifter magic against us, and all of our wolves were destroyed. We lost the ability to shift and we lost our heightened senses.

      For the last three months, I’ve been regaining my magic, and I’ve come back stronger than ever before. Without our wolves, shifters seem to have more power to perform magic. The packs have embraced magic, and it’s become a bigger part of the curriculum at the academy.

      Of course, on the bad side, the world seems muted and miserable without our shifter senses. The Day was all but destroyed, but that doesn’t mean there’s no more threat. We need to get our wolves back—and we hope that Saint Cain’s shield will resurrect them. For the past three months, we’ve been training to go into the Fae world and into Silas’s home—the Greyworld—to get the two halves of the shield.

      On a personal level? Clearborn punished Lex for pursuing me by demoting him into our team, which means Lex and I rekindled our romance. Meanwhile, Rafe’s kept me waiting until graduation before we can actually be together. And Tyson, damn him, is still convinced we might be brother-and-sister—things are so awkward and painful between us.

      Chase, Jensen, Penn, Silas, Lex and I all live together in Chase’s house, with his younger siblings, Blake and Skyla. We’ve grown into a family. A weird family, but that’s the best kind, right?
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      It was the last day of class for the spring semester, and no one could concentrate to save their lives.

      I sat between Chase and Penn in the class that used to be Defensive Magic. The curriculum had been dramatically expanded once we all lost our wolves, when magic became our best way to defend ourselves against the next wave of witches.

      Even though I loved learning about magic, I kept stealing glances outside at the trees swaying gently in the warm spring breeze.

      Graduation was days away.

      That meant Rafe was days away.

      Whenever the man looked at me, desire sparked in his eyes, but he held me at arm’s length—sometimes literally—constantly reminding me that the rules against our relationship ended on graduation day.

      I couldn’t wait to see that heat flare in his eyes, then have his damned merciless control finally break. I wanted his mouth claiming mine, I wanted him pushing me against the wall, I wanted to see him finally lose it as the two of us tore each other’s clothes off…

      I bit my lip and crossed my legs, pushing away my fantasies. I should be able to listen and concentrate.

      After all, I had a very sexy teacher. The incredible Silas Zip taught our magic class now.

      At the front of the room, Silas noticed my gaze and returned it sharply, without breaking stride in his lecture about simple fire magic. I propped my chin in my hand and gave him a small teacher's-pet smile, knowing he would understand everything it meant; I'd been lost in my own thoughts, but that I was with him again now.

      Silas went on. He commanded attention when he was teaching, but he was clear and to the point. He was a little bit Echo, and a little bit Silas, all the time now. Sometimes when he slipped into Echo mode, I caught one of the guys eyeing him as if they weren’t quite sure what to make of him now. I chewed the end of my pencil absently as I watched him, feeling a familiar pulse of desire…and protectiveness.

      He wasn’t a wolf, and yet, could he somehow be my mate anyway?

      Silas glanced over us all and sighed. “All right, let’s take this outside. I don’t want to end the year by burning down the classroom.”

      As we headed out, Chase bumped his shoulder with mine. “Looks like we survived our first year.”

      “Let’s not speak too soon,” I said. “We still have what, six hours go? I don’t want to tempt fate.”

      “What was it the witches said?” he asked, then raised his fingers to create air quotes. “Right. They claimed they ‘make their own fate’. No reason we can’t do the same.”

      We made our own by changing pack defense strategies as we learned how to use the magic that bloomed wild and reckless in all shifters. Funny how when we ran out of options, suddenly magic wasn’t toxic after all.

      I pulled a face at Chase. “Yeah, those witches are pretty much all dead now, so I’m not sure I’d rely on their wisdom.”

      “Two lines!” Silas called, and Chase and I fell into places next to each other.

      Silas moved down the line, checking our spells, and as he reached each person, they formed fireballs in their palms under his watchful eye.

      When he stopped in front of me, I raised my cupped hands in front of me. As I focused, a swirl of magic heated my palms. He grinned in delight, the flames reflected across his face.

      For the first few weeks after that horrific day I faced Winter, I’d been weighed down by shame. It had almost felt as if I deserved to lose my magic. But I had seven men who never gave up on me, no matter what.

      We had trained together, long after our fellow shifters had quit for the day. Now I could open a portal as well as Silas, something that no one else on the team could do yet. I was more powerful than I’d been at Winter’s side.

      But I’d never take magic for granted again.

      There was warmth in Silas’s eyes that sparked the same warmth in my chest.

      Laurence, the guy across from me, struggled to coax his magic into existence, and he glared at me over Silas’s shoulder. When Silas turned to check on his weak flames, Laurence hastily composed his face into a respectful expression.

      The students here might not have wanted to give him any respect when he became a teacher, since they knew he was a wizard, but along with all the spells, he’d certainly taught them to pretend.

      Once Silas had moved away down the line, Laurence muttered, “I can’t believe we have to learn this shit. Magic doesn’t belong at the academy.”

      His friend next to him was pointedly not looking at me when he said, “And neither do witches.”

      Chase bristled beside me, but I smiled. “Of course you hate magic, Laurence. You suck at it.”

      Laurence glared at me, opening his mouth no doubt to say something cutting. But as his attention left his magic, the ball elongated, then fell to one side like a limp dick before it fizzled out in a spray of sparks. I couldn’t hold back a huff of a laugh, and I heard it echoed down the line.

      Then, a presence behind me that I felt in the air; a gruff but sexy voice: “Northsea, a moment.”

      Rafe.

      How was he always around?

      I threw my ball of magic into the air and then caught it in one hand—not that I’d ever show off—before tossing it to Chase, who plucked it out of the air. No matter how casual I pretended to be, nerves fluttered in my chest whenever Rafe called me aside.

      “What’d you do?” Chase asked, raising his eyebrows. “Six hours, Maddie.”

      “Six hours. I’ll be so good,” I promised.

      As I headed after Rafe, I could hear Silas remind the rest of our class of first-years, “Whatever you think about magic, the packs depend on you. They depend on your magic—so don’t let them down.”

      The bell rang just as I followed Rafe’s broad shoulders around the edge of the big brick building.

      “What is it?” I asked, even though part of me couldn’t help hoping he’d spirited me off behind the building to kiss me.

      It was only six hours now. Why did it matter?

      I knew Rafe cared about obeying the letter of the law, though, no matter how ridiculous.

      And maybe he took some joy in tormenting me, too.

      “When you come back in the fall,” he began, and my lips pressed together at the thought, because I would be coming back in the fall and he would not. “I hope you’ll lead and teach about magic. Not just bait everyone who doesn’t have your skills.”

      “I don’t bait everyone who doesn’t have my skills. I bait the people who are assholes.” I flashed him a smile that I already knew he wouldn’t return.

      Even when Rafe stared me down with those gorgeous, lushly-lashed dark eyes, beneath furrowed black brows, he was sexy as hell.

      I sighed, already hating the idea of losing him to the Council’s Own and not seeing him regularly. Even if the man did live to scold me. “You just wanted to yell at me for old time’s sake, didn’t you? You are going to miss me so much.”

      I knew he wouldn’t admit to how much he’d miss me while he was off on Council missions, saving the world, but it was true.

      “I’d actually hoped by the end of your first year, you wouldn’t need quite so much…guidance.” There was the faintest quirk to his lips that gave him away, though, and he was standing closer to me than any instructor probably should.

      “Mm.” I stared up at him, wishing I could close the distance between us and kiss that cruelly beautiful mouth. “I’m just impressed you overcame your fear of magic.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything,” he assured me.

      I rolled my eyes, and he moved closer to me, almost imperceptibly.

      “Twenty-seven,” he murmured.

      “Twenty-seven?” I demanded, raising an eyebrow.

      “You rolled your eyes at me twenty-six times this year,” he said, folding his hands behind his back even though he leaned forward, his tall frame towering over me. “That was twenty-seven.”

      “You’re keeping track.” I was torn between laughing and feeling some strange mix of misgivings and desire stir low in my belly. The memory of Rafe’s hand on my ass—just the once, despite his many threats since—was a strangely sweet memory.

      Something sparked in his eyes. “I’ve definitely been keeping track.”

      For a few long seconds, the two of us stared at each other. I’d lost my wolf senses, and yet I could’ve sworn I could hear his heart beating when the two of us were this close. Rafe’s gaze held mine, full of heat and desire.

      Then he said, “My parents are coming to graduation tomorrow.”

      Just saying those two little words—my parents—stole some of Rafe’s heat.

      “Are we going to dinner with them or something?” I asked, and he smiled, relief easing the tension at the corners of his eyes.

      “Do you really want to?” he asked skeptically.

      “No, what I want is to float in Chase’s hot tub for a solid week until all my muscles unkink from that ridiculous workout this morning.” I almost poked him in the chest, but his gaze flickered to the finger I’d raised to jab at him, and I held myself back.

      “I wanted to give you all something to remember me by,” he said, and an ache tightened my chest. I didn’t know what I’d do when Lex and Rafe graduated.

      “That’s not the way I want to remember you, Rafe,” I told him.

      I wanted to be sore in entirely different ways once he finally graduated.

      “Just tell me when you want me for dinner with your parents,” I said, then hesitated. The last time I’d had dinner with his parents, I’d yelled at them. “If you really think I’ll make things any better.”

      “Oh, I don’t think you’ll make things better,” he corrected. “I just think you’ll make things more interesting.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, and I couldn’t resist—or maybe I wanted to—as my eyeballs rolled upward as I turned and headed toward the dorm.

      “Twenty-eight,” he warned me.

      I called over my shoulder, “What’s the point of the count, anyway? What’s it tied to?”

      He didn’t answer. He just gave me a wicked look that sent a thrill of desire throbbing between my thighs.

      “I guess it’ll be a pleasant surprise,” I muttered, heading toward the dorm.

      At least, I hoped it would be a pleasant surprise. I’d been waiting a long time.

      The man owed me the most mind-blowing orgasms imaginable.
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      When I walked through the front door to Chase’s house, the cat streaked past me and jumped onto Silas’ shoulder.

      “Oh, you do love me,” Silas cooed at Echo. “Who’s the best kitty? You are, in fact, the best of kitties.”

      I whirled to walk backward across the entryway, giving him a look.

      Silas raised his eyebrows at me. “What?”

      “You never use that sweet lovey-dovey voice with me,” I pointed out.

      “Well, you’re much naughtier than the cat,” he said, but grinned when he said it. Naughty was just one of the many things that Silas loved about me.

      I shook my head. Echo the Cat was aloof, most of the time, but sometimes she gave in and revealed how much she adored Silas. We’d been stuck at the academy all week. She must have missed him.

      “I didn’t know cats could have bad taste,” I murmured as I headed through the entryway for the living room.

      “I want you to know,” Silas said as he followed me, “that every time you’re a smartass, I picture how Rafe is going to bend you over and sp—”

      I stopped dead, discovering an unfamiliar middle-aged woman in the living room, and Silas almost crashed into my back. His hands fell to my shoulders, steadying us both, and thankfully, he shut up.

      She rose from the couch, frowning.  “Who are you?”

      “Chase’s friends,” I said. “Maddie and Silas. Who are you?”

      “His aunt Jennifer,” she huffed. She glanced through the sliding glass doors to the patio, where Skyla was swinging, her long brown ponytail flying behind her. “Where is Chase?”

      “He should be here in a second, he was in the car behind us,” Silas said.

      For once, we both resisted the temptation to comment on how Tyson—for all his ink, skill with a weapon, and general casual badassery—drove like a little old lady.

      Ty insisted that his exceedingly careful driving was my fault. I’d apparently traumatized him forever. One little car chase, and some men never get over it.

      I had a bad feeling about Jennifer’s sudden arrival, and I searched the backyard, looking for Blake. I finally found him sitting on the picnic table, scrolling through his phone. Apparently, both of Chase’s younger siblings had felt the need to hide from Aunt Jennifer.

      “Are you having a party?” she demanded. She tucked long brown hair back behind her ears. She looked tired, her face lined and creased like a slept-in cotton shirt.

      I shook my head. “Just dinner. Last day of college.”

      “I know,” she said, a faint snap in her voice.

      Great. Rafe’s mom hated me, Jensen’s father had despised me, and Chase’s aunt didn’t seem likely to ever invite me to church with her on Sunday. Nobody’s mama—proverbially speaking—seemed to like me.

      The door opened again, and Chase called out, “We stopped for Boone’s Farm, since it’s Jensen’s favorite.”

      I winced as Jensen shot back, “You know that would be funnier if I hadn’t watched you throw up sangria, complete with mangled strawberries, last Monday morning during PT.”

      Silas pinched the bridge of his nose with his hand, a move I was pretty sure he’d learned from Rafe.

      “To be fair, that was an exceptionally brutal run,” Chase defended himself.

      “To be fair, that was an exceptionally large quantity of sangria,” Jensen said just as he and Chase rounded the corner into view.

      Chase stopped in the doorway, his eyes widening. Jensen nodded faintly as if nothing disastrous that ever happened were a surprise to him, and he was such a pessimist that I might’ve believed that. Ty, Lex and Penn crowded in behind.

      We should have found a way to warn them before they arrived.

      But, now they knew.

      They definitely knew.

      “Aunt Jennifer,” Chase said, moving to hug her a bit belatedly. “When did you get here? I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Yesterday,” she said crisply. “Imagine my surprise that Blake is taking care of Skyla.”

      Chase’s jaw tensed. “You know that I’m at the academy all week. That’s why I asked you to move, so the three of us could stay together—”

      “Well, you’re not together, are you?” she demanded. “You aren’t here. And we both know Blake can barely take care of himself.”

      “You don’t give him enough credit,” Chase said.

      Chase had told me about how much trouble Blake got himself into before he moved them here, to the nearest real town by the academy. Chase had rescued him then—and then Silas had blurred his memory of shifters so he wouldn’t remember. Knowing the Blake I knew now though, who was prone to being sullen and sarcastic but who looked out for Skyla with fierce protectiveness, it was hard to imagine the version of Blake that Chase had described just months before.

      “You wouldn’t give him that much credit if you weren’t so desperate, apparently, to get drunk and fuck around with your friends.” Jennifer glared past Chase at us, and as I thought about the plans we’d had for tonight, my lips pressed closely together. She didn’t know how seriously that fuck around with your friends statement could be taken around here.

      “Chase,” she said, a bit more gently. “The three of you can’t go on like this.”

      He threw his hands up. “Well, I haven’t had any help, have I? I’m doing the best I can.”

      “Maybe the best you can isn’t good enough,” she said. “Maybe in the fall, they should just come and stay with me.”

      Chase shook his head. “No. We belong together. And they’re happier here—Blake’s staying out of trouble, Skyla’s enjoying school. It wasn’t like that when they lived with you.”

      Chase sounded calm and reasonable—wasn’t that part of his job around here—and yet I could feel his tension.

      She shook her head. “You’re going to have to figure something out, Chase. You’re barely old enough to have custody. If CPS found out you weren’t even here…”

      “Is that a threat?” Chase cut in.

      She paused. “I don’t want to fight. I’m trying to look out for all of you. Blake and Skyla deserve someone here for dinner in the evening and someone to go to Parent-Teacher conferences and—”

      “I’ve always been the one,” Chase said. “When my mom was dying of cancer, do you think she made dinner every night? No. I was the same age as Blake when it started, and I still managed to make ravioli and put Skyla to bed. Blake and I can take care of her.”

      She started to say something, then broke off. She chewed her lower lip and said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you and for them and for her then. All right? I’m trying to do a better job by all of you now.”

      “Maybe the best thing you could do is leave us alone,” Chase said.

      She stared at him, the same heat blazing in her eyes that I saw in Chase’s. “I don’t think I’m going to do that.”

      Just then, the glass doors from the patio flew open and Skyla streaked into the room. “You’re back!” She jumped to give Chase a hug, and he caught her against his chest, the toes of her sneakers dangling by his knees. “I missed you so much!”

      It was sweet, but it was not the most helpful thing she could have said in the tension of the room.

      “Skyla, sweetie, I’ve got to be going now that Chase is back to look after you,” Jennifer said. “But I’ll be back.”

      She was smiling at Skyla, but I was pretty sure the word was meant for Chase when she added, “Soon.”
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      Chase

      

      I didn’t want Skyla or Blake to know I was upset, so I put on an act all that night. We all ordered pizza for dinner and played MarioKart, and eventually, I wandered out of the living room and into the backyard, closing the glass doors behind me. The voices and laughter faded behind me as I stepped into the dark, but the scene stayed with me.

      Pizza boxes strewn across the coffee table. Video games blaring. My younger siblings were surrounded by a bunch of foul-mouthed, dangerous young shifters.

      My team looked like a pack of bad influences, even though I knew Maddie and the guys would do anything to protect Blake and Skyla.

      The scene inside was a happy one, but it was everything most people thought was bad for Blake and Skyla.

      And if anyone knew that Maddie and me and the rest of the guys slept in that big bedroom upstairs… my jaw tensed at the same time as my stomach did, tension running through my body.

      I was doing the best I could for Blake and Skyla.

      But maybe my best wasn’t good enough.

      Maybe I needed to figure something else out. I ran my hand through my hair and sat heavily on the stairs leading down from the deck. Blake and Skyla had a home now—a really beautiful house like we’d never had before, that smelled nice and had a big backyard and the most ridiculous, enormous play set for Skyla because she’d always wanted one.

      Blake was playing football again, and Skyla was in an after-school art program she loved while he had practice. He picked her up after practice, and they walked home together. It wasn’t pretty, but then, nothing about our lives had ever been pretty.

      The three of us were better off when we were all together. I was sure of that. If something had to give, it was something else.

      Like the academy.

      Dread washed over me. I didn’t want to give up the academy. I’d started there for the money that Dean McCauley slipped me, which let me take care of Blake and Skyla. But now, I was rich.

      Now, I was at the academy because I wanted to stay. I wanted to become the best shifter—and fighter—I could. I wanted to join the Council’s Own, and most of all, I wanted a life with Maddie and these men who had become like brothers.

      But I’d never prioritize my wants over what Blake and Skyla needed. I stared up at the sky, which seemed like a vivid dark purple blanket tonight, shimmering with stars. The half-moon was bright above, and it seemed to wink down at me. But even for wolves, the moon doesn’t have any answers.

      When the door creaked open behind me, I expected Maddie, but Maddie had her hands on Skyla’s shoulders as the two stepped onto the deck. Skyla had already changed into her pajamas.

      “Can you read to me?” Skyla held up my old, battered copy of the first book in the Harry Potter series.

      “You’re in the fourth grade,” I said. “You can read to yourself.”

      Skyla looked disappointed, but she nodded.

      “She can,” Maddie said, giving me a meaningful look, “but she wants you to read to her anyway.”

      “I know that,” I grumbled, coming back up the patio steps. I held out my hand, and Skyla handed me the book, her face lighting up. I followed her toward the house, then turned back. All my dread and fear felt mixed up and tight inside my chest, and it all felt like anger.

      “You know, you don’t have to try to be her mom,” I told Maddie. “She doesn’t need you.”

      Maddie’s face tightened as if she’d been struck, and regret dumped over me like a cold shower. I shouldn’t have said that. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “I was trying for moderately cool big sister type,” Maddie said, “given that a) really cool is probably too big a stretch for me, and b) I love her older brother.”

      Then she added, “Even if he is kind of a jackass.”

      “Maddie,” I started.

      She shook her head. “Uh-uh. Go read to her. I’ll be out here enjoying your hot tub and fantasizing about strangling you for being a dickhead until I calm down. Then we should talk.”

      Well, at least she was honest. I jerked my head in a nod, not knowing how to fix things.

      I followed Skyla upstairs, then I read to her until my voice grew hoarse. I was out of practice. She didn’t usually ask for me to read anymore, but then, I wasn’t usually here at bedtime anymore, either. By then, her eyes were drifting shut, and I started to get up from the bed.

      “Do you still miss Mom?” she asked, her sleepy voice breaking the night.

      I hesitated, then sat back down. “Yeah. All the time.”

      I didn’t think about it as much anymore, but her loss was a constant ache. I still pulled out my cell phone sometimes to call her when something good happened. Every time, as soon as I remembered, my good mood drifted away like smoke as I slipped my phone back into my pocket.

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      “If she was here, she’d give you such a big hug,” I said absently, thinking about how much I wanted my mom to wrap me in her arms and tell me everything was going to be okay.

      No one would ever do that again; there were no adults in my world, watching over me. I was supposed to be grown, but sometimes I still looked around for a real adult. Someone who was better at it.

      I was failing, all the time.

      “If she was here, she’d tell you that you were doing a good job,” she said.

      I looked at her sharply, wondering what she’d overheard, or maybe what Aunt Jennifer had told her. But her lashes were closed, her breath growing even. She was on the verge of sleep.

      I waited until her breath was slow, her face relaxed, and then I snuck out of her room without having to field any more deep questions. I exhaled slowly as I closed the door behind me.

      I changed into my swimsuit and headed downstairs. When I stepped out onto the deck, Maddie’s bubbly laugh rose above the lower rumble of the guys’ voices, and I felt a familiar rush of butterflies through my chest.

      I walked across the deck, under the twinkling Christmas lights that Penn had strung up—an act that still seemed uncharacteristic—and climbed into the hot tub. Lex and Rafe weren’t here tonight—there was some graduating seniors’ event—but the other guys were all there. Jensen and Penn shifted apart to make room for me.

      Across from me, Maddie’s hair was soaked to her skull. They always had to fight in the hot tub until everyone was sopping wet, even though a hot tub is supposed to be relaxing. You can’t get wolf shifters to relax.

      I sank into the bubbling, steamy hot water and tried to ignore how Maddie glanced away, ignoring me, as she tucked wet strands of hair behind her ears in a gesture I’d come to know well.

      “Well, this has been a blast,” Jensen said abruptly, standing up so that water streamed from his body, “but we have chair-unfolding duty to set up for graduation in the morning, and I want to be fresh.”

      “You never know what a folding chair could do to you if you’re not paying attention,” Penn agreed.

      Jensen, Penn, Silas and Ty all climbed out of the hot tub and headed across the deck, leaving wet footprints across the wood.

      “You guys are incredibly not-inconspicuous,” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “I know what you’re doing.”

      Silas glanced at me over his shoulder, amusement sparkling in his eyes. “Good luck!”

      I turned to Maddie, irritation flaring in my chest, but didn’t say anything until they were gone. “Did you tell them we had a fight?”

      “That wasn’t a fight,” she corrected. “It was barely a spat.”

      She had to correct me about whether our fight was a fight? I’d come out here with the intention to apologize, but I was rapidly losing any sense of sorry. “Oh really? Because it feels like it’s about to turn into a fight.”

      “Are you going to turn it into a fight so you can be right?” she shot back. “Because that would be wrong.”

      “You’re driving me crazy right now.”

      She pressed her perfectly shaped lips together, and even though she was obviously still a little bit pissed at me, and my own pissed level was rapidly rising to meet hers, I still wanted to lean over and kiss her. She was maddening and gorgeous all at the same time.

      “I realize,” she said slowly, as if she had to concentrate on keeping her tone under control—and with her temper, I could totally believe she did, “that you’re upset about your aunt’s threat. So maybe I should cut you a break.”

      I nodded, relief spreading through my chest. It felt good that she understood how I was feeling. Teasingly, I asked, “Maybe?”

      “Maybe,” she confirmed, “because that was really mean, Chase. I didn’t deserve that.”

      The flare of regret I’d felt earlier ran through my chest again. “I know,” I said, wading through the water to her.

      She sat up onto the edge of the hot tub so that we were closer to eye-to-eye, then tilted her head up, her bright blue eyes intent on mine.

      I stopped, just barely out of reach. “I’m sorry.”

      Her lips pursed to one side, as if she were on the verge of smiling. “I’m sorry for calling you a dickhead.”

      “Even if I was?”

      “Even if you were,” she said, holding her arms out, and I stepped between her legs and wrapped her up in my arms. Her voice was soft when she promised, “Chase, we’ll find a way.”

      “I want to believe that, M, but things look pretty damn bleak right now.”

      She pulled away from me to tilt her head up toward mine, and there was the faint, shy smile written across her lips that always made my heart lurch.

      “We’re in this together,” she promised. “And we always figure something out, right?”

      I didn’t want to give in to false hope, but her eyes were so bright and confident in that beautiful face, and her certainty was infectious. I cupped her cheek, and she covered my hand with her long, slender fingers.

      “Right,” I said, wanting to believe it.

      “Let me remind you that the world isn’t really that bleak,” she murmured, her legs tightening around my hips as if she were trying to draw me toward her.

      As if I weren’t always drawn to her.

      I closed the small distance between us so fast I left a wake through the water, lowering my head to hers to kiss her. She tasted like cherry popsicles, her lips still cool. Her hand slid up my chest to my shoulder, then wrapped around my shoulder like she needed more of me.

      I teased the tip of my tongue between her lips. Her lips parted, welcoming me in, as her hips rolled up toward me.

      The two of us shared a long, deep kiss. She was so fucking gorgeous, with her long blond hair and her tanned skin and that mischievous face. I couldn’t live without her. Somehow, I had to find a way to take care of Blake and Skyla without losing Maddie and the guys.

      I pushed away those dark thoughts. My troubles would be here later too.

      “Have I told you how much I love this bikini before?” I asked, running my hand over the curve of her narrow but well-defined shoulder until I found the string at the back of her neck. She gave me a slow, dreamy smile as I untied her, the kind that made our life together feel like a fantasy. The red cups of her bikini top fell toward the bubbling water.

      “If you love it so much, why are you taking it away?” she teased.

      “Because I love these more,” I said, running my palm under the swell of her breast, bowing my head to circle my tongue around her nipple. Her lips parted, her eyes growing heavy-lidded. It gave me a rush to produce that kind of reaction.

      If my life were my own, I would live to make her happy.

      I caressed her breasts as I sat on the ledge, next to her feet, and then she slid into the hot tub, her lithe figure barely disturbing the surface of the water. She straddled me in one quick motion, her thighs to either side of my hips.

      “Chase,” she murmured, “get out of the tub.” She patted the edge of the tub where she sat a few minutes before.

      “Why?” I asked.

      Her lips quirked. “Because I want to make up with you.”

      I was pretty sure we’d already covered that, but when she gave me that naughty smile, I’d do whatever she told me to.  She moved aside so I could hoist myself onto the edge of the hot tub, then returned to where she’d been a second before, kneeling on the ledge. My heart started to race as she untied the laces to my swim trunks, her every movement teasingly slow, taking her time as mischief smeared across her lips.

      There was nothing like her sweet mouth sucking my cock; it always staggered me that this beautiful, brave, brilliant woman would do that for me.

      Then she drew me out of my trunks and leaned forward, wrapping her mouth around me as she took me in. The ends of her blond hair floated across the surface of the water and the night air caressed my bare chest as she drew me deep into her mouth, swirling her tongue over my tip. My breath heaved.

      Her hands slid across my thighs, her fingernails skating over my skin, and she looked up at me curiously, as if she were trying to read my enjoyment. My thighs tensed as my cock twitched in her mouth.

      “I’m going to come,” I warned her, and she almost smiled around my cock but didn’t stop, drawing me in over and over again. One of her hands went to my shaft, working up and down steadily, her pace quickening, her tongue stroking up and down faster. The evident joy she felt was the sexiest damn thing in the world, and I shattered in her mouth, my fingers squeezing the edge of the hot tub.

      She looked up at me, swallowing, and wiped her arm across the back of her mouth.

      “You are the most amazing girl,” I whispered. Then, because I knew what she would say, I added, “and it’s not because of the blowjob. You’re beautiful,” I kissed her cheek to punctuate my words, sweeping her hair back behind her ear, “and smart and kind,” I kissed the corner of her mouth, “and don’t tell Rafe this, but you’re the true leader of our team.”

      She grinned, and I kissed her fully, deeply, as her arms twined around my neck.

      With Maddie by my side, I really did feel like maybe I could tackle anything.
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      Maddie

      

      I loved Jensen McCauley dearly, but the man and I were about to come to blows.

      “This is straight,” I said, jerking a folding chair back into place.

      All the teams were involved in various chores around the academy preparing for the onslaught of visitors; ours was out on the quad, arranging chairs in front of the temporary wooden stage another team was decorating. At least we were out in the sunshine and staying busy enough not to obsess too much about my favorite cadre leaving me behind.

      He crouched, squinting down the line of chairs we were supposed to be lining up. “No, there’s a definite curve.”

      “You’re just making things up to antagonize me,” I accused.

      He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. “That is a hobby of mine, yes. But in this case, you apparently just can’t tell a straight line from meandering chairs.”

      “You’re not going to make it to graduation if you keep annoying me, McCauley,” I told him, before I bobbed up onto my toes and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “Oh? What are you going to do to me?” he murmured, and even though I was trying to make dire threats here, his voice had gone husky.

      Apparently, the man didn’t find me scary at all, even though from what I’d heard, half the academy would rather not fight me in the pits. No one wanted to get their asses kicked by a girl.

      “Maybe I’ll bite you,” I murmured, fisting his t-shirt in one hand to drag him down closer to me before I pressed my lips to the side of his throat.

      “Sounds like a promising start,” he said, his hands spanning my hips, his fingertips brushing the curve of my ass.

      “And then—” I began.

      Rafe’s voice cut into our moment. “Well, the first six rows of chairs are straight, but why does it go to hell after that?”

      Jensen grinned at me.

      I released his shirt, patting his chest. “Maybe I’m not going to bite you in the fun way.”

      “Oh, Maddie, there’s no way you can touch me that doesn’t turn me on,” he said, his voice low. He acted so wild for me that it was impossible not to smile, even if he did make me crazy.

      Right before I turned into Rafe’s irritated gaze. He somehow managed to glare at me while he dragged chairs around.

      “Shouldn’t you be getting dressed for the ceremony?” I demanded. “We don’t need you to supervise us.”

      “Oh, apparently you do,” he said. “Because otherwise, you’ll get distracted from your work by kisses and kinky asides.”

      “I mean, I do really like both those things,” I admitted, before Rafe pointed down the row, silently telling me to shut up and move chairs. I spoke fluent Rafe at this point; his eyebrows had a language all their own. An angry language, usually.

      “Anyway, you’re not going to be around to supervise us next year,” I reminded him as I pulled chairs into place. “We’ll be on our own. Imagine that. Chairs could be left crooked. Ties unknotted.”

      Rafe paused, his hands on the backs of two chairs, and leaned toward me, although there were two rows of chairs between us. “Why are you trying to annoy me?”

      I shrugged, smiling back at him.

      “Ah,” he said, as if understanding had just dawned. He nodded, then went back to arranging chairs.

      I didn’t know how to take that, but he added as he moved down the row, “Be careful what you wish for, Maddie.”

      “I’ve waited a long time for what I wish for,” I told him. “I’m actually wondering if you can possibly live up to the expectations you’ve built.”

      He nodded, not looking at me as he moved down the row tweaking chairs into place, and I wondered if I’d gone a bit too far. I adjusted the last few chairs in my row, and then headed toward a new one.

      Rafe was just exiting his row, and he stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. Butterflies rose in my stomach, as always when Rafe was near me. He leaned close, so close his aftershave washed over me even though no part of his body touched me except that firm hand on my shoulder.

      “If that other team weren’t here, I’d take you over my knee right here in front of the rest of the guys,” he warned me.

      His low voice sparked a warm throb between my thighs.

      “As long as this time, you finish what you start,” I said.

      “Oh, I’ll decide what we finish when,” he said. “After all, I have to live up to your expectations—and you’ve always made it clear that your expectation is that I’m a bossy, domineering jerk who doesn’t play fair.”

      He squeezed my shoulder gently, a smile playing over his lips, as he moved toward the next row.

      “I never said I hated that, though,” I said, frowning at him.

      I was suddenly a bit worried about all the plans I’d had for Rafe for, oh, the hour after graduation.

      I was dragging a chair into place when I bumped into someone, ass-first. My ass rubbed across a hard, warm body. I didn’t bother to say I was sorry as I straightened, because I wasn’t. I knew it was one of my men.

      It was Ty. His dark blond hair was ruffled in the breeze, his eyes bright. He usually stayed as far away from me as he could these days, and maybe it was because I was out of practice, but my heart stuttered when I saw him.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “It’s fine,” I said.

      Things hadn’t been normal between Ty and me, though we’d tried to settle into a new friendship.

      Still, it was hard to get comfortable as friends when every time he was near me, my body ignited with warmth at the sight of his handsome, unsmiling face, his broad shoulders and the lean taper of his waist, his perfectly straight spine as he carefully didn’t touch me. Just being close to him left my body aching.

      And I constantly remembered that he didn’t want me to feel this way.

      His nostrils flared as if he was trying to breathe my scent but he couldn’t now that he was human. The long, lean lines of his body were tense, as if he were about to go into a fight. But this connection between us was worse than a fight for him. He didn’t want to feel this way, either. He was terrified of it.

      With all that between us, when any casual touch set our hearts racing, it was hard to just relax and pretend anything was normal.

      Penn jumped lightly over the row of chairs and landed between us. He ran his hand through his long hair, pushing it back from his hard-angled face. “Why are you two like this?”

      Penn’s tone was joking as always, but there was a sharp look in his eyes that made me think he was really frustrated.

      Or maybe even…hurt. As if the distance between Lex and me hurt him too.

      Lex stopped with his hand in his pocket, already dressed in his blazer and trousers, and surveyed us all. The rest of us were still in our PT shirts and shorts, which were welcome on a warm spring day like today when we were moving around chairs.

      “You all need to get dressed,” he said. “Then Clearborn wants to see us.”

      “Right before the graduation ceremony?” Rafe straightened, running his hand through his hair. There was a look of exasperation written across his face that Clearborn wouldn’t have appreciated, but I decided to keep that thought to myself. Rafe was always stressed when his family was anywhere around.

      Lex checked his watch. “We still have three hours.”

      “The chairs aren’t going to arrange themselves,” Rafe said.

      The man was so cool in an emergency, but he lost his mind over folding chairs. Men are wild.

      Lex frowned. “They look fine.”

      “And that’s why you and I are soul mates,” I told Lex.

      He grinned at me, his sun-streaked brown hair tousled by the wind. He looked so handsome in that school blazer and tie.

      And today was the last time he’d ever wear it.

      Was it possible to feel nostalgic for a time that wasn’t even quite over yet?

      “Fine,” Rafe started.

      Tyson clapped his hands together, interrupting Rafe. “All right, folks. Get showered and dressed. Everyone ready to go in half an hour, out in the hall.”

      Rafe glanced at him, his brows rising.

      Tyson clapped his shoulder as he walked past him toward the dorm. “Sorry, man, you’re moving on.”

      Penn laughed, that brilliant flash of a grin that he always had when someone was getting their head messed with.

      “I’m not going to miss any of you,” Rafe grumbled, but we all knew it was a lie. “I’m fucking thrilled.”

      Half an hour later, we all filed into the anteroom outside Clearborn’s office. McCormac was off somewhere, but Clearborn called from his office, “Come on in.”

      He didn’t need his wolf senses to know when students were lurking outside his office, but then, he probably had a lot of practice. A lot of students stopped out here to marshal their courage before they faced the man.

      I didn’t really mind him anymore, though.

      We headed into his office with a chorus of “Good morning, sir”.

      “I’ve got a deal for you all,” Clearborn said, skipping past the small talk, which was probably for the best given his proficiency with those kinds of social skills. “How would you like to stay together? As one team?”

      Penn glanced at Rafe, then grinned as he said, “I would like that so, so much.”

      Rafe’s face was inscrutable.

      It was Lex who asked, “How would we do that?”

      “No one else really wants to work with you all,” Clearborn said bluntly. “There’s the wizard, the girl, the degenerate—”

      “Which one?” Ty asked, frowning at Penn, then Jensen, as if he wasn’t sure which one of them it was.

      Clearborn waved his hand. “The Council is considering keeping you all together. Those of you who aren’t ready to graduate would still finish serving your time at the academy—”

      Funny how he made it sound like a prison.

      “But you’d be a team, starting now. Rafe and Lex would lead. You’d all be Council’s Own, and you’d take special missions.”

      “And I imagine that starts with a special mission now,” Lex said.

      “That’s right,” Clearborn said. “This is the deal. You guys retrieve the shield of Cain, and you get to stay together.”

      “Really, the packs get what they want,” Ty said slowly. “They get their wolves back, and no one has to worry about their precious cubs going into the misfit team with us?”

      “You can look at it that way if you want to be mad about it,” Clearborn said. “Either way, you’ll attend graduation today with smiles on your faces, act normal with your families—whatever normal is for you people—and be back here tomorrow for the start of your mission.”

      I exhaled a slow breath of relief. The thought that maybe I could stay with these men—if we earned it—was a huge relief.

      “I want you to understand that this solution is quite… unorthodox,” Clearborn said. “So this deal is dependent on how well your team functions on this mission.”

      Why did I have a funny feeling that Clearborn had stuck his neck out for us to get us this deal in the first place? I wondered if some of the other alphas on the Council were trying to block Rafe and Lex from joining anyone else’s team. I could ask Piper about it, but she would never tell me. She was a vault when it came to what happened in those meetings.

      “We won’t let you down,” Lex said.

      We had worked well as a team already, even if we hadn’t graduated yet.

      “I know you’ll make me proud,” Clearborn said, with a confidence that I would’ve believed if I hadn’t heard him express that emotion before.

      But he’d told me he believed in me before he sent me off to the Day, in that same tone of voice, even though I was pretty sure he’d been fifty-fifty on the probability I’d ever make it back alive.

      As we headed back across the quad, Rafe said, “Now you can go back to setting up chairs.”

      “So, set up chairs, then go save the world?” Penn shook his head slowly, as if it were a shame. “No respect.”

      “Nope,” Silas agreed. His eyes were worried, even though he spoke in that usual glib tone. “But I’d rather be one of the misfits than have their respect, anyway.”

      I tucked my hand over his forearm, and he smiled down at me even though I could tell he had feelings about going home in pursuit of the shield of Cain.

      I agreed with him, though.

      I’d rather be one of the misfits, and I didn’t care what anyone else thought, as long as I had them.

      Now I had a chance to keep them.
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      Lex

      

      “So, how fucked do you think things are with the Alpha Council?” Penn asked me conversationally. The two of us sat on the steps of the academic building, watching the bustle of campus.

      I didn’t think anyone would overhear us, given the patriotic tunes playing on the outside speakers—which seemed ironic, given that shifters were busy with their own pack wars. Most wolves barely paid attention to the rest of the country. Clearborn, with his service in the Marine Corps, was an anomaly.

      “I doubt Clearborn would’ve tried to cut a deal like that just because he likes us,” I admitted. “I’m sure some of the Alphas are trying to keep Rafe and me out of the Council’s Own.”

      I’d bet we were considered tainted by our misfits. Well, fuck the alphas.

      Penn chewed absently on a toothpick, leaning back on his elbows on the stairs. The academy grounds bustled in front of us, filled with visiting families and packs here to celebrate their grads.

      “I’m sorry, Lex,” he said quietly, and the words surprised me. “I know what we all have cost you.”

      There was something about being seen like that which made me feel a surge of emotion. I shrugged, though, as if it meant nothing. “Worth it.”

      Penn pulled a face, as if he were skeptical. He turned his face up toward the sun as if he were enjoying its rays on his face. “We’ll try.”

      Something tightened in my chest. I didn’t have my family or my pack visiting here today. No one I grew up with gave a fuck about me, in the end. But I had Penn and Maddie and the rest of our crew.

      And, unexpectedly, Clearborn was on my side, trying to find a way to still wrangle our dreams into existence, despite how everything had gone to hell over the last year.

      I wouldn’t believe that I was really joining the Council’s Own until I had that sword in my hand.

      If I didn’t?

      I still would choose Maddie and Penn and the rest of my team.

      But the sense of loss, of wanting something that I wasn’t sure I’d ever have, and of trying to steel my heart not to care—it left a restless sense running through my limbs. I rose to my feet, shoving the hem of my blazer up to stick my hand into my pocket.

      Penn went on reclining under the sun, his adam’s apple working faintly in his throat as he toyed with the toothpick in his mouth.

      “Are you going to call Rosemary?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.”

      Penn and I had bonded over the past few months, without our rank between us, over our sisters. We both wanted our sisters to come to the academy and realize their full potential. But they refused. Rosemary threatened to never talk to me again if I encouraged her to leave our old pack one more time.

      She wouldn’t tell me if she was still flirting with the alpha, the one who had almost broken me. I tried to tell myself she didn’t realize that the alpha had punished me by chaining me in his yard, beating me half to death, and leaving me cold and starved. I told myself that if she knew, she wouldn’t want to be with him.

      But I wasn’t sure.

      “She hasn’t answered my calls for a month or so,” I said. More like two, honestly. I texted her sometimes, asking her to just let me know she was alive. She’d texted me back once, just two words: drama queen.

      “The two of you don’t see your pack the same way,” he observed.

      I nodded. That was an understatement.

      He must have realized I didn’t want to talk about it, because he sat up on his elbows. “At least Mel hates me for a legitimate reason. I’m a total asshole.”

      I had to grin at that.

      “I wouldn’t say total,” Mel said as she came down the steps from the academic building. “But at least you’re self-aware.”

      She sat down gracefully on the step next to Penn, her skirt billowing out. She shared his dirty-blond, slightly untamed wavy hair, which made her look mussed no matter how perfect her makeup was.

      “Lex and I were just discussing how anyone else in the pack would take my advice to heart,” Penn said.

      She scoffed at that. “Because of fear of violence, Alpha. Not because you’re wise.”

      “Not always,” Penn agreed. “But when I tell you to come to the academy, I am right.”

      He slipped his sunglasses off to smile at her fondly, something real and genuine in it. “This place would be good for you. And you’d be good, too.”

      “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” She took his sunglasses out of his hand and opened them up, sliding them onto her own face.

      He quirked an eyebrow at her.

      “You’re my brother.” She patted his cheek affectionately. “I’m never going to see you as alpha the same way everyone does. Even though you’re very scary when you’re in full alpha mode.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’ve got to do something with your life. Your alpha is about to throw you out on your ass so you get moving.”

      “I am moving,” she promised him. “All the way to California.”

      The toothpick fell from his lips onto his shirt. He picked it up and slipped it into his blazer pocket before he looked at her. “Excuse me?”

      “San Diego has a bunch of shifters living in a house together off campus,” she said hastily. “I was accepted to the school. I’ll be safe there—with our own kind.” She flashed him a smile that he wasn’t going to return. “I’ve got it all worked out.”

      “You know, the war’s not over yet,” he said tightly. “You can’t move across the country.”

      “I’m not really a shifter anymore, am I, Penn? And neither are you,” she returned.

      Penn gritted his teeth. He waged a war with himself for control before saying, “You’re not going to San Diego.”

      “Oh, don’t start giving me ultimatums. It just embarrasses you when you have to take them back.”

      I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. “Oh man, I’ve got to take this.”

      “I know you’re just pretending because this is awkward,” Penn said. He turned to Mel. “Look, you scared Lex away.”

      I ignored them both—and the sounds of their arguing voices rising behind me—as I wandered across the grassy quad, pretending to take a call.

      All around me were other people’s packs, other people’s families. I felt more alone in this crowd than I felt when I was on my own.

      I knew my family wasn’t going to magically change into who I wished they were, and yet missing them—missing who they’d never been to me—still felt like an ache throbbing in my chest. Maybe having a family that doesn’t love you is a wound that never really closes.

      Impulsively, I called Rosemary.

      The phone rang several times. I could just picture her yanking her earbuds out—she was always lost in music—and staring at the screen, debating whether or not to pick up.

      Just before the phone would cut to voicemail, she picked up.

      “Hey, big brother,” she said, her voice soft, as if she were trying to make sure she wasn’t overheard.

      “Hey.” Even I could hear the relief in my voice.

      “It’s graduation day, right? Congratulations.”

      I wondered how she’d known that. Our pack didn’t send anyone to graduation day, or enroll any students here. They had severed all ties after Piper Northsea insisted on sheltering me at the academy, even though the pack fought to get me back.

      “Thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. There weren’t many safe subjects left. “How’s everything going at home?”

      “It’s the same as ever. You know things around here never change.” Her voice rose, then fell again, as if she’d just laid back on her bed. I could picture her putting her bare feet up against the wall, stretching her legs, like she used to do when the two of us read together. We used to take turns reading to each other when we were kids because our parents were so wrapped up in each other they didn’t have time to put us to bed.

      She hadn’t asked me about my life. I said, “It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “Hang on one second.” The phone went quiet, as if she was listening or had shoved the phone under a pillow to hide it, and a lump of dread formed in my chest.

      I’d thought about kidnapping her before, stealing her away from a pack where I worried constantly that she was in danger. But I couldn’t just take her. She wouldn’t stay away from them unless it was her choice, anyway.  It was just a fantasy.

      I paced among the crowd of smiling people, raking my hand through my hair, my heart beating frantically. The sunshine felt like a joke when the world was such a dark place. If they hurt her, I swore to god, I’d leave graduation and that Council’s Own sword and drive home and kill everyone who got—

      “Hey,” she said, sounding a bit breathless. “Dad’s out of the house. Do you want to talk to Mom?”

      “Yes,” I said, quicker than sense. I hadn’t spoken to my mother since Maddie and I very briefly visited—with disastrous results. We’d fled my pack’s territory.

      “Okay, hang on.”

      I could hear her bare feet padding down the hall. She was always barefoot, every chance she got.

      The phone was muffled as if she were pressing it against her shirt to block their end of the conversation, but I still heard her ask, “Mom? It’s Lex’s graduation day. Do you want to talk to him?”

      “You shouldn’t be on the phone with him.”

      I closed my eyes at the sound of my mother’s voice with her soft southern accent. Memories flooded in at the sound, ones I’d almost blocked out: my mother holding me on her lap, rocking me on her rocking chair, singing as the rain fell steadily around our little cabin.

      It was easier to see her as a villain. The most painful thing was to remember the tender moments when she was my mother, and still know that she’d always choose him over me.

      “Come on, Mom,” Rosemary cajoled. “It’s been months. I know you miss him. I catch you crying when Dad’s not home.”

      Jesus. I hated knowing that I hurt my mom, even though she had hurt me first. I chewed my lip, waiting for her answer. I didn’t know what I’d say to her, and my mind reeled, trying to come up with the right words. There was nothing I could say in a five minute conversation that would close the gulf between us, but maybe there was a first step.

      The music cut off. I lost whatever Rosemary said next to the voice over the loudspeakers which announced, “Five minutes to line-up, seniors!” A triumphant whoop went up from the seniors in the crowd, followed by laughter. Everyone else was so excited we were almost there.

      There was silence on the phone, and I pressed it harder against my ear, as if that would change anything.

      Then, my mother’s voice: “Congratulations, Lex.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said. My voice came out controlled, even though my heart stumbled over the word mom.

      “How are you doing?” There was a waver in her voice.

      “I might be picked for the Council’s Own,” I said, because maybe that would make the pack proud, despite everything. “And I…I’m happy.”

      It was an oversimplification.

      “Good,” she said. There was a faint noise in the distance, and she said hastily, “Goodbye, Jacob.”

      She hung up.

      It had been a long time since anyone called me by my real first name. I stood there staring at my phone, afraid to call or text back in case it gave away to my father that Rosemary and my mom had talked to me. But my heart was racing in my chest, full of fear for them.

      A minute later, a text from Rosemary:  I love you, big brother. Always will. But don’t call me again. You made your choices.

      I stared at those words. My throat went dry.

      She hadn’t said goodbye, but I had a feeling that was what she meant. A real goodbye—we aren’t your family anymore.

      I shouldn’t have called Rosemary. Already, graduating seniors were moving toward the stage and the rows of white chairs. I wanted to rage and break something--or someone--while everyone else was smiling and happy. I had to get myself under control, even though my emotions were raging.

      I joined the crowd; every loving parent seemed intent on walking their son to the roped-off area. Lots of people seemed to have their whole packs here.

      “He used to be a shoo-in for the Council’s Own,” I heard someone say quietly to their parents, but I couldn’t see who in the crowd. “But Clearborn kicked him out of his cadre position.”

      Right, no one expected me to be selected for the Council’s Own after that bit of shame. I fixed a neutral look on my face, pretending I hadn’t heard.

      My face could be my mask. That was always a comforting thought because I felt as if I were shattering inside.

      Then someone touched my elbow.

      I turned to find Maddie standing there. The school skirt and blazer hugged her frame; she looked sweet, with her long blond braid hanging over one shoulder. My heart leapt just seeing her.

      “Hey,” she said. She nodded toward the stage. “Can I walk with you before I head to the nosebleed seats?”

      “Yeah.” I offered her my elbow, and she looped her hand lightly over my forearm.

      We didn’t say anything to each other. In fact, I didn’t really trust my voice.

      But I wasn’t alone.

      When I reached the row of chairs, she leaned up onto her tiptoes and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek. No matter how chaste that kiss was, the feel of her soft lips on my skin lingered.

      “Good luck, Jacob Alexander,” she said, squeezing my forearm before she let go.

      “I don’t need luck,” I said, just as she started to go. She smiled at me over her shoulder, giving me one of those lightning-flash Maddie smiles—quick and so bright that it almost hurt to look at.

      And suddenly, the dark parts of the world didn’t feel so overwhelming anymore. I could feel the sun heating my hair again, the soft breeze caressing my skin in contrast, as I made my way to my seat.

      I glanced down the row, to Rafe just a few seats away. He was steely-faced as ever. If it hurt him to wait to have that sword in his hand, to wonder if it would really happen, no one would have been able to tell by looking at him.

      I sat through Clearborn’s speech and an address from our top graduating cadet. Then they began calling names.

      I remembered sitting in the back of the rows, just as Maddie and the others were now, watching Eliza’s graduation. As each name was called, the pack’s alpha would come to stand beside the dean, who announced where they were headed after graduation. Then the pack alpha handed them a gift. Those gifts were always weapons.

      Eliza had been grim-faced as she received her Council’s Own saber. Then after the ceremony, she’d grinned, all her pride and joy shining out of her eyes as she hugged Rafe and me.

      She’d had her very own misfit team. She’d picked the two of us. No wonder Rafe and I had wanted to take Penn, and Chase, and Maddie, and Silas, when no one else did. We owed her—we always would.

      “Jacob Alexander,” Clearborn called, and I rose and walked across the stage.

      Clearborn shook my hand. There was no one standing next to him, which felt like a gap like a punched-out tooth. I knew everyone in the crowd noticed. It doesn’t matter. Only one thing matters.

      He turned to the table behind him and lifted one of those prized Council’s Own sheathed sabers from the table. It looked just like the one Eliza had carried. My heart pounded. This was really happening.

      “Council’s Own,” he announced, then passed the sword to me. I took it in both hands and bowed my head, accepting the gift, then carried it across the stage. As I jogged down the podium steps, an alpha passed me on his way up the stairs.

      “Jason Boddie,” Clearborn announced. “Returning to defend the Oregon pack.”

      I took my seat again as Clearborn called, “Rafael Hunt.”

      Rafe strode across the stage, his face that grim mask he wore whenever he had to do something in public. No one would ever guess it from how he spoke, but he had a shy side—he hated speaking in public.

      But since it was Rafe, he just came across as angry.

      “Council’s Own,” Clearborn said, and Rafe’s alpha passed him the saber, and I exhaled a slow breath of relief. I’d had my doubts until this moment.

      Rafe took his seat, his face a mask, as more of our fellow fourth-years walked across the stage. Then he glanced at me behind Boddie’s head. When I looked at him, he grinned.

      I grinned back. We’d really made it, after all.

      As soon as our class was dismissed for the very last time, Rafe and I headed for the back rows where the younger classes sat. Our team was all together. Rafe ducked his parents, and the team surrounded us.

      Maddie jumped into my arms to hug me, and I wrapped my arms around her waist.

      “How does it feel to be done with the academy?” she asked. Her body felt so good against mine; I would have sworn she was sunshine personified.

      “I’m not done with the academy,” I reminded her, ruffling her hair with one hand as soon as I set her back down. “I’m kind of attached to some people who are still at this school.”

      She was smiling, but there was something sad in her eyes as she glanced past us to where Piper and her pack, and Rafe’s family, all were waiting.

      “I’m sorry your family isn’t here,” she said.

      I shook my head. “Nah, Maddie. I’ve got my family right here.”

      She grinned right before she wrapped her arms around my waist, pushing her face against my chest, hugging me as tightly as she could.

      Sometimes it really felt as if we could all love each other so fiercely, we could protect our misfit patrol from the rest of the world.
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      Maddie

      

      Rafe rested his elbow on my shoulder. When I looked up at him, the look in his eyes was devilish, even though he didn’t smile. But just that causal touch after all this time made my heart beat faster.

      “Congratulations, sir,” I said, feeling my lips quirk mischievously.

      “I’m not a sir to you anymore,” he reminded me, then leaned in closer to whisper, “Well, at least not outside of the bedroom.”

      A throb of desire ran through my body, and I bit my lower lip.

      Someone cleared his throat behind us. It was the most aggressive throat-clearing I’d ever heard, and I closed my eyes briefly as if praying for strength, suddenly quite confident that Piper and her men were behind us.

      I turned to find Arthur and Callum in the lead, Piper behind them speaking quietly to Finn, who was carrying Cole in a baby carrier strapped over his broad shoulders. They were so cute and wholesome, it made me want to smile.

      If only they hadn’t just overheard Rafe and I flirting about our kinky daydreams.

      I hugged each one of my big brothers, though, unable to hold back an embarrassed grin that turned into a genuine smile as they wrapped their big arms around me. It always felt like home whenever I was surrounded by my sister and her men.

      “You guys all know each other,” I said. I held my arms out to Kai, who grinned as he hugged me with one arm, then twisted so I could take baby Scarlett from him. “Oh my gosh, look at her little dress!”

      “We do,” Arthur said. He frowned at Rafe. “I don’t think I like you, though.”

      “Oh, don’t do that stereotypical protective thing,” Piper said dismissively. “It’s annoying.”

      Arthur quirked an eyebrow at her.

      “He’s kidding,” Callum said hastily, interrupting whatever Arthur was about to say next.

      “Mm-hmm.” Rafe rested his hand on my lower back. “I’ll see you in an hour? Enjoy your time with your family.”

      I nodded. But I still went with him a few steps away from my family, walking with him toward his own pack. Scarlett pressed her lips against my cheek, and I smiled, until it turned into a raspberry. She laughed at herself, and I wiped baby spit off my cheek. “New trick, I guess.”

      “She’s adorable,” Rafe said, touching her chin with one finger. She smiled at him too. “Northsea women make cute babies, apparently. Despite the poor male material they have to work with.”

      There was a smile in his voice.

      “Don’t mind Arthur,” I said.

      “Oh, I don’t. I wouldn’t like me either, in his place.”

      “Well, Rafael Hunt, why is that?” I asked, widening my eyes innocently. “Are you going to do bad, dirty things to me?”

      “Don’t talk like that in front of Scarlett,” he chided. “But yes.”

      “I hope you won’t let Arthur scare you off.”

      “Nothing could ever keep me away from you,” Rafe promised, then sauntered off toward his own pack as I stared after him, reeling from the casual way he’d just delivered that promise.

      I went back to my own pack. Piper was kissing the top of Cole’s little head, and Arthur was watching her with a look of protective devotion that bordered on adoration. The way he looked at her made me ache—didn’t we all want to be loved so completely?

      “It’s so good to see you,” I told Piper, rocking absently back and forth to bounce baby Scarlett in my arms, “but I promised Rafe I’d do dinner with his family tonight.”

      “I know,” she told me, a mischievous smile touching her lips. She held out her arms, and I planted a kiss on Scarlett’s forehead, then reluctantly handed her over to Piper. “I figured you’d want to spend the day with your team before you come home for the summer.”

      I hesitated, and she said slowly, “You’re not coming home for the summer.”

      “I’ll come home for a visit,” I said hastily. “But… not right away.”

      “I see,” she said. There was something sad in her eyes. “It’s that time. You’ve got your own battles to fight, Maddie, but I hate that we’re not together. If you ever need us, you know we’re just a call away.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re all grown up,” she said, looking at me as if she wanted to hug me. Callum was suddenly there, lifting the baby out of her arms and cooing—it was weird to hear badass Callum coo—and then Piper threw her arms around me.

      “Stay safe,” she murmured in my ear.

      I closed my arms around her waist, hugging her back fiercely. “I’ll do my best, but I might be a little too much like my big sister.”

      “God help us all,” Arthur muttered.

      “Take a walk with me,” Piper suggested, holding out her hand. She was always so easily affectionate—which would have surprised anyone who knew her as the ice queen who controlled three packs—and I wrapped my hand around her delicate fingers. She was just a little bit shorter than I was—not that I cared or anything.

      The two of us wandered away from the crowd across campus, heading toward the dark, quiet comfort of the forest that surrounded the buildings.

      “Does it ever bother you to be back here?” I asked, thinking about how she’d founded this school. I had such happy childhood memories of the scrappy start the academy had, when the halls were still overrun with ghosts.

      She shook her head. “Not at all.”

      “I don’t understand you,” I said, but I didn’t mean it in a bad way. She seemed to take everything in stride—always gentle but strong, graceful but sure of herself. She seemed as if she were above holding grudges.

      I admired her, but I couldn’t imagine ever being above a good grudge.

      “When I come back here, I get to see you,” she said, squeezing my hand. “And I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.” Maybe that was why Piper and all her men had come. Usually, a pack representative came, but not Arthur and Callum and Piper. Today, Arthur and Callum had each taken a turn going on stage as two first-years from our pack graduated. Briar and Johnson were in different houses—I didn’t know them well.

      “Did you have Briar and Johnson report back on me?” I asked suddenly.

      “Me?” she said. “No. If you want to have some stern words with Arthur and Callum…” She smiled. “They feel very protective of you.”

      “They’re the best big brothers a girl could have. All eight of them.”

      “They would’ve had Briar and Johnson wade into the fray and kick ass until everyone left you alone,” she said, a laugh in her voice, and for the first time, I realized she’d known all along what I was going through.

      I’d tried to keep my worst moments from this year secret from her, afraid of what her men would do, and embarrassed about being bullied and about losing my own temper.

      My lips parted in surprise. “Oh my god, Piper. You knew?”

      She shrugged, not even managing to look abashed. “You had to succeed or fail on your own.”

      I felt betrayed, but I struggled with the feeling, knowing how mad I would have been if she interfered. “And what if I’d failed?”

      “I had faith in you.”

      “That worked out for the best, I know, but… it was kind of harsh, sis.”

      “You’re tougher than any of these boys,” she said. “And now you know it.”

      I crossed my arms, staring my sister down. She looked back at me, her soft blond hair waving in the breeze around her beautiful face. She looked like a doll—few people realized how much steel was under that gentle smile until they crossed her.

      “This is why they call you the ice queen,” I said.

      “This is why,” she admitted. She held her arm out to me, and I let her pull me into her side, the two of us skirting the shade of the woods. She leaned her head on my shoulder. “I always knew you were strong enough for what’s coming, Maddie. But now you know too.”

      I scoffed at that. “I’ve made terrible mistakes, Piper. I’m not sure I know anything.”

      “The Dark Collar, you mean?” she asked.

      My lips parted in surprise. I wondered if she was hurt; I never confessed to her about my failure. I’d been tricked by the Day into activating the Dark Collar, and I hurried to say, “I wanted to tell you, but—”

      She waved it off. “You have your own missions. Your own orders from Clearborn. You’re not just my sister, and not just a member of the Northsea pack—and I understand that. I’m proud that you’re building our own life, Maddie.”

      “But…how did you know? Did Clearborn share it with the Alpha Council—” He’d seemed intent on keeping my part in the destruction of our wolves a secret. He thought the packs would hate me for it, that they would take revenge any way they could for the loss of what they prized most. Icy fear ran through my veins at the thought that more people could know.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “He spun a pretty convincing story. And yet, a rumor’s been going around lately that puts the blame squarely on you… which makes me wonder if maybe some shifter learned what happened from the Day themselves.”

      “You think there are more traitors,” I said, my blood still cold. I shivered despite the pleasant warmth of the day. “Do you think the Day will rise again?”

      “I think you killed almost all of them, and I think you and your men will go fix your mistakes,” she said, and I felt struck by having her call it my mistake, even if it was. She’d never been one to mince words, though. “And then it won’t matter what the Day tries. We’ll be ready. And our packs will be ready, whatever some Alphas do.”

      “You think there might be another pack war,” I said, thinking of the brutal war when I was just a girl, where one pack had aligned with the covens.

      “I think you should be careful,” she said gently. “In this world and that one.”

      “You be careful too,” I said, thinking of Scarlett and Cole and every other child in the new combined Northsea pack. “You don’t have your shifter magic to protect our babies.”

      “But the packs have embraced magic in a way they never would have otherwise,” she reminded me. “There are gifts scattered in this brokenness.”

      We all missed our wolves, and the enhanced senses that had come with them. I couldn’t see or hear as well as I had, and the world felt dark and muted now. And I couldn’t smell the guys as well; I missed the distinct, pleasant scents of their bodies.

      The two of us headed back toward the quad, which was covered in pack picnics, a festival scene. Children ran among the crowd, some of them towing brightly colored kites which swooped and jerked across the bright blue sky.

      The packs weren’t perfect, but our life was worth fighting for.

      “What are we without our wolves?” I mused in a murmur.

      “We’re just fine,” Piper told me, squeezing my shoulders.

      For a second, I felt relief. Then she went on, “But some shifters don’t feel that way. The wolf was the best part of them. So you need to be careful.”

      “I understand.” One of the many things I’d learned at the academy was how dangerous men were when their ego was threatened.

      I looked out at the colorful scene in front of me, knowing that I had enemies.

      But I had friends too.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I said goodbye to the guys, and then when I started back to the dorm, Piper called, “Go get him!”

      I swiveled on my heels and shot her a look as if I had no idea what she was talking about. She just smiled and waved. Sisters.

      The dorm was busy as the other team who shared the hall carried boxes and suitcases out to their cars, surrounded by family and friends from their packs. It all had an eerie feeling to me right now.

      We’d be back in this hall again in the fall. Tyson would move to the cadre room at the end of the hall, at least in theory.

      I hoped he’d come back to my bed one day. For a while, he had slept with Penn and Jensen in my room, and that had felt right. I wanted to sleep with all of my men. I felt whole when they were all near me.

      Still, watching the dorm empty made me feel a strange sense of nostalgia. It wasn’t as if every memory I had in this place was happy. There were ghosts when I looked around: Jensen’s cruel words outside the lounge, a hundred scoldings I’d received—most of them well-earned, I could admit—all of us running toward P.T. too early in the morning, bleary-eyed and tired. And yet.

      I felt happy about it all right now, to be honest, even the miserable parts. It all felt like it fit into a whole.

      It was over, and as bright as the future was, it still felt sad to leave this year in the past. I couldn’t imagine coming back in the fall and having everything be different. New first-years. Rafe and Lex gone. I couldn’t imagine the team being so different.

      We had to find the shield and bring it back. Not only to protect the packs—including bright-eyed Scarlett and Cole—but also to give us a life together.

      “Ready to go?” Rafe stepped out into the hall, dressed in a dark gray suit with a black shirt, no tie, open at the collar. The suit fit his tall, leanly muscled body very well, hugging those big shoulders, skimming over his trim waist.

      For a second, I just stared at him. I couldn’t believe he was mine.

      “Now?” I asked. “Really?”

      He was already slipping his hand into his pocket with his keys, and a devilish smile touched his lips. “Mm, wouldn’t want to keep my family waiting.”

      I cast a longing look at the door to his room. “I do actually want that.”

      But I knew Rafe. So, shaking my head at his amused smile, I went into the rooms I’d shared with Penn, Chase and Silas. I changed out of my plaid skirt and blazer, hanging it all in my closet because I knew if I threw it on the back of my chair like I usually did, Chase would complain I was a terrible roommate. I’d be back in this room in the fall, so I didn’t need to move out, even if I hadn’t been coming back here the next day.

      I changed into a pink tea-length dress and unbraided my hair, teasing my fingers through the soft blond waves. I looked like someone different out of uniform, someone harmless and sweet.

      Anyone who believed that was a sucker, of course.

      When I stepped into the hall, Rafe’s head was down, studying his phone, and he looked tense. I shut the door to my room behind me with a click, and he looked up. Whatever annoyance was written across his face vanished in an instant as he saw me, and his eyes widened appreciatively.

      “Damn, Maddie,” Penn said from down the hall, as if he were giving voice to Rafe’s inner thoughts.

      “I can be girlie on Saturday and still kick your ass Monday,” I reminded them, giving a little twirl. My skirt spun around my legs in a way that was very satisfying.

      Sometimes it feels like a woman can’t twirl and still be taken seriously in our world. But I believed with these guys, I could. That was part of why I loved them.

      “As long as that’s a general you and not a specific you,” Rafe said, offering me his arm. Since I was out-of-practice wearing heels, I didn’t mind slipping my hand over his for balance.

      “See you tonight,” I told Penn, squeezing his arm as I went past him. Most of the guys would have something to vent about tonight. After spending time with Rafe’s family, I’d probably have something too.

      But then, maybe Rafe would join us in the hot tub of iniquity tonight. Fingers crossed.

      “My parents sprang something fun on me,” Rafe said. “Dinner is two hours away at their house.”

      He called it their house, not our house.

      “You’re taking me to your childhood home?” I asked skeptically.

      “We don’t have to go,” he said. “I thought they wanted us to have dinner at a restaurant. Instead my mom catered this whole bullshit graduation party with half our pack and didn’t even bother to mention it until after I agreed.”

      “My future mother-in-law seems like someone who will never get over it if you let her down now.”

      He groaned. “Accurate.”

      While he was distracted by how much his family annoyed him, it didn’t occur to Rafe to challenge the idea that one day, the two of us would marry.

      I hid my smile. “Let’s go humor the woman.”

      “You just want to squirrel out more embarrassing details about my life before the academy,” he accused. “Find out what a geek I was, what kind of character I played in Dungeons and Dragons and what got me suspended from high school—”

      “Yes, I very much want to know all of that,” I admitted.

      He stopped as we headed toward the stairs and banged on the door to the room he shared with Lex.

      “Yeah?” Lex swung the door open. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Want to come with us?” Rafe asked.

      “Not a chance.”

      “Mom is guaranteed to have those little fruit tarts you like.”

      “Your mom is also guaranteed to have that bitchy attitude I don’t. But you two have fun.”

      Rafe seemed to consider that, and I was worried he’d be mad at Lex for calling his mom a bitch. But then he shrugged. “Fair enough. See you at the house?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Rafe started to turn away, then suddenly before Lex could close the door again, Rafe stepped in and grabbed him in a hug. The two of them grinned, and I smiled too, at the sight of their usual control in front of us breaking.

      “We made it!” Rafe said. “Council’s Own, together, like we always planned.”

      Lex grinned back at him and pounded his back.

      Rafe and I walked across the busy quad to the student parking lot. I regarded his decrepit sedan skeptically. I could’ve sworn it leaned to one side.

      “We could take the motorcycle,” I suggested.

      “Not a chance,” he said.

      As we drove away from campus, I watched the pine trees flicker by. We passed the sketchy gas station, the spot in the woods where we’d parked when Farro’s body was found, through the town and past Skyla’s elementary school.

      “So Lex has spent a lot of time with your family?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Rafe said. “When I tried to make up with them, they started inviting me back for holidays. I dragged Lex with me. He couldn’t go home at all.”

      He said it all levelly, but I had a feeling there was a depth of pain beneath those words, and I let the subject drop.

      “What do you think the new first-years on our team will be like?” I asked, knowing he’d enjoy imagining what obnoxious first-years we might deserve to deal with, and sure enough, he smiled faintly. The miles flew by as the two of us chatted.

      He fell silent as we passed through tall metal gates and into a development of huge houses, all surrounded by vast lawns. He slowed, before parking in front of a big blue house in the back of the development. Rafe’s family’s house was exactly the sprawling, prissy McMansion I’d expected.

      Behind the house, I caught glimpses of the dark river winding beyond the house and the trees.

      “Saint Cain, help me.” Rafe heaved a sigh as he looked over the line of cars snaking ahead of us along the side of the lawn. He raked his hand through his hair before he slammed the door shut. His face was bleak, but then he looked at me and said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

      I felt a jolt of tension through my stomach at the thought of seeing Rafe’s family again and meeting his pack—especially after Piper’s warning. But I just smiled and said, “Me too.”

      I didn’t mind waiting even longer now. I might have big dreams and plans for sleeping with Rafe, but right now, he needed a wingman as he dealt with his crazy family.

      Together, the two of us headed down the driveway and into the sun-soaked entryway. Twin staircases twisted away to the second floor. Even the entryway was full of people, all dressed immaculately in suits and ties or sleek sheath dresses.

      “Rafe!” His mother slipped out of the crowd to give him a hug. She grinned ear-to-ear as she hugged him. “It’s so good to see you.”

      Then she added, a bit more coolly, “And you as well, Maddie.”

      The last time I saw them, I’d stormed out of the restaurant after more-or-less informing her that she wasn’t a very nice person. I shouldn’t be surprised I wasn’t her favorite.

      Rafe glanced through the crowd, and his face brightened as he raised his hand. I followed his gaze to see a tall, willowy brunette, just a bit older than he was, making her way through the crowd. She held a toddler in a fluffy yellow-and-white dress that coordinated with her sleek white summer dress.

      “Lia,” Rafe said warmly, hugging her hello. The toddler must be Charlotte then, and sure enough, Rafe’s niece held her chubby arms out to him. Rafe picked her up, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as he turned back to me.

      The sight of Rafe, with his sharp cheekbones and his jaw that could cut glass, in that suit, holding a little girl as if he were a natural with kids, made my damned ovaries throb. I hadn’t ever felt my ovaries before, but there they were. God, he was adorable.

      “This is Charlotte,” Rafe told me, “and this is my sister Lia. Lia, this is Maddie.”

      “I’ve heard so much about you,” Lia said, holding her slender hand out to me. I tried to size her up as Rafe murmured to Charlotte, who laughed and clung to his neck.

      “Don’t say scary things like that to her,” Rafe admonished Lia, then glanced at his mother’s back; she was busy greeting other guests. “She’s met Mom.”

      Lia rolled her eyes. “You all need to get over it. Let’s just have a nice day, little brother.”

      She reached up to ruffle his hair, and Rafe took a step back, frowning at her. To Charlotte, he said, “Your mommy’s a barbarian, isn’t she? No respect for anyone’s hair.”

      Lia absently played with the bottom of one of Charlotte’s ponytails, pulling the glossy little corkscrews of dark curls gently straight, then letting them spring back. “Oh, it’s just that I don’t expect the big bad wolf warrior to care that much about his hair.”

      I decided that maybe I did, in fact, like her.

      Rafe’s father bustled over. Reluctantly, Rafe handed Charlotte back to Lia, who mouthed, “Good luck,” at him and then flashed me a bright smile. I smiled back at her and waved goodbye to Charlotte.

      Rafe’s dad was less reserved than their mom had been, hugging Rafe and I at the same time. He was a little shorter than Rafe, but still towered over me. “So proud of you, my son,” he said, planting a kiss on top of Rafe’s head.

      Then he stood back, beaming at us both. “So much to celebrate today. Graduation and the Council’s Own! Where’s your Council saber, son?”

      “Locked in the car,” Rafe said.

      “No, go get it, I want to put it by your cake,” he said. “I’ll walk you out to the car.”

      Just then, an older man and woman headed toward us, and Rafe’s dad added, “Right after you pay your respects to the alpha!”

      Rafe introduced me to the alpha and his wife, but eventually his dad successfully pulled him away. I found myself jostled out of the way of all the guests, even though I caught Rafe searching the crowd for me from a distance. The seeking look on his face made my heart stumble, and then his dark eyes met mine. Even from across a crowded room, that gaze of his was full of heat. I winked at him, and his face relaxed. I’d be fine on my own. Then someone grabbed his arm and he turned to shake their hand.

      “Did Rafe leave you alone?” A gorgeous girl slunk out of the crowd and offered me a delicate smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “He can be quite rude, can’t he?”

      I smiled back, but I wasn’t sure how to answer that. He wasn’t exactly nice, that was for sure. But I knew one very particular version of Rafe. I was sure that, just like I wasn’t dirt-streaked, foul-mouthed, keeping-up-with-the-boys Maddie at the moment, Rafe had more to his personality than the perfectly-shined-shoes-and-angry-eyebrows Rafe I was so very familiar with.

      Even though, Cain help me, I loved angry Rafe. He could scold me all he wanted, and I’d still fantasize about climbing him like a sex-starved spider monkey.

      “You must be Maddie,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Emmelie.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said.

      She leaned toward me conspiratorially to tell me, “Rafe and I have known each other since we were children. Our mothers have been plotting to marry us to each other since we were in kindergarten.”

      “Oh really?” I said lightly. Maybe she would pee on Rafe’s leg later to mark her territory even more. “They must be disappointed now.”

      She shrugged. “Well, after everything that happened, my daddy would never approve of me marrying Rafe.”

      “Oh, those daddies can be so tough,” I murmured sympathetically, searching past her for Rafe or really, for anyone else who might be able to save me. This girl was too much.

      “You know the story?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      I dragged my gaze back to her beautiful, bitchy face.

      “Let me guess,” I said, “You and Rafe dated, and it ended badly?”

      “Yes, of course,” she said with a lilting laugh. It was a very charming laugh for such an annoying person. “But that’s not the part that’s important. Did you know that before he returned to the straight-and-narrow, he was involved in witchcraft?”

      She whispered the word witchcaft as if it were shameful, like incest or instant coffee.

      Did this girl really miss out on the news for the last three months?

      “No,” I said, trying to sound scandalized.

      “Do you want to see his bedroom?” she murmured, glancing around the room and giving me a mischievous smile. “His room is still the way he left it when he moved out so ignominiously in the middle of high school.”

      I was about to say no, but then her eyes filled with sadness as she said, “I know, because I used to sneak in there after he left.”

      It was quite a picture, this prim-and-proper girl sneaking into her ex-boyfriend’s room to say goodbye to him, and sympathy washed over me.

      “You really loved him,” I said.

      “Really do,” she said lightly, grabbing my wrist and towing me with her toward the stairs.

      “Really do?” I asked, going with her because I wanted an answer.

      She cast a furtive glance around the now-empty foyer, and then the two of us went up the stairs, our high heels clacking on the hardwood. Once she knew I was really following, she released my wrist abruptly, as if she hated touching me.

      “You still love Rafe?” I demanded as we reached the top of the stairs. “I thought you just said your dad would never let you two get married. Would you ever leave your family and…?”

      She turned her beautiful face over her shoulder to shoot me a dark look. “No, of course not.”

      Silly me, thinking a girl might just opt to live her own life.

      “Family is everything,” she added.

      “Sometimes you start a new family,” I said, feeling an ache in my chest at the thought. It was both a good thing and a bad thing. I’d barely spent any time with Piper and her men and the babies lately. Now I wasn’t even sure when I’d make it back to Blissford for a visit, or for how long. It all depended on how my mission with my men went.

      I wanted everything to stay the same, and the more I wished, the faster the sand seemed to slip under my feet.

      “But I miss him,” she admitted.

      My heels sunk into the thick, elaborately-worked rug that ran down the hallway as I followed her, and she pushed open the door to Rafe’s room.

      It was a big bedroom, with a window seat that overlooked the garden and the river in the distance, decorated in navy. There was a burlap-wrapped ship’s wheel mounted on the wall, and a bookcase that I made a beeline for. I was curious what kinds of books Rafe used to read. As promised, mixed in with the board games in the bookcase was a wooden box housing Dungeons and Dragons.

      She sat down on the window seat, kicking her heels off and drawing her feet up onto the blue-and-white striped pillow.  “Rafe and I had sex for the very first time on that bed. We gave each other our virginity.”

      “Why would you tell me that?” I asked, my voice even, as my fingers walked over the titles of his books. Young Rafe had read a lot of fantasy novels.

      I was not even the littlest bit tempted to look at the bed, which was crisply made up with a lot of throw pillows and a navy quilt. I couldn’t picture Rafe sleeping on a bed with that many pillows. I couldn’t imagine Rafe choosing to mount a ship’s wheel on his wall. This room didn’t feel like it belonged to him.

      “He broke up with me, and I’m still not sure if it was before he met that witch or after,” she said, leaning against the glass.

      I idly imagined what would happen if the glass cracked and she tumbled down the slope of the roof and landed in the bushes. She wouldn’t be badly hurt.

      “That must have been hard when you were still in love with him.”

      “I think the witch put a spell on him,” she said, because clearly that was the only way anyone could leave her enchanting ass. “But it doesn’t matter. She’s dead now.”

      The witch who had introduced Rafe to magic was dead? Afraid I already knew the answer, I asked, “What did she die from?”

      “Our pack found her after what happened to Rafe’s brother,” she said. “I’m not sure Rafe even knows. He’d run away by then.”

      “Did she murder Rafe’s brother?” I demanded. I hadn’t known that.

      “Didn’t she?” she asked lightly. “Even if she just introduced the two of them to magic, she’s the reason that he’s dead and Rafe is disgraced.”

      Oh, hell no. The thought of Rafe as disgraced when we all looked up to him at the academy made me furious. I pointed out, “Rafe is a member of the Council’s Own.”

      “Still. You know how the packs are.”

      “Some of them,” I said guardedly, because my sister’s packs weren’t like that.

      Her eyes narrowed, despite her smile, before she said, “You and Rafe are lucky you have each other. No one else wants either of you.”

      Anger burned through my chest, red-hot and fierce. It was annoying enough to know some people laughed at my desire to join the Council’s Own and protect the packs. But the thought that they looked down on Rafe left me furious.

      But I’d learned a whole lot about controlling my temper over the last year—or at least, I’d learned to control who saw my anger and when.

      My voice came out cool when I said, “Rafe is pretty lucky, and he knows it.”

      Her eyes narrowed again at my implication, but I smiled back at her, sweet as pie.

      “We’re lucky to have each other,” I added.

      She might have been his first. But I would be his forever.

      She shrugged, changing the subject, but I could see the words prickled on her skin.

      “His mom kept both his room and Michael’s preserved like little museums of their childhoods,” she said, running her palm absently over the cushion. “It’s not creepy at all, is it?”

      Guilt tightened my chest. That was when I realized I’d made a mistake. I shouldn’t be up here, prying into Rafe’s youth and his tragedy and his grief. He would tell me more of his story when he was ready.

      “We should go,” I said. “If Rafe finds us—”

      “He’ll be quite irritated?” A low, masculine voice demanded from the doorway.

      My heart had sunk when I realized I shouldn’t have given into my curiosity to begin with, but now it sunk lower as I turned to face Rafe in the doorway.
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      “Well, I guess I should be going,” Emmelie said, scooping to pick her heels up before she padded barefoot across the bedroom and disappeared into the hallway. She turned back to flash me a smile as she closed the bedroom door between us. So very helpful.

      Rafe shoved his hands into his pockets, the motion pushing the hem of his jacket up. The movement hunched his broad shoulders, which were already tense.

      “So you and Emmelie were having a heart-to-heart,” he began.

      “She had a lot to say.”

      “I’m sure she did.” His tone was that cool, neutral Rafe tone that could be so dangerous.

      “She told me that you two used to have sex in that bed,” I said. “Which was definitely not information that I asked for.”

      “She probably assumed that once you followed her into my bedroom, although the two of you were uninvited, all the normal boundaries were off,” he said, and I felt my cheeks color.

      I tucked my hair absently behind my ear. Apologizing didn’t come easily to me—especially not with Rafe. The way he radiated cool fury made me react with the same anger, only mine always burned hotter. I could already feel that heat unfurling in my chest.

      Could he really hold my curiosity against me, when we were fated mates and yet, he kept so many secrets from me?

      But really, I knew I’d done the wrong thing when I followed Emmelie up here. I’d known that girl was trouble. The sick, giddy feeling in my body should’ve warned me off, if nothing else.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out.

      His brows arched over those dark eyes, but he didn’t say anything.

      I shrugged as the two of us faced each other. “I shouldn’t have entertained her nonsense. I want to know everything about you, Rafe, but I want to hear it from you.”

      “I don’t think Emmelie is a very reliable witness,” he said dryly. Then he added, “I’d hate for you to think less of me because she whispered her poisoned words into your ear.”

      There was something so honest in that confession.

      “Rafe,” I whispered, “I happen to have my own unshakeable opinion of you. It doesn’t matter what anyone else says. I know you.”

      He studied my face with those dark, dangerous eyes for a few long seconds, and I didn’t know what to expect.

      Then suddenly, he crossed the distance between us. His fingers slid through my hair as he cupped the back of my head, and my heart hammered as his lips covered mine.

      Rafe’s mouth was full of heat and passion, no matter how cool he was. He kissed me like he was claiming me. My body swayed against his, my palms stroking up the hard plane of his shoulders.

      His kiss was punishing, hard, demanding, and he stole my breath away. His tongue teased against the top of my lip, then as my lips parted, thrust inside. I looped my fingers over the back of his muscled neck, holding him to me, my hips pressing against his. The hard swell of his cock through his suit pants pressed against my lower abs.

      He broke away first, but his arm pressed against my back, holding my body against his. He looked at me with searching eyes. Both of us were breathless, our chests heaving as we faced each other.

      “I’d thought there would be more chastisement involved,” I said, my voice coming out husky and unfamiliar.

      “In my mother’s house?” he asked, his lips curving up teasingly. “You’ll have to wait for any chastisement you may have earned yourself, Maddie.”

      The word seemed to amuse him, even though it made me feel like my panties might melt right off under my skirt.

      Then he added, “We’ve got a lifetime for me to tame your brattier side, after all.”

      “Big talk,” I said, stroking my hands over his chest, loving the way his body felt against mine. Lightly, I asked, “Can you be sure that you’ll want me forever when I am…”

      I trailed off. Some things were too hard to put into words.

      I tried to do the right thing; somehow, the big things were easier. I’d always put my life on the line for the packs. But when it came to relationships, I made plenty of missteps. I’d just made a selfish, stupid mistake just this afternoon, and I felt myself flush as if my skin were revealing the uncertainties I couldn’t give voice to.

      What if Rafe and I finally came together, but over time, he realized I was too flawed?

      He frowned, his brow creasing between those gorgeous lush-lashed eyes, and then his face relaxed as if understanding had dawned.

      “Oh, Maddie,” his lips tilted up, “first of all, both of us are far from perfect. We’re going to make mistakes. Both of us. I’m not going anywhere if you aren’t.”

      I shook my head, biting my lip, feeling warmth unfurl in my chest at his words.

      “But second of all,” he said softly, pressing forward, walking me backward. My shoulder blades pressed against the wall, and his fingers caught my chin, tilting my face up to his. Those smoldering dark eyes met mine.

      “I’m never going to shy away from loving you because of any mistake you make. You’re worth more than that.” His voice dropped lower when he murmured, “I will always be here, Maddie.”

      I might’ve kissed him then, but he leaned toward me, pinning me against the wall with the heat of his chiseled body.

      His lips nuzzled my ear as he breathed, “And of course when you really exasperate me, I have my ways of dealing with you. But I enjoy that too.”

      I started to smile, but his lips met mine again, and I lost myself in his kiss. His hands swept up my hips, then my sides, and even through the cotton of my demure sundress, his touch raised fire everywhere he touched.

      His hands glided under my arms, raising them above my head, and he gathered my wrists in one hand to hold them above my head.

      I glanced up at him mischievously as he held me pinned against the wall.

      “I thought we weren’t going to do anything in your mother’s house,” I murmured.

      He paused, his body a breath away from mine.

      God damn me and my mouth. Had I really just given him a reason to wait even longer?

      He cupped his hand lightly on my face, his thumb stroking over my cheek. The smile that came over his face was like the sun coming out after the rain.

      “I don’t think I can take one more minute apart from you, Maddie,” he confessed, “as much as I love to torment you.”

      “At least you admit it,” I breathed. I swayed toward him, but his hand still gripped my wrists above my head, and I couldn’t go anywhere.

      But he bent his head and kissed my lips, slowly this time, as if he were savoring me. My hips swayed toward his, but the man would not be hurried, and I surrendered. He kissed the quirk at the corner of my lips. When he drew my lower lip into his, teasing it, biting gently, a groan of desire escaped my lips.

      He pulled away, and I started to make a small sound of protest, but he just grinned. He released me suddenly, taking a step backward, and I caught my breath as if I’d forgotten to breathe when he kissed me.

      “I always hated all these damn pillows,” he said, tossing the throw pillows off the bed onto the floor. “But I always made the bed up the way she wanted. I tried so hard to be the good son—even though it turned out I was never capable.”

      There was a bitter edge in his voice.

      “You know, you never have to come back into this room again.” I pressed myself against him from behind, bobbing up onto my tiptoes to rest my chin on his shoulder, sliding my arms around his waist. “We can walk out of this house right now, and you never, ever have to come back.”

      I pressed my cheek against his back as my hands teased inside his blazer, feeling his hard abs through his crisp dress shirt. “Some of us like you just the way you are, Rafael Hunt. We wouldn’t make any alterations.”

      He twisted to give me a skeptical look, but he couldn’t resist catching me with his hands on my hips, drawing me against his body. “Really?”

      I nodded, widening my eyes innocently. “I mean, some of us have terrible taste—”

      He grinned, his hands tightening on my hips, and he all but tossed me onto the bed. I bounced on the bed, laughing.

      He climbed onto the bed, bracing his body over mine, his lips searing against mine. The smile dropped away—when Rafe kissed me, it was serious business. His lips demanded all my attention, leaving me breathless, but I still managed to push the blazer down his shoulders.

      He gripped the front of my dress, the intent in his eyes like he was going to tear it off my body.

      “Hold on there, Crazy,” I said, pressing my palm against his chest to hold him back even though really, I wanted him to shred these clothes from my body. “I’m not doing a walk-of-shame out of here wearing whatever’s in your drawers.”

      “That sounds fine to me, actually.” He pressed a kiss to the side of my throat. “I’d like to see you wearing nothing but one of my shirts.”

      “We’ve got time,” I promised, echoing what he’d said about a lifetime. I still couldn’t believe it. I glanced toward the closed door. “And maybe we should, you know…”

      His brows arched. “Now you’re worrying about getting caught? Where was that fear when the consequence of being caught was dealing with me?”

      “You were very scary,” I promised him, my voice full of laughter. I grabbed his shirt and yanked him down to me. “I just happen to like my men scary.”

      His lips lingered on mine as his hand stroked down my side. His fingers brushed over the fullness of my skirt, then pushed aside the crisp cotton and tulle. His fingers brushed across my bare thigh, and just that slight contact made me gasp. I’d wanted Rafe for so long.

      He took his time, still kissing me, his hand slowly caressing my thigh in a way that made me ache. I kissed him back as I reached urgently for his belt buckle, trying to undo his belt, which kept slipping through my fingers.

      I grabbed his belt in one hand, jerking his waist toward me.

      “Stop messing around, Rafe,” I told him. “You can go back to your games tomorrow. Maybe I secretly like them as much as you do, but right now, I’d appreciate it if you fucked me senseless in your childhood bedroom.”

      He let out a surprised laugh, then he studied me with heat in his eyes right before his lips crashed into mine again.

      As he kissed me, his hand slid between my thighs, and his thumb caressing my core even through my panties made me moan against his lips. He hooked his finger under the waistband of my panties, dragging them down, and my hips rose, eager to help them off.

      I reached for his belt buckle again as he rolled my panties down my thighs, and they tangled around my calves as I reached for him. His fingers overlapped mine, the two of us both urgently working on his belt, his button, his fly. The two of us together probably made the process significantly less efficient. I felt an ache like a constant, throbbing pressure, as if it hurt not to have Rafe inside me.

      Then his suit trousers were loose around his hips, his belt hanging slack, and I reached for him. His cock was thick in my hand, a satisfying weight, and I pressed him urgently between my thighs.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he murmured, his gaze meeting mine.

      “For the last several months,” I said dryly, and he laughed before his lips met mine again.

      His cock teased between my thighs as his lips devoured mine, and my hands swept up his shoulders, clinging to him as if he might escape.

      He rolled onto his back suddenly, his cock rising hard and erect between that buttoned-up shirt and his trousers. He crooked a finger at me. “Get on top of me in that ridiculous dress, Maddie. You look like you’re going to tea with the Queen.”

      “I’d be more likely to dress up for your cock than for the queen,” I teased him.

      His lips parted to say something, but those words were lost as I suddenly wrapped my mouth around his cock. His hips jerked faintly, just once—oh, Rafe had his own needs, as tightly as he kept them under wraps—and then he watched me, his eyes crinkling at the corners, as I worked my way up and down his cock.

      The ache still throbbed between my thighs, but it felt so good to want him right now too as I pleased him, to watch his face go from that cool, controlled expression of his to his eyes widening, his head lifting off the pillow, then falling back. Having Rafe surrender control to me was delicious.

      His hips jerked, and he bit down hard on his lower lip, as if he was wrenching back his orgasm by force of will.

      “Get up here,” he growled, grabbing my arms and yanking me toward him.

      My lips met his, my hair swinging around the two of us. His cock teased between my thighs, but I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed his cock and pressed it against my center. Then I pressed myself down, pushing his cock deep inside me, and both of us gasped at the sense of him filling me suddenly and completely.

      He grabbed my hips, pushing me up his cock, his gaze still locked on mine. When his cock left my channel, I almost gasped at the sense of how big he had been, how much he had filled me, as his tip teased against my clit. But he was already pulling me back down, sheathing himself fully in me. I picked up his cadence, and the two of us began to move together.

      Bam. The force of our movement as our bodies came together fully drove the headboard against the wall, and my eyes widened. But there was no stopping us now. I rose onto my knees again, the sensation of his tip teasing between my thigh addictive when I knew I could have his cock again. Bam.

      Rafe’s twin bed was rocking, and the ridiculous ship’s wheel mounted against the wall fluttered and then slammed into the wall, over and over. The sound of our bodies moving together, our panting and murmurs, the rhythm of the bed slamming into the wall, it all formed a fierce cadence like music that took me over.

      As I lost myself in that rhythm, the rest of the world fell away. Heat tingled across my skin, but it was Rafe’s gaze that seemed to burn deep into my soul. His hands tightened on my hips, his thighs tensing. I felt his every finger against the curve of my ass, his touch searingly hot.

      My head was suddenly light as the heat tingling through my body pooled at my core, but Rafe was still working me up and down his shaft, his powerful arms straining slightly with the movement. His face was intense, as if he were holding back his orgasm too. I gasped as I began to tense around his cock, my body tightening and relaxing rhythmically around him.

      He let out a groan as if he couldn’t bear it anymore. He yanked me down onto his cock, and the two of us let out a roar together as he sheathed himself deeply in my pulsing channel. There was one final bam as the bed slammed against the wall.

      I let myself fall forward onto his hard chest, and he caught me with an arm around my waist, holding me closely as he emptied into me.  The tingling sensation through my body was a river of sensation now, my orgasm bright and blinding as he held me tight against his body, his cock still buried deep inside me.

      He turned his head to press a kiss to my forehead, his cock still buried deep inside me.  “Well. Was it worth the wait?”

      His cock was still twitching inside me, and phantom tremors of my orgasm raced through my body, my channel squeezing around his cock. I could have sighed with satisfaction, my limbs all heavy and languid, my body against Rafe’s.

      I couldn’t put any of that into words. So instead, I said, “Eh. It was okay.”

      He rewarded me with a skeptical look and a sharp slap across my ass, which just made me laugh. I tilted my face up to kiss his smoothly-shaved cheek, breathing in the faint scent of his spicy aftershave, although I knew Rafe wouldn’t mistake my kisses for contrition.
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      Rafe

      

      As soon as we emerged into the hall, Emmelie stepped into the hall from the stairs. My lips still tingled from the force of the kisses I’d traded with Maddie, even though she was properly dressed again, her hair neatly combed, as if nothing had ever happened. Only the pink glow that lingered in her cheeks and her bee-strung red lips gave away what we’d been doing—and also made her so gorgeous I wished I could push her right back into that room.

      Instead, I sighed under my breath before I faced Emmelie. “What are you doing up here? Again?”

      “Your mother asked me to fetch you two for the champagne,” she said. “I claimed you took Maddie on a tour of the grounds.”

      I didn’t have it in me to thank her. I knew she’d find a way to use it against me sooner or later anyway.

      Instead, I followed my ex-girlfriend as she flounced primly down the stairs. I offered Maddie my arm, and she took it, smiling faintly. I needed to touch her far more than she needed me to keep her balance—even in those heels, which made her long legs even more irresistible.

      I reached the bottom of the stairs to find everyone staring at me, their faces politely smiling but curious.

      My mother handed me a champagne flute. She had the frozen smile on her face that warned me not to embarrass her, a smile that looked as if it were etched in glass and could be shattered easily.

      “Speech, please,” she said. “All our friends and family who came from so far would love to hear from you.”

      “Of course,” I said. I squeezed Maddie’s arm then released her, and she hesitated for a second before she realized she should continue down the rest of the stairs. Her own smile was tentative, uncomfortable, and it made me ache—I never saw Maddie look so awkward. She was always real, but it was a vulnerability to be real when everyone else was fake.

      I raised my champagne glass and plunged on. The script almost played automatically for me; I knew what I was supposed to say. “First of all, thank you all so much for coming. It means so much to me. I’ve been away from home so long, and it’s good to be back… temporarily.”

      I smiled as the crowd clapped, and someone in the back—one of a handful of friends I’d had in my pack--shouted “Council’s Own!”

      “I’d like to thank my parents for this amazing party,” I said, and they raised their glasses back to me. My father beamed. “And I’d like to thank my lovely date, Madeline Northsea.”

      I’d seen them all eying Maddie anyway with open curiosity and subtler hostility. My father’s eyes tightened at the corners, but he joined the rest of the crowd in looking at Maddie, who smiled back at everyone. The innocence shining out of her face—no matter how badass she was in any other fight—made me want to hustle her right out of this fancy snake pit.

      “Of course on a day like today, I can’t help but think about Michael and how I wish he was here too,” I said, and my mother’s smile now was stretched so tight it looked like she really was about to break. “My older brother would have been a natural for the Council’s Own. He taught me how to fight, how to never give up even when the odds seemed stacked—”

      For some reason, the memory rose of the little shelter I’d built in the forest when I couldn’t control the shift. The stick-and-tarp structure had shattered around me as I transformed. The memory of being cold and alone in the depth of winter blurred this party scene in front of me. My parents had been back here, celebrating Christmas without two of their children, still going through all the perfect motions: pressed napkins and lit candles and an untouchable tree.

      Suddenly, all I wanted was to get out of here. No one cared about anything I had to say that was genuine anyway, like my memories of Michael.

      “I wouldn’t be here without him,” I said.

      My mother wasn’t smiling anymore, but I proposed a toast to my parents and the crowd began to clap. My mother smiled, inclining her head toward the crowd, and my father beamed openly.

      Then I was down the stairs, melting into the crowd, smiling and shaking hands and making small talk, all in pursuit of the chance to break away for a few minutes. I needed some peace.

      Maddie touched my elbow, and when I turned and saw her face, the genuine warmth in her blue eyes, that same sense of peace I gained when I was alone in the forest bloomed in my chest. As the two of us stared at each other, the noise of a roomful of people who didn’t give a shit about me faded. It was just me and the woman I loved.

      Then Emmelie said, “Very nice speech, Rafe.”

      She shouldered herself in. I looked at her without smiling.

      “Emmelie, you didn’t need to tell Maddie my life story,” I said tightly. Maddie should know everything about me—it was time to remove the last division between the two of us—but it was my story to tell.

      No matter how much it embarrassed me.

      “Sorry.” My ex-girlfriend flashed me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      I wasn’t sure how I never noticed when we were dating that she had the same dead eyes as my mother. Maybe it took losing my brother and my place in this house to see the people around me for who they were, and not who I wished for them to be.

      Maddie’s lips pressed tightly together, her eyes sparking with worry.

      “I’m going to get a drink from the bar,” I told Maddie. “What would you like?”

      “Nothing, thank you,” Maddie said. “I think it’s hard enough for me to maintain my calm while I’m sober.”

      “Trust me, from experience, this is all much better if you’ve been drinking,” I told her, gesturing around the house. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I headed to the bar set up on the deck, which overlooked the river that ran behind our house. I always used to find it peaceful to go down to the edge of the river when I needed time to myself. It had always been hard to find peace in this house.

      As I was waiting for the bartender to prepare my drink, the breeze off the river seemed to ease the heat of this spring day; West Virginia spring was rapidly tipping into summer.

      Emmelie leaned against the bar beside me. “I didn’t get the chance to tell you congratulations earlier.”

      “Thank you,” I said mechanically. Then I added, “You should think about going to the academy yourself.”

      She smiled. “You know that’s not the life I want, Rafe. I’m not sure I could even tolerate being married to a man who lived that life.”

      I nodded without answering. She used to be quite eager to be married with a man who carried the prestige of an Alpha Council appointment. I took the already-sweating crystal glass from the bartender, tucked two dollars into the glass tip jar, and carried my drink toward the house.

      She stopped me with a hand on my arm, the breeze ruffling her long, dark hair. She was as beautiful as ever, with her dark eyes and her pale skin, her red lips that used to whisper into my ear as the two of us lay under the trees down by the river.

      But I only had eyes for one woman now—one impossible but amazing woman.

      “What?” I demanded. I didn’t want Maddie to see me lingering too long with my ex-girlfriend and get the wrong idea.

      “You are being rude,” she told me, her voice warning. “I’m an old friend. Believe me, Rafe, I’m not interested.”

      “Mm-hm.” I took a sip of my bourbon. My experience was that Emmelie was never more interested in someone than when they weren’t interested in her.

      It was when someone cared for her that she didn’t care so well for them.

      “Oh, you’re doing it again,” she said. “I understand why you go gray rock around your family. But with me, Rafe?”

      I hated that she knew what gray rock meant. She’d been around when I first realized that my parents were narcissists.

      Not that the realization had made it any easier as I began to understand they didn’t love me, and they never would, no matter what I did.

      The warm breeze picked up, flinging sand across the deck. Two women with their skirts blowing around their legs hurried into the house. Amateurs. My mother used to hand-sew little weights into the hem of her skirts so there was no chance of the wind interfering with her perfectly polished appearance.

      Emmelie seemed unruffled by the wind, too, even though it blew her hair back from her face. She shifted subtly, so the wind pushed her hair back instead of flinging it into her face.

      I met her gaze evenly. “Why’d you tell Maddie my story?”

      “Why did she listen?” She shrugged, then headed for the house.

      Why did Maddie talk to Emmelie? I’d kept too many secrets from the girl I loved, apparently.

      “Because I’m a terrible boyfriend,” I admitted, more to myself than anyone else.

      Maybe that was part of why I’d kept Maddie at arm’s length all these months. The realization hit me like a brick. Sure, our relationship was forbidden, and I valued the rules—especially the ones intended to protect our cadets from being taken advantage of. But most of all, I’d been safe when there was nothing between us but longing.

      She was afraid she’d make a mistake and I would reject her, but she wasn’t the only one to feel unworthy.

      I headed past a shocked Emmelie into the house, looking for Maddie in the crowd. People kept stopping me to shake my hand or make small talk, and I answered them, trying to be polite. It wasn’t the guests’ fault my parents had invited me here for a party that wasn’t really mine.

      My parents weren’t celebrating my accomplishments. They were just happy I made them look good for once.

      When I couldn’t find Maddie anywhere, tension started to crawl up my spine, even though there was nothing to be afraid of. It wasn’t as if we were on a mission. I didn’t need to worry about her so intensely.

      Once I found her, we were getting out of here. I didn’t know why the hell I’d even agreed to come. I could be with Maddie’s family, getting to know them better—god, the thought of being with someone else’s family hurt right now—instead of here with champagne and canapes and contempt. Or better yet, we could be at Chase’s house right now. The eight of us could be together.

      My dad seemed to materialize out of the crowd, resting his hand on my shoulder. His white-toothed smile split his tanned face, the dramatic laugh lines at the corners of his eyes crinkling.  He had to look up just slightly; I was two inches taller than he was now. “Son, how are you enjoying the party?”

      “It’s great,” I said. “Unfortunately, we have to leave soon.”

      His dark brows shot up toward his hairline as if he was on the verge of telling me off. Instead, he managed an approximation of a smile that made me think of a snake unhinging its jaw. “Your mother went through a lot of work to put this beautiful party together for you. At least come in the kitchen and tell her thank you.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      I followed him through the crowd, which took a while, since he kept stopping to greet people and I would smile and nod and make small talk. I’d known all these people since I was born. My parents had associates outside the pack, but our friends were all pack.

      “I can’t believe he’d bring that Northsea girl here,” someone muttered in the crowd.

      I turned, searching for them, my hands involuntarily flexing into fists, but I couldn’t pick the speaker out. I had to get her and get out of here.

      We finally made it to the kitchen. My mother leaned against the sink, staring out the window and sipping from a champagne glass.

      “You’ll need to address everyone before you leave,” my father said then. “You’re the guest of honor, after all. You need to thank them for coming.”

      “Am I really?” I muttered under my breath. As soon as I heard my voice, I was embarrassed. I didn’t sound like the grown man I was, not when I was around my parents.

      “What?” Dad demanded.

      Oh, fuck it. I was done being this person. I looked him dead in the eye. “Am I really the guest of the honor?”

      For a few long seconds, my dad just stared at me, a dangerous look coming into his eyes. It was the same look that had predated a few brutal childhood memories, and I tensed. But I could take him now—he should know that damn well.

      “Of course you are,” my mother said smoothly into the heated silence. She put her hand on my father’s forearm, and he finally broke his stare with me to look at her. She smiled at him faintly, then looked at me. “We’re so proud of you, Rafe.”

      “Thank you,” I said automatically.

      “Your father and I do have a concern,” my mother said, her voice gentle. “What’s your intention with Emmelie?”

      I frowned. “I don’t have any intention with Emmelie. We broke up when I was sixteen.”

      My mother was shaking her head before I even finished the sentence. “No, Rafe, that’s not how this works. You two were promised to each other many years ago.”

      “Now here you are, bringing another girl here in front of the pack, embarrassing her, as if you’re rejecting your mate,” Dad added.

      “She’s not my mate,” I said. That position was taken. I’d denied it for a long time, but the way I felt about Maddie from the first time I met her was intensely passionate in a way nothing had ever been with another girl. “Did you even ask Emmelie if she still wants to be with me?”

      “Of course she does,” my mother said. “Emmelie is a good girl, Rafe. How could you do this to her?”

      I stared between the two of them, feeling ambushed. I’d never intended to hurt Emmelie, and they were implying I’d done just that—that I was hurting her now.

      “Why did the two of you act as if you were fated mates?” My mother’s voice dropped low, as if she was speaking of something unsavory.

      Oh. I was supposed to marry Emmelie because she was my first and I was hers.

      “I was fifteen,” I said dryly. “Things have changed since then.”

      “Oh, come on,” my dad said. “You’ve had the fun girl. You should’ve gotten that out of your system now.”

      “Excuse me?” My voice came out low and cool as I turned to face my father.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” my father said. “Maddie’s not from our pack. She’s not marriage material. She’s the kind of girl you fuck in your parents’ house during your graduation party for fun, not the kind of girl you keep.”

      My mother gasped. “Rafe, you didn’t…”

      “Watch what you say about Maddie,” I warned my father, my voice dropping even lower. I wasn’t going to be drawn into a discussion about what Maddie and I had done upstairs. “I’ll walk out of this house and this will be the last time you ever see me.”

      He scoffed. “You’re our son. You can’t just walk away. You can’t walk away from your pack, your responsibilities.”

      “And that girl,” my mother sounded scandalized. “You know some people claim she was involved in the loss of our wolves?” My mother pressed a trembling hand against her chest. “We’ve lost so much, Rafe. Everything. Is it true?”

      I shook my head. It was more complicated than that, but it wouldn’t be complicated at all to people like my parents.

      “You’ve changed since you’ve been with her,” my mother accused.

      “Good,” I said, quicker than thought, surprising myself. I’d have to think about that later, when I wasn’t filled with anger.

      She frowned, shaking her head. “You know, the pack is so close to forgiving everything in your past… the way you meddled in witchcraft, the way you drew your brother into your misdeeds, the way he died… You’ve redeemed yourself. You excelled at the academy, you were selected for the Council’s Own.”

      She was saying everything I always wanted to hear. But now, for some reason, I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t even sure I cared.

      “Sure,” I said, heat curling through every muscle. “I’m sure I’m going to be forgiven.”

      If I was ever forgiven, my parents would grieve my brother with me, instead of at me. Instead, they colored every memory with guilt and shame. I had no one who shared my memories of Michael. Any time I had tried to bring him up with my parents, they twisted the memory into a way to punish me.

      “Whatever you think, we love you,” my mother said urgently. “Rafe, you can have the life you were always meant to have. You can serve in the Council’s Own. We’ll have big family dinners, and you can play with your niece, and you can settle down and give us some more grandchildren.”

      “And Emmelie will be a good wife,” Dad added. “You two used to be so happy together.”

      Maybe there was some part of me that could get lost in the fantasy that we’d all be a happy family again, but Dad snapped me out of it. “Once again, Dad, I was fifteen.”

      “Your mother and I were together by the time we were sixteen,” Dad pointed out.

      Yeah, and look how well that worked out. Not only were they miserable with each other, they made everyone miserable.

      “So you can’t just be proud I graduated the academy and was selected for the Council’s Own today,” I said. “Now, today, there’s another hoop I have to jump through, and then you’ll be proud?”

      “That’s not what we’re saying.” Mom shook her head. “You’re not hearing us.”

      I crossed my arms, but stayed quiet, listening. Like I always had before.

      And it had never helped.

      “You’re throwing your future away on that stupid girl with the bad attitude!” Dad finally erupted.

      “I’m done with this conversation,” I interrupted him as he started to go on. “You’re not going to stand there and insult the girl I love.”

      “I’m going to say whatever I want in my own home,” my father said. “I never thought a son of mine could be so ungrateful, so rude--”

      “How rude of me to fall in love without approval,” I agreed. “I’m going now. If this is really how you want us to leave things, that’s up to you.”

      I just had to find Maddie, and then I could get out of here.

      My father’s eyes narrowed. “She’s just a piece of trash, like every wolf in the Northsea pack. They let women lead because the men in their packs are all emasculated. Men have stepped down from their natural leadership roles and grown lazy and dickless, and Cain will never—”

      “Oh, fuck off, Dad. Piper Northsea’s a better leader than you ever were. She did more to help me recover after she found me homeless than you ever did, and you’re my own father.”

      “Your father’s right though,” my mother said. “It’s not moral, a woman leading a pack like that, as if she were some kind of alpha. Are you going to bow and scrape to Maddie, do what she tells you—”

      “Is that what love has to be? One person bowing to another? Because yeah, I’m going to pass on that, Mom. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      “Watch how you speak to your mother,” my father said.

      It was his standard line—she could say whatever disgusting things she wanted, but I couldn’t argue with her. Today, I wasn’t here for it, though.

      “Are you kidding me? You just called the woman I love trash!” I roared back at him, finally losing my temper. “You don’t get to talk about her that way. I love that girl, and I’m going to marry her one day if she’s stupid enough to say yes.”

      “Don’t you dare walk out of this house without saying thank you to your guests—” my mother began, but I was already turning toward the door to the living room.

      Maddie stood there in the doorway, her eyes wide. Emmelie was next to her, her face alight with barely restrained joy. I had a funny feeling Emmelie had overheard our argument and steered Maddie here on purpose.

      Had Maddie just heard me lose my temper with my parents and threaten to… marry her? That would be the worst proposal ever.

      “Let’s go,” I told her curtly. My tone came out rough, but as I settled my hand on her lower back to steer her out of the party even though she still seemed shocked, I was careful to make my touch gentle. I didn’t wasn’t to take my frustration out on Maddie.

      The two of us headed out through the party, winding through the crowd. I fixed a familiar fake smile on my face, answering guests and thanking them for coming even though I never broke my stride.

      None of that mattered to me—I could fake being whatever I had to be. I was an expert at meeting expectations I shouldn’t give a fuck about, and it made me suddenly sick, sick of myself.

      We were almost to the door. Then Lia stepped in front of me, still carrying Charlotte, who carried a small doll flapping from one little fist.

      “Rafe, what happened?” Lia asked softly.

      If I walked away from my family, my pack, I didn’t know if Lia would choose me, or if I’d lose my sister and my niece forever.

      “They can tell you the story,” I said, my voice rough, knowing that my parents would have their own twisted version of events. “You call me if you want, Lia. Later.”

      At least I could push the pain of Lia’s choice off until later.

      Maddie looked at me as if she wanted to say something, but my hand pressed her lower back, pushing her forward. Just a few more steps.

      Then we were out of my parents’ house and into the sunshine.
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      Rafe

      

      My chest was so tight that I wanted to explode; it felt like I couldn’t contain everything I felt. I hated that Maddie was in the car with me because anger curled through me, tense and dangerous.

      I’d never intend to hurt her, and yet—I knew I was capable of hurting her with my words. I remembered everything I’d said to her, when I used to chastise her even knowing what she faced at the academy, and it added something hot and new to the familiar shame I felt burning through my gut. I felt that shame every time I saw my family, and I hated them for it. But I hated myself more.

      “How do you feel about going into the Fae world?” Maddie asked suddenly.

      Her words in the quiet car felt like an intrusion into my frenzied thoughts. I dared take a white knuckled hand off the steering wheel and pressed my fist absently to my lips. Maybe she’d think I was mulling over my answer. I didn’t want her to realize how close I was to unloading on her—just because she was there. I knew how weak that was.

      There were so many miles spooling out before us before I could escape somewhere private.

      I’d said goodbye to my parents for the last time, I was sure of that. It was the right choice, the choice that protected myself—and Maddie and the rest of my new family.

      But it still hurt. And I wasn’t sure how my sister would respond, if she would side with my parents. They’d pitted us all against each other since we were kids. I swallowed all the rage—and the pain and grief that went with it—until it felt like a cold, hard lump I could control, and my voice came out distant.

      “How do I feel? Like we’ve been studying and training for this for the past three months,” I said flatly. “We’ve learned about the Fae courts and their geography, the Ravagers and the goblins and the snakes. We’ve studied stories of Fae trickery, to avoid promises and parties. You’ve learned to form a portal, we’re all increasingly competent with magic.”

      She nodded, not reacting to my tone, even though I knew I was being rude. I pursed my lips; I didn’t mean to be a dick. I just had feelings to process, and I was never the best with feelings.

      “It should be an adventure,” she said. Apparently, half an hour of silence in the car had strained her tolerance.

      “It’s a mission,” I said.

      She looked toward me, her brows arching. “We’re going into another universe. Where magic is real, full of Fae and strange beasts and sentient plants—”

      “Magic is real here,” I reminded her. My voice came out normal; some of my tension flooded away at the thought of the mission ahead. Now my leadership would really mean something—I’d prove who I really was. Or I’d fail, and let down my team, and I’d know once-and-for-all that my parents really were right. “Real trouble.”

      “You know what I mean,” she said. “It’s not the same.”

      I glanced away from the road toward her, and I was pretty sure she waited until I was looking to roll her eyes at my all-business attitude.

      When she rolled her eyes at me, my palm itched to smack that perfect ass of hers. I sighed. I longed for silence, but somehow the two of us had to find a way to balance our different needs. “Did you hear my mother wax on about men’s and women’s roles?”

      “I caught some of that,” she agreed.

      “I know I can be…”

      “Overbearing?” she suggested. “Domineering? Bossy? Annoying?”

      I frowned, half at her commentary and half at the knocking sound from the engine. I switched off the music so I could listen to it better. Absently, I went on, “I don’t want you to think that I want you to bow to me. I don’t want to be in charge—except when we’re on a mission.”

      According to the dials, the engine’s heat was creeping up higher than it should be. Fuck. I turned on the heat in the car, jacking it all the way up, to try to diffuse some of the heat off the engine block. Hot air blasted over us both.

      “Oh, I know,” she said, flashing that brilliant smile at me. “You couldn’t handle me, anyway.”

      I shot her a look, quirking one eyebrow. She was really testing my resolve to keep my dominant impulses in check. “Why are you pushing me?”

      “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” she said innocently.

      “Bullshit. But we’ll pick this conversation up later.”

      I pulled the car over to the side of the road. We were on a long, rural road. To our left were deep woods, and on the right, a field of tranquil cows all looked up at us curiously as I got out of the car. I closed the door quietly, rather than giving into my impulse to slam it shut. Could anything else go wrong today?

      I popped the hood and began to check over the engine, looking for a loose belt, then checking all the fluids. Maddie got out of the car and watched me.

      “Do you want to know what’s wrong?” she asked finally.

      I turned to her, crossing my arms over my chest. “Sure. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “The engine’s going bad,” she said. “The camshaft and pistons aren’t working in time with each other anymore. We could try to keep the heat on, drive it slow and try to get it home, but the odds aren’t great.”

      “How do you know that?” I demanded, my irritation at that bit of optimistic news coming out in my voice.

      “I grew up working on cars with my big brothers,” she told me. “Let me guess. Your dad took your car into a shop? He doesn’t seem like the type to get his hands dirty.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      I heaved a sigh. “I’m going to call Jensen for a tow home.”

      “I’m going to go talk to the cows,” she said mischievously over her shoulder.

      “Stay close,” I said. “Don’t get lost.”

      “Don’t get lost? What am I, a little kid?” she demanded, right before she waved at the cows and let out a long, dramatic, “Moooooo!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose with two fingers while I dug into my pocket with my cell phone. Any other time, I found Maddie’s signature blend of competence, intelligence, impulse and whimsy to be charming, but at the moment, I was a bit short on good humor.

      I called Jensen, and he picked up on the second ring.

      “Yeah? What’s up?” Jensen asked.

      I should’ve taught him better phone manners when I had the chance. I had regrets now that I was no longer their cadre.

      “My car broke down,” I said.

      “I am so surprised,” he said. “You should see my face right now. Total shock.”

      He was breathing hard, and wind noise came over the line. I must have interrupted one of their matches. The guys had erected a volleyball net in the big backyard, and they were always playing soccer, football or volleyball out there, enlisting Blake and Skyla in their games. I loved playing with them, and I wished I’d stayed at Chase’s house with Maddie. What the hell had I expected with my parents? I felt like an idiot for going to their stupid party.

      Before I could say anything else, he switched the sarcasm off for once. “Can you drop a pin wherever you are in Maps and text it to me?”

      “Thanks, man.” It didn’t escape my attention that I didn’t even have to ask. Jensen always had my back.

      “Always.” In the distance, I heard him say, “I’m heading out. Rafe’s jalopy left him stranded again.”

      I closed my eyes. I should be appreciative. Jensen made it tough sometimes with his smartass nature.

      “Texting you now,” I said, then hung up on him. I leaned against the side of the car as I sent him our GPS coordinates.

      When I looked up, Maddie was gone.

      I turned in a slow circle, but she was nowhere to be seen. I looked for her in the field with the cows. What lunatic would hop the farmer’s fence for a close-up meander through the cows? My lunatic, that was who.

      I pulled out my cell phone and texted her. Jensen is on the way with the Suburban to tow us back. Where are you?

      She texted back: Then we have time for a game of hide-and-seek.

      I sighed under my breath. Maddie, I’m not in the mood for games. I’ll be in the car.

      Her answer came back quickly. I think you are in the mood for games, you just don’t  know it yet. But don’t worry! I am here to uncover your missing fun side.

      Oh, she was trying to push all my buttons. I already was fun. I raked my hand through my hair.

      After the conversation with my parents, I wanted to make sure Maddie knew I didn’t expect to be in charge twenty-four-seven. They’d left me feeling as if my dominant impulses were something twisted and dangerous to our future, something that would turn me into my father.

      When really, before that discussion, my desire to spank her ass had just felt like the natural progression of our relationship. Whether it would be foreplay or a release of emotion as it was for us both after she came home from the Coven of the Day, it felt right.

      Thinking just that, I texted her back, You have such a spankable ass.

      Then, after a second’s thought, I added: And personality.

      She texted back: Promises, promises. ;)

      I shook my head. She might regret those promises when I caught her. Her current antics made my palm absolutely itchy.

      Assuming that maybe she would respect other people’s property—actually, forget that, knowing her, but she might respect the cows’ property—I headed for the woods on the other side of the road.

      I caught a flash of demure pink through the woods, a flicker of her skirt behind her, and I quickened my pace through the trees, but she was already gone.

      I heard her bubbly laughter rise in the air, and I ran to catch her, but she wasn’t where I looked. I turned when I heard a footfall close behind me, and I was already diving to catch her.

      She was almost laughing too hard to escape me, and I managed to grab her skirt. She sprinted ahead instead of stopping, and there was a tearing sound as her skirt ripped. She darted away from me, through the trees.

      “You are in so much trouble,” I warned her, but my voice came out warm.

      “Oh come on, Rafe. I’ve got a quick-and-easy twenty-four-step plan to break you out of your stuffiness.” Her voice drifted from the left. “Don’t ruin my fun.”

      She was using magic to throw her voice, trying to divert me as she stayed very close. Pretending to stalk toward the target she’d given me, I searched with my peripheral vision for where she really was.

      “What a coincidence. I’ve got a twenty-four-step plan to cure your brattiness.” I whirled for the copse of trees where I was sure she was hiding, and there was a surprised gasp as she tried to dart around the other side of the trees. “But it might not be easy for you.”

      I caught her this time, caging her in my arms, drawing her back against my body. She looked up at me over her shoulder, a mischievous smile curving her lips. I was ready for anything, knowing that she could try to throw me, but instead she looked up at me with wide, innocent eyes.

      “What are you going to do with me now that you’ve caught me?” she asked, her voice teasing.

      I felt more relaxed than I had all day, with her body pressed against mine, with her surrendering to me. And that, of course, was always her intention. I shook my head, knowing she’d goaded me because she thought taking control would make me feel better.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “You were trying to give me the chance to take control to work out my feelings,” I said, bowing my head to trace my lips across her naked shoulder, up her throat. “It’s very sweet.”

      Her smile, almost shy for once, told me I was right.

      “But sweet isn’t going to save you from a proper spanking, either,” I told her. When I nipped her earlobe with my teeth, I felt her breath give.

      I slid my hand up the curve of her spine to the nape of her neck, feeling her head tilt back above my hand, her heart beginning to pound with desire. Gripping the nape of her neck, I steered her with me back through the woods toward the car.

      But before we left the woods, there was a fallen tree with a wide trunk that I’d noticed on my way in. I sat abruptly, pulling her across my lap as she let out a small, shocked sound.

      “You ruined my dress,” she said, her tone accusatory as I pushed what was left of the torn fabric out of my way.

      I didn’t bother to respond to that, smacking her ass sharply instead, and this shocked sound wasn’t quite so small.

      I landed a few more sharp smacks before running a finger under the waistband of her lacy pink underwear, and she tensed as I dragged the underwear down her thighs, exposing the curves of her perfect, athletic ass, marked with red where my hand had already landed. My thumb teased across her folds as I dragged her panties down, feeling how wet she was, and her breath gave with her arousal. I’d already been hard, but having her over my lap, where I could spank her or toy with her glistening pink clit, made me almost painfully erect.

      I rubbed my hand across the red marks, and she pressed her bottom up as if she were seeking more of my touch.

      Instead, I began to spank her again, a heavy-handed cadence alternating cheeks. Her legs kicked out, and I kept a steadying hand on her lower back, making sure she couldn’t escape—or accidentally tip herself over as she struggled.

      “You’re very cute,” I told her, punctuating the words with slaps, “but next time I tell you not to wander off, I’d prefer if you actually didn’t wander. I know it’s confusing, this whole concept of listening.”

      “It’s not confusing,” she said. “It’s just not appealing—ow!”

      I couldn’t help grinning at her outraged sound. Just for that remark, I felt I had to spank her for a while longer, the prints of my palms and fingers fading into each other until the gorgeous curves of her ass were bright red.

      Then I dipped my fingers back between her thighs, found her clit swollen with arousal. Her thick honey coated my fingertips; she was all worked up, no matter how much she might pretend to fight me. A small moan escaped her lips.

      She tried to glance over her shoulder at me, but if she thought we were moving right onto sex, she had another thing coming.

      I really did like being in control, and I intended to make the most of this moment.

      I teased my fingers over her wet heat, holding her over my lap, where her ass and her flushed-pink pussy were on display. My thumb slid rhythmically over her clit, which only grew more swollen.

      She moaned, her bare toes digging into the leaves as her legs tensed, pushing her ass up over my lap. “Rafe… please…”

      “Maybe you should’ve been a good girl,” I murmured, “and then you could be riding my cock in the back of the car right now.”

      I thrust two fingers inside her, and she gasped as I pressed for her g-spot, my thumb finding her clit again to keep toying with it. She shook her head, her blond hair flying, as if she were overwhelmed with the sensation. Her thighs started to tremble as my fingers worked her clit, but that didn’t stop her from being a smartass, apparently.

      “Well, given the possibility that your ancient engine might explode, maybe I’m saving both our lives.”

      “Do you want to keep talking back to me?” I demanded, unable to keep the amusement out of my voice. I withdrew my fingers, rubbing my hand across her well-spanked ass instead. Her thighs trembled in response, and I bit my lip, my cock twitching at the sight. “Because I can go back to spanking.”

      “Oh, no sir,” she murmured. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      I scoffed—I’d believe that if I ever saw it—but I still slid my fingers inside her again, toying with her clit. Her hips jerked against my lap, and I grinned as I pushed her closer and closer to orgasm, knowing I was in total control of whether or not she came like this, while I could watch her clit, her glistening pussy. Her channel squeezed around my fingers, and I stroked her over and over.

      She tossed her head, her hair flying, and her hands gripped my leg hard, her fingers sinking through my trousers into my skin. “Rafe…”

      I couldn’t tell if the way she said my name was a protest or a plea, but it didn’t really matter, anyway. I was going to make her come when I chose.

      “Mm?” I stroked her over and over, watching her muscle tense, listening to the way she breathed and moaned as she came. It was the most perfect thing I’d ever seen, watching this beautiful girl come apart into a million pieces of pleasure at my touch.

      Then she was twitching around my fingers, her body going boneless, slumping over my lap as if she were spent from the power of that orgasm.

      I pulled her up into my lap, and she looped her arms around my neck, her head finding the spot in my shoulder that seemed like it was custom-made for her. She had a dreamy smile across her face that made my heart rise in my chest, filled with pride.

      There were a lot of things I wanted to do to Madeline Northsea, but more than anything else, I wanted to make her happy.
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      Maddie

      

      Rafe rested his chin on top of my head, his arms wrapped tightly around me. I could feel his chest move against my shoulder as he breathed, and he smelled good. I used to love getting close enough to him to breathe in the scent of his aftershave and his own spicy musk; now I could press myself against him and breathe him in to my heart’s desire. I let my eyes drift shut, savoring the breeze moving through the trees around us, the rattle of the leaves, his body pressed against mine.

      I’d ached for him for a long time, and now he was really mine.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” he said, his fingers curling across the back of my neck.

      That casual touch had me aching again already for more of him, even though my clit was still sensitive from that powerful orgasm. He was still fully dressed, his cock a hard bulge against my leg as I sat on his lap, his suit trousers rough against my bare skin.

      “Are you sure you want to talk?” I asked, unbuttoning the second button down on his shirt, revealing another inch of his tanned chest.

      He shot me a skeptical look. “Really?”

      “You’ve got months of teasing me to make up for,” I informed him.

      “I told you we were going to pick up this conversation later. This is officially later.” Those teasing fingers against my neck suddenly stilled, his hand gripping the nape of my neck, and I bit my lip. Funny how a thrill of arousal went through me at his low, commanding voice.

      I raised my hands to my shoulders, as if I were surrendering, even though we both knew I’d get what I’d wanted sooner or later. “Fine. What do you want to discuss, Rafael Hunt? We kind of have a timeline here. I don’t want poor Jensen to have to wait on us, or worse yet, find us in the woods.”

      “I’m not sure poor Jensen would mind.” Rafe’s voice was dry. He hesitated, and I wondered what was so hard for him to say. It wasn’t like Rafe to ever seem at a loss. “I wanted to talk about the nature of our relationship.”

      “The nature of our relationship?” I couldn’t hide my grin. “That’s remarkably stuffy even by your standards, Rafe.”

      “You’re not distracting me into spanking you again and then fucking you against one of those trees,” he warned me, his fingers gliding gently up and down the side of my throat, and my thighs tensed with desire.

      “Which tree?” I asked, pointing to one. “That one, or that one?”

      “Maddie.” His voice was firm.

      I turned my gaze back into his smoldering, thick-lashed dark eyes, and couldn’t hide a grin. But I knew what he was obsessing about, and his concerns were ridiculous.

      “Right. You were worrying about your parents’ twisted way of seeing men’s and women’s relationships,” I said. “Your parents want you to marry a nice, submissive girl, and since you like to dominate me and I like to be a brat who annoys the fuck out of you recreationally, you have concerns about the nature of our relationship. Is that it?”

      He looked dazed for a second, then quirked an eyebrow. “Yes, that’s about it.”

      “I wouldn’t appreciate it if we were on a mission and you threatened to punish me.” I couldn’t help frowning at the thought. “There are…lines. I want to know you see me as an equal partner.”

      “I do,” he said, a frown dimpling the space between his eyes. “And that’s exactly what I worry about. That we’ll cross some line.”

      “Then we’ll talk about it,” I told him, drawing my hand across his jaw to turn his face toward mine. “Like you said earlier. We are not exactly perfect people, Rafe. Our relationship isn’t going to be perfect.”

      A teasing smile darted across his lips. “And I guess that’s true whether I spank your ass or not.”

      I laughed. It was strange to talk about it that openly.

      “Just because I like being a bit bratty, Rafe, for my own amusement—I hope you still see me as an equal partner when we’re serious. I like…” I shrugged, because it was hard to explain the sense of lightness and fun that I had when I was teasing Rafe, especially because I knew what would happen at the end. I liked his threats and his dominating ways. I liked knowing that I couldn’t push him away, that even if I were too impulsive or brash or hot-tempered, he might pull me over his lap, but he wouldn’t walk away.

      “I do,” he promised. “And you’re right. It’s completely different from the dynamic that I grew around.”

      “I like having the chance to at least pretend to be carefree and mischievous, even though other times it feels like the weight of the world is on my shoulders.” I undid another button on his shirt, because I was glad we had talked, but I was about done with this conversation when we could be having sex instead. I looked up at him. “And I like having you scold me. It’s oddly comforting.”

      He grinned. “And I love to scold you. Maybe we are two really screwed-up people.”

      “Then at least we’re screwed up together,” I said.

      I thought we were actually pretty perfect together, though. We just lived in one screwed-up world.

      His grin fell away, those smoldering eyes lighting a matching flame of desire deep inside me, and my lips were parting for him even before his mouth found mine.

      As the two of us kissed, I grabbed his shoulders, wiggling on his lap to get my foot against the tree trunk. Rafe tensed, as if he realized I was up to something, but I’d already gotten enough leverage.

      I kicked off the tree trunk, throwing my weight into him, and the two of us crashed into the sodden, fallen leaves on the other side of the trunk. I landed on top of him, and he wrapped his arms around me protectively.

      “You are incorrigible,” he growled, right before he clutched me tight against his body, his lips meeting mine. The two of us traded quick, wild kisses.

      I straddled him, one knee braced on either side of his hips, so I could get the space to work his belt buckle open. He pushed me away, rising to his knees. There was a leaf stuck to his hair, and the sight of Rafe looking anything less than perfectly polished filled me with a certain amount of glee.

      “Enough of this dress,” he said, grabbing the hem and pulling it up. There was a dramatic ripping sound, given that it was already torn.

      “It has a zipper, Rafe!” I protested. But it was too late anyway, the dress was in shreds, so I wasn’t sure it mattered. Still, he pushed my shoulder, rolling me over, and dragged the zipper down my back. Cool air caressed my bare skin, and I rolled back over as I sat up, wiggling out of the rest of it.

      “Why are you still so rudely dressed?” I demanded.

      He slid his hand inside the cup of my bra, his fingers teasing over my nipple. I twisted so my back was to him, gathering my hair into a ponytail, and he took the hint, unlatching my bra. The straps fell down  my arms and he tossed my bra over his shoulder, where it got caught over a low-slung branch of a nearby tree.

      “I’m going to need that back, you know,” I told him.

      “Maybe I’ll keep you naked,” he said, leaning forward to kiss me. “I don’t think the other guys would mind.”

      The two of us traded kisses as I unbuttoned his shirt, my fingers jerky with haste, before pushing it down off his shoulders. Then Rafe was bare-chested in front of me, the hard planes of his pecs and each chiseled angle of his abs. I skated my fingernails over his chest and abs, studying him.

      “You’ve seen me naked in the woods before,” he reminded me, a small smile coming to his lips.

      “Not like this,” I said. “Not when you’re mine.”

      His eyes heated when he heard me claim him. Then he pinned me to the soft forest floor, his lips and his hands claiming me.

      I moaned at his lips against my throat. He caressed my breast, his fingers teasing against my nipple, and then his mouth moved to my nipple, enveloping it with the damp heat of his mouth. His tongue circled my nipple, then flicked against it, and my hips rose with desire.

      I caught his face in both hands, pulling him up toward me, and his lips met mine. I was already pushing his trousers down urgently with my hands, and I felt him smile against my mouth at my eagerness.

      Then that smile was lost in his own urgency and desire. He rose to his feet, stepping out of his pants and leaving them there on the forest floor. The dark happy trail that I had longed to follow further down his taut lower abs ended in dark hair, a long, thick cock. I took him in my hand, stroking him with one hand, and he offered me his other hand, before pulling me up to my feet.

      “That tree, specifically,” he said, and for a second, I didn’t even remember our earlier conversation about which  tree he’d fuck me against. Then he caught my waist, pushing me gently toward the tree, and I grabbed the rough bark in both hands as he stepped behind me.

      He teased his hands over my breasts, my abs, and I bit my lip at the way he stroked heat everywhere he touched. Then his hand finally delved between my thighs, and  I let out a breath as he teased over my clit. He pressed his hard, warm body close against me, holding me against him with his arm across my thigh, his hand working rhythmically against my clit.

      “Rafe…” I murmured, and he took himself in hand, pressing himself against my opening.

      I rocked my hips back against his urgently, and he teased the tip of his cock across my heat. There were faint wet, slick sounds at the motion, even before he pushed deep inside me, and I gasped. His hand tightened against my mound, holding me steady, as he filled me. My fingers tightened on the rough bark, my head bowing forward so I could open my hips to him more easily.

      He gripped my other hip, holding us both still for a second, his cock buried deep inside me.

      “You’re such a good girl for me,” he murmured, kissing my shoulder, his body bowing over mine. I liked having all of Rafe press against me. Then I felt his lips quirk against my skin. “Sometimes.”

      “You like it.” My voice came out husky.

      “I like it,” he admitted, “and I love you.”

      I looked at him over my shoulder, and he leaned forward, pressing a kiss to my lips, his cock buried deep inside me.

      “I love you too, Rafe,” I murmured.

      It was almost too sweet a moment for the two of us, and sure enough, the next second his hand was in my hair, rough and controlling, as he began to pump inside me in quick, rhythmic motions that had me rocking forward against the tree. I barely managed to hold myself upright as he pounded into me, his balls swinging against me, the sounds of our bodies moving together rising into the quiet forest air.

      It was what I wanted, though; Rafe, wild for once, wild for me.

      Every time he shoved deep inside me, his cock lit sparks across my g-spot. His fingers kept working mercilessly against my clit, until I was hot and aching.

      Then I came apart in his arms, screaming his name, and a bird nearby screamed back as if I’d just scared the shit out of it.

      He started laughing, his chest heaving against my back as he shattered inside me. My knees were weak with the power of that orgasm as he slid out of me and spun me around, but I couldn’t help the waves of laughter that came over me too. The bird was still screaming at us, apparently exasperated by our sexcapades interrupting its nap in its nest.

      Rafe and I collapsed into the leaves, my body on top of his, the two of us dissolving into laughter. When we finally began to calm a little, I kissed the corner of his mouth. It made me happy to see Rafe grin, to hear the man laugh. There’d been little enough laughter in his life, it seemed.

      He kissed me back, and then suddenly, neither of us were laughing anymore. I straddled him again, his hands stroking across my ass, my thighs.

      Let the bird scream.
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      Blake

      

      “Hey.” Chase knocked on the door to my room, leaning his shoulder in the doorway. “Did you pick up anything for Skyla’s birthday?”

      “No. I will.”

      “Do you know what you’re getting here?”

      “Jesus, Chase, I’ve got it under control. It’s a week away.”

      Chase frowned. “You don’t need to act like—”

      “Are you even going to be back for Skyla’s birthday?” I demanded.

      His lips knit together tightly, and his arms followed suit over his chest. After a second, his voice came out cool when he said, “I plan to be.”

      “You plan to be,” I repeated. “What about Aunt Jennifer? What am I supposed to do?”

      “You’re almost a grown man,” Chase told me. “There’s nothing wrong with you looking after Skyla.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Do you think you could tell her that? Do you think you could fix this before you gallivant off with your friends and your girl and just leave me to raise a fucking kid and deal with our bitch of an aunt—”

      “Enough,” Chase said, his tone laced with steel.

      “No, Chase,” I said. “This is enough.”

      I grabbed my cell phone and headed for the door. My shoulder slammed into his because he didn’t move, shoving him back into the hall.

      In one smooth move, he grabbed me and slammed me against the wall. Then he stopped, staring at me. He seemed more surprised than I had been.

      “You’re a fucking monster,” I growled at him. “You think you can do whatever you want, then throw money at the problem. And how the hell did you get that money, anyway?”

      Chase’s lips parted, as if he were going to answer me. Then he closed his mouth again, his hands falling.

      Of course he just let me go rather than talk to me. I ran down the stairs, past a blur of surprised faces—who didn’t even belong in our house—and threw open the door.

      As I stormed out of the house, Skyla chased after me, her bare feet pounding across the wooden floorboards of the front porch.

      “Blake, wait!” she shouted.

      I wanted to keep going. I took a few more long strides toward freedom, then stopped in the yard and turned around. Too many people had walked out on her over the years. I’d never be one of them.

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice coming out harsh, despite my best efforts.

      “Don’t leave like this,” she said. “You know Chase is leaving tomorrow for that school trip…”

      I could barely contain the laugh that bubbled up in my throat. “Yeah, I know. He’s always leaving, isn’t he?”

      She licked her lips, as if she were debating what to say next. Her eyes were wide, and once again it struck me how young ten really was, no matter how grown she thought she was.

      “I’ll be back,” I promised. “Before he’s gone. You won’t be alone in the house.”

      “I’m not afraid of being alone,” she scoffed, as if she was offended by the idea.

      “Then what’s wrong?” I demanded.

      “I’m afraid you two are going to keep fighting and not make up,” she said, her voice small.

      I heaved a sigh. “Chase and I will always be family. All three of us—we’ll always look out for each other. I just need a break from him. From all this.”

      I waved my hand at the big house. Chase thought because he bought us this house, with a pool and a hot tub and a huge yard, he’d really done something for us. I’d felt awed by the house at first, too, but then I saw the real cost.

      I didn’t want to tell Skyla, but I had a feeling Chase was keeping secrets from us—big dangerous secrets, the kind that could put us all in danger. He won the lottery, my ass. Chase and I haven’t had a lucky break in our whole damn lives, I doubted one started now.

      Not unless he made a deal with the devil.

      But Skyla was still staring at me, her hazel eyes wide, and I couldn’t hurt her anymore. She needed someone she could count on, and that wasn’t Chase, not these days.

      “I’ll be back tonight, all right?” I said gently. “And I’ll make up with Chase, okay? You don’t have to worry about anything. I’ll be back.”

      She nodded at all my promises, her face still sad, then walked back into the house. I watched her slumped shoulders go—she looked even smaller in the oversized t-shirt she was wearing--and I heaved a sigh. I was letting her down too, but I couldn’t be enough to fill the holes in her life. I was never going to be enough.

      I headed across the front yard to the sidewalk. I felt tense, waiting for Chase to come after me and yell at me more, and it wasn’t until I made it to the end of the block that I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Kit.

      Meet me—usual spot?

      Sometimes it took her ages to text me back, but this time, the reply was almost instant: you got it, boss.

      Relief flooded my chest. I could spend some time with someone who seemed to get it… what I could tell her about it, at least. She seemed to get me.

      I reached the old park first on the edge of town before she did, and ducked under the canopy of the trees. Yellow caution tape hung loose from the chain link fence and swayed from the breeze.

      When the fancy new development went up that Chase moved us into, there had been several fancy new playgrounds installed, and this one—already run-down and in need of renovation—had been abandoned years ago. For Kit and I, this was a sanctuary, and it always struck me as strange more teenagers didn’t hang out here.

      I hopped the fence, then climbed up the steps into the high tower that led to several different slides. I sprawled on the floor, cocking one arm under my head, and stared up at the graffiti. There were old layers of graffiti, but it was faded; the only new tags were Kit’s. She was an amazing artist. There was a new one on the wall; a big black-and-silver wolf, his teeth curled back malevolently.

      My heart started to race, and I sat up so fast, my head bumped against the wall. I stared at the painting, wondering why it had struck me that way.

      Kit’s cotton-candy pink hair entered my vision first, then the rest of her head followed. She boosted herself up into the treehouse on her skinny arms, then collapsed beside me. She was smiling as she looked toward me, then her eyes widened.

      “You all right, Blake? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Nah, I’m fine.” I jerked my chin toward the artwork that was uniquely hers; I would’ve known it even without her initials curled at the end of the wolf’s tail. “Nice piece.”

      “Thanks.” For a few long minutes, the two of us just lay there in comfortable silence. She lit a joint, then passed it to me, and we smoked in silence. Then she said, “So did you just have a sudden burning desire to see me? Which I totally understand…”

      “Just couldn’t deal with my self-righteous brother and that house one minute longer,” I said.

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “I can see where you’re really oppressed by the pool and the air hockey table and the home theater. It’s hard being a rich white boy.”

      I huffed a laugh at that. “Okay, yeah, I get that the whining isn’t cute. But it’s not like I really own anything. It all belongs to Chase.”

      “The mysterious teenage millionaire,” she said.

      “It’s not that mysterious,” I said, trying to push away my own fears about how he got that money.

      “Oh?” She turned over onto her elbow. Her big eyes studied mine curiously. “Then why are you mad about it?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Do you ever feel like maybe you’ve forgotten something?” she asked, propping her stubborn chin on one hand. “I feel like that all the time. That I’m forgetting something I needed to remember, something important.”

      I frowned.  That was exactly how I felt, this constant nagging sense like I’d left my phone at home, but I’d thought I was alone. I had awful nightmares too—nightmares where I was sure I saw my brother as a monster—but they always faded before I could remember them in the daylight. It was a relief to have someone else name it, but also strange. “I’m a little young for dementia, thanks for asking.”

      She rolled onto her back again and rested the heels of her hot pink Converse sneakers against the wall. She was cotton candy at the top and the bottom.

      “What do you think of my art, Chase?” she said, her voice teasing as she tapped the toe of one shoe underneath the wolf’s front paws. “Normally you tell me nice things. I like hearing nice things.”

      I grinned. “You’re such a girl.”

      She smiled back at me. “You would know.”

      I looked over her wolf. “What made you want to draw this?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never seen one, but you know people say there are wolves in the woods around here. Lots of them. You ever seen one?”

      “No,” I said, studying the wolf’s glittering eyes.

      But that no didn’t sit quite right. It felt like a lie, even though it wasn’t, and I frowned.

      As I stared at the wolves’ eyes, they turned blue. I gasped and scrambled up onto my elbows, trying to get away. My head slammed into the wooden side of the tree house.

      “Go on, Blake,” Kit said, her voice eager. “What do you remember?”

      And then suddenly, lost memories played in my mind.

      I remembered the night that Chase came to rescue me from my new friends back when I lived with Aunt Jennifer.

      I remembered Chase turning into a wolf, right there in the front yard. He’d dropped to his hands and knees in the grass, then thrown back his head as fangs ripped out of his mouth. The sound of flesh and muscle tearing replayed, and my stomach lurched in response. I’d been so scared, and I could feel that fear all over again now.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice alarmed, reaching to touch my arm.

      “No,” I said. “I… I don’t think I am.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said, but she sounded almost pleased. I frowned, trying to figure out what was going on, as she ran her hand gently over my back. “We’ll figure it out together, Blake.”
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            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      “Why did you walk into the woods barefoot?” Rafe demanded as he held his shirt out for me to slip on.

      “Because I couldn’t run away from you fast enough wearing high heels?” I said, as if it were obvious.

      “You can’t run away from me fast enough no matter what you’re wearing,” he said, before catching me around the waist and bending so he could slip an arm behind my knees. He straightened, scooping me up against his chest.

      I looped my arms around his neck as he carried me toward the road beyond the trees.

      When we emerged into the sunshine on the side of the road, Jensen’s black Suburban was parked in front of Rafe’s old sedan.

      Jensen had already hooked up the sedan to the Suburban’s tow hitch, and he was sitting on the hood, lying back against the windshield to make himself comfortable with his book held over his face.

      Jensen looked toward us and shook his head mock-disapprovingly as he set his book down on his chest. “Finally. And Maddie—what are you wearing?”

      I guessed we did make a picture, Rafe carrying me while I was dressed only in his shirt and my panties.

      “Rafe went to war with my clothing,” I told Jensen. “Apparently he thinks we’re living in a 1970’s era romance novel, and bodice ripping was required.”

      Rafe grunted, throwing me over his shoulder so he had a free hand to open the backdoor to the Suburban. He deposited me carefully into the backseat. He’d slung the shreds of my dress over his shoulder too, and now he handed me the surviving pieces of my sundress.

      Jensen jumped down off the hood of his car.

      Rafe told him, “You’re going to dent the hood.”

      Jensen shrugged. “Dad still hasn’t noticed it’s missing.”

      “One day you’re going to get pulled over by the cops and be arrested for car theft, and I’m just going to laugh,” Rafe said.

      “You’re welcome,” Jensen told him. “I don’t mind driving four hours roundtrip to rescue you one bit.”

      Jensen braced his hands on either side of the door and leaned in to give me a peck on the lips. It was nice to have Jensen McCaueley kiss me hello.

      Then that peck turned into a deeper, more lingering kiss, and it took a few long seconds for us to break apart.

      “I got you something,” Jensen told me. “Lex and Will and I wandered through town for a while after graduation.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to wait to find out.” As he ruffled my hair, the boyish smile that lingered on his lips was sly. Then he closed my door for me, and as he got into the driver’s seat, he added, “Although maybe I should return my gift and save the money for Rafe’s Desperately Needed New Car Fund.”

      Rafe scoffed, shutting the passenger door. “I think I can buy my own car.”

      “We should’ve taken the motorcycle,” I said.

      Rafe glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Not in those heels. I’m not taking you on the bike without jeans and a leather jacket, at a bare minimum.”

      I would’ve rolled my eyes at his protective bossiness, but his gaze sharpened in the mirror, and I stuck my tongue out at him instead. He quirked an eyebrow. I was pretty sure that sticking out my tongue wasn’t better, in his book.

      “Dragging your car, I feel I’m driving like Tyson,” Jensen complained, as we towed Rafe’s sedan back home, which forced us to drive the speed limit.

      “I wish you all drove like Tyson,” Rafe said. “Especially you two. You two keep me up at night.”

      “I’m a great driver,” I protested.

      “How many cars have you wrecked in the past year?” Rafe asked.

      “Under extraordinary circumstances,” I pointed out.

      The three of us bickered all the way home, but then, that was part of home for us.

      Jensen parked in front of Chase’s sprawling house. Even by my standards, this was quite the walk of shame for me, wearing nothing but Rafe’s shirt in bright daylight, and I glanced around before I got out of the backseat and raced for the door to the house.

      I was relieved to make it into the entryway without anyone seeing me.

      Chase was just coming down the stairs, and he stopped, his eyes going wide. “There’s a leaf in your hair,” he said, picking it out of my hair, then added, “Actually, there’s a lot more than… did you roll around on the forest floor?”

      “Am I really expected to answer that question? I’m going to take a shower.”

      He nodded. There was something bothering him, I could see it on his face.

      “Do you want to come in with me?” I asked. “Keep me company?”

      “Okay,” he agreed.

      In the master bathroom, I ran a bath in the giant tub instead of starting a shower. The tub was just too inviting. Chase boosted himself onto the marble counter.

      “This is a lot nicer than being at the academy,” I said, stepping into the warm water with a happy sigh.

      “Yeah.” Chase seemed lost in his own thoughts.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He sighed. “I just worry about Blake and Skyla. And now I’m leaving…it’s almost her birthday, I don’t know if I’ll be back in time.”

      A birthday seemed small to me in comparison to protecting the packs, but then, the packs didn’t mean much to him. And I thought about my own birthday parties, surrounded by Piper and all her men, loved and cherished.

      “We should take Skyla to Disney World,” I said, sinking down into the water. “I bet even Blake would have fun.”

      He scoffed at that. “Blake’s accused me of throwing money at any problem we have. I’m not sure he’d go for that.”

      “Everyone likes Disney World,” I assured him. “Even you’d have fun.”

      “Even me?” He demanded. “What does that mean?”

      “You’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders even more than the rest of us,” I said. “We’ve just got to save the world. You’ve got to save the world then make the PTA meeting.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Okay,” I said, and when he looked at me with surprise in his brown eyes, I said, “If you want me to distract you, I will. If you want to talk, we can. Whatever you need, Chase.”

      His lips pursed to one side. “You’re so good to me.”

      “You deserve it.”

      “When you’re not getting me into trouble.”

      “That just keeps it fun. Lively.”

      He studied my face before he gave in and smiled. “You definitely do keep things lively.”

      He came over to the edge of the tub and leaned over to kiss me. The two of us were sharing ever deepening kisses when someone knocked on the door. Chase sighed as he pulled away. “What?”

      Rafe opened the door and came in, followed by Lex.

      “Oh, this is getting good,” I said, my eyes widening.

      “Really?” Rafe asked me skeptically, cross his arms over his chest. “Already?”

      “We have lost time to make up for,” I said.

      “I just wanted to talk about Blake and Skyla,” Lex said. “The argument you guys had…”

      Chase ran his hand through his hair. “You heard that, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Lex said, and I had a feeling anyone who was in the house had heard it.

      “Do you think Silas’s spell failed?” Rafe demanded. “Because he can’t know about the supernatural.”

      “Well, sorry, I never meant to turn in front of him,” Chase said tartly. Ugh, he’d been finally relaxing, and now he was back to tense and guilt-stricken. I glared at Rafe, and he ignored me, but I knew he hadn’t missed it.

      “I’m not blaming you,” Rafe said, his voice conciliatory. “We all had our moments when our powers first started to manifest.”

      “Rafe almost turned in the produce section of a grocery story,” Lex supplied, and Rafe glared as if he weren’t being helpful at all, but I saw Chase relax, just a little. “Apparently he has intense emotional reactions to kale.”

      “Are you done?” Rafe asked him. Shaking his head, he said to Chase, “Do you think he’ll be okay on his own for a few days?”

      “I don’t know,” Chase exploded.

      Well, this was the most relaxing bubble bath ever, that was for sure. Just floating in the tub while three guys stood around arguing. I should light some candles.

      “But I have to go, right?” Chase spread his arms. “If I don’t, I let the whole team down. Clearborn will notice—he won’t keep us together.”

      “Let us worry about Clearborn,” Lex said.

      “You’re trying to make this seem simple,” Chase said. “Like I can be part of the team and still be here for Blake and Skyla. But what if I can’t?”

      “That’s the problem we’re all trying to solve,” I reminded Chase, reaching out to touch a hand to his leg. So that was why he’d seemed so troubled earlier.

      “That’s great, but it’s my problem to solve,” Chase said.

      “I’m not going to pretend you don’t have a point,” Rafe said. “If we want to stay together, then we have to be successful in bringing home that shield. The stakes are high.”

      “Keenly aware,” Chase said.

      “Blake’s sixteen,” Rafe said. “He should be able to handle things around here for a few days. Right?”

      Chase shrugged. “I know what answer you want. I know it all sounds stupid, because you shifters are living on your own in the forest at that age—”

      “That doesn’t last long,” I said, thinking of the day I’d woken to find my sister and her men had packed up around me in the night and left me in the forest by myself. Cute pack traditions.  “And they’re…human. We know they’re different.”

      “No,” Chase said. “You try to remember they’re different. But it’s not the same—you know, I can tell you think I’m coddling them.”

      “We never said that.”

      “You don’t have to,” Chase interrupted. He shook his head. “You know, maybe for me, it’s better without the damned shield. I can go back to being human—I can go back to my real life.”

      Those words seemed to shock all of us, including him.

      Rafe started to say something, and I cut him off. “Give us a few, okay? You really ruined my bath, Rafael Hunt.”

      “So sorry,” Rafe said dismissively, but he and Lex headed out.

      For a few long seconds, there was silence between us.

      Chase shook his head as if to clear it. “I didn’t mean that, Maddie. I want to be with you and the team. I just don’t know how…”

      “I know,” I told him, and I couldn’t take it anymore, watching him hurt in front of me. I climbed out of the bath and sat on his lap as he sat on the side of the tub. He wrapped me tightly in his arms, as if he were oblivious I was soaking through his clothes.

      “Chase,” I said, “I understand. If you have to choose between the team and your family, you have to choose Blake and Skyla.”

      His eyes widened, as if he was startled to hear me voice what he was thinking. Then he admitted, “But you’re my family now, too. I just… I can’t be selfish. I can’t put what I want over what they need.”

      “I know,” I said.

      I kissed him, and he kissed me back tenderly.

      I hoped our first mission wouldn’t be our last mission together.
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            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      In the morning, I woke up hours before the alarm would go off. I couldn’t sleep, so I rolled over and pulled Maddie against my body. She snuggled her head onto my shoulder without waking, her arm sliding across my waist. In the daytime, that girl of mine was all fire. She was endless energy burning bright, warmth and danger and a mesmerizing glow.

      But in the early morning light, her face was still and beautiful. Long, light lashes rested above her high cheekbones, and her pink lips were pressed together sweetly. Part of me wanted to kiss her awake.

      But she would need her rest for what lay ahead of us.

      When I couldn’t fall back asleep, I brushed my lips across her forehead then eased carefully out of bed. Penn rolled into the place I’d just vacated, his body forming against Maddie’s in his sleep. Penn, Jensen, Silas, Chase and I all slept in the same room, the same giant bed, and we took turns sleeping next to  her, although we never voiced that we kept track.

      It might not have been normal, but it worked for us.

      I heard stirring behind me as I grabbed my sweatshirt from the long bench at the end of the bed and headed out the door. Sure enough, Silas padded out of the bedroom behind me, wearing nothing but sleep pants that hung low on his hips. He was tall but narrower than the rest of us, his body slender, and sometimes I didn’t know how I hadn’t noticed that he was no wolf long before.

      He shut the door behind him. “Worried about today’s mission?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “Yeah, me either,” he muttered, “It’s just the Fae world.”

      “What could go wrong?”

      The two of us exchanged a look. When we headed downstairs, I started coffee while he began to make breakfast, then I wandered over to the pull-up bar mounted on the wall in the living room to crank out some pull-ups.

      Our backpacks were lined up against the wall. Technology always went to shit in the Fae world, including guns; there was no good reason for it, but then, there was no good reason for much of anything in the Fae world. We had our swords, knives, water, rations for a few days, sleeping bags and ponchos. Everything we needed, in theory.

      We needed to avoid the Fae, because no good would come from tangling with them. We’d stick to the shadows…as much as we could, without our wolves.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Silas admitted.

      I paused for a second, at the bottom of my pull-up, then yanked myself up again, chin over the bar. “You know the world best. Is there anything you think we should do?”

      He was silent long enough that I finally dropped off the bar and turned to him, dusting my hands against my athletic shorts.

      He knit his arms across his chest, his face troubled. “I don’t have any special ability to see the future. It’s not like I know.”

      He sounded as if he was trying to convince himself.

      “No helpful prophecy this time?” I asked.

      His lips curled up on one side. “Oh, there’s a big picture prophecy. But it’s not exactly helpful.”

      “Do we win?” I asked lightly, not expecting him to answer.

      “Yeah. We win. But.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Even though we win, that doesn’t mean we survive. That’s the thing about war.”

      The air between us felt bleak.

      “Do you think we should go into your world first?” I asked. “Get that half of the shield?”

      He scoffed. “The Greyworld is worse.”

      “Everything’s supposed to try to kill us in the Fae world.”

      “Yeah, it’ll be a great warm-up for the real scares,” he said.

      Echo the cat jumped up onto the countertop then and meowed at him.

      “Get away from the bacon,” Silas told her, picking her up and cuddling her against his chest. He cooed to her, “You’re a fucking barbarian.”

      Maddie had called him out once on how he used to never swear, before he took on a fake alter ego. Silas insisted that the f-word was so versatile, it was hard to resist now that he’d gotten into the habit.

      I had a lot of questions about what happened between Silas and Maddie when they were both undercover in the Day. But Maddie didn’t want to talk about it, so I was biding my time.

      We were a family, though. Sooner or later, all our secrets would come out.

      “Just like the rest of my housemates,” Silas added to Echo, scooping to deposit the cat on the floor—and then tossing her a strip. The cat ran off, dragging the bacon.

      I watched her go. “We’re trying so hard to stay together. Sometimes I wonder why. Sometimes I think it would be easier to go into a fight with people I wasn’t so…”

      “Attached to?” Silas washed his hands in the sink, then leaned against the pass-through counter, still toweling his hands dry. “Yeah, I don’t know. The other half of my surrogate family, the other people I love, are rotting in a prison camp right now. It definitely would be easier if I weren’t attached.”

      “We’re going to get them back, Silas,” I promised. After our mission was over, I planned to go with him into the Greyworld to rescue his friends.

      “I know,” he said.

      He looked as if he had more he wanted to say, but Skyla came down the stairs then, and his lips pressed closed.

      “Morning, kid,” he said, ruffling her hair as she passed.

      “It’s too fucking early, Silas,” she said.

      The two of us exchanged a look as she flopped onto the couch.

      “We are terrible examples,” I mouthed at him behind her back.

      He shrugged. It was hard to deny. Then he frowned as she turned on the TV. “Hey! Hey! Don’t you dare watch the new season of Miraculous Ladybug without the rest of us.”

      I laughed at him as I went to pour myself a cup of coffee.

      It was a good life we had here together, if we could keep it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later, I stood by the door of the Suburban while Chase hugged Blake and Skyla goodbye, then climbed reluctantly into the car.

      I was worried about him, but he needed to leave home here at home and focus on the mission, so I let it go for now. We could take care of the situation with his aunt when we came home.

      Somehow.

      There are problems that can’t be solved with a blade, and those are my least favorite kind of problems.

      Then we headed back to the academy.

      When we pulled into the gate, usually there would have been wolves who watched us from the shadows. Today, though, Hector and Roman greeted us.

      “No rest for the wicked, hm?” Hector asked me.

      “I think that should be the school’s real motto,” I said. I picked a coffee cup out of the cup holder and passed it to him, then held one up for Roman behind him. “Come on. Now you know we aren’t trying to bribe you anymore.”

      Penn had tried gamely to bribe them quite a few times.

      “You’re trouble, all of you,” Hector said, but he still took the cup. He raised his cup in a salute goodbye. “Good luck to you all.”

      Something about that good luck felt foreboding—like a reminder we desperately needed luck—but I tried to let the feelings fall away as I waved goodbye.

      We were the only car in the student parking lot. Jensen popped the trunk, and we tossed our camping packs over our shoulders and trudged toward the main quad.

      Clearborn met us halfway down, trudging down from one of the guest houses, where he’d taken up residence. Apparently he couldn’t bear to be too far away from us all.

      He wore the same thing he always did, what I’d decided was his version of a uniform: a white buttoned-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to just below his elbows, a pair of khakis. He was fit, but leanly so, and he waited for us with the wind blowing his sandy-brown hair back from the pronounced widow’s peaks at his temples.

      “Ready?” he asked, in lieu of a normal-person greeting.

      Silas and I exchanged a look as the team chorused that we were all ready. Of course, we were ready.

      We’d been training for this for the past three months, following our own course of study on top of our classes. We’d learned all about the Fae world and Silas’ own universe, the Greyworld. We’d gone without sleep to keep training harder with weapons and with magic, to make sure we wouldn’t leave a friend behind in that world.

      “Let’s find a discreet place for you two to open that rip,” Clearborn told Silas and Maddie, gesturing for them to take the lead. Silas nodded and they headed for the woods, with the rest of us following.

      Clearborn paused, looking at me meaningfully, and I fell into step with him behind the others. Ahead of us, I saw Rafe reach out to adjust Penn’s shoulder strap. Even from here, I could tell Rafe was bitching to Penn, and Penn was bitching right back about how he hadn’t had enough coffee for Rafe’s fussing—even as he shifted so Rafe could adjust the strap.

      Quietly, Clearborn said, “How’s Maddie doing?”

      “She seems fine,” I said, then answered the question he was really asking. “She still feels guilty about what happened, no matter what anyone tells her.”

      And Cain knew we’d all told her, over and over, that it wasn’t her fault we’d all lost our wolves. The chance for wolves to gain magic was a gift. It was just a messy one.

      Clearborn nodded. “She’ll fix what she sees as her fault at any cost.”

      He said the words so neutrally that I glanced at him, not sure if he saw that as a good thing or bad. I missed being able to shift, and I missed my big, white wolf himself and the way I felt when I was in that form.

      But I’d throw any claim of being special away, if it kept Maddie safe. Nothing mattered to me as much as the woman and the men walking ahead of me right now.

      “Protect her from herself, Lex,” he said. “Bring them all home.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      They came to a stop.

      Silas watched as Maddie began to incant the spell, drawing a golden line in the air that turned into a shimmering rectangle, then solidified into a door.

      Magic like that used to feel like a miracle, like something that made my heart beat fast, thrilled by the promise of the world.

      Now I just felt dread.

      I nodded goodbye to Clearborn and drew my sword.

      One by one, we stepped through the door.
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      Maddie

      

      I stepped through the portal, and time paused.

      Cold washed over my skin, then sunk deeper, into my bones. Every muscle went taut, my bones aching, and then suddenly my foot touched earth on the other side and I stumbled, my legs coming back to life a second too late.

      Jensen grabbed my shoulder to steady me, looking me over with golden eyes to make sure I was all right, then squeezed my shoulder. I nodded to him that I was fine, already moving past him to join the circle Rafe, Tyson and Penn had begun to form a security perimeter. Jensen looked to the shimmering door, waiting for the next one through.

      I took my place between Penn and Ty, watching the forest that spread around us. They were both still and silent, almost eerily so except for the breeze that ruffled Penn’s dark blond hair, but I knew they were both listening, watching, smelling as best we could.

      We all missed our wolves, and the wolfish senses that we used to have.

      The last of the cold faded from my limbs as I waited with my sword held at the ready.

      The breeze seemed to shake the trees around us, but there were low murmurings of animal sounds and louder scratches and shakings as animals darted through the growth. We were in the midst of a forest of massive trees that filtered out much of the sun, leaving us in a purple gloom. But there was animal life above, moving through the treetops, even though little grew across the leave-strewn earth.

      White and purple flowering vines wrapped around the trees and dripped down from the trees above, tendrils sweeping the forest floor. It was all so beautiful and unearthly that it took my breath away.

      “We’re all through,” Lex called, his voice low. “Where are we, Silas?”

      We’d all studied the maps of the Fae world and learned all we could, but Silas had been here before. Ty and I had visited the Fae world only briefly—we hadn’t even managed to take a step before we’d been attacked.

      By plants.

      I had some concerns about the Fae world.

      “We’re in the spring court,” Silas said. He pulled a compass out of his pocket, murmuring the words of his incantation. “There’s a city about eight miles east, Zairan. Turic’s capital.”

      Lex rested his hand on his shoulder, watching the compass as it began to glow in Silas’s hands. Then he said,  “Form up. We’re going south.”

      Supposedly, the half of Cain’s shield we sought had last been seen in the temple of the spring court, before the temple was destroyed. Winter hadn’t managed to extract it, and soon we’d find out why.

      “Where were you when you saved Winter?” I asked Silas.

      “Echo saved Winter,” he corrected. He lowered his cupped hands, gripping the compass that would guide us toward the spring temple.

      “I know you’re Echo too,” I whispered to Silas as he headed past me toward his spot at the front of our formation.

      He winked at me. “Let’s talk about it tonight.”

      Tyson raised his eyebrows at us. “Can you two stop flirting? I don’t know if you recall this, but last time we were here, we were attacked before we managed to move a step.”

      “Oh, I can’t forget,” I said, knowing how much Ty wished he could. Because once Ty and I stumbled out of the Fae world, we’d stumbled into bed with each other.

      Actually, we hadn’t even made it to the bed. We’d had wild sex on the concrete a few feet away from the mattress.

      “Shut up,” Rafe warned us all, his voice very soft. I pressed my lips together, knowing he was right, we needed all our senses as sharp as they could be without our wolves.

      Ty and I distracted each other, and not even in pleasant ways.

      We spread out, moving through the forest in our usual diamond shape. Ty and I took the left wing of our formation, with Silas in the lead as our advance scout and Rafe just behind him. Chase and Jensen were on the right side, mirroring Ty and me. Lex and Penn brought up the rear, watching our six.

      At the sound of our feet moving through the forest, stealthy as we were, the creatures moving above went very still. I had the eerie sense that not everything above us was cowed by the possibility we were predators.

      In the Fae world, we were prey too, perhaps even for the forest itself.

      We passed through a rocky outcropping where the sun shone on the purple and green moss-covered rocks and their silvery tops that broke through. The sun on my hair was welcome warmth after the gloom we’d just been through. We all chose our footing carefully, watching for rocks that might slide underfoot—and the things that might live within the rocks.

      A snake slithered into sudden motion near me, and my heart beat faster as it disappeared into its home between the rocks. Its tail flashed silver, then purple, then a deep shade of green as it slithered, blending into the landscape, and then it was gone.

      “I do not like snakes,” Penn muttered behind me, giving voice to what we all felt, but only Penn was brave enough to say.

      We all continued, but I don’t think I was the only one who was keyed up. As I stepped down from the rocks into lush, knee-high emerald green grass, in a field that spread between the trees, a chittering came from my left in the underbrush.

      A squirrel-like creature jumped up out of the underbrush onto a nearby fallen log, and Ty was suddenly between me and it, his broad shoulders blocking my view as he moved to protect me, sword in hand.

      “It’s a squirrel,” I whispered. “You don’t have to defend me from the scary squirrels, Ty.”

      The ‘squirrel’ bared its fangs and hissed at us both, then hopped back off the log. The grass shook faintly with its motion as it raced underneath.

      Without comment, all of us moved even faster through the grass, knowing there were little ankle-biters concealed in the waving, emerald grass.

      I gripped my sword in one hand, my vision bouncing constantly between checking on my team, watching the treacherous grass, and keeping an eye on the distant trees we were headed toward.

      But I still managed to spare a second to give Tyson a side-eye.

      We’d tried to be friends over the past three months, but the constant bitter ache between us made it difficult. I cared about him. But I hated the way it felt when we were close, when everything was awkward and strained.

      “What?” he whispered. “I wouldn’t let anyone on the team be attacked by a…squirrel.”

      I scoffed softly at that.  But I wasn’t going to argue with him when we were in the middle of a mission.

      His ears turned pink. I was the only one in the world that could make Ty either embarrassed enough, or mad enough, to blush even the faintest bit.

      “Whatever, Maddie,” he murmured, so softly that it shouldn’t even carry to Rafe, walking twenty feet ahead and to our right. “I forget I’m not allowed to care about you, sorry.”

      His words prickled on my skin, lighting fury inside my chest, and I pressed my lips together so tightly a muscle ticked in my jaw. This was supposed to be a quick in-and-out mission, but I couldn’t help hoping we find the truth about Ty’s father while we’re here. Ty and I kept hurting each other by accident, and I wasn’t sure we could even return to the way we used to be together.

      Penn was behind us, to our right. “Both of you, knock it off,” he warned.

      “Your lectures don’t actually help as much as you think,” Tyson shot back.

      “He’s right,” I told Ty. I tried to force a smile, even though I was pretty sure it came out wrong. “We’re friends. And right now, we’re focused. I’m sorry I…”

      I trailed off, then shrugged. What was I sorry for? Giving Ty a dirty look? We just read so much into what either of us did now.

      Ty nodded, his jaw tense, and moved forward. Behind me, I could almost feel Penn sigh. I hated that Ty and I are always disappointing Penn, who loves us both so much that our fighting seems to hurt him.

      I frowned, watching the grass ripple away from us, as if the squirrels were all fleeing. Maybe the ankle-biters were as sick of Ty and me bickering as the rest of the team.

      They reached the edge of the woods and streaked desperately for the trees, racing up the trunks.

      The trees seemed to tremble, then began to shake.

      “Get ready!” Lex called. “We’ve got trouble!”

      I yanked the quick release straps on my pack, dumping it to the ground. Now I could move more freely. Behind me, I heard the thump of other packs hitting the ground.

      The eight of us tightened our formation, moving closer to each other. Ty and I were almost shoulder to shoulder for a second before we put space between us to swing our swords.

      He winked at me before he moved away, and I smiled back at him. The truth was, I was comforted by his presence in the moments when I could forget everything that was so complicated between us.

      Things were easier when we might be in mortal danger.

      The trees shook harder, and the ground beneath my feet seemed to reverberate, as if I were at the world’s worst rock concert.

      “Sorry, Maddie,” Ty muttered.

      “Me too,” I said.

      Maybe we didn’t need a good reason to apologize to each other. Maybe regretting that things were awkward between us was enough reason to say we were sorry.

      There was a roar in the woods, just inside the tree line.

      Then a dozen monsters broke loose of the trees. As soon as they locked eyes on us, they let out roars and came straight for us.
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      “Ravagers,” Silas called, reaching back to sheath his sword.

      “Fall back, Silas,” Rafe ordered, grabbing Silas’ shoulder to pull him inside our circle as Silas raised his hands to form a shield for us with his magic. As Silas focused on protecting us with his magic, the rest of us would be ready to protect him.

      My gaze swept hastily over our formation, my men with their swords in hand, all chiseled bodies and fierce eyes. Then I looked back at the Ravagers that were coming toward us. They reminded me of dinosaurs—raptors, maybe, or t-rexes with longer arms, swallowing up the distance toward us with their rapid gallop.

      The ground shook beneath my feet as they came nearer and nearer. One seemed to be running straight for me, opening a mouth full of fierce, twisted teeth, his reptilian eyes locked on mine.

      “May they regret ever stumbling through a rip,” Silas said, and he raised his shimmering shield of magic around us just as the Ravagers were almost to us.

      I hoped we wouldn’t be the ones to regret it.

      The Ravager lunged toward me and slammed into the shield, bouncing off and hitting the grass. He rolled over and over, trampled by the next Ravager behind him. He let out a scream that almost sounded human.

      There were so many of them.

      The second Ravager slammed into the shield, then again.

      “Think they’re going to get bored?” Rafe demanded.

      Silas shrugged. “Maybe. They’re more intelligent than one would expect. And we’re not the easiest targets.”

      The Ravagers circled our shield, snarling and snapping. My heart raced as a monster eyed me from just the other side of Silas’ shield. It looked eager to separate my head from my body if it had the chance, drool dripping from between its jagged, interlocking teeth, its mouth parted curiously as it studied me.

      I’d studied them in books, but that was very different from coming face-to-face with one, our faces three feet apart, kept apart only by a shimmer of golden magic.

      “How long can you hold that shield?” Rafe called. We’d practiced movements like this dozens of times before we ever left academy grounds, but now we had to do it for real.

      “All day,” Silas said confidently.

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Don’t get cocky.”

      He winked at me, his arms spread, his hands extended to form the bubble of magic. Golden threads of magic wove around his fingers in infinity loops, glittering under the Fae sun. “You wouldn’t have me any other way, rabbit.”

      From the corner of my eye, I caught Ty’s frown at the nickname. The guys had asked about my time in the Day, but I didn’t want to share too much about what happened in Echo’s closet, in Winter’s house.  Still, the version of Silas who came home to the academy wasn’t quite the same as the one who had first posed as a wide-eyed, innocent first year, and I knew my men had questions.

      Given how protective my men were, I had to protect Silas from their reaction. But it felt wrong to keep any secrets from the team, too.

      Then I glimpsed something out beyond the Ravagers. At first, I thought it was an animal, but what would be stupid enough to be out so close to the Ravagers?

      Only people were that kind of stupid.

      Sure enough, I glimpsed a masked face underneath a dark cloak.

      “There’s someone out there,” I called. I thought about Winter, who was able to move so rapidly by creating portals, and how he claimed he’d learned to control the creatures that came through them from his friend, Jonathan Truby. “I think they might be controlling the Ravagers.”

      Suddenly, Silas gasped behind me.

      “Are you okay?” Rafe asked him in alarm, and I started to turn, but Rafe was shouting.

      “Get ready!” Rafe called. “Silas is going down. We’re losing the shield!”

      I couldn’t look behind me, but the shield buzzed around us, then it suddenly flickered out. I tried frantically to raise the shield again myself, my magic forming across my fingers, expanding in a rapid shield. There was nothing between us and two dozen deadly Ravagers.

      Then Ravagers streaked between us all. It was too late for me to get the shield around us all. I could protect myself, but that didn’t matter; I dropped the shield and drew my sword instead.

      We fought desperately to defend ourselves against snapping jaws and slashing claws.

      As Ty fought one, I saw from the corner of my eye as a second Ravager swiped at him, but I was too late to protect him as he was bowled over by its claws.

      I slammed my sword through the foot of the Ravager attacking me, and when it stumbled, I drove my blade through its belly. I jumped up on its body and pushed off, jumping into the air to drive my blade through the eye of the Ravager who had just attacked Ty.

      The Ravager fell to one side, shaking its head to throw me off viciously, and I hit the ground hard. I let out a cry, losing my grip on my blade, but Ty was back up on his feet, plunging his sword into the belly of one Ravager, then whirling to draw the blade out and cut the throat of the second. I rolled to my feet.

      The Ravager eyed me and loped toward me, its mouth opening hungrily, and I scrambled through the grass for my sword. I’d lost it somewhere in the tall waving grasses.

      I finally found the hard hilt through the grass and rose to my knees, driving the sword up into the gaping mouth that was about to rip my throat out.

      All around me, my men were fighting desperately, but there were so many of the Ravagers. I was already moving toward the next Ravager, looking for Silas. He lay in the grass, unconscious. Rafe and Lex had closed around him to protect him from the attacking Ravagers. Somehow, the figure in the forest had incapacitated Silas. I was sure of it.

      Rafe and Lex fought in tandem, protecting Silas from the five Ravagers that circled them, snapping at them, testing their defenses.

      It was too late to get the shield back up. I wasn’t as quick as Silas, but I might have been able to do it if I had enough time. Now, though, there was no way to raise a shield that would protect us all. Maybe I could raise one around Silas, Lex and Rafe, but that would leave the rest of the guys in danger. Silas was skilled at holding a complex spell in the back of his mind while he fought; the rest of us lacked that practice.

      But things were desperate. I threw up my hands, trying to focus my magic despite the fear that tasted like slick copper at the back of my throat. Then slowly, the fear fell away, replaced by icy calm. This was what we’d trained for.

      My magic bloomed across my fingertips, and I raised my hands, forming a bubble that flew into place around Lex and Rafe and Silas’ fallen form.

      “Maddie, look out!” Lex shouted.

      Two Ravagers attacked me in tandem, and my focus became just on survival, on not losing my balance in the thick grass as I whirled and thrust my sword and fought for my life.  I tried to hang onto my magic at the back of my mind, to keep that bubble strong, even though it felt like an ache at the back of my head that blurred my vision and clouded my mind.

      “Penn!” Lex shouted. I saw him dart out of the protection of that magic, under the outstretched claws of a Ravager to get to Penn, and Rafe stepped in to put a blade through the claws of that Ravager.

      As long as my magic held, as long as Silas was safe, the rest of us could fight.

      I tried to fight my way to Silas, and Ty stepped up to help me. “Go,” he said, his voice urgent. “Check on Silas. I’ll heal Penn if I can.”

      His voice started out strong, then hesitated over that if I can, as if he couldn’t admit even to himself that maybe he couldn’t.

      I fought my way to Silas. Then I slid through the bubble, feeling it cold and tingling against my skin before I was through. The Ravager chasing me slammed into the bubble, but it didn’t matter. The translucent shimmer in the air seemed to shake, but it held.

      I dropped to my knees beside Silas. His face seemed eerily still, stiller than sleep, and my heart stuttered with panic.

      A dozen feet away, I watched Tyson crouch beside Penn as Lex fought to keep the Ravagers off them.

      I pressed my fingers to the side of Silas’ throat, searching for a pulse. Penn was talking to Tyson, at least, no matter that he was bleeding from a nasty series of gashes in his sides that soaked blood through his shirt. At least he was awake and hanging on—and knowing Penn, probably saying something sarcastic right now.

      “Silas, come back to me,” I begged. My fingers were trembling so I couldn’t be sure I’m getting an accurate read on his pulse, but I didn’t think he had one.

      Across from me, magic flared across Tyson’s hands, crackling bright blue, a powerful flare that knocked him back on his ass. I could see his surprise from here. That was more power than he’d ever unleashed at once.

      But he rose back to his knees, his hands moving over Penn’s body, forming that magic into a healing wave.

      I turned my focus back to Silas. It wasn’t that easy for me. There was nothing to heal.

      Silas wasn’t hurt.

      He was gone.

      All around me, my men are fighting, slaying Ravagers left and right.

      But there were too many of them.
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      “Silas, come back.” My hands moved over his face, feeling the familiar shape of his jaw, of his cheekbones. I press my forehead against his. If he’s gone, if he’s really gone, then I need to get up and fight. There will be time to mourn him later, when we’ve all survived.

      “I don’t think you’d really leave me,” I whispered, pressing my lips against his high, pale forehead. “Come on, Echo.”

      I murmured both his names, desperate for him. My hands moved automatically along his body, checking his body for breaks and bleeding the way I was taught at the academy, even though I knew there was something else happening here. This was magic—this was some spell that for all my training, I didn’t know.

      And then suddenly, four Fae on horseback rode furiously into the fray of the Ravagers.

      Each carried a sword in one hand and magic flaming across their palms in the other. They were eerily beautiful, tall and slender with delicate masks and streaming hair, and they fought the Ravagers with savage fury. Between them and my men, the Ravagers began to fall across the battlefield.

      I turned my attention to Silas, sure we wouldn’t die for now. I ran through every healing spell I knew, hoping that something would work, knowing it likely wouldn’t.

      I can’t wake him up.

      One of the Fae threw herself off her horse, and she landed lightly next to the bubble as her horse raced off. The horse reared back and trampled one of the Ravagers, and as the horse’s lips pulled back over its ferocious teeth, I realized the horse was just as much of a deadly warrior as the Fae themselves.

      But they seemed to be on our side.

      “Knock knock,” she said, letting her cloak slide back, revealing a mass of curly hair and a beautiful face. “Want to let me in and I’ll see what’s wrong with your fallen wizard?”

      As I stared at her, I had the strangest feeling she’s the one I saw in the woods.

      But I couldn’t bring Silas back. And my instincts say she was willing to help us now, whatever her motives were earlier.

      I raised my hand, and the shield shattered around us, dropping away into the grass.

      “Who are you?” she demanded as she knelt beside me. Her hands fell on Silas’ face. “You’re some kind of shifter, right?”

      I hesitated. She was right, and it was probably pointless to lie to her, but I knew how the Fae had treated their own shifters.

      “I don’t see travelers from dirtside here very often,” she went on, as if she weren’t bothered by my distrust.

      “Dirtside?” I demanded.

      “Rude term, I know. But your world doesn’t have a great name. And you have to admit...” She scrunched up her nose as she looked up from Silas, her brilliant green eyes meeting mine, “it’s a pretty dirty, miserable place.”

      “Well, your world seems like a pretty bloodthirsty place,” I said, as one of the other Fae butchered a Ravager that almost reached us, and blood splattered across us both, hot and wet. I wipe it away with my sleeve.

      But with the help of the Fae, my men are turning the tide of the battle. There are fewer and fewer Ravagers left standing, though massive, dark corpses are scattered across this once-tranquil field.

      “Can you help me?” I asked. I’d meant to ask if she could help Silas, but my trembling fingers were still pressed to his side, so she must understand what I meant anyway.

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s a sleep spell.”

      “Why’d you knock him out?” I asked.

      “I didn’t,” she lied with ease. “I just know the magic. Was there someone in the woods?”

      I nodded.

      “The Huntress,” she said softly. “She gets up to strange tricks. She must have thought you were a threat.”

      I didn’t know what the Huntress was, but I knew who she was. But whatever. “We’re just trying to pass through.”

      “It’s not that easy to pass through Fae lands,” she said. She glanced around, as if she couldn’t trust her own friends, then whispered, “You’ll be punished as trespassers if Turic’s men catch you.”

      “Turic?” I asked automatically, even though I’d learned the name during our studies. Turic was the acting king of the spring court until the true heir, who was missing, was found or declared dead.

      “His right hand man, Tenys, likes to send us out to scout while he lounges back in the capital city,” she said. “But now that the battle is almost over, they should be riding in any second now to clean up the last few Ravagers and pretend they’re the heroes. Once we wake your friend, you need to escape before they arrive.”

      “Why would you do that for me?” I asked.

      “I don’t have any grudge against the shifters,” she said. “I thought you were from the Greyworld at first. But…” her nostrils flared, as if she were smelling me, reminding me that no matter that she looks like a beautiful human, she was another creature altogether. “You’re not.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m a shifter.” Even if my wolf was gone forever, I would always be a shifter. I’d always need my pack, and that included Silas Zip, who was never a wolf, but who was mine anyway. My fated mate, even if that made no sense according to the rules of magic that I knew. “I’m Maddie.”

      “Raura,” she said. “I’d say I was happy to meet you, but honestly, you shouldn’t be happy to meet any Fae.”

      That hadn’t been the plan, that was for sure. We’d intended to stay far from the Fae.

      I curled my fingers against his cheek. She said once we woke him up. “What do I have to do?”

      “Go in there and get him,” she said. “He won’t come back for me. The sleep spell is… enticing.”

      “How?” I started to ask, but she interrupted me.

      “I hope you want to live, wolf girl,” she said, right before she made a strange sign in the air.

      The same sign the hooded figure in the woods had made.

      The same sign. The same girl. That knowledge thudded into me and I reached for my sword, but I was already falling toward Silas.

      Before my body fell all the way to slump across his chest, the world faded black.

      Then I saw a distant glow of light—you’ve got to be fucking kidding me, there was an actual light at the end—and Silas stood against it, limned by the bright glow.

      “Don’t you dare, Silas Zip,” I called, and he stopped and turned.

      Then it seemed, as if by magic, he was right by my side.

      “I was looking for you,” he said, frowning.

      “We’re trapped in a Greyworld sleep spell,” I said, hoping that would mean something to him, ignoring how my heart raced at those simple words. “Does that mean anything to you?”

      He studied me, his face curious. “You followed me in?”

      “It was the only way to get you back, apparently.”

      “Did you know how easily you can die in here?”

      “The one who sent me in… she said the sleep spell is enticing.”

      “Death is,” he said, and for a second across that handsome, hard-angled face, I saw a deep sadness reflected. Something had driven him toward the light.

      And yet at the same time, he’d been looking for me to save him.

      “Where does your deathwish come from, Silas?” I whispered.

      “Where does yours?”

      I shook my head. “I want to live. I want the whole happily-ever-after… and I want it with you.”

      I rose up onto my tiptoes and kissed his cheek, and he smiled faintly.

      “I can’t die,” he told me softly. “Not here. I’ve got to save my friends in the Greyworld first.”

      “The ones you showed me in your memories, from the orphanage.”

      He nodded. “They’re the closest I’ve ever come to having a family. Before…”

      His lips pursed to one side, as he stopped himself.

      “When we finish our mission,” I said, “and we’re both still alive—which we will be—we’re going into the Greyworld to get them. Together.”

      “Throwing your lot in with mine? That’s a dangerous proposition.”

      “Always, Silas Zip.”

      His arm slid across my lower back, his head bowing toward mine, and my lips parted.

      Just as Silas kissed me, the two of us surfaced from the darkness.

      The Fae world was too bright, blindingly so, and I groaned.

      “It’s too late,” the girl whispered to me. “Turic’s men are here. There are too many Fae. You have to stop your friends from fighting, or they’re going to die.”

      I opened my eyes to find chaos.
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      Jensen

      

      A few minutes earlier…

      

      A Ravager lunged toward Penn and Tyson, and I ducked the claws of the one who had just attacked me so I could get there first. I slammed my sword up into the Ravager's throat, and the sword stuck in bone. I tried to yank the blade free as a huge, reptilian eye swiveled my way, as if to say, bad call.

      I jumped into the air, slamming both feet into the Ravager’s chest, and as it fell back, I tried to yank the blade loose. The sword came free, my fingers still wrapped tightly around the hilt as I slammed down heavily on the ground.

      Another Ravager was almost on top of me, as if it were going to trample me, and I tried to scramble up as it loomed bigger and bigger toward me—then suddenly, it slammed onto its back, letting out a scream that sounded almost human. Strands of dark red magic crackled in the air before they faded, and I turned, grinning, expecting to see Silas back on his feet.

      Instead, Tyson stood there, one hand outstretched, a look of wonder written across his face. Just for a second, and then he was back to fighting with his sword as another Ravager attacked him.

      Penn was on his feet too though, paler than usual but moving.

      “Glad to see you’re off your ass, brother,” I told him.

      The battle against the Ravagers seemed impossible. But we went on fighting anyway, the six of us closing up into an ever-smaller circle around Maddie and Silas as the monsters prowled around us.

      “Maybe we should open up a portal and get out of here,” Penn said. “Abort mission.”

      Just then, four riders on horses galloped across the field toward us.

      I slashed out with my sword, and the Ravager snarling at me backed up, looking for another way in. “Better or worse?” I asked no one in particular.

      “Fae world?” Tyson said. “I’m betting on worse.”

      The four riders must all be Fae, most of them wearing lightweight black armor. Their horses were outfitted to match them, and the four riders all rode without their hands, each wielding a sword in one hand and magic in the other. Their faces were covered in elaborate masks, which gave them an eerie appearance.

      As three of them attacked the Ravagers, helping us fight them off, the fourth threw herself off her horse.

      “Let me through!” she barked. “I can help him!”

      What the hell, Silas was down, how much worse could things get? Maddie would stop her if she was trouble.

      I moved aside, and Rafe shot me a look.

      “What?” I said. “She seems nice.”

      The three Fae who were still on horseback helped us turn the tide of the fight. A Ravager knocked one of the Fae off his horse. I raced to his side as the horse attacked the Ravager, putting its body between the fallen rider and the Ravager. The Ravager swiped at the horse, knocking him to the ground, almost on top of the rider who was still on the ground. As the rider scrambled to his feet, the Ravager leapt at him, mouth open wide to attack.

      I saw the Fae’s sword glittering in the grass at the same time as he did. He ran for it, just as the Ravager leapt at him. I slashed across the Ravager's back—a glancing blow, but one that distracted it—and the Ravager whirled to face me, its long, thick tail almost slamming into my body. I managed to jump over the Ravager’s tail, only to find its face looming at me.

      The Fae who had fallen from the horse cut the Ravager’s legs out from underneath it with one smooth arc of his sword. The Ravager fell at my feet, missing me by inches, and I drove my blade through its eye until the tip hit skull and stopped.

      “Thanks,” the Fae said. His hood had fallen back, revealing a mass of dark red hair and the tips of his pointed ears.

      “Happy to help,” I said.

      Another Ravager loped toward us, and he said, “I’ll take the legs.”

      “Sure. Leave the hard work to me.”

      He darted ahead of me, inhumanly quick, and danced out of the way of the Ravager’s claws. Then he slashed out and retreated as the Ravager let out a scream and fell to the ground, and before the Ravager could launch a defense, I struck the killing blow.

      For the first time, when I killed one Ravager, I wasn’t immediately attacked by a second.  I stopped, breathing hard, and looked around the field.

      He tore off his mask, revealing wide-set gray eyes and a bit of a smirk. As he stuffed his mask into his pocket, he said, “I’m Lake.”

      “Jensen.”

      “What are you doing?” One of the Fae who was still seated on his horse asked Lake impatiently as he reined in his horse near us. “We don’t know if they’re friends or enemies.”

      “Well then, I appreciate even more that you helped us fight off the Ravagers,” I said.

      The masked figure just stared at me. Between his mask and the preternatural still posture, which the Fae seemed to hold if they weren’t moving too quickly and gracefully to be human, the effect was eerie.

      A Ravager ran up toward him from behind, head outstretched, jaws parted.

      “Watch out,” I shouted.

      He whirled to face the Ravager, who lashed out at his horse—

      But the blow never landed. Tyson blasted magic at the Ravager, who fell.

      The Fae, without hesitation, rode at him and swung his sword down, the force of the blow almost cleaving the monster’s head from his neck.

      All around us, the field was scattered with the bodies of dead Ravagers.

      Lake returned to me, leading his horse. The war horse was huge, its face bloodstreaked, and it took me a second to realize that it wasn’t the horse’s blood. It wasn’t like any pony back home, that was for sure. But Lake still petted it, rubbing his forehead against the horse’s neck and murmuring pleasant nonsense.

      The Fae on horseback stared at Tyson, as if he was startled by his magic. I’d never seen it come so easily to Tyson.

      “Will there be more Ravagers?” I asked.

      Lake shrugged. “Hope not.”

      He sounded so cavalier. Personally, I hadn’t particularly enjoyed going toe-to-toe with the overgrown dinosaurs.

      “Do you do this every day?”

      ”It’s our job to fight the monsters,” he said.

      The bigger Fae, who was still on horseback, rode over to us, then swung off the horse in one graceful motion. “Which one of you is in charge?”

      “This is Arlen,” Lake said, his tone apologetic. I was pretty sure I’d heard Ty use that tone to describe Penn many times before, too.

      Well, this mission was going epically awry. Part of our plan had been to avoid the Fae. The more involved we became with them, the more complications would arise. We’d planned to skirt their towns and farms, sticking to the forest, get to the temple, and portal back out.

      “I am,” Rafe answered Arlen’s question, reaching my side in a few quick strides. He extended his arm in friendship. Hopefully, Rafe could smooth things over and we could move on ASAP. “We don’t mean any harm. We’re just passing through.”

      Arlen stepped in close to Rafe, gripping his forearm in the Fae’s gesture of friendship.

      Beside me, Lake sighed.

      “You’re not visitors,” Arlen growled. “You’re prisoners.”

      He used Rafe’s arm to drag him toward him, trying to throw him off balance. But Rafe reacted almost instantly, twisting his body weight to take Arlen down with him.

      Rafe and Arlen struggled in the grass as I backed away from Lake, already aware of just how fast he could move. I still had my sword in my hand, and I took in Lake’s sword too. He gave me the same look, as if we were sizing each other up, debating a fight.

      “We don’t need to fight,” I said.

      “You’re right, we don’t,” he said, his voice still calm and friendly. “You can surrender peacefully. You’re trespassers here. You’ll need to come back to the keep and present yourself before you can pass through these lands.”

      “Okay,” I said, “Sure. I think we’d all be fine saying hi before we move on. But is it really that simple?”

      He hesitated, glancing at the treeline. Fae on horseback broke through the trees, riding toward us.

      It wasn’t that simple, he just didn’t see any other way out.

      “We’ve got company,” I called, taking a step back from Lake.

      Rafe threw Arlen, and the two scrambled to their feet.

      “You need to give up,” Lake warned. He pulled a pair of brass-looking cuffs off his horse’s saddle, and they began to glow with magic as soon as he touched them. “They won’t accept anything less than surrender. But you’ll be fine if you just give up.”

      He sounded desperate, and he glanced at the approaching riders as if he was scared of them—just as scared as perhaps we should be.

      “We’re going to be fine?” I demanded. “For how long, exactly?”

      Maddie was suddenly at my side, and a Fae girl with dark curls moved to Arlen’s side. As he headed toward Lex, she pushed him back, shaking her head. “Knock it off, Arlen,” she snapped.

      The field filled with riders—Fae on horseback who galloped around us.

      “There’s no way out,” the Fae girl said calmly. “Not for now. You have to surrender—but we’ll help you later. There are too many of Turic’s men here now.”

      Arlen gave her a dark look, and she gave it right back to him.

      Lake raised his hand with the chains. “If you keep fighting, you’ll be killed. You’re outnumbered.”

      “But you know,” Arlen said, “there’s something to be said for staying in the fight.”

      He was eager to provoke us into a fight.

      It took everything I had to stay motionless and let the Fae chain me.
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      Tyson

      

      The Fae took our weapons and bound our hands, tying us up to their horses.

      A long-eared Fae girl near me rooted through Rafe’s pack, pulling out a freeze-dried meal in a plastic bag. She seemed far too cheerful for someone who had just taken prisoners, and she ripped the bag open curiously, sniffed it, tilted it to her mouth—and then coughed the dehydrated corn and chicken pieces halfway across the rocky clearing.

      “Stop messing around, Tess, and get on your horse,” an older Fae warrior woman told her.

      Tess pulled a face. She swung up onto her horse and cocked an eyebrow at me. “I hope you’re in good shape, trespasser.”

      They forced us through the forest alongside their horses. I glanced at Lex, waiting for a cue to fight back again, but he shook his head. We would bide our time.

      That would be easier for me if Maddie weren’t jogging ahead of me, keeping up with the horse she was tied to. The sun shimmered across her blond hair whenever we reached a gap in the trees that let the light through, My heart ached that she was in danger once again.

      I knew danger was part of her job, hell, putting herself in danger was part of Maddie being Maddie. But it felt even worse now that there was this distance between us. I wanted to always be there if she needed me.

      They brought us back to their keep, a stone castle with high turrets that rose out of the mist-cloaked forest on one side and an immense, shimmering walled city on the other. I shook my head as if I were trying to shake off a dream. This all felt surreal.

      We were led through stone archways into a big courtyard. Inside the walls, children were practicing with bows-and-arrows. Some of the smallest ones broke their lines and ran over to us.

      “Go away,” Tess said in exasperation, swinging off her horse. She tossed the reins to another Fae, but when she reached the three small children who were gaping at us, she hugged them as she pulled them along back to the line where they were practicing, scolding them affectionately all the way.

      As the horses came to a stop, Raura swung off her horse and sauntered back to us, her expression cold and haughty on that pretty face.

      “Raura, what’s going on?” Maddie demanded.

      “Make sure you tell Fenig the truth,” Raura said, her voice lazy. “She’ll know if you’re lying, and it will not go well.”

      Were we going to be tortured? The thought made me move protectively closer to Maddie, as if I could shield her. Fae versus shifter was a fair fight–fairer than I cared for—but we weren’t true shifters anymore. We no longer had that superhuman strength and reflexes.

      But we had magic—more magic than they would expect from us.

      Raura frowned as she stared at me, as if she’d spoken too much already. The way that Arlen and Lake had fought beside us had made it feel like we were going to be allies. That had changed quickly.

      An older Fae male, tall and rigid with silver hair, strode back toward us. He scoffed at Raura, who turned to him with irritation written across her face.

      “They would be lucky to deal with Fenig,” he said. “Fenig’s too soft. Look at how she treats these orphans.”

      “And yet, she outranks you, Denys,” Raura said lightly. She glanced at Lake meaningfully.

      “She’s a guest here, as are you.” Denys said.

      Lake handed his reins to Arlen, who gave him a look of disgust but took them. All I could see were Arlen’s mouth and jaw under his mask, but even that was enough to give me the sense that his mouth was permanently formed into a pout of disapproval.

      “Should we say ‘guest’, really?” Raura demanded. “We had important work we were doing out on the Rift before Turic insisted we come for a visit.”

      “Consider yourself lucky to be a guest, then.” Denys answered. Then, more loudly, he said, “Where are you going, Lake? I don’t need you to fetch Fenig for me.”

      But Raura didn’t seem to hear. She was staring at me, her eyes searching my face in a way that made me feel uncomfortable. I shifted, glancing at Maddie, who shrugged at me.

      The Fae were strange.

      “Which one of you is in charge?” Denys demanded.

      “I am,” Rafe said.

      A little boy dressed in a tunic and trousers, bow slung over his shoulder, was creeping closer and closer to us. Tess came over and tried to head him off, but Denys noticed him and turned, an unpleasant smile crossing his face.

      “Look, Nat,” Denys said. “We’ve got some of your kind here. Chained up, just as shifters should be.”

      Oh, the boy was a shifter. I was curious about how they all came to be here together. The boy wore a metal cuff on his wrist that reminded me of the chains we wore, although his was carved with delicate Fae runes.

      “Leave him alone,” Raura said, her voice dismissive.

      Behind him, I saw Arlen go subtly rigid, as if he were tensing for a fight.

      “What did you think I was going to do to him?” Denys said, his voice very quiet. “After all, Fenig has her special dispensation to gather all the strangest orphans she can find into her little keep—and that’s fine with me. You all can fight our wars.”

      And die fighting, was the heavy subtext of his words.

      “Tess, get the brats out of here,” Arlen said impatiently, striding forward. “They shouldn’t be in the same courtyard as the prisoners.”

      Raura gave him a long look, and Arlen raised his hands to shoo her off too. Denys laughed out loud at the look on her face.

      “It’s time for all of you to head to history, isn’t it?” Tess asked. She quickly cleared the kids out of the courtyard, glancing back at us all with a troubled look on her face.

      The courtyard seemed quiet when it was just the Fae warriors and us, still in chains.

      “You all look alike,” Denys said dismissively. “Which one of you is in charge?”

      “I am,” Rafe started to say.

      Raura spoke to Arlen softly. “That one is Fae. Half-Fae, at least.”

      “Shut up,” Denys snapped at Rafe. He grabbed Raura’s shoulder impatiently. “Which one?”

      “You need to wait for Fenig,” she said hotly. “I’m not going to let you torture them.”

      “You’re not going to let me?” he said, a cold laugh in his voice. “You’re not the princess  here, Raura. You don’t want to be, remember? You spurned your father.”

      His gaze searched through the crowd and met mine. My chin lifted. Good. If it had to be one of us, let it be me.

      Just don’t look at Maddie.

      I knew she wanted to be treated like one of the team, and I tried. But if someone hurt her, I’d test if I could still tear throats out without being able to shift.

      “Come here,” Denys growled, cocking a finger at me.

      “I’m the one in charge,” Rafe said, stepping in front of me. “He’s just a member of my team.”

      Denys ignored Rafe, his gaze on mine. “Come here, Fae-blood.”

      Fae. Was I really half Fae?

      The air seemed to crackle with the threat of violence. Whatever. If they thought I was Fae, I could head off the violence that seemed to simmer in the courtyard, and that was what mattered most.

      I pushed past Rafe, and he shook his head at me.

      “Come on, Rafe,” I said quietly. “Trust me.”

      “I do,” he said, then turned to Denys. “What do you want with him?”

      “Denys,” Raura said, “there’s no need to—“

      “I’m going to say this one last time,” Denys said, his voice bored. “Bring the Fae-blood to me.”

      Two of the Fae guards headed through the crowd toward us.

      “I’ve got this,” I said hurriedly to Rafe. The looks on their faces promised violence, and I stepped forward before Rafe could object again.

      “Now, Fae-blood,” the Fae demanded impatiently, gesturing to me.

      Penn glanced at me, worried, and I bumped his shoulder as I passed him.

      “Where are you taking him?” Rafe demanded.

      Denys made the slightest gesture with two of his fingers.

      One of the guards grabbed Rafe’s hair and shoved his head down, driving his knee up into Rafe’s face at the same time. Rafe let out a grunt of pain.

      Raura was suddenly moving to get between the two of them, but Arlen reached her first, blocking her with his big body, shoving her back. “You’re going to make things worse,” he growled at her.

      Lex took a step toward Rafe then stopped, as if his first impulse was to kick ass to protect Rafe, even in chains, before sense prevailed.

      Silas’s magic sparked across his fingers, then died, and he frowned down on his hands. Fuck, our magic didn’t work here. Maybe the cuffs were enchanted somehow, or the keep was. A terrible sense of foreboding swept over me; we’d been counting on Silas’ powerful magic to keep us safe in the Fae world.

      I could tell Maddie was about to charge at them, and I hastily looped my cuffed arms over her waist, holding her against my body.

      “Calm down, Mads,” I whispered in her ear. “We’ll kill every one of them who hurt one of us. All right? Memorize their faces. Just…for now… calm.”

      And as if those homicidal words spoke to her heart, she finally stopped struggling.

      “Who’s in charge now?” The Fae asked as Rafe looked up, his face bloodied.

      Shit.

      Before Rafe could say something damning, I pushed Maddie gently to one side and stepped forward. “I am.”

      To Rafe, I said, “Trust me. Please.”

      “We do,” Rafe managed, his voice ragged, blood running down his face.

      The Fae smiled thinly. “Good choice.”

      There was no time to reel over the news I was Fae. My friends were depending on me. I stepped over the pool of blood across the floor, and two of the guards took me out down winding stone halls. I didn’t let myself look back.
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      Tyson

      

      We had run through endless worst case scenarios before. We’d discussed my role as third in line if Rafe and Lex were both killed. We’d discussed what we’d do if we were captured, and we’d planned what information we could reveal and what we couldn’t.

      But that was different than the desperate racing of my pulse as I followed the Fae deep into the keep, leaving my friends behind. Denys led me into what had to be an interrogation room.

      It didn’t look like one at first glance. I’d expected blood-stained floors, chains, something that stank of fear. Or at least, a plain table, bolted to the ground.

      But this room looked lush, with windows open to a view of the forest below, the curtains rippling with the breeze. Ivy crept over the stone walls. The room was empty, and I turned back, curious.

      Denys stopped in the doorway, as if he were waiting for something.

      Suddenly, something curled around my legs and wrists, and I was yanked hard against the wall. I exhaled a startled breath. My shoulder blades slammed into the wall, my head meeting the stone with a sharp crack.

      The vines. I was strung up by my arms and legs against the wall.

      The Fae sauntered over to me, his hands tucked behind his back, his expression relaxed.

      “Why are you here?”

      “We’re here in peace,” I said. “Just passing through.”

      He stared back at me with a viciousness in his eyes that told me peace didn’t interest him much. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “In our world, shifters lost our magic to the witches.” My breath was coming short, since my strung-up position made it hard to inflate my lungs. “We came here to find something that would help us get it back.”

      We could never tell them we were trying to steal the shield of Cain. It was a religious relic in their world too—something priceless. They wouldn’t help us.

      Instead, we’d pretend we were heading to a location near the temple in pursuit of rare Hooksbane, which poisoned witch’s magic. We would pretend we were planning a counterstrike.

      “Interesting,” he said.

      The vines tightened, drawing my arms and legs steadily apart, and I gritted my teeth. Something in my left shoulder wrenched and pulled out, and I couldn’t hold back a scream as red hot pain washed over me, so intense that I almost passed out.

      One of the Fae from the clearing who had fought alongside us came in, the big, blocky one, and leaned quietly against the door.

      “What are you doing here, Arlen? Are you going to run to Fenig?” Denys demanded.

      “Depends,” he drawled, picking at his nails with the tip of his gleaming knife. “Are you going to kill him?”

      “I’m not planning on it.”

      “Then neither am I.”

      “She doesn’t have any power here, you know.”

      “Eh. Agree to disagree.”

      Arlen was still lingering there when the door opened. The Fae gripped my hair in his hand and dragged my head up. His eyes were so light a color that they looked crazy to me, and he began to ask me a question. Spit specked his lower lip, and it was all I could see; I could barely listen to what he was asking me. Beyond his face, I saw the door open.

      “Lord, Denys, you are tiresome.” The old woman who had just entered the room chided.  “This again? Always torture, torture, torture with you. You should take up knitting or the fiddle or something.”

      Denys straightened, dropping my head.

      “Fenig,” he began.

      “Go away.” She fluttered her fingers at him impatiently.

      “I will not,” he said. “I’m the captain of Turic’s guard—”

      “When the Lord Regent isn’t present, the keep is my responsibility,” she said, her voice warning. “This is part of my territory by order of the Delphine.”

      “He rules the spring court. The Delphine does not.”

      The Delphine were the Fae’s spiritual leaders, and from what I’d read, they kept the rulers of the courts in check—a delicate balance of power.

      I’d read about that balance, but it felt very different right now when it was no longer theoretical.

      “And I rule this castle,” she said, her voice a dangerous caress, “And this room, and I will gut you where you stand, Denys. Run away and complain to Turic.”

      He stared at her, an eerie calm coming over his face.

      “He’s going to have you killed, you know,” he said. “When he becomes king. And I’m going to dance on your grave.”

      “At least the sound of your feet should be less grating than your voice,” she said. “Do move along now.”

      He stared at her, and I thought he might attack her. Then with a disgusted huff, he walked away from me. He slammed the door behind him.

      “So dramatic,” she murmured.

      She crouched to look at me, studying my face. “What is your name?”

      “Tyson.”

      “Tyson. Do I need to hurt you to get the real story from you, Tyson?”

      The blocky Fae leaned against the wall again.

      It took me a second to debate how to answer her, and without taking her eyes off me she said, “Cut him down, Arlen.”

      “He didn’t answer you yet,” he observed.

      She turned her head to look at him, and her voice came out cool. “I’m sorry, did you think I was deaf or feeble in my old age? Or was I simply unclear?”

      He scoffed at that, turning the blade in his hand as he strode toward me. “We all wish you were deaf and feeble and not kicking our asses in the training yard, and you know it.”

      She smiled faintly as Arlen began to saw through the vines that held my arms.

      “Did you hear him?” she asked me. “Saying Turic would have me killed? Denys didn’t even kill me himself in his own damned daydreams. It’s pathetic, really.”

      I knew Turic was the Lord Regent, who had replaced the king of the spring court when he died, but couldn’t officially take the throne. It was one of the many things we’d studied.

      But I didn’t know who the hell this woman was who crouched in front of me on her heels, athletic and agile despite her white hair and the deep grooves of wrinkles under her eyes.

      “He sounds like a real asshole,” I said.

      Fenig and Arlen exchanged a glance, and then she burst into laughter.

      The last of the vines gave way, ripping out of the wall. I tried to catch myself, but my knees buckled, and I fell to the hard stone floor anyway.

      Immediately, I pushed myself up, ready to launch myself to my feet.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll heal you. The pain’s not so bad when you know magic will take it away, right?”

      “The pain’s pretty bad, actually.” I rolled onto my back on the stone, feeling muscles and joints pop as they moved back into place after being strung up against that wall. God, my body thought I was old after today—far older than the Fae in front of me.

      She rubbed her scarred hands together and then held them out, hovering over my body.

      “You’re always so maternal,” Arlen told her.

      “Oh, shut up, Arlen. You’re always a dick-head.”

      I might like her, actually.

      Magic flooded my muscles, warm and healing. I let my eyes close, blocking out the unfamiliar setting, as my breath slowly returned to normal. I could get through this.

      I opened my eyes as she rose to her feet and offered me her hand. I took it doubtfully, clasping her forearm, and she helped me easily to my feet.

      “Come on,” she said. “This place isn’t all misery. I’ll show you.”

      I limped behind her as she led me down the halls, and Arlen followed, watching me as if he intended to protect her. We passed stone rooms where ivy clung to the walls, and I kept hearing the sound of water running like a stream, though I couldn’t find the source. Sunlight streamed in through high windows, and the air smelled sweet and fresh.

      She walked ahead of me into a long stone room filled with tables and benches. Their dining hall. Sunlight streamed through windows high above, and ivy clung to the stone walls.

      “What is this place?” I asked her.

      “This is South Keep.” Fenig gestured to me to sit, and sat on the bench opposite me. She moved with easy grace. She was tall and slender, her silvery-white hair wound into a braid around the top of her head. “We protect this part of the Fae lands from the creatures from the rips that you met—and so many more other interesting beasties.”

      “And from trespassers.”

      Her eyes crinkled faintly at the corners, and she inclined her head. “And from trespassers. Although I’d also consider you a beastie.”

      I wasn’t as much of a beast anymore as I wished. “We don’t intend any harm. We had planned to stay away from you all.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table, studying me. “Why did you come to the Fae world?”

      “In our world, we’re fighting a war with the witches.” There was no point in lying to her; it was obvious the eight of us were a hunting party. “They put a curse on us. A Fae curse. We came here to get a weapon to strike back at them. They took our magic, and we want to take theirs.”

      “Witches,” she repeated. “How exciting. Our part of the world doesn’t get many visitors.”

      “They’re not that much fun, believe me.”

      “What kind of curses did the witches place on you?”

      It was supposed to be Rafe or Lex negotiating with the Fae if we were unlucky enough to come face-to-face with them. I hadn’t expected to find myself pleading our case to escape a Fae dungeon. No matter what anyone thought, I didn’t feel Fae.

      “We’re shifters,” I said. Given that the Fae had manufactured the Dark Collar to control their own shifter population, I wasn’t entirely thrilled to reveal that fact.

      She nodded, looking unimpressed by that revelation.

      “The witches used the Dark Collar to take away our power.”

      “Nonsense,” she said. “The Dark Collar was fractured into many pieces.”

      “Well, witches are industrious. They found them.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “We’ve had other visitors, seeking the Dark Collar.”

      “What happened?”

      She gave me an enigmatic smile, and all she said was, “I wish I had killed them.”

      That made my heart beat faster. We had killed those visitors—or at least, we had killed Winter--so it wasn’t as if the word itself made me shy. It simply reminded me that this woman would be willing to kill us too.

      “We’re trying to find something to do the same favor for the witches,” I said.

      “I see. You’re fighting for a world without magic?”

      “No,” I said, because I doubted she thought that highly of our world, which had so much less magic than the other worlds through the portals. “We’re fighting for a world where they don’t have an advantage we don’t.”

      “You’re blind, so you’d like to dig out their eyes as well.”

      “That’s right.” I didn’t care how bloodthirsty it sounded.

      “I can understand that sentiment,” she agreed. “Now why don’t you tell me what you’re really here for?”

      I arranged my expression into innocence, and she said, “Please. I know you were playing that idiot—even though he didn’t realize it. Teasing out your lie while he hurt you, so he’d lick it up. Please don’t assume I’m so stupid.”

      Her gaze flickered past me—I had to suppress an exhale as if this was a break, because her gaze was unrelenting—and she gestured in the long-eared girl who’d called us trespassers. “Thank you, Tess.”

      Tess might hate us, but she put the tray she carried down between us without comment and left the room, gliding on quiet feet in her leather slippers. I glanced down at the tray, expecting new horrors, but there was nothing on it but bread, two small silver dishes with covers, and crystal bottles of water and red wine.

      “I thought you might need something after your time with Denys,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I said, but made no move to touch it. I almost asked if my friends in the cells had anything to eat, but I wasn’t sure we should eat. While most Fae food—if it wasn’t poisonous—was safe for us, there was always the possibility this food was enchanted.

      “If you’re worried you’ll have to stay in our world if you eat, that’s a myth.” She lifted the tops off the dishes, revealing creamy cheese and honeycomb in one, fruit and vegetables and a thick dip in the other. She spread cheese and honey over a roll and, before she began to eat, told me, “Well? Do you think you could refrain from lying to me so I don’t look like a fool in front of Turic for rescuing you?”

      “Did you really rescue me,” I said slowly, having the feeling she wouldn’t kill me for saying it, “or were you playing good cop, bad cop?”

      “I really do despise him,” she said. “I would torture you myself if I felt the need, though.” She gave me a slow, steely smile.

      She let that smile linger, and then she added, “I don’t. Not yet.”

      “Can I ask you a question too?”

      “You can try. Once you tell me why you really came.”

      I licked my lips, hesitating under her steely gaze. “Maddie. The girl in our group. The witches used her to activate the Dark Collar and prevent us all from shifting. Now, if we don’t figure out how to fix it….” I trailed off.

      It was more than I wanted to tell her, but it was the truth, and I hoped it would be enough to make her trust me.

      “She’s in mortal danger,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said. “We have to go home with an answer. And we came here to find one.”

      She seemed to consider that.

      I was still curious about the shifter boy we’d seen in the courtyard—and about how Denys has treated him. Plus, I’d like to distract her from pondering too much about my half-truths. “Why are there so many children here?”

      “Orphans,” she said. “Or children whose parents couldn’t raise them. They bring them to me to be trained as knights, so their children can live an honorable life of service.”

      “You have shifters here too.”

      She nodded reluctantly. “Most shifters lost their ability to become the wolf long ago, when our high king used the dark collar against them. Or they became trapped as wolves instead. But there are some who are…untamed. We block their magic so they can live among us.”

      “Really?” I sat forward. “Do you have any idea how that works—how it is that they’re untamed?”

      She raised her hand. “You still haven’t told me what you really want, Tyson. I’m not going to help you as you sit there and lie to me. I doubt your plan was to wander the Fae world until you stumble across a solution. You don’t look that stupid to me, and I don’t know why I appear that stupid to you.”

      “But could you help me if you wanted to?”  I demanded.

      She shrugged. “The High Delphin might know how you could undo the magic. If she were willing to help you.”

      I had to be careful—if there were other ways to undo the spell cast by the Dark Collar, they could save our lives in the Fae world and protect the packs without us having to journey into the Grey.

      But if she told me that the cure was the shield, which the Fae would never let us take, the Fae would suspect us of trying to steal it, and it would become harder to reach the temple and steal their shield.

      “The Delphin?” I asked, to buy myself time. I knew what the Delphin was; the Delphine were their prized spiritual leaders who the Fae believed connected them with their ancestors…and with their future progeny. The Delphine was a committee of sorts, ruled by the High Delphin.

      I was curious if the Delphine could do anything for us. Perhaps the Fae had another way to release the spell.

      She cocked her head to one side instead of answering my question. “Where do you come from?”

      “North Carolina.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking, child. What Fae line? What Fae court?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know who your mother is?”

      “No,” I said sharply. Her skeptical tone had immediately irritated me, but I swallowed the annoyance. My friends were counting on me. “I know who my mother is. I don’t know what Fae fathered me.”

      “It was your father’s responsibility to bring you back to the Fae world, according to our laws,” she said. “You should never have been raised in the human world.”

      My pack would probably have agreed.

      “Maybe he missed the memo. I didn’t think it was true.” Maybe it was a good thing that she was distracted from our mission by the question of my heritage, but it certainly didn’t feel good to me.

      “We must determine who your father is,” she said. “You must know who you are to request an audience with the High Delphin. Her magic cannot help you otherwise.”

      “You’re willing to help us?” I asked.

      “Perhaps,” she said lightly. “I really didn’t care for the witches who visited before. I’d like to vex them.”

      “I would like to as well,” I assured her. “How do we find my…father?”

      The word felt heavy on my tongue. What if my biological father was alive?

      “Magic, of course.”

      “All right, but what happens to my friends in the meantime?”

      “They—” she began.

      The tall, slender Fae with sharp ears and a tangle of dark red hair—Lake— rushed into the room. He glanced at me—a cutting look—then said, “Forgive the intrusion. The Delphin just arrived.”

      Fenig rubbed her hand across her face. “All this time and she emerges from her cottage now?”

      “Yes, now.” A very elderly woman pushed aside the red-haired man and entered. She murmured to him, “Thank you, Lake.” He blushed slightly as she passed, and I had a feeling that her hands lingered a little longer on his body than they needed to.

      Fenig rose and bowed, her hand pressed above her heart. “Delphin.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do but I figured rising from the bench and bowing too could never go awry.

      “Oh, he is very handsome and quite sweet, isn’t he?” The Delphin asked, looking me over. I half expected her to pinch my cheeks like a grandma—or maybe pinch my ass, like I had a feeling she’d done with Lake.

      “I don’t know if I would describe him as sweet, but he and his friends might be allies,” Fenig said, her voice dry.

      Allies? Of course they would want something from us, but what? What did the Fae need from us?

      “It’s too bad about the trial-by-combat,” the Delphin went on, smiling brightly. “I do hope he survives.”

      “What?” Fenig demanded.

      “Make sure he has a good dinner tonight,” she said. “He must face the labyrinth tomorrow. The laws are the laws, Fenig.”

      “I know,” Fenig seemed exasperated. “But according to tradition, you aren’t supposed to give him an audience yet—and you aren’t supposed to pinch my knights, either.”

      The Delphin spread her hands unapologetically. “I have my ways.”

      “Can you help me?” I asked.

      “Survive tomorrow, boy, and I will,” she told me. “The spirits will determine if you are worthy.”

      “The spirits,” Fenig muttered. “The monsters, you mean.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      

      Kit texted me. Any luck getting the truth out of Chase?

      No… maybe there’s a logical explanation

      Maybe the logical explanation is that there are werewolves!

      I tossed my phone on the nightstand and flopped back onto the bed. The walls of my room were painted black, and they seemed to loom over me. I’d been irritated expecting Chase to tell me not to be stupid when we were at the hardware store, but he’d just kept his mouth shut. Even though he’d never said a word, when we’d finished painting and the color felt like the walls were pressing in, I knew I’d live with it until I went off to college.

      It would’ve been nice if Chase talked to me before he left. But he never talked to me now. Why would he? He had a bunch of friends his own age, and they were always here if he was. It was his house, his money. Not mine. I couldn’t complain.

      I liked the guys, and Maddie too. But Chase and Skyla and I only had each other. If Chase had them, then who did I have?

      I reached for my cell and started to text Kit again, but as I was typing to suggest we get together, she texted me, want to meet at the park?

      Can’t, I texted back. Babysitting duty

      Ugh. Big brother gone again, huh?

      The words instantly irritated me. Kit was fun, but the way she talked about my big brother as if I needed Chase annoyed me. I didn’t really need anyone.

      Bring her! She texted next. I love kids! We’ll all have fun… just not the usual kind ; )

      I left the cell phone behind and headed downstairs.

      Skyla was watching television, draped over the back of the sectional. She slid off onto the cushions automatically when she heard footsteps, then her head popped up over the back.

      “Forgot it was me, huh?” I didn’t care if she wrecked Chase’s precious furniture. I’d never known he had such a Martha Stewart side until we got this house. He fucking loved the place.

      When we went to the mall, I’d thought Penn was going to keel over in boredom as Chase sniffed every damned scent in the Yankee Candle store. I was kind of surprised the guys didn’t tease him about it more.

      “I thought maybe he was home.”

      I grabbed a Coke out of the fridge, then put it back and took out a can of PBR. I was sipping it as I walked back into the living room, about to say something snarky about how often Chase was actually around. But that would just hurt Skyla, and maybe it wasn’t even fair to Chase, so instead I threw myself onto a chair across from her.

      “Want to go to a park?”  I was dying of boredom in the house now that it was just the two of us.

      She dangled upside down from the sectional, her hands to either side of her head as if she might do a headstand—and fall forward into the glass coffee table. I set the can down so I could grab her if she needed me. Taking care of little kids is a constant game of figuring out how they’ll try to kill themselves next.

      “You want to go to a park? Like a playground?” she asked skeptically.

      “Yeah, like a playground. You seem like you need to burn off some energy. What’s up next? Parkour around the room? Hanging from the chandelier?”

      “I did all that while you were talking to your girlfriend.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Are you going to play with me?” she asked. “Or are you just going to stare at your phone like it contains the secrets of the universe. Or like you’re watching po—.”

      “Skyla.” I sat forward fast, bracing my elbows on my knees. “What do you know about… about that?”

      “I’m going into fifth grade, Blake. I hear things at school.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said, running my hand through my hair. “Okay, that’s terrifying.”

      “So are you going to play with me?”

      “No,” I said. “Taking you to the playground in the first place is me doing the nice thing. Swinging and playing pretend would be above and beyond.”

      “Someday you’re going to miss the days when I was sweet and innocent.”

      “I already do,” I told her.

      “And you’ll regret that you didn’t hang out with your little sister.”

      “Sure,” I said. Suddenly I really wanted to see Kit. I kept thinking about how her pink hair smelled like strawberries, the way her lips turned up at one corner right before she kissed me. “Look, I’m going to go down the street. I’ll be back in like, an hour. You can take care of yourself, right?”

      “Obviously. Do you want to hear about child labor in the—”

      “I do not, you little nerd,” I said.

      “You could try watching a documentary every now and then too, Blake,” she said. “You can get yourself an education for free—”

      I tuned her out as I ran up the stairs. I grabbed my cell phone and texted Kit on my way out. Her last message was: Ignoring me?

      I can do the park after all

      My day just got so much better!

      “Don’t open the door to anyone,” I shouted before I left.

      “Oh, I won’t!” Skyla shouted back. I was pretty sure if I accidentally locked myself out, she’d leave me sleeping on the porch, just to 1) follow the letter of the law, and 2) mess with me.

      I double-checked that the door was locked behind me. Then I jogged down to the park.

      Kit was already there, and she leaned against the side of a very cool looking old school black car.

      “Wow, are these your wheels?” I asked as I walked up to her, and she slipped her cell into her pocket, giving me a grin. “How’d you get it in here?”

      The fence all around the broken-down playground didn’t have a gate big enough for cars, and I started to look around for a place she’d been able to drive through.

      “Where’s Skyla?” she asked.

      “Oh, she stayed home,” I said, turning back to her, just in time to see her face fall.

      Her features smoothed out the next second, her beaming smile returning as she said, “Oh good, I like when it’s just the two of us, but I was prepared to adjust.”

      “Thanks,” I said warily. “It kinda seemed like you wanted to hang out with Skyla.”

      She shook her head. “Nah. But I don’t mind kids.”

      She took my hand like she was going to pull me over to the swings, but instead she tugged me toward her and began to kiss me. She smelled as sweet as ever, and her lips were soft and warm as they teased against mine. Her hands ran across the waistband of my jeans, her fingernails skating over my bare skin.

      It was hard to pay attention to anything else when she kissed me like that.

      “Let’s go up to the tower,” she murmured. Her hand slid lower, cupping me through my jeans. “Is Aunt Jen on babysitting duty?”

      “No,” I said, starting to say something about how Chase had scared her off for now.

      She glanced away into the night, as if she’d heard something, or as if she was looking at someone.  I took a step back, scanning our surroundings.

      She smiled, that smile that lit up her whole face. She crooked a finger at me. “Come play with me.”

      Her voice was sultry.

      “Who the hell are you?” I asked.

      She gave me a strange look, still smiling. “Is this a joke? You and I know each other pretty well now.”

      “You’re awfully curious about werewolves,” I said, “and you’re awfully curious about my sister.”

      My instincts were flaring, telling me that somehow, this situation was dangerous.

      I had the feeling she’d been communicating with someone else, out here in the night.

      “Anyone would be curious about werewolves,” she began.

      But I was already running.

      She called after me as I hurtled the fence. Maybe I was overreacting, but my heart was suddenly pounding. I had to get back to Skyla and make sure she was safe.

      I ran all the way home and when I got there, Aunt Jennifer’s car was parked in front of our house.

      She was just opening the trunk, and she hadn’t seen me yet. There was no way I could make it all the way across the front yard to the front door without her noticing me, though. Instead, I stopped at the mailbox and opened it up. It held a few catalogs and bills and junk mail, and I took my time leafing through them as my breath slowed.

      Jen would still be suspicious that I was locked out. I wouldn’t have locked the door behind me to go to the mailbox—unless I claimed it was force of habit. Still, she was keyed up enough about Chase leaving us. She’d be suspicious.

      “Hey there, Aunt Jennifer,” I said, tucking the mail under my arm. I gave her a hug, then reached to grab her suitcase before she could finish wrestling it from the trunk.

      “Hey there,” she said. She let me take her suitcase as she slung her purse and her tote over her shoulder. “Where are you coming from?”

      “Mailbox.” I held it all up. “There’s nothing good.”

      “It only gets worse when the bills are yours,” she promised, but I wasn’t sure that was really true. I thought sometimes I’d be happier when I was on my own.

      I headed up the walk toward the sprawling house ahead of her, hoping I could get the door unlocked without drawing any attention, but when I tried the knob, it was already unlocked.

      My heart started to gallop as I pushed the door open.

      But Skyla stood there in the foyer, with a mischievous look on her face—she’d want me to pay for that cover-up one day—balancing her book on her head. She’d watched some movie about princess training that had the girls carrying books on her head, and now she did it all the time.

      Kids are weird, man.

      “I’m bringing this upstairs,” I told her, my heartrate returning to normal when I saw her.

      If I hadn’t been trying to look normal for Jennifer, I might’ve hugged her.

      I had a bad feeling about things with Kit.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      Ty returned to our hallway with his hands unbound, sauntering down the hall with two young guards.

      The tall, red-headed male stepped into the hallway while Tess stood by with her sword in her hand and an eager expression on her face, as if she would love it if we tried to escape.

      “Thanks, Lake,” Tyson said, as if Lake was doing him a favor by returning him to his cell.

      “Show me your hands,” Lake ordered, and he began to move between us, muttering the words of a spell. The chains on our wrists fell away, leaving behind just a cuff that molded close to our skin. As he reached me and began the spell, my skin seemed to burn, and I clutched my wrist to my chest.

      “Sorry,” he said, giving me a sympathetic look. “It’ll block your magic until you’re released.”

      “And when will that be?” We needed to get out of here in a hurry and get the shield. We didn’t even know where in the Greyworld the other half was—the Greyworld  would be the tough part.

      Lake hesitated, and I had the feeling he knew, but didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Come on,” Tess said impatiently. Lake turned away from me without answering and headed toward Tess, who still stood at the door with her sword at the ready and a twitchy expression.

      “Relax,” Lake chided her gently.

      “I thought the digs would be a lot worse,” Tyson observed, glancing around.  “They must not have a dungeon.”

      They’d put us in a long hallway with stout wood-and-iron doors at either end. A dozen windowless small bedrooms, barely bigger than walk-in closets, lined the hall. But at least we were together.

      “How did it go?” Lex demanded.

      “They’re hanging us all at dawn,” Tyson said, and then as the rest of us reacted, he hurriedly followed it up with, “I’m kidding.”

      Rafe gave him a long look. “Hilarious.”

      “It’s just me, and it’s trial by combat,” Tyson said, shrugging one shoulder, his voice lazy.

      Dread formed a brick in my stomach, but Tyson was already twisting to call after our guards, “How bad do you think it’ll be, Tess?”

      The Fae girl with the pretty face and cold eyes turned and walked backward. “I think you’re going to die tomorrow, trespasser.”

      “She’s just kidding,” Tyson said. “She’s a big joker. Secretly rooting for me.”

      “You’re going to be eaten by the Feddlewig, and that is going to be a wonderful joke,” she retorted, with a toss of her hair.

      “Winning friends as always, I see,” Penn said to Ty.

      Lake seemed to linger at the end of the hall. Tess noticed and sheathed her sword in one quick motion, before reaching out to catch his arm. “Come on,” she scolded him, “you don’t need to gawk at the pre-dead humans.”

      “Pre-dead humans,” Silas mused. “Reminds me of raw toast. We’re all dying, after all. Including you, Fae.”

      Silas had that far-away look on his face that I was never sure how much to believe now that I knew how dangerous he was under that easygoing, dreamy surface. I frowned at him, but he leaned against the wall, smiling faintly and looking lost in thought.

      “Trial by combat,” Lex said. “Explain, please.”

      “Fenig—she seems to be more-or-less in charge—said we would need the Delphin’s help to break the curse,” Ty said. “She seemed willing to help us. Then the Delphi arrived.”

      “How did that go? Did you offend her?” Penn asked. Tyson’s reputation as a skeptic—and a loudmouthed one at that—was well-established.

      “Not this time.” Ty was thoughtful. “She said I seemed like a sweet boy and that it was too bad I might die in the trial. That if I didn’t die, she looked forward to helping me.”

      “I’ll fight,” Rafe said immediately. “Not you.”

      “Nice try,” Ty said. “But you need a ‘Fae-blood’ for your champion. So you’re stuck with me, boss.”

      Before he even finished speaking his sentence, he looked to me, his gaze landing on mine just as he said the word boss. Something flashed through his eyes quickly, and my heart lurched. He knew it now; he believed we weren’t brother-and-sister.

      And we had no time—and less privacy—to talk about that. It didn’t even matter, if he faced combat tomorrow. He was already looking away.

      “But there’s something going on here,” Tyson said, snapping his fingers with sudden energy. “They need something from us too, we just have to figure out what.”

      “The Fae always have a bargain,” Silas agreed.

      Ty looked at him. “And you’re back. What do you have to say about the Feddlewig?”

      Silas fixed that dreamy smile on him. “You were baiting her for information.”

      “And you’ve been turning that information over in your brain,” Ty said, “which is the only reason I’m not disturbed at how you smiled at that news.”

      Silas waved the concern off. “You’ll best the Feddlewig. I wouldn’t even need to know what it was to know that.”

      Rafe glanced between the two of them. “You have quite the reciprocal fan club, but do you think perhaps you could fill the rest of us in?”

      “It’s reductive, but the Feddlewig is easiest to understand as half-bear, half-spider,” Silas said.

      “Is it more bear-sized, or spider-sized?” Tyson asked.

      “Bear-sized, definitely,” Silas said.

      “Of course it is,” Tyson said. “You know I hate spiders.”

      “How does this trial by combat work?”

      “Oh, it’s quite the party usually,” Silas said. “As a general rule, they create a labyrinth—magic to the rescue—around the mouth of the cave where the Feddlewig lives. Ty will start in the middle of the maze. The Feddlewig is at one end, and on the other side is the exit. In theory, if he reaches the exit without having been ripped to pieces, he wins.”

      “Ripped to pieces? I really need you to work on your phrasing,” Ty muttered.

      “Realistically, it doesn’t matter,” Silas went on. “The Feddlewig just rose from hibernation, and it’s about as good-tempered and pure-of-heart as Penn first thing in the morning. It will scent you and it’ll come to see what you are. Then it will try to eat you.”

      Tyson rubbed his hand across his face. He muttered, “I hate my life.” Then, more audibly, he said to Silas, “What kind of weapons do I get to have?”

      “You are a weapon,” Silas reminded him. “But they’re certain to give you a sword. Maybe even a shield, for the good it will do.”

      “I was a weapon.” Ty said. “I don’t have the wolf anymore, remember?”

      “I thought you all realized when you defeated the Day that you don’t need the wolf,” Silas said. He glanced around at us all fondly. “You’re all quite terrifying in your own right.”

      I wasn’t sure any of my other men knew how truly terrifying Silas could be. I wondered if they would learn during our time in his world.

      “We need to talk strategy,” Penn said. “What are its weaknesses?

      There was a clanging sound down the hall, and the two young guards returned—Tess looked quite sour-faced—followed by an old white-haired knight that Ty whispered was Fenig.

      “The castle gates have been closed for the evening,” Fenig told us. “There are all sorts of monsters wandering loose outside, so if any of you would like to escape, you’re welcome. Or if you wish to stay and try your luck in the morning instead, then we would like to offer some better hospitality.”

      From the sulky look on Tess’ face, a dungeon was her preferred level of hospitality. I was curious why the girl hated us so much on sight.

      Fenig opened the door at the other end of the hall, then led us up one flight of stairs at the end of the hall. We emerged onto a rooftop. The keep’s flag snapped in the wind as it was drawn down by a few of their young soldiers—I would have called them children—and the wind seemed strong here, above the shaking tree tops.

      “From here, you can see the monsters roam on the forest side,” she said. “To the other side of the castle is the city we defend.”

      “It doesn’t seem like you all get along very well with Turic and his men,” Tyson said.

      Fenig gave us both a small smile. “I get along with whoever I have to, to protect my knights, who protect this land.”

      Maybe that meant she would be our ally instead if we could help her. Somehow.

      “When the final bells ring, I will secure the doors between the guest quarters and the rest of the keep—simply a formality, an old tradition we keep—but you’ll be able to come up here, if you wish. You’ll see what we fight during the daylight hours.”

      She left us alone then. The sun was sinking low in the sky.

      “I don’t see any monsters,” Chase grumbled. “Despite what she said about needing the Delphin’s help, I think we should just see ourselves out.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Ty said dryly.

      “It’s ridiculous,” Chase said, giving voice to how I felt myself. “Of course you can beat the Feddlewig, Ty, but what if you get unlucky?”

      “It’s rather a long way down,” Silas said dryly. “I think perhaps we should play the Fae game.”

      Penn turned on him. “What do you base that on, Si? Maybe all those secrets locked in your head that you don’t bother to share with the rest of us?”

      Silas gave him a skeptical look, thrusting his hand into his pocket. “It’s not that I don’t bother,” Silas said. “It’s that I choose not to tell you.”

      The look that flashed across Penn’s face made me take a step toward the two of them. Penn and Ty might fight mercilessly with each other, but I knew Penn, and he was more upset by the thought of Ty going into danger than Ty was himself.

      “Enough games, Silas,” Lex said. “Do you know anything about this trial-by-combat? This specific scenario?”

      Silas shook his head. “No, I don’t. But Tyson said the Delphin claimed it was necessary. She could have some kind of political reason, of course. Or she might just be blood-thirsty. Or she could be an imposter oracle. But if none of that is the case, then it must be necessary.”

      “Every day with you all gives me a headache,” Rafe muttered.

      “So we gamble Tyson’s life on winning the favor of some oracle?” Penn demanded. “Is that really the game we’re playing?”

      “The other part of the game,” Silas reminded us all, “is that we don’t have wings. We can break out, even without magic, if we want to risk fighting our way through the Fae, but then we have to go out there.”

      He waved his arm at the forest outside, where the wild beasts roamed.

      “If we can get these cuffs off,” Penn banged his against the stone wall, “you can erect a shield.”

      “The shield is defensive,” Silas said. “You know that. We can’t move with it.”

      We were trapped here.

      “If I win, the Delphin said she’d help us,” Tyson pointed out. “at a bare minimum, they’ll grant us safe passage to the Hooksbane, and that will get us to the temple.”

      “We can’t tell them where we’re going,” Rafe reminded us all.

      “Oh believe me,” Silas said, “if she isn’t a false oracle, the Delphin already knows.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Silas

      

      I rested my hand on Maddie’s shoulder as we headed through the narrow stone halls to dinner, and she looked up at me with a smile lighting her face. After all this time, my heart still jumped when she looked at me like that.

      “How are you doing?” I asked. A lot had happened in one day, from our capture to Tyson finally accepting his Fae heritage to the news Ty would have to fight for our freedom. She looked as if she was taking everything in stride, as always—but I knew Maddie better than that.

      She glanced at the guys walking ahead of us, then came to a stop. A mischievous smile touched her lips as she pressed me against the wall, my shoulder blades hitting the stone behind me. “You know, sometimes your sensitive side throws me for a loop after getting to know Echo.”

      I raised my hands to make air quotes, something Penn had taught me about the previous week. “‘Echo’ cared about you quite a bit, even if he didn’t come across as the most sensitive guy.” I studied her face. “I thought that was what you like, anyway. Guys who are jerks.”

      “You did say I have a type,” she reminded me, running her hands up my chest as she swayed in for a kiss. “But you’re my type, and you’re not a jerk.”

      “I tortured you, if you recall,” I said.

      She glanced at the retreating backs of our friends just before they were lost around the curve in the hall.

      “You’ve been protecting me,” I said, sure of what I’d long suspected. “You think they’d deal with what happened in the Day…badly.”

      “I think they deal with a lot of things badly.” Her lips twisted. “But you’re a pragmatist.”

      The memory of how I’d hurt her yanked at my heart. “Maddie, I was doing what I thought would keep you alive in the Day. Hurting you before anyone else could, because I knew I wouldn’t hurt you that much. And I’ll own that. You don’t have to keep secrets from them.”

      She didn’t need to keep my secrets to protect me. I wanted her to have an open, honest relationship with every male she chose to bring into her circle.

      She smiled. “You know, despite your incredibly awful background and everything you did to me, I still think you might be the most emotionally healthy and well-adjusted man in this pack.”

      “And yet I am just a man.” I touched her cheek tenderly, thinking about what would happen when we went into my world. I was still a rebel magician; I still owed my life to helping my people gain their freedom—even if some of them didn’t want to be free. “Not a wolf. I’ll never be part of a pack.”

      “Lies, Silas Zip,” she said fiercely, before her lips met mine.

      The two of us traded kisses before I said, “I mean it, Maddie. You don’t need any more secrets between you and them. You should tell them what happened.”

      I wasn’t scared of any of them. I didn’t mind their anger.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anyway—we have a mission. None of us need to get distracted by feelings.”

      I scoffed at that, knowing how much she and Tyson needed to work through. Despite how wolves seemed to view their emotions, feelings weren’t always an unnecessary distraction.

      “What secrets?” Lex stood at the end of the hall, right before the curve.

      Maddie hastily untangled herself from me. “What? No secrets.”

      He gave her a long look. “I think you forget that I was your cadre, and I know very well what it looks like when you two are plotting and dissembling.”

      Maddie grinned and ducked her head, before grabbing my hand and pulling me along with her.

      The bells were tolling for dinner. Lex gave us a long look as we reached him.

      “Whatever you two are trying to keep from the rest of us, you know your secrets won’t last,” he reminded us.

      “I know,” I said. I just had to convince Maddie of the fact. I didn’t want her to sacrifice anything for me. She had given up enough for all of us, over and over.

      I couldn’t make her see it, but what she saw as her mistake was really her sacrifice. According to prophecy, it was always necessary that the shifters lose their wolves so they could embrace magic and the wars could end. I knew she carried a deep sense of shame about being tricked by Bennett, but she was always meant to change the world.

      It’s never easy to be the one re-writing history in the moment, though.

      We reached the dining hall last. It was already crowded with knights, young and old—but only a smattering who seemed to be above the age of thirty—and with children, plenty of whom were so young that their legs kicked above the long benches without touching the floor. They all stopped to stare at us openly as we walked in.

      Seeing the kids made me think about growing up in the orphanage and in the rebel magicians, but I pushed that part of myself down deep, closed the lid, sat on the box. I’d survived and taken a place in the world where I did good, and so would they. That was all that mattered. An unhappy childhood is hardly a tragedy.

      A delicious aroma of food hung in the air. Lake stood from a nearly-empty table and gestured us over as Tess buried her face in her hands. Raura kicked Tess under the table with a lack of discretion that I found instantly appealing. Next to her sat Arlen, and for the first time I noticed that the tall, broad-shouldered Fae wore fine armor that suggested he wasn’t one of these orphan warriors, who all wore simple dark clothes and no chain mail.

      The eight of us made our way over and took seats at the benches.

      “Let me introduce you to the humans,” Lake said to his friends.

      Arlen scoffed at that. He clearly expected us to be dead before it mattered.  Lake reeled off our names, pointing to each of us in turn.

      “Impressive,” I told him as he took his seat again.

      “He has his parlor tricks,” Arlen said.

      Lake ignored him studiously. “Don’t mind him.”

      I shrugged. “Every group has one.”

      Arlen looked at me, but didn’t even bother to frown, his face an indifferent mask.

      The table was spread with roast game, fresh bread, and different salads and roasted vegetables in polished wooden bowls. But everyone’s plates remained empty. I looked around, trying to make sense of the etiquette of the moment. Fenig rose from her seat at a table filled with a few warriors and a dozen of the youngest children and intoned a blessing over the meal.

      Penn and I exchanged a glance. Penn was skeptical about religion in general, and the Fae religion—where the oracles spoke for the spirits, and everything had a spirit—in particular.

      The shifter kid from outside approached the table curiously. What was his name? Nat?

      Tess shook her head at him, but Tyson was already throwing one leg over the bench so he could twist to see him better. “Hey there,” Ty said. “Want to come sit with us?”

      “He doesn’t,” Tess said.

      Ty winked at him, patting the bench. The kid ran off, then came back carrying his plate and sat down between Ty and me.

      As we finally began to fill our plates, I turned my gaze on Raura again. She was trying to tease Arlen, who was unresponsive, as she filled her plate. She stole a roll off his plate, and he didn’t even look her way as he reached for another one from the bowl at the center of the table.

      It would help if I could see her standing, to better gauge her height, but I was sure she’d been the figure in the woods. If it was indeed her, she’d been the last one I’d seen before her magic broke through mine like a spear, fracturing our shield into a million pieces and leaving us to face the Ravagers. Without that moment, we would likely have eluded the Fae and been well on our way to the temple by now.

      But why? Why had she been out in the woods alone? I somehow doubted anyone knew she’d been out there on her own, long before she appeared with the Fae who fought with us.

      She gave me a cheeky look as she bit into an apple. “Why are you staring at me, wizard?”

      “He’s probably never seen anyone with such terrible table manners in any of the worlds,” Arlen muttered.

      She glanced at him, quirking an eyebrow. “Finally, he speaks. Only to be rude, of course—speaking of manners.”

      “You just look familiar,” I said.

      “Maybe you saw me in your world when I was visiting,” she suggested. “Or do you make a habit of skulking through ours?”

      Well, yes, but I wasn’t going to discuss that with her.

      Rafe put his hand over the top of my wine goblet as I reached for it. I sighed—it wasn’t my first trip through the Fae word, and despite the rumors, their food wasn’t any danger to us unless it was poisoned or enchanted.

      Jensen said, “I’ll be the experiment. Stop me if I do anything stupid.” He raised his glass.

      “I always try,” Rafe muttered.

      To Lake, Arlen said, “I thought I glimpsed the Huntress in the woods today.”

      “You wouldn’t have seen her if she hadn’t wanted you to see her,” Lake answered.

      Arlen shrugged his shoulders. For the first time, there was a flicker of interest in his eyes as he said, “Then perhaps she did want me to see her.”

      “Try to contain yourself,” Raura said dryly. “Your crush on the Huntress is positively embarrassing.”

      Down the table, I could see Maddie trying to draw Tess into conversation. Tess was reluctant, but talking to her. I couldn’t imagine Tess would hold out long against Maddie’s charming smile. A swell of pride touched my chest when I watched Maddie. There was no one else like her.

      I had a feeling Raura wouldn’t want me to share where I thought she looked familiar from in the midst of this conversation, so I waited until dinner was over and followed her into the hall. Rafe glanced at me sharply, as if my abrupt departure wasn’t unnoticed, but they all trusted me and my strange ways by now.

      Raura turned around in the hall. “Do you intend to follow me to my bedchamber, stranger? Because I guarantee you, it isn’t any nicer than the cells. Worse, actually. Just barely a cut above an actual dungeon, if you ask me.”

      “I’m not interested in your bedchamber.” I flashed a cool smile. “I’m interested in why I saw you in the woods, Huntress.”

      It was an educated guess, but the way her eyes widened told me everything I needed to know.

      She grabbed my wrist and towed me down the hall. Then, when she was sure we were alone, she hissed, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I yanked my wrist from her grasp and folded my hands behind my back. Although Raura didn’t mean it that way, I didn’t like for any woman but Maddie to touch me, despite the way that I had toyed with Alice.

      “I don’t care about your secrets, and I don’t care to reveal them,” I shot back. “I care about why. And most of all—I care about making sure my friend survives the Feddlewig tomorrow.”

      She scoffed. “You want me to cheat?”

      “You say that like anyone should give a damn about playing by the rules when the game itself is stupid,” I said. “You were the one I saw in the woods.”

      She shrugged. “So what if I was, wizard? You’ll never convince any of them of that, anyway.”

      That fact bothered her—it meant something to her to be the Huntress. It cost her something to keep her anonymity from her friends, but she felt she must. An interesting mystery to untangle.

      “Mm. You’ve called me a wizard twice now—how do you know what I am?”

      “You’re all witches now. I heard the news.”

      I shook my head. “Try again. You know I come from a different world than my friends—how?”

      “I’m Fae. I know things.”

      I abruptly pinned her to the wall, my hands to either side of her head, caging her in. Her lips parted in surprise.

      “I don’t give a damn about your secrets, Huntress. But I want you to tell me everything you know about the Feddlewig and defeating it.”

      “And then you’ll leave me alone?” she demanded.

      “Probably not.” I gave her a thin smile. “But I don’t plan on staying in your jolly murderous little corner of the universe very long. I have a curse to break and then I’ll leave, and you can return to whatever fucked-up hijinks you’re up to.”

      She stared at me in challenge. “I’ll tell you everything I know about the Feddlewig, cheater.”

      “Lovely, Huntress.”

      Someone came around the corner then, and she suddenly twined her arms around my neck, pulling me close. I exhaled a breath of surprise into her ear, although thankfully, she just put her lips close to my ear; it looked as if we were kissing from the right angle, but it was nothing more.

      “Meet me on the battlements at midnight,” she murmured. “I’ll tell you everything about the Feddlewig.”

      “Don’t murder me,” I warned her, sure she had an ulterior motive in getting me alone.

      “No promises.” She gave me a wicked smile.

      The man who had just come around the corner stopped abruptly, and the two of us looked to him.

      Lake’s eyes narrowed with hurt. But he said roughly to me, “What do you want with her?”

      “Lake,” she murmured, pressing her hand against my chest to push me away. “Don’t be jealous. I’m just being hospitable.”

      Lake gave me a long look, full of warning. He must have seen me follow Raura and tried to come to her rescue.

      I had a feeling, however, that Raura might be far more likely to come to his rescue than vice versa.

      “You know, I’m not helpless, Lake,” she said, her voice irritated.

      “I know that,” he said, completely unconvincingly. Ah, the protective impulse. The Fae suffered from those too.

      As I passed him, he muttered, “Hurt her, and I’ll kill you.”

      Sure. I jerked my head in a nod of understanding; it would do no use to point out that I didn’t want Raura.

      I won’t hurt her.

      If she doesn’t try to kill me.
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            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      

      I walked around the house later that night. Skyla was in bed already, and I’d thought Aunt Jennifer was too, but as I was testing the glass sliding doors out to the yard, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      I jumped like I’d just been scalded. “Just checking that the house is locked up.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I was going to steal from someone, this is the part of town I’d head to.”

      Aunt Jennifer’s hands were on her hips when I turned around. Judging from her pinched face, she didn’t think I had a future in stand-up comedy.

      But it was Kit’s face that I couldn’t shake. There had been something wicked and sharp in her gaze, just for one second, that made my heart beat faster every time I thought about it.

      “We should be careful,” I said, not knowing how to begin to talk about any of this with her. But I wanted to make sure she was on high alert when she was out, and that she protected Skyla when I wasn’t around.

      “Is there something you’re worried about, Blake?” she asked.

      Werewolves. It sounded crazy. I couldn’t tell her what I thought I remembered. Part of me thought I was losing my mind.

      “Nope,” I said. “I’m just looking out for my little sister. That’s my job.”

      Her face creased as if she’d just bitten into something sour. “No, it’s really not.”

      Right, she was still stuck on the idea that Skyla and I were kids, and that Chase was failing us.

      “Whatever,” I said, heading past her toward the stairs. “You want to blame Chase for everything, go on. I don’t care.”

      “It’s not about blame,” she said.

      “Sure.” I might call my brother a dickhead mentally every other time I thought of him, but I hated the way Jennifer acted as if he was failing us. At least Chase tried. She hadn’t wanted us around.

      “Blake.” Her voice came out sharp, and I stopped with my foot on the bottom stair and turned back to her.

      “What?”

      “I know you’re mixed up in something dangerous. I know the kind of trouble you were getting in back before Chase moved you out to the middle of nowhere.”

      “Oh really?” I asked. The memory of how Chase had showed up to protect me—even though I didn’t want him to—kept playing over and over, now that I remembered that day. The gun. Silas, handing over money to those men. My brother, dropping to his knees as the wolf took him over… It had to be real.

      I almost forgot she was there until she sighed in frustration, and I added, “Then how come you didn’t do anything about it?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “None of this is fair, Aunt Jennifer,” I said. “Not my mom dying, not the way you didn’t want Sky and me, but you don’t want us here either—”

      “That’s not true!”

      “Yeah, it is.” I took my foot off the step and turned to face her. My face was suddenly hot, as if I were furious.

      If Chase were here, I would’ve told him what I knew, and I would’ve told him about Kit, and we probably would have screamed at each other, but at least we would have been on the same side.

      Aunt Jennifer and I weren’t going to yell. And we were also never going to be on the same side.

      She just stared at me, her face crumpling as if she might cry, then smoothing out again, and regret washed over me.

      “Sorry,” I said, taking my foot down off the step.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s… I never meant to let your mom down. And when I let you and Chase and Skyla down, I… she would have been hurt by how this all turned out.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said, and I felt like I should go to her and hug her, but I just didn’t have it in me right now.

      I was tired. Someone always needed something from me, and I had to pretend like everything was fine. Be a man. Be the man of the house. Even when Chase was here, I didn’t want to look weak in front of my brother.

      Then I went up the stairs, without looking back.

      I knew I wasn’t going to get much sleep tonight, anyway.

      I just had a feeling there was something bad coming for us, and all night long, I knew I’d sleep lightly, listening for any noise.

      Chase had said he wouldn’t have international text or calling on his school trip, which sounded like bullshit of the highest order. But I tried texting him anyway.

      At one in the morning, when I couldn’t sleep, I even called him, as I paced around by the window, looking out from time to time.

      But of course he didn’t answer.

      And I kept watch for nothing.
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      After dinner, when we’d all returned to the hallway, I looked for Tyson, but didn’t see him at first. Jensen jerked his thumb at the door at the other end of the hall.

      Somehow, he always knew what I needed, and he was always looking out for me. I wrapped my arm around his waist and he squeezed me tight as I brushed my lips over his cheek. He caught my lips with his, his kiss searing, claiming, even if we only took a moment.

      He squeezed me tighter, then released me. “Stop stalling. Go fix things.”

      “Don’t boss me,” I told him lightly.

      “Don’t need it, then,” he said, his voice just as teasing. He looked at me with heat in his eyes, as if he wanted to kiss me again, but instead he gave me a gentle shove toward the door.

      I climbed the narrow, twisting stairs and slipped out onto the battlements. I was relieved to find Tyson there.

      “Did you want to be alone?” I asked as I closed the door behind me. We were up so high, the wind singing around us in a rough way that felt dangerous if I dared to step too close to the edge, and it reminded me too much of the times on the bridge over the river. The memory of the look on his face when we fought that night on the bridge curled around my heart.

      He was leaning against the stone wall surrounding the roof. The moon and stars seemed brighter out here than from anywhere I’d seen them on Earth, even on the most remote camping trips Piper and her men had dragged me on. The moonlight reflected off his hair and the shirt hugging his broad shoulders. All I wanted to do was wrap my arms around his waist and press my face into his back, as I once would have, but my heart beat too quickly at the idea.

      There wasn’t much I was afraid of, but my heart couldn’t take one more rejection from Tyson Atlas.

      He was quiet so long that I put my hand on the doorknob, ready to go back in. My heart ached, but Ty needed to focus on the next day’s combat. I didn’t want to distract him.

      “No,” he said finally, turning to me. The sight of his handsome face struck me to my core in that moment, his bright eyes and the slow smile. “I came out here to be alone, but I’d rather be with you.”

      My heart lurched. “I don’t want to distract you from tomorrow.”

      He shrugged. “We’ve planned all we can. Tomorrow will bring…what it brings.”

      I joined him against the stone rail that led around the rooftop, and the two of us studied the swaying treetops far below as if we’d find some answers there.

      I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to make up with Tyson, but when I thought about what would come tomorrow, my mouth went dry. It seemed too small to bring up our relationship.

      “It’s beautiful here,” I said. “Too bad everything here wants to kill us.”

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the first time that Ty and I had sex, right after we came into the Fae world. Right now I wouldn’t mind being attacked by one of those crazy sentient plants. It would be nice to have an excuse.

      The two of us were both stuck in our heads; it was Tyson’s logic that had forced us apart, even when our very souls sang that we belong together. Now I wasn’t sure how to recover the closeness and strength the bond brought us both.

      “What’s that moving down there?” he asked.

      I shifted closer to him, straining to see what he did in the darkness as he pointed down. I finally saw a goblin lurching through below, obviously hunting as it dragged a club behind it. Then I pointed out to him the giant cat that was prowling through the treetops above it.

      The cat finally jumped down onto the goblin, and the sounds of the fight—the roaring, the crashing through the underbrush—wafted thinly up to us from so high above.

      Tyson cleared his throat and turned to me. “Looks like us for the past few months.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “They’re trying to rip out each other’s throats.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      No, I really didn’t. We’d been fighting but it had never been vicious. We’d both been wounded—even though neither of us meant to hurt the other. I chewed my lower lip as I leaned against the stone wall. I didn’t want to argue with him, not now.

      “You were right,” he said, crossing his arms as he leaned beside me, his back to the battlements. His voice was light. “Don’t you want to gloat or anything?”

      “Do you really want to do this now?” I asked.

      “I think we have to. If things go badly tomorrow…” he glanced at me sideways.

      “Things won’t go badly tomorrow.” I was furious at him for even saying that, and I tried to swallow my anger. I was just…scared. So scared.

      “Well, if my lady commands it,” he said, his voice teasing.

      God, I loved him but he could be so irritating. There are some serious problems with being in love with seven men, and the primary one is that every man is annoying from time to time.

      “Do you want me to gloat?” I demanded. “Because honestly, I don’t feel like gloating. I feel like I told you we weren’t brother-and-sister, and you wouldn’t listen, and we wasted all that time we could’ve spent together.”

      The teasing look had left Tyson’s face, which was frozen. Well, he’d asked.

      “We made each other and everyone around us miserable,” I said. “And for what?”

      “I didn’t know,” he said hotly. “I was trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me, Tyson,” I shot back. “Not when we’re on a mission and not from my wayward horny sinner’s heart, like you decided to do for the past several months.”

      “I don’t mind you being a wayward horny sinner one bit,” he said, crossing his arms. He was starting to look angry too. “But Jesus, Maddie, I thought you might be my half sister. I wasn’t going to risk that.”

      “So you didn’t believe me, but you meet some random Fae who’s like, hey, Fae-blood, you’re in charge, and that seems legit?”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” he said, “but you were pretty invested in the idea we weren’t related.”

      “Well, yeah. Because I love you for some reason, you idiot.”

      “And I love you too,” he said, his tone just as testy, “but that doesn’t mean I always think you’re right.”

      “I’m not saying I’m always right.” I threw up my hands in exasperation.

      “Whether you say it or not, you believe it. You might as well admit to it.”

      In the distance, there was a triumphant roar as one of the monsters fighting below triumphed over the other. Ripping throats out was so much simpler than loving someone.

      I faced him down, exasperation making my cheeks hot.

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” I said. “Not when you have to fight tomorrow…”

      “I don’t want to fight with you either,” he said. “But you and I have some stuff to work through, and I don’t want to walk into the fucking Fae labyrinth tomorrow without having said goodbye—”

      I grabbed his shirt in one hand, pulling him close to me, surprising us both.

      “You don’t get to say goodbye to me,” I said, full of fury. “You don’t get to hurt me and make me miss you, even though you were right there, even though we didn’t have to go through all that, and then go fucking die, Tyson. You are going to make it through that fight tomorrow and then you’re going to begin making it up to me.”

      His lips parted, about to fire back, but I used my hand fisted in his shirt to yank him down to me. I kissed him hard, until both of us were breathless. His hands skimmed my sides, then settled on my hips.

      His lips nudged mine open at the same time as his knee slid between my thighs, pushing my legs open. My lips parted, letting him in.

      He picked me up in one easy movement and set me on top of the stone ramparts. I clung to his shoulders with my hands, keenly aware of the breeze teasing my hair, which fluttered away from me. There was a long drop behind my back but I didn’t give a fuck right now. Tyson stood in front of me, limned by moonlight, and the world felt strange and dangerous and sweet.

      “I’m still mad at you,” I muttered, holding his cheek with one hand as I pressed my lips to the curve of his cheekbone, to the sharp line of his clean-shaven jaw. God, I’d missed every part of his face, of his body.

      “I’m still kind of pissed at you, to be honest,” he admitted, yanking my shirt open.

      “You’re mad at me?” I broke away from him to stare into those gorgeous eyes. “Why the hell are you mad at me?”

      He let out a laugh. “Are we really going to get into that now?”

      “Yeah, I think we are,” I said, and at the same time as we fought, my fingers were moving on his belt buckle. I undid his belt expertly, reached in and drew him out. “I missed this.”

      “Assuming I survive tomorrow, you and I have all our lives to piss each other off,” he reminded me, and then his lips claimed mine, rough and punishing. His hands went to my waist, unfastening my jeans, and I rolled my hips up so he could yank them down my hips. My ass came down again on the cold stone.

      Before I could say anything, he added, “Yes, I’m aware that if I don’t survive tomorrow, you’d chase me all the way to hell to keep yelling at me.”

      He cut off my response with another kiss. My thighs tightened around his waist, reeling him in close to me.

      He pressed his cock against my wet, throbbing heat, and I rolled my hips up, seeking more of him. He wrapped his arms tightly around me, burying his face in my shoulder, pressing kisses to my throat.

      I found his narrow hips with my hands and drew him toward me, wanting more of him, aching for him. He slid forward into me, slowly, inch-by-inch, and my lips parted as I took him in until he was buried deep inside me.

      “God, I missed you,” he muttered.

      “I missed you too.” I kissed him again, running my fingers through his hair. I wanted to touch every part of him, to have him as close to me as I could. He was buried deep inside me, his tongue dancing with mine, and I still wanted more—somehow.

      There on the edge of the ramparts, high above the dangerous Fae kingdom, the moon shone brightly down on us as we began to move together. He pumped into me over and over, as my hands fell to his shoulders, my fingers tightening on his broad, powerful muscles. Desire washed through me every time he slid deep inside me, like a river rising higher with every movement.

      Then I finally shattered around him, calling his name, and the forest far below seemed to go still as the two of us screamed out against the night. The moon’s glow was all I saw as the world went bright with pleasure.

      He stopped, his chest heaving as he came inside me, pulling me tight against his chest. He buried his face in my hair as if he couldn’t get enough of me.

      “You know I never stopped loving you,” he said softly.

      “I know.” I cupped his cheek, studying his face, and the affection that lit his eyes. I’d made my own terrible mistakes with these men, and they’d always forgiven me, just like I’d always forgive them. “That was what made it so infuriating. But I never stopped loving you either, Ty.”

      There were still cracks between us that had to be fixed, but they were only cracks. I whispered, “There are some things we can’t break…no matter how hard we try.”
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      All night long, I dreamt of my wolf.

      She darted through my dreams, bright-eyed and sleek, and left footprints in the snow. I caught glimpses of her black-rimmed blue eyes watching me from the tall, whispering trees of a Fae forest, and as I turned to face a Ravager with its drooling mouth and sharp claws, I heard her snarl behind me as she bounded to my side.

      I woke with a jolt.

      Tyson slept next to me, his arm cocked beneath his head, his chest rising slowly and evenly. I traced the dark lines of the tattoo across his naked chest with my fingertips as I tried to lull myself back to sleep. I couldn’t shake the feeling I dreamt of my dead wolf for a reason, and grief tightened my throat all over again. I would never stop missing her.

      I’d asked Tyson if he was sure he’d sleep well enough with me in his bed and a hard day coming, He’d claimed he always slept best with me.

      There was still a distance between us, even when I lay here on a narrow bed with him with our bodies pressed together, but it was nice to be close to him, to breathe in the faint, comforting scent he carried on his skin and to study his face in the tiny sliver of light that trickled in through the window and the open door that led out into the stone hall.

      There was a faint sound in the hallway—barely audible—and I glimpsed a tall, lean figure. Silas. I would know him anywhere.

      By the time I eased out of bed and slipped out without waking Tyson, the door at the end of the hall that led to the battlements was closing softly behind him. I followed him up the stairs and stepped out into the moonlight.

      Silas stood outside, his hands in his pockets, his posture straight. I was about to say something to him when I heard a soft whirring sound, and then Raura dropped lightly to her feet in front of him.

      My heart suddenly hammering, I stepped back onto the top step, letting the door close. My heel hung over the narrow, twisting stairs, and I couldn’t help thinking that I could easily plunge down the stairs. I didn’t have my wolfish grace anymore.

      But more than that, when Silas met with another girl at midnight, I already felt like I was falling.

      Shining red-and-yellow wings, like iridescent butterfly wings, folded up with a soft whispering sound and disappeared into her back.

      “I wondered how you planned to get up here,” Silas said. “Must be handy.”

      “It is. Can’t you fly, wizard?”

      “I don’t have that in my arsenal. I wish I did.”

      “Arsenal? Do you have to think of everything as a weapon?”

      “Pretty much.” He made no move toward her, even though she sounded flirtatious, and my cheeks tinged with embarrassment. Maybe I shouldn’t have doubted him.

      “Well, are you going to kiss me?” she asked cheekily.

      “What?” Silas sounded scandalized.

      She let out a bubbly laugh. “I just asked for the sake of your…whatever she is.”

      Her eyes fixed on me, and Silas twisted to follow her gaze. I bit my lip, then pushed the door, which was just open a crack, wide.

      “Hey,” I said. “I thought you might need someone to talk to so I followed you up here… but I guess not.”

      My lips twisted wryly.

      Silas raked his hand through his hair, his expression changing. “Maddie… I came up here to talk to Raura to get more detail about the Feddlewig.”

      “Right,” I said, as if that’s what I’d thought all along.

      Silas frowned at me. Still laughing, Raura boosted herself onto the stone rail along the ramparts. If I pushed her off, would her wings pop out in time to save herself?

      “So tell me all about the Feddlewig,” Silas began, “and then tell me everything you know about the Huntress.”

      Raura smiled. “Oh, she’s a very clever girl.”

      “Mm, I’m sure.” Silas said.

      The two of them traded knowing looks, and I wondered how the hell Silas had managed to bond so much with this random Fae over dinner.

      “The Feddlewig is simple,” she said. “Simply terrifying to an outsider, but I’ve killed two myself. They don’t belong here—they wander through the rips. So we have to kill them, when they aren’t being useful.” She shrugged at the reminder that being useful meant used to terrify trespassers.

      “Do you have any monsters of your own here in your lands? Or are they all imports?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “Carnivorous boar. Goblins. Sentient plants big enough to eat a goat.” She flashed me a smile. “The Fae ourselves.”

      But despite self-identifying as a monster, she told us everything she knew about the Feddlewig—and about how to defeat one. I wondered why she was so very helpful.

      “Now tell me about the Huntress,” Silas said. He rested his elbow on my shoulder, and I glanced at him, eager to have a private conversation.

      “Take it easy, wizard.” Raura’s gaze fixed on me as she said, “You were trying to win Tess over tonight. How did that go, anyway?”

      I’d spent most of dinner chatting with the girl who hated us. It had been pretty one-sided.

      “Not that great,” I said.

      “Tess’s got a half-blood parent,” she confided cheerfully. “So she has to hate humans extra. Especially since she’ll probably never be able to marry.”

      “What?” I demanded.

      Raura shrugged. “She can be a knight, though. So it’s not bad.”

      “But why can’t she marry?”

      Raura scoffed as if we didn’t understand anything. “She’s one-quarter human. That’s far too human for anyone’s tastes. Then she’d have children who carried human blood instead of magic.”

      “Are you going to be a knight?” I asked.

      “I’m trying.” Suddenly she looked far less good-tempered.

      “Why are you here?” I asked. Most of Fenig’s Fae knights seemed to be orphans, but Denys had mentioned her father.

      “We’re supposed to be at Rift’s Edge,” she said. “That’s the keep where we usually stay. Turic claimed there were more sightings at the city and he needed us here. But I wonder…” She chewed her lower lip. “He wants something from the Delphine. And Fenig is the High Delphin’s daughter. So by forcing her to stay here—”

      She broke off, flashing me a bright smile. “Well, you don’t care about our problems.”

      “We might,” I said, especially when we might have to be allies to get out of here with the shield. But it sounded as if we couldn’t be Raura’s ally and Turic’s at the same time. We’d have to choose—and carefully.

      “Is Turic still overtaxing the people?” Silas asked.

      “And murdering the ones who can’t pay? Oh yes,” she said. She shrugged, her mannerisms glib, but there was a spark of fury in her eyes. “Everyone needs a hobby, I suppose.”

      “What do you want?” I asked. “Are you going to try to overthrow Turic?”

      She laughed at that, but her eyes widened. “Of course not,” she said. “I wouldn’t dare stage a coup.”

      Silas gave her a knowing look. “But the Huntress would.”

      “The Huntress sometimes makes Turic’s life difficult,” she said. “And she might occasionally steal the collected taxes and give them back to the people. But before she could stage a coup, she’d have to convince the people she can win.”

      “What would that take?” Silas asked.

      She shook her head, staring out at the stars blinking into existence above the trees. The Fae world was so dark at night that the stars seemed to shine brighter, nearer, than they ever did on Earth.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s not easy to convince people to believe in a hero, in a world like this. And if people don’t believe in heroes, they can’t believe in themselves.”
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      Tyson

      

      The next morning, there was a big breakfast spread on the tables in the dining hall: baked eggs in ceramic dishes, spicy sausages, more fresh-baked bread and cheese, and shiny, glistening fruits I’d never seen before.

      “But should you eat something you’ve never tried before twenty minutes before you go into a fight?” Penn asked me dryly as I laid something like pomegranate seeds on my tongue, except the seeds came in shades of green and gold.

      I shrugged. “Tastes like grape.”

      “You think everything tastes like grape,” he grumbled.

      “Cheer up, little brother,” I said. “If I die, you get my stuff.”

      My joke just made his lips tense, his eyes somber. Too late, I realized it had been years since I’d called Penn little brother.

      I used to call him little brother as a joke—and an affectionate nickname. I was always getting him out of trouble—and I was a year older—and we were as close as could be. But I’d stopped using it when I couldn’t deny that Penn would be my alpha one day.

      From the look on his face, he must have cared that I’d stopped saying it, even though we never discussed it.

      And we weren’t going to discuss it this morning, either. I wiped my mouth with my cloth napkin and then threw it into the basket at the end of the table. “Are we doing this? Can we get going? I’d like to smack that spider and move on.”

      The Delphin smiled at my bravado, but Fenig looked worried.

      “Good luck,” Nat said.

      He’d been quiet the previous night at dinner, watching me curiously, answering in one-word answers no matter how much I tried to draw him out. But I knew from my reading how hard it was to be a shifter in the Fae world. This kid’s life was hard, and it would be even harder if he hadn’t been rescued by Fenig.

      “We don’t need luck,” I told him with a wink.

      He grinned and hugged me, a sudden lunge to my side, and I hugged him back, feeling a sudden tightness in my chest. Well, hell, now I had to survive. Otherwise, I’d have made him an empty promise about what it meant to be a shifter.

      The training yard that had been full of kids training for battle was empty this morning as we passed through it. “Go away, Nat,” Tess told him, pointing toward the keep. “You’re late for lessons.”

      She seemed to be the orphan-wrangler, not that she was very nice about it. But she did seem to care about all of them, and our gazes met when he’d headed off.

      “I wouldn’t want him to see you get eaten,” she said sweetly.

      “Tess,” Fenig said, her voice warning.

      We walked deep into the forest, which felt peaceful and quiet, until Fenig paused.

      “It’s time,” Fenig said. “You’ll start here. Reach the end of the labyrinth and escape the Feddlewig.”

      “Survive,” the High Delphine promised, “and we’ll help you with your quest.”

      Maddie kissed me fiercely, and I hugged her tightly. I didn’t ask her what the kiss was for; we both knew.

      Arlen stepped up to offer me a sword and shield. As I took them, he wished me good luck, his voice curt.

      Fenig pointed to a cave in the distance—which no doubt was the home of something with too many eyes—and then the Fae took to the trees. Some of them flew, others bounded up into the branches with supernatural ease. Maddie and the guys joined them, but I didn’t dare look at where they might be. I couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      Then with an audience, I went to meet the Feddlewig.

      The ground rumbled beneath me, but thanks to Silas, I knew what to expect. Stone slowly rose from the ground, walls forming between the trees. I watched the stone wall to my right grow up until it shadowed me, standing eight feet tall.

      But the stone hallways were narrow; I could bound to the top if I needed. Silas, Maddie and I had talked about the possibility I could run along the stone walls, but they were narrow; the odds were good I’d lose my balance, especially now that I’d lost my wolfish grace.

      My heart pounded in my throat. The walls around me felt oppressive. Sheathing my sword, I ran and planted my feet on one wall, bounding up onto the other. I crouched on the edge of the stone wall, looking out at what seemed like an endless sea of stone walls. Damn Fae and their magic. There were two exits to the labyrinth. The one far behind me, through the trees, ended in the mist. The other ended at the cave.

      And something was moving in the mouth of the cave.

      My mouth went dry as the Feddlewig emerged from the cave, its mouth sweeping back and forth low above the ground. Its furry body hung at the base of eight legs, and swayed with every movement of legs as long as thick as young trees.  Dark brown fur coated its body.

      “That is just unpleasant,” I muttered. Whatever world this overgrown spider thing was from, I had no intention of ever visiting.

      I dropped back into the labyrinth and move steadily toward the feddlewig. Cutting off its legs was supposed to be the most effective methodology for fighting the thing; it could move pretty well on six or seven legs, but once it was down to five, it really lost its ability to change direction and became vulnerable.

      I was not excited about any part of this, but at least I had a plan.

      There was a gasp from the crowd—and then delighted laughter from some.

      The delighted laughter of a fairy was a thing to shrivel one’s hopes and dreams.

      I bounded up on the wall again, bracing myself on a cold, narrow strip of stone.

      It was not just one Feddlewig.

      Another one emerged from the cave, then another.

      There was a new sense of dread rippling through my body, but resolve overrode it. I had a mission. I needed to reach the end. And I needed to kill any Feddlewigs that hunted me.

      Unless I hunted them first…

      “Such a fun game,” I muttered as I headed through the labyrinth, stopping at regular twists and turns in the labyrinth to bound up the walls to get a better view.

      The labyrinth was vast, and I didn’t seem to be making much headway. I considered just going across the walls and out to the forest, but that wouldn’t be a win—and I wasn’t sure the strange magic that seemed to keep me trapped in the damned labyrinth would even allow it. “Too bad I don’t feel like playing this morning.”

      There was some kind of commotion of voices behind me, an argument, but I couldn’t look back to see what was going on.

      This time when I bounded up onto the wall, three Feddlewig were skittering as fast as they could through the labyrinth, their fangs clicking and clacking together. They already struggled to make the tight turns within the confines of the labyrinth, which was good, because their full-out speed was terrifying.

      I tested my balance on the edge of the wall, moving into a crouch, then stood. There were so many of them.

      I looked back over my shoulder, at the distant end of the labyrinth. There’s no way I could outrun the Feddlewigs. There were so many of them, even though the Fae knights worked tirelessly to stop the monsters that terrorize the towns and cities. I wondered if there was a rip in the cave itself that leads to the land of the Feddlewigs.

      Maybe the monsters would never stop coming.

      I leapt down into the pit to fight the Feddlewigs. This fight would be easier with magic, but luckily the first Feddlewig blocked its two friends from reaching me. It hissed at me, staring at me with those enormous black eyes that seem to look everywhere at once, and then moved toward me with a determined clack-clack. I was pretty sure that clack clack means brunch in Feddlewig.

      I danced away from its grasping mouth and swung with my sword. One of its legs flew off into the wall.

      It stopped abruptly, then scuttled backward in panic, running into the Feddlewig behind. The effect was almost comedic.

      But there was no place for the Feddlewig to go. It thrust its head at me, powerful jaws snapping, but I slid underneath its high body.

      Being in the shadow of its body, between its legs, made a shiver of claustrophobia run down my spine. But I focused on taking out the next leg, then a third, and abruptly the Feddlewig tilted to one side.

      Now the second one could reach me. I leapt and stabbed the Feddlewig through the body, then whirled—my sword came out covered in stinking slime and some of it splattered over me—to face the second Feddlewig.

      The second one was already attacking. Its jaw slammed into my shoulder, but I managed to throw myself forward into it just before the fangs could pierce my jacket. I found myself with a mouthful of fur as I scrambled to get my balance. I was on top of the damned thing.

      Silas and I had talked a lot about strategy, but what the hell. Everything dies when you stab it through the eye, so as the Feddlewig swung around trying to attack me, I jabbed my sword down through its enormous eye. I felt my sword’s tip hit something deep inside and snap. Fuck. I dragged the sword back out as the creature fell.

      I hit the ground hard enough to knock the air out of my lungs, and rolled away, desperate to put some distance between me and the Feddlewig. It was so big that it could crush me even as it was dying.

      I jumped to my feet and looked down at the sword in my hand. The tip had broken off on the Feddlewig’s damned hard skull. My stomach dropped. Now I was down a weapon.

      I looked up to face the Feddlewig, expecting the third one to come at me.

      The Feddlewig was running away toward the cave. It slammed itself into the stone wall in its eagerness to get away from me.

      And the damned stone wall fell.

      “What kind of flimsy workmanship is this?” I yelled as the wall fell into the next, knocking it over. I ran toward one stone wall and bounded up to catch myself, trying to get above the fray.

      The Feddlewig ran desperately toward the cave. One stone wall knocked the Feddlewig sideways, and then it was buried, a cloud of dust rising up as it went still.

      The whole labyrinth was collapsing now like a row of dominos. If I were in the maze, I’d be hit by a falling stone wall and the fight would most likely be over for both me and the Feddlewig.

      Instead, I ran along the top of the walls, moving steadily toward the cave. The thought of going into the cave was terrifying, and yet my instincts told me there was a reason why the Feddlewigs kept coming from inside.

      The true path to victory led inside the mouth of that cave.

      Or the path to the afterlife. Could go either way.

      Behind me, there were shouts as the Fae—and probably my friends—wondered what the hell I was doing.

      These Fae thought so little of us. I’d show them just what shifters could do—even without our magic.

      The stone wall beneath me started to wobble, and I leapt off, landing in the clearing right in front of the caves. In the distance, I could hear shouting.

      I turned to see even more Feddlewigs, some of them trapped beneath stone walls and trying to escape them, their legs flailing. One of them, coated in stone dust, skittered toward me drunkenly, then fell.

      I headed into the cave. Behind me, the Fae roared as I disappeared from view, then their voices faded as I headed deeper into the dark cave.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling I was going to find pulsating spider eggs, and I really didn’t want to run across spider eggs.

      Instead, deep in the cave, I found a shimmer in the darkness.

      A rip.

      Except there was something strange about this rip…  I studied it, frowning, trying to figure out what bothered me before I destroyed it.

      Then light flared from the rip as the golden lines of an enormous door shimmered into existence. The gateway was twice my height—it was built for monsters. With the sudden brightness in the cave, I could see the runes carved into either side of the stone wall.

      Someone made this rip.

      A hairy leg emerged from the rip, and I cut it off with what was left of my sword. Then I set to work to destroy the portal. It kept shimmering, warning me that there were more monsters beyond that might come through at any moment. I wondered if someone was using some kind of magic to invite the monsters into the Fae world.

      I might not have my own magic, but I could still ruin someone else’s, by using my sword to break their runes. I scratched the broken sword through the stone, gritting my teeth at the effort. My back and shoulders ached, especially as the adrenaline faded, leaving my muscles sore.

      When I’d destroyed the portal, the shimmer that spread through the cave faded. It was just me, my breath loud in the deep gloom. Sweat trickled down my back, and I stopped and brushed my sleeve over my forehead. I dropped into a crouch, because my body was exhausted, although my heart was still beating fast.

      It was hard to relax in the Fae world.

      That was why I caught a speck of something bright and shining, buried in the dirt floor. I stared at it, then ran my fingertips over the dirt and found something cool and hard to the touch.

      I used the broken sword to dig around it until I worked it up from the ground. Then I picked it up, knocking the dirt off on my jeans.

      A ring—bright white-silver despite the filth that clung to it. Well, there seemed to be some magic there. I went to drop it into the dirt again, but I couldn’t bring myself to. Instead, I turned it in my fingers absently, then slipped it into my pocket.

      On a whim, I grabbed a stick and began to dig through the dirt.

      There was more. Buried here in the dust alongside the portal, there were glittering pieces of jewelry, crowns and bracelets and pendants. I stared at them all, debating taking them for myself, but the Fae wouldn’t take kindly to us stealing from them.

      I should put the ring back. I didn’t need trouble with the Fae; I needed to make them allies.

      But when I put my hand in my pocket with the ring, I couldn’t bring myself to put it back.

      Something about it seemed to call to me.

      It was too quiet in here. I realized with a start that my friends would be worried I was dead. That made me think of Maddie, and how much I’d hurt her, and I hesitated before pulling a beautiful pendant from the mass of jewels. She deserved more than stolen Fae baubles—hell, she deserved more than I could ever give her—but it felt right to give her something from the Fae world.

      After all, she had me, and apparently I was from the Fae world.

      I buried everything again, a bit deeper than before, and smoothed the dirt over with my foot. I’d want to show Fenig and the Fae knights the remnants of the portal. I wanted them to know what we did for them, in the hopes they would help us too.

      And I hoped fewer Fae would die at the hands of these monsters now.

      Then, with my hand thrust in my pocket turning over the ring, I headed back toward the light.
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      Maddie

      

      “Where did he go?” I demanded.

      I had just seen Tyson vanish into the mouth of the cave—into the lair of the Feddlewigs—but I couldn’t quite believe it.

      Penn swore. “Into the nest? Den? Web? I don’t know what the fuck he went into, but I know it was one of his many epically bad ideas.”

      Penn and I were perched high in one of the trees, on branches on separate sides of the thick gray trunk. This tree was so big that it must be hundreds of years old.  Thick spreading branches made the tree as easy to climb as a circular ladder, so the Fae offered the tree to us, since we didn’t have their grace. It would have felt more like an act of kindness if they hadn’t invited us up here to watch Tyson fight, to watch him live or die.

      Fragrant white blossoms bloomed among the greenery. The air smelled of honeysuckle, and it would have felt magical if I hadn’t been terrified for Tyson.

      Penn and I traded worried looks. The guys all loved each other—even if they would never admit that out loud—but Penn and Tyson were close as brothers. I was glad he was with me, because I knew it was just as hard for him as it was for me right now.

      I searched for something I could say that would make him feel better.

      But there was nothing to say. It was all up to Tyson now.

      “Did you and Ty make up last night?” he asked suddenly.

      I glanced toward him, feeling unusually shy. “No.”

      Disappointment tightened the lines of his handsome face.

      “But we started,” I amended. “It’ll take time for us to get back to the way things used to be.”

      “Do you think you can really go back to the way things used to be?” he asked.

      I chewed my lower lip. “I mean, I hope so… I hope things aren’t just over…”

      If Tyson died without us having patched up all that broke between us the past few months, I would be destroyed. But I’d be destroyed no matter what, if Tyson didn’t walk out of that cave.

      I leaned forward, willing him to come out, with that grin spread across his face and his usual cocky swagger.

      There was no movement at the mouth of the cave.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” Penn said abruptly. “I don’t think things will ever be over between the two of you.”

      I turned to study Penn’s face: the dirty blond hair that had grown out a bit lately, curling over his ears in a way that gave Penn a far more cherubic look than I’d expect from him. His face was all hard angles: sharp cheekbones, a long straight nose, a determined chin that gave away just how stubborn he was. He must have felt my gaze, because he looked away from the cave to study me right back.

      “I just meant that things will be different,” he said. “You two hurt each other. But not because you’re bad people.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said dryly.

      “It’s true,” he said. “You’re both incredibly stubborn.”

      “I’m the one who was right,” I pointed out.

      Penn gave me a skeptical look.

      “I was literally right! I said he was Fae. That we weren’t brother and sister.”

      Penn snorted. “You were correct. Sometimes that’s different than being right, especially when you love someone.”

      “What makes you qualified to give relationship advice?” I demanded. “You’re the same age I am.”

      “I’ve got an outsider’s perspective on the beautiful trainwreck that is you and Tyson.”

      “You’re not that much of an outsider,” I murmured, remembering some spicy nights with both Ty and Penn before everything went to Hell. Their hands caressing my body, their lips against my skin… I bit my lip at the memories all over again.

      Interest sparked in his eyes, as if he remembered them too, but he went on. “Anyway. Just because the two of you are, on occasion, a pair of tenaciously self-righteous crybabies who like to marinate in your feelings—”

      “Your descriptions of the two of us just keep getting meaner the more you try to give me advice.”

      He ignored me and finished, “That doesn’t mean you can’t heal back together…better.”

      “But we should probably stop being so tenaciously self-righteous—what was the rest of that sentence? Is there anything else you want to call me?”

      Penn pulled a face. “Yes, you should. Please don’t push me out of the tree.”

      “I am tempted,” I admitted.

      “I know, you have that look on your face,” he shot back. “I’m on your side here, Mads.”

      “Does there have to be so much name-calling when you’re on my side?”

      “There does when you’re being stupid,” he told me. “What was so complicated that you two couldn’t make up last night? Just apologize and let it go.”

      My temper was flaring, but I huffed a sigh. “Make sure you give Tyson this same speech.”

      “I have,” he said dryly. “Both of you are shit at listening, you know that?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I studied the mouth of the cave. At least having Penn scold me had helped distract me from my fear. Penn was so determined to fix things between Tyson and me. It was sweet—in his own way.

      Tyson emerged from the mouth of the cave. My heart rose, but I still felt cold fear in my stomach in case something terrible struck him from behind.

      He clutched something black and furry in his hand, and I squinted as he waved it back and forth over his head. He strode forward, heading over the broken walls of the labyrinth toward the exit.

      “Is that a spider leg?” I demanded.

      Penn started to answer, but I was already scrambling down the branches as a cheer went up from the crowd. So Tyson had won his trial by combat. My heart sang, but not for the victory. He was alive.

      I jumped the last dozen feet, landing in a crouch on the grass, and then launched myself toward him.

      He chucked the spider leg over his shoulder and opened his arms, catching me around the waist. His warm, hard arms enveloped me as he spun in a circle, lifting my feet from the ground.  He grinned at me, but his face was a blur through the sudden tears in my eyes, and I blinked them away. I’d just been so scared for him, and it had been so hard to be helpless instead of being at his side where I belonged.

      “I’m still here, Maddie,” he promised me, setting me down on the ground and pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “I believe you told me in no uncertain terms that I had to survive so I could grovel.”

      I frowned up at him. “I don’t think I said exactly that—”

      “But that’s what you meant.” He slung his arm over my shoulder as the two of us walked toward where the Fae were clambering down from the trees.

      I didn’t want to get into an argument with him right now, especially as we faced the Fae. Fenig was heading toward us, flanked by her knights.

      “You did well,” she said.

      An unearthly sound behind us made me twist. Behind us, the ground itself seemed to heave and rumble as the remnants of the crumpled stone labyrinth sank back into the ground. I had the feeling it would lie dormant for the next victim.

      “Thanks,” Tyson said dryly. “Now, you’ll grant us safe passage where we wish?”

      “As you wish,” she promised. “Within the bounds of the spring court.”

      “Fantastic.” He hesitated, as if he were weighing his next words. Then he asked, “And can I ask why there was a portal to whatever hell-dimension those spiders come from buried in the cave?”

      Fenig went pale. She glanced at Raura, who stood wide-eyed beside her, and then at Tyson again.

      Then she said, with dignity, “Let’s speak of that privately—”

      One of the small orphan knights ran into the clearing. “There are riders coming from the northwest. Lots of them! Lord Turic is returning!”

      “Great,” Fenig muttered. She leaned close to Tyson and whispered, “Despite all this, I’m not your enemy, Tyson. Do not make the mistake of revealing what you desire to those who are.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Fenig, and half the other fairies, suddenly launched themselves into the air and took flight toward the keep. The rest began to run, either through the trees above—barely shaking the branches as they leapt from one to another—or along the forest floor.

      We were trekking back toward the castle through the trees when we saw the first ripples of riders through the forest beyond.

      Suddenly they burst out of the woods and surrounded us. We came to an abrupt halt as several Fae knights, their faces obscured by bizarre masks, circled us.

      Only Tyson still had his broken sword, and he extended the hilt toward Jensen. Jensen took it without comment. Tyson must be exhausted from the battle, and he knew Jensen would be the better fighter right now.

      Jensen and I traded a look. God, I missed my wolf, and the sense of power and freedom that came with having that beast always wild within me, no matter how deep I buried her.

      One of the riders, who wore a horned silver mask, drew his horse up as he regarded us all. “What do we have here? Humans? Are you lost?”

      “They’re visitors.” It was Fenig’s strong voice, and I felt an unexpected surge of relief as she stepped through the trees.

      Then she knelt, and I realized she was alone—she must have sent her Fae knights to the keep—and I knew that my relief had been premature.

      “Visitors?” He sounded amused, but there was no way to see even his eyes through that supernatural mask. “Trespassers, more like. There haven’t been humans in the Spring Court since my brother freed them.”

      “They’re shifters, actually.”

      “Well then, that’s even worse. Our shifters live in the cursed forest now for a reason.”

      He dismounted in one easy movement, standing in front of Tyson. He stood preternaturally still as he took us all in. The masked head never moved, though the eyes beneath the flat blank surface must have, and then he raised two fingers in one smooth movement and twisted them to the side. Jensen let out a grunt as the sword flew out of his hand and slammed into a tree trunk.

      “Why is any child of men in my land armed, Fenig?” he asked lazily as he turned to her. “More importantly, why are they still on their feet?”

      He jerked his fingers again, and suddenly my legs gave way under me. I hit my knees hard, slamming my right kneecap into a rough root that broke above the leaves. Breath gasped out of my lungs, and the small sound seemed to draw the dangerous Fae’s attention. I immediately tried to rise to my feet, but I seemed to struggle against my own body, which refused to rise.

      He moved toward me, all languid, feline grace, like a cat stalking its prey. When he paused in front of me, he leaned forward and studied my face. His mask loomed large in my vision, and an unsettled feeling raced along my spine.

      I felt my men’s protectiveness bristle around me, but they waited, and I loved them for it. I knew how much discipline it took for them to resist their protective impulses for their mate. But I was their partner too, and our mission mattered more than their possessiveness.

      “They’re at war with the witches in their own land,” Fenig said. “They came here seeking help.”

      He scoffed at that, turning back to her. “Help? For trespassers on Fae lands? Within my court?

      Then abruptly, his attention seemed to zero in on Tyson.

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      I turned to find Tyson standing. The rest of my men still knelt—though I could see Rafe’s fingers flutter as his arms hung straight by his sides, as if he was preparing for an attack. Jensen shifted faintly as if he were preparing himself to spring. I could practically feel him preparing his trajectory past those armed knights who rode their horses back and forth around us to the sword that glinted in the grass yards away.

      There was no way we could win against all these armed knights, though.

      “Tyson Atlas,” Ty said.

      “He’s half Fae,” Fenig said.

      “The only thing worse than a shifter or a human,” the Fae said. Still, he drew his mask off, as if he wanted to get a better look at Ty. He slipped the mask into his pocket. He was a ridiculously beautiful man, dark hair falling around a perfectly symmetrical face with a chiseled jaw, cruel but lush lips, and eyes that glimmered bright silver in the forest shade.

      “What do we have here?” Turic muttered, half to himself.

      Then he looked to Fenig. “The punishment for trespassing on Fae lands—on my lands—is still death, Fenig. In case you’ve forgotten.”

      In a flash, his sword was in his hand.

      Fenig stretched out her hand as if she were telling us to stand down, flashing us a look that was full of concern despite the fact we were the ones on our knees. There was suddenly steel glinting from the hands of all the Fae knights who rode around us, and they urged their horses faster, the knights and horses riding around us gathering speed. Their hooves raised dust and leaves.

      “They can’t be executed,” Fenig said, her voice steady and confident. “They already went to trial by combat. Tyson Atlas fought for the whole of them, and he emerged victorious.”

      “Fenig…” he said, his voice warning. She still hadn’t risen from her knees, and that felt wrong—she seemed too proud to kneel to any male.

      “We followed the old laws,” she said. “I thought that was your order.”

      The horses around us slowed.

      “Of course,” Turic said smoothly.

      We might be able to fight our way past the Fae. If our magic weren’t blocked, I’d put Silas’s skills up against the Fae lord’s. But then again, we might not be able to fight past them now.

      The Delphin’s demand that Tyson face the Feddlewig had been lucky for us.

      Perhaps it had even been a gift.

      He made a gesture, and it felt as if invisible bonds around me released. Tyson noticed and offered me his hand, helping me to my feet. My knee throbbed as I stood.

      The Fae turned to Fenig, and I wasn’t sure what passed between them, but after a few long seconds, she pressed her palm to her thigh to propel herself as she rose to her feet.

      “This is Turic, the Lord Regent of the Spring Court,” Fenig told us. To him, she began, “And these are—”

      “Irrelevant,” Turic said, with a wave of his hand.

      Turic’s gaze returned to Tyson again, and his eyes narrowed in a way I didn’t care for at all.

      “I’d like to have dinner with the victor,” he said, “before they go on their way, if they are.”

      I had the feeling the invitation wasn’t optional. If we didn’t want to have to fight off the Fae knights, we had one more dinner to get through before we escaped.

      Under his breath, Rafe sighed.

      But we followed the Fae back to the keep.
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            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      When we reached the keep, Raura greeted us all with a tight smile.

      “Congratulations on the victory. You reek,” she told Tyson.

      Tyson pressed his blood splattered sleeve to his face and inhaled, then shrugged. “Maybe I do smell like mega death spider. Silas, got any of that weird cologne?”

      “Maddie likes it,” Silas said defensively, and I smiled at the memory of the heavy cologne he’d worn so I wouldn’t recognize him when he was pretending to be Echo.

      “Maddie does not,” I assured him, but tucked my hand over his elbow and bobbed up to press a kiss to his smooth, chiseled cheek. I murmured in his ear, “I like the way you smell.”

      “Mega death spider is a distinct scent,” Raura said. “Lake and I are to take you to the baths so you don’t offend Lord Turic at dinner.”

      “Any more than our ‘human’ presence already does?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure it’s the human aspect that bothers him,” she said, then shrugged. “Although he would like to kill you for it.”

      Rafe and Lex exchanged the briefest of glances. I was sure they would plot to get information from Raura and Lake about Turic, if these baths provided any kind of privacy.

      We’d planned to skulk through the Fae world, reach the temple, get in and out of the Fae world before we caused any commotion.

      We were definitely causing commotion.

      Raura and Lake led us down broad stone steps and we stepped from the sunshine into the gloom. It felt as if we were heading into a dungeon.

      “Are we sure we want to go this way?” Tyson murmured to me.

      I pressed my face against his shoulder, and inhaled the musty smell that overwhelmed his own delicious scent. I crinkled my nose as I looked up at him. “I think we have to risk it.”

      I was pretty sure that Fenig was more-or-less on our side; I was just less certain that she had any real power against Turic.

      Steam seemed to hang in the air as we walked further beneath the keep, the air so heavy and moist it felt hard to draw a full breath.

      We turned a corner, and there was Arlen, leaning against the wall, picking his nails with the fine point of a very long and wicked knife. Penn turned his back to our Fae guardians, walking backward for a few steps so he could roll his eyes at Tyson and me. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. He was right, Arlen was ridiculous.

      “We’ve brought your packs here in the hopes you have clean clothes,” Raura said.

      “And here I thought you left them for the Ravagers.” Lex headed for the row of packs. He checked the first one, then nudged it with his foot. “Maddie, this one is yours.” He moved to the next.

      I pulled out one of the Ziplock bags that held a set of my clothes—to protect them from the elements if we were rained on.

      “Of course, your weapons will be held until you finally leave,” Arlen said.

      Penn and Lex exchanged a glance.

      “We’re happy to leave today if you want to show us the door,” Tyson said.

      Then Lex muttered, half to himself, “You’d think that they’d at least pick one: feeling morally superior or feeling terrified of us.”

      “Some logical consistency would be nice,” Penn agreed.

      Arlen straightened from the wall. He sheathed his dagger in the jeweled sheath that hung from his belt—making a show, it seemed, of being rather reluctant to do so.

      “Is this really what you’re wearing?” Raura asked, plucking the Ziplock bag from my hand. She crinkled it between her hands, holding it up toward the light, and frowned. “Tonight will be a celebratory dinner. Since your…friend…survived. You should borrow something of mine.”

      I wondered if it were that obvious to everyone that Tyson and I were involved, even though it felt like complicated feelings and tension crackled between us constantly.

      She flashed Arlen a sidelong glance, full of mischief. “I’m sure between Arlen and Lake, we can find something to fit your friends. Even though your men make our Fae knights look almost dainty.”

      Lake scoffed at that, and if Arlen expressed any emotions, I had a feeling he would’ve looked scandalized.

      “You guys seem to have packed an awful lot of jeans and t-shirts,” Raura added, cutting Arlen off just as he began to speak.

      “You know enough about our fashion to critique it?” I asked her skeptically.

      “Oh, we go over into your world all the time,” she told me. When she smiled, I realized her teeth were a bit pointed, like a cat’s.

      The thought we might have constant Fae visitors might be a bit terrifying.

      “No one is scared of you,” Arlen said, and Lake sighed and ran his hand through his hair, as if to say here we go. “But humans bled magic from their world. You ruin everything you touch. We’d like you gone—or dead—before you ruin our world.”

      “Oh please,” Raura said off-handedly. “Like our world is such a paradise. Let’s just take them to the baths and not fight.”

      “I’m not fighting,” Arlen said, his voice a bit of a rumble, exactly as if he were fighting.

      I’d thought the night before that Raura was trying to seduce Silas, which had immediately caused a significant loss of sense-of-humor for me. Now, as she baited Arlen, I decided she might be a possible friend.

      “Show me these baths,” I said, and she walked with me ahead of the guys. “Are they co-ed?”

      “I have no idea what that means,” she confessed.

      “Males and females together?”

      “Oh yes. Otherwise, what would be the point?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at my men, and at the two stone-faced Fae males. Jensen winked at me—of course he did. Jensen was up for any adventure, but especially one that involved nudity.

      The stone walls around us seemed to shimmer with steam, and the hallway slanted down as if we were headed even deeper under the stone keep. Then we emerged into a long, wide room with a swimming pool carved out of the stone. Marble columns soared to meet the ceiling far above, and ivy climbed the walls. A faint floral scent hung in the air, and I stopped and inhaled deeply.

      “It’s nothing like Earth, is it?” she asked, smiling.

      “No,” I admitted, feeling defensive of my own world suddenly. “But my world has its bright sides.”

      “Like very handsome men?” she asked lightly.

      I glanced at Lake and Arlen again. “I don’t think you’re supposed to notice my men.”

      She laughed at that. “Oh, I’m not supposed to do a lot of things, Maddie.”

      She was already kicking off her leather slippers, stepping out of her leggings and leaving them across the stone floor, then she pulled off her tunic and left that behind her too. She was slender and elegant, her skin glimmering in the light, and suddenly I felt clunky in comparison in my strong, athletic body.

      She barely rippled the waters as she went down the stone steps, then turned back. “Come on in. The water won’t hurt you, but that stench will.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Arlen grumbled.

      “Don’t be smelly and gross. Turic won’t like it,” Raura called to him.

      “Turic can wrap his lips around my fiddle for all I care,” Arlen grumbled.

      Penn grinned, genuine delight spreading across his face. “They tell people to suck my dick everywhere in the universe,” he whispered to me.

      “It’s truly a magical world, Penn,” I agreed.

      Arlen stopped to kick Raura’s abandoned shoes and clothing against the wall, then both he and Lake disrobed with the same complete lack of fanfare.

      Lex said, “Well, when in Rome…”

      Whether or not we were a bit uncomfortable to go skinny-dipping with our new Fae besties, we needed to learn more about Turic.

      And Tyson really did stink.

      I shrugged and pulled off my jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt, which was damp with sweat after watching Tyson fight this morning. I hurried to undress while the two Fae men had their backs turned as they waded into the water. I had a general impression of muscled shoulders and tapered backs, despite the slender elegance of their frames.

      “Eyes over here,” Jensen teased, bumping his shoulder into mine.

      No matter how many times I’d seen him undress, the truth was I still relished watching him pull his shirt over his head. The ripple of his chiseled abs, the lean waist and the hard, tattooed pecs above them—he was delicious to watch.

      “I really like your jewelry, you know,” I told him, reaching out to flick his nipple ring.

      His golden eyes flared with heat as he caught my hand, pressing it over his pec, the nipple ring cold metal under my palm.

      “I know,” he said. “I could tell from the way you looked at me when you first saw me shirtless. That volleyball game.”

      “You were an asshole,” I reminded him.

      “Absolutely,” he said easily, “and yet for some reason, you thought I was adorable anyway.”

      “Adorable might be an overstatement,” I lied. The memory of Jensen with that nipple ring flashing in the sunshine, sweat rolling down his chiseled body, when he and I were still enemies rose—and it made me step into him, pressing a sudden kiss to his lips.

      Mine. He was mine now.

      He wrapped his arm around my back without hesitation, kissing me back hard.

      Love hadn’t come easy for Jensen and me, but it was worth it.

      I was almost reeling from that sweet but intense kiss as Jensen pulled away, his arm lingering on my waist to make sure I was steady. The warm, floral-scented water rose around my body as I stepped deeper into the pool.

      Rafe paused beside me, his hand falling on my shoulder. He leaned in so close his lips brushed my ear—something I felt all the way through my body, all the way to a throb at the base of my spine--and whispered, “Find out what you can from Raura about Turic and Fenig.”

      I gave him a skeptical look—because we were both girls, he thought I could win Raura over?—but I let it go.

      I let myself float in the water, feeling some of the tension in my body unknot. I knew Rafe and Lex intended we’d be gone tomorrow, on our way to the temple—whether we were able to stay in the Faes’ good graces or not with our departure.

      When I made my way over to Raura, she murmured to me, “Just so you know, Fae hearing is as sharp as I’ve heard shifter hearing is.”

      My hearing wasn’t as sharp as it had once been—without my wolf, the world sounded muted—but I took her meaning as she glanced toward Rafe.

      “He’s weird but he means well,” I promised.

      “Same with Arlen,” she promised.

      I let the water buoy me up. The two of us floated side-by-side.

      The ceiling of the baths was raw gray rock, craggy and fissured. I’d never been anywhere like this before, and it was strange to think we’d get Cain’s shield and leave this world forever, until this place felt like nothing but a strange dream.

      I’d never know if Lake ever told Raura about his obvious crush on her, or if Arlen ever found himself face-to-face with his ‘Huntress’. I’d never know if Turic was overthrown or if he killed Fenig’s orphaned children to get the Delphine to do his bidding. I’d never know if Nat and Tess grew up into happy endings, despite being the wrong kind of Fae.

      “So you want to know about Turic?” she asked.

      “Anyone who wants to kill me tends to win my curiosity,” I said.

      “He’s a dreadful man,” she said promptly. “When the true king of the spring court died in our war with the summer court, Turic took over. He’s a cousin of the King, the nearest blood relation that could be found.”

      I looked at her, with her dark curls floating around her in the water and her gaze fixed steadily above.

      “King Jorden claimed he had a son. A human son, which normally, we would all despise.” She waved her hand airily, as if she wasn’t going to pretend our kind weren’t hated, just to be polite. “But Turic has failed his people so utterly, and been so cruel, that we’d happily accept a human heir if he seemed halfway competent and decent.”

      “So where is this human son?”

      “No one knows. Turic claims he’s sent out search parties, but I am highly skeptical. He’s the Lord Regent until the heir is found or declared dead.” She swam slowly through the water. “We’re all scared of what happens if he manages to connive his way into being declared king. There’s magic that belongs to the king alone—that will be his if he takes the throne. Then there will be no stopping him.”

      “What kind of magic?”

      “How many of my people’s secrets do you think you can pry out of me in one bath?” she asked me. At the look on my face, she burst out laughing. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s real and what’s a myth. They say the king of the spring court commands the trees and the ground itself in his own territory, but I’ve never seen obedient greenery before.”

      “What keeps Turic from declaring himself king?”

      “Fae like to think we’re powerful, but we’re all bound by magic and ancient rituals and old shit that makes no sense,” she said. “He can’t declare himself king. He needs the spring magic to recognize him, and for that he needs the High Delphine. She refuses to declare the Heir dead, so he can’t take the throne—or the magic that comes with it.”

      “That old woman who was so entertained to watch Tyson fight that ridiculous contest?” I demanded. I didn’t feel very fondly of her at the moment.

      “That old woman,” she confirmed. “She’s our highest religious figure, so perhaps you could sound less dismissive.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      She waved her hand. “Anyway, the Delphin promises that sooner or later, the heir will rise.” She leaned in toward me mischievously. “I’ve been looking for him myself.”

      “You’re going to get yourself in trouble.” Arlen said, wading through the water toward us. It rippled around his powerful frame.

      “I hope so,” Raura said sweetly. She clutched her hands together and pressed them against her cheek, her eyelashes fluttering as she looked toward Arlen. “Maybe you’ll come rescue me.”

      Arlen looked away, as if he were trying not to react to her. Lake hid a smile.

      Arlen dove under the water, barely making a splash despite the size of his powerful body, and swam to the other side of the enormous pool without surfacing. Only the faintest ripples across the surface of the water gave him away, and then he rose on the other side, pushing his hair back from his face.

      “You’d think he was part of the sea court,” Raura muttered. “Don’t mind him. He’s dreadful, but he can’t help himself. You know the type—all dark and broody and broken.”

      “Shut up, Raura,” he called, all the way from the other side, and she pulled a face. They did have really good hearing.

      “Why’s that?” I asked anyway.

      “He’s part of the winter court. Well. What’s left of it,” she said. “Which is really nothing more than memories and relics and a few scattered survivors.”

      Arlen dove under the water again, and I wasn’t sure if it were for exercise or so he wouldn’t have to hear us.

      “A few years ago, there was a massive war between the Fae courts,” she said. “The summer court emerged victorious. The winter court was the last holdout. Turic claimed to be by their side. He betrayed them, and the last of their court was destroyed.”

      I searched the glistening surface of the water, but Arlen was still below. “What happened to his family?”

      “The nobility of their court was murdered,” she said. “Including his parents and his older brothers and sisters. He escaped and made his way to Fenig.”

      “Some escape,” I muttered, when all these unwanted children were pressed into service fighting monsters. I wondered how many of these kids they buried. There certainly weren’t many old knights around beside Fenig. “It’s not much of a happily-ever-after.”

      “This isn’t that kind of fairy tale,” Raura said, something sad in her smile, as Arlen broke from the water’s surface.

      He gasped as if he’d pushed himself too far, then climbed the steps from the pool.

      “Spring court seems all light and beautiful,” he said without looking behind him, water cascading down his broad shoulders and naked back. “But it’s perhaps the most debauched and bloody of them all.”

      He padded down the hall, leaving us all behind.

      For a few seconds, the room was silent except for the faint lapping of the water against the edges of the pool.

      “Raura,” I said. “What are the odds we’re all going to get out of here alive?”

      Instead of answering, she gave me a mischievous smile and dove under the water herself, as quick and agile as a fish.

      I stared around at my men, feeling darkness wash over me, no matter that the setting was beautiful and bright.
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      Tyson

      

      “Hey,” I said quietly to Rafe, and he paused, turning back to me. His face was expressionless, but that was probably because it was a mass of bruises. The sight would’ve made me wince sympathetically, but Rafe would’ve been annoyed by my pity.

      The two of us lingered in the stone hall as the others headed away. Lex and Rafe exchanged one of those looks—just the briefest glance—before Lex headed away with the others. I knew he’d make sure we had a few minutes without those long, pointed Fae ears listening.

      “I saw something in those caves,” I said. “It wasn’t just another rip. There were runes—this rip was man-made. A portal, built to last.” The rips were natural, but magicians could control them—although it would take a lot of power to keep a portal open like that. Silas or Maddie could probably do it, but I doubted any of the rest of us could.

      The shifter academy might include magic in the curriculum, but I knew they’d never start teaching us how to rip through the fabric of the universe into adjacent worlds. It was too dangerous. Some believed the fabric between the worlds was growing ever thinner and more tattered, and that we were on the verge of an apocalypse.

      But when I imagined us sealing our world away from the others, one universe alone seemed small and lonely now that I knew there were others. There were worlds like this one, full of magic and danger and strange charm.

      “One of the Fae created it,” Rafe said slowly. “Who do you think?”

      “The way they talk about Turic, I wonder if he knows it’s there.”

      “Could be useful information,” Rafe said. “Let’s keep it to ourselves for now.”

      “I want to talk to Fenig about it,” I said. “She’s willing to get us safe passage to the Hooksbane.”

      Even when we should be alone, I wouldn’t mention the temple that was our true destination.

      “We don’t need to get involved unless that information buys us some favors,” Rafe warned me. “We need to finish our mission and get out of here. We’ve already been waylaid enough.”

      “I know. I’m not talking about getting involved. I’m talking about cementing Fenig as an ally.”

      Rafe hesitated, shoving his hands in his pockets, then gave a curt nod. “Use your discretion, Ty. I trust you.”

      He might trust me, but he hated relinquishing his leadership role to me. Still, he’d suffer it, for the mission.

      I clapped his shoulder as I passed. “Don’t worry. Before you know it, they’ll realize I’m not actually the one who’s in charge.”

      “Mm,” Rafe said, his tone wry. “But will you remember it by then?”

      The two of us caught up to the others, just as Arlen doubled back as if he were coming to check on us. Penn walked beside him, keeping up a steady patter, and Arlen had a tortured look on his face. Penn would’ve made sure that if we were still deep in conversation, we knew they were coming before Arlen could sneak up on us.

      “Were you lost?” Arlen asked.

      “It’s pretty much a straight shot.” I indicated the long stone hall we were in.

      “I’m never surprised by the stupidity of shifters,” he said, reminding me of how badly the Fae had treated their own shifter population.

      “And I’m never surprised by the pettiness of the Fae,” Penn said lightly.

      Arlen turned on him, peeling back his lip to reveal long white teeth, his canines more wickedly sharp than any human’s—a reminder that they weren’t quite like us.

      “Enough,” Rafe ordered, his tone commanding. He told Arlen, “We’re quite appreciative of the hospitality of your people.”

      Penn ducked his head, hiding a smile. Arlen gave him a disgusted look, then strode ahead of us toward the others.

      “What?” I asked Penn.

      “I just admire how Rafe can scold everyone in a ten-foot proximity with what seems like a simple declarative sentence,” Penn said. “He’s efficient.”

      Rafe scoffed. “I’ve had to be.”

      The three of us went back up to the cells. Even though my wolf was dead, I could’ve sworn that when I walked into the small room where Maddie and I had slept tangled in each other the night before, that I still smelled her. I paused and inhaled that scent, breathing in the faint citrus-and-salt tang she carried, that reminded me of sunshine and freedom.

      God, I’d missed her. The thought of what I’d almost lost overwhelmed me. What I could still lose.

      Which must be why I’d done something so reckless as take something I found in Fae lands, something that didn’t belong to me, on a whim. Maybe I’d been too flush with victory for sense.

      I reached into my pocket for that damned jewelry. It was a death sentence if the Fae realized we were stealing their relics. We had come here for one particular relic, and it wouldn’t go well for us if they realized we were the thieving sort before we got our hands on it and flashed out of here.

      Suddenly, it made me feel like a jackass, coming here and taking anything from these people. Stealing from Turic and his men wouldn’t bother me, but Fenig, Raura, Lake, maybe even Arlen…. I already liked them.

      I stared down at the pendant I’d pulled out of my pocket, which glittered even in the dim of the cell, and the ring that had come out with it. I hid the pendant and the ring, wrapping them in the dirty clothes I’d worn to fight the Feddlewig, then shoving them back into a ziplock bag before I stowed them in my backpack.

      For some reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about the ring, though.

      Lex stopped by my room, carrying an armful of clothes. “Hey. We don’t want to attract any more attention than we have to tonight, so we’re taking the Fae up on their generous offer.”

      I smiled at that—it was Raura’s offer, Arlen didn’t seem particularly invested in our well-being—and took the clothes that Lex threw at me.

      As I dressed in the Fae’s garb, for some reason, I had the strange feeling that maybe I’d lost that damned Fae ring, which could damn us all. I had to see it, to know it was safe, and I rooted through the bag and pulled it out again.

      It didn’t look like anything too special. It was silver or maybe white gold, and there were Fae words engraved into it that I couldn’t read. We’d used a spell before we left to make sure we could understand the Fae, but reading their language was still hard.

      I slid the ring onto my finger. It fit as though it were made for me. I looked down on it, and my vision blurred. For a second, I could’ve sworn I was seeing someone else’s hand.

      Then it burned.

      As if it tightened on my finger, it was suddenly too tight, cutting into my circulation. I tried to slide it off again, but it was too late.

      Then the fire raced through the veins up my arm and swept through my body. Suddenly I was so hot that my body felt as if it had dried out instantly, and I seemed to teeter on my feet, as if I would collapse.

      Then the fire and the pain faded.

      But something had happened. Something magical.

      I needed answers, before I went to Rafe and Lex, and I hoped Silas might have them.

      I reached to pull the ring off and hide it.

      It wouldn’t come off.

      I frowned as I twisted at it; it was perfectly comfortable on, it wasn’t tight. But I couldn’t seem to get the damn thing off my hand.

      Increasingly agitated, I thrust my hand into my pocket and headed out into the hall, looking for Silas.

      “What’s up?” Penn asked as I rushed past him.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Have you seen Silas?”

      Irritation flashed over Penn’s face before he shrugged, but then annoyance was Penn’s usual reaction to far deeper emotions. Something had happened with Silas that was bothering him.

      I’d been a shitty friend for a while now, too wrapped up in my own issues. But I was going to be a shitty one for a while longer, because I had to get this damned ring off my finger before I got us all in trouble with the Fae. They’d be back any time now to take us to that damned dinner. I would cut my own finger off if I had to—my heart was pounding in my chest.

      “We’re in a hallway with ten glorified closets, how the fuck did we lose Silas?” I demanded, but Silas did always have a gift for wandering off.

      “What’s wrong?” Penn asked, his brow creasing in a familiar way.

      “Nothing,” I said again, knowing he’d see I was lying, knowing he’d drop it. God, I loved him. I was going to start making up the past few months of asshole behavior on my part, sometime soon.

      “Check the battlements,” Lex said, standing in the door to his cell. In his Fae clothes, he looked like Robin of Locksley, but I wasn’t going to criticize. Lex had a look on his face as if he, too, knew there was something up, but he was going to give me time to deal with it before he dug in.

      “Thanks,” I said curtly, heading toward the far end of the hall.

      I headed up the stairs to the battlements, where I found Silas, leaning against the stone wall. He was tall, slender, like the Fae, and in his dark borrowed clothes and leather slippers, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d turned to me with pointed ears. Silas could probably blend into anyone’s world.

      He turned his head over his shoulder to look at me. The breeze ruffled his blond hair.

      “I did something stupid,” I blurted out.

      “Haven’t we all,” he said.

      I knew Silas wouldn’t judge me. I rested my elbow on the wall, letting him see my hand with the damned ring wrapped around my finger.

      “Mistakes were made,” I said. “Found a ring in the cave, put it on. It won’t come off. Some kind of magical fuckery.”

      “And you came to me.” He gripped my hand, examining the ring. It was strange to have Silas touching me.

      “Magical fuckery is kind of your thing.”

      “I can’t tell if that’s an insult or not.” He frowned as he twisted the ring around my finger, then tried to pull it off.

      “I’m not really in the position to be an asshole to you right now, Silas.”

      “I’ve seen you and Penn,” he said, yanking at the ring and I let out a grunt of pain. He didn’t seem particularly sympathetic as he went on, “There’s never a time you can’t be a dickhead to your family. You two have shown me that.”

      His words were light, but they left me frowning.

      “You’re one of us, Silas.”

      “You haven’t been paying attention the past few months,” he said. “but I understand that.”

      He took a step back.

      “I want to come back to this whole subject,” I said, “but I feel pretty self-centered at the moment. Do I need to cut my own finger off?”

      “The ring’s not that ugly.”

      “I don’t think we want the Fae to get the notion we’re here to steal from them.”

      Especially because we were.

      “I can’t remove it without magic,” he said, raising his wrist and the cuff around it. “I’m sorry, Tyson.”

      “All good, brother,” I said, clapping his shoulder, despite the sudden nausea in my stomach. “I don’t suppose your magic can re-grow fingers, once we get back?”

      He looked at me skeptically, as if he knew I’d just called him brother because I was worried about him. He said, “You don’t need to rush to cutting digits off, you know. We can put a bandage on your hand and say you were hurt fighting the Feddlewig.”

      “Yeah,” I said, feeling foolish but trying not to show it. I was being ridiculous—but the magic from the ring seemed to pulse constantly down my finger, through my body, and it felt weird. Unsettling. It was making me lose my mind. “Let’s do that.”

      Silas went back for his medical kit while I stayed on the ramparts, debating how nicely I could explain this to Rafe and Lex. Rafe was going to look at me like I was an idiot first year, and that already rankled. But I would never hide something important from the team.

      I had a lot of flaws, but I was not the kind of person who would hide a zombie bite… or the kind of mistake that could get us all killed.

      As Silas bent over my arm, wrapping my hand, I asked, “Do you think that going into the Greyworld will get this messy?”

      His shoulders went rigid. “Everything back home is messy.”

      “Are you Echo back there? Silas? Or someone else?” The memory of the dark-haired figure Silas had appeared as with Maddie lingered with me.

      “Silas,” he said. “And someone else.”

      “A different Silas.”

      “Maybe we should save worrying about the Greyworld for after we’ve survived this one.”

      His jaw tensed, his blond hair flopping into his eyes as he bent over my arm. He pinned the gauze with one hand, reaching for the tape in his first aid kit. He looked so young in some ways. Innocent. That was how I’d read him at first when he came to the team, and I’d felt protective of our odd, intense, kind-hearted team mate.

      But that was never who he really was.

      Now was no time to go into it, though, and we needed him. We needed Silas’s magic—if only it was unbound.

      “I wish we didn’t have these damn cuffs on,” I muttered.

      “Yeah, me either,” he said.

      There was a clink as he accidentally banged that cuff against the stone, and then the cuff fell off his wrist and rolled across the stone wall. He lunged to catch it, and I grabbed his shirt to steady him as he leaned out over thin air.

      But the cuff slipped through his fingers and silently dropped into the trees, distant below.

      “Fuck,” he said, and then turned to me, his eyes wide. He raked his hand through his hair. “Fuck!”

      “It is a really versatile word,” I said, because at first he’d sounded horrified, and now he sounded filled with wonder.

      “It might be the ring,” he muttered. “We need to figure out what’s going on.”

      There were harsh voices from the stairs. Arlen, from the sounds of it, and Penn snarling back at him, louder than necessary, making sure I knew he was coming, and Lex, his voice calming.

      Silas wrapped his fingers around his wrist until his center finger and thumb meet, then muttered a few words, and a second cuff formed around his wrist. But now his magic wasn’t blocked.

      Relief flooded my chest at the realization. We weren’t nearly as trapped as the Fae thought we were.

      “I’d like my cuff to stay on, but not suppress my magic,” I whispered, with no idea if that would work or not. I ran my fingertips over the cuff, making sure it was secure around my wrist. It closed with a soft clasp.

      Silas moved subtly between me and the door to the roof, his shoulders blocking me from sight. Magic flared in faint wisps across my fingertips. I extinguished them hastily, thrusting my bandaged hand into my pocket as the voices came closer.

      We were really racking up the secrets that we needed to keep from our hosts.

      And the mysteries that I didn’t understand myself.

      Silas and I traded a meaningful look and headed for the stairs.

      Those mysteries would have to wait for later.
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      Maddie

      

      Before dinner, Raura and I spent some time together in her room—it was true, her cell wasn’t any bigger than my own. There was nothing in the room but a bed, a writing desk and chair, and a carved wooden clothes press. Vines grew up the wall and flowers hung from the ceiling, scenting the air with a heavy, languid floral scent—that was the only décor the room needed anyway, enough to make it magical.

      She opened the clothes press and pulled out a long silver dress.

      “Do you get many occasions to wear these around here?” I asked. “I got the vibe it was monster-slaying, twenty-four-seven.”

      “I don’t wear them often around here,” she said.

      “Is there somewhere else you go?”

      She nodded. “I grew up noble. I didn’t care for it much, so I came to Fenig. I wanted to do a little more with my life.” She draped another shimmering gown against her body, spinning with it so that the skirt whirled around her legs. “Although I do miss playing dress-up.”

      “What was it like being noble?” I was curious about this girl who would trade what sounded like a life of ease for a life of manual labor and bloodshed.

      She smoothed the rumpled covers on her bed and sat down. “I don’t make my bed anymore—it’s my bit of rebellion. Fenig used to check it when I first came here, can you believe that? All that work she had to do, and she carved time out of her day to make sure the royal brat was making her bed.”

      I smiled at that, and she went on, “Being a noble woman meant a lot of expectations. Some of us fight too. It depends on the court. We all value different things. The spring court values grace, softness, beauty, art, adaptability. In the autumn court, the girls all fight—the princess is expected to be the biggest badass.”

      A rueful smile came over her lips as she pushed her hand through her tumultuous curls, pushing them back from her face. “I’m not exactly Spring personified. But all of us have to face expectations that might not suit who we really are.”

      “How seriously do you all take the court seasons?” I asked.

      It was one thing to read about the Fae courts. It was another to be face-to-face with people who lived this way.

      She quirked an eyebrow. “How seriously do you take being a shifter?”

      My lips parted.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “maybe that was a low blow. I know you lost your magic.”

      She shed the robe she’d thrown on after the baths, and I averted my eyes as she pulled the shimmering gown over her head. Apparently, Fae didn’t do underwear.

      “How did that happen, anyway?” she asked.

      “We’ve been engaged in a war with the witches as long as I’ve been alive,” I said. “They finally got the chance to murder our wolves.”

      “The Fae are always at war,” she said sympathetically. “It’s almost easier to just fight the monsters—those keep us busy now. How’d the witches do it?”

      I didn’t want to discuss the specifics, since the witches had stolen something from the Fae and we were here to do the same.

      Also, I was leery to discuss the loss because it was my fault.

      “Dark magic,” I said. “Wolves were stubborn and refused to embrace magic, and we paid the price.”

      “Are you going to put on that dress?” She nodded at it.

      “Am I allowed to wear underwear with it?” I asked, only half-joking.

      She scoffed. “I’ve seen those men of yours, why would you want to?”

      I couldn’t hide a smile at that. She quickly tied her hair up on top of her head, guiding in a pair of long, gleaming silver sticks that seemed pointed at the end. Without discussion, she moved behind me and began to braid my hair, her long, narrow fingers teasing against my scalp.

      “It’s been a long time since I had a female friend,” I said, thinking of how alone I was in that way at the academy, and then felt embarrassed that I’d spoken that thought out loud. Raura and I didn’t know each other well enough to consider ourselves friends. The casual way she’d busied herself with my hair made it feel as if we were, though.

      “Why?” she asked promptly, and my discomfort faded.

      “The shifter academy is all male.”

      “Oh, that sounds like a nightmare. Males don’t do well without a little female balance.”

      I laughed at that. “Tell them that. They thought they were doing just fine without me.”

      “Were they cruel to you?” she asked. Her fingers were quick and agile as she began to loop the braid against the base of my skull, forming it into some elaborate arrangement. When I didn’t answer, she said, “In my experience, males are always cruel when something about you suggests they aren’t as special as they thought.”

      “In mine too,” I admitted.

      “At least there’s one thing we all seem to have in common across the worlds. Males are often foolish and short-sighted.” She moved around to my front, eying me skeptically. “You look pretty.”

      “Great.” I touched my hair lightly as I looked past her to the mirror that hung above her writing desk. “I can be pretty in a room full of beautiful.”

      I smiled to soften the words, just before my gaze found myself in the mirror. I didn’t look like myself today, with that shimmering floor length gown and my hair tied up, revealing the long lines of my neck, my bare shoulders. I didn’t have a Fae’s slender grace, but I had a strong, powerful beauty.

      “Oh, I have a feeling you can hold your own,” she said, hooking her arm through mine.

      This time when we entered the dining hall, it didn’t have the pleasant, homey feeling it had the previous day. Tension seemed to crackle in the air. The Fae children were somewhere else.

      “Where are the kids?” I whispered to Raura.

      She leaned toward me to whisper something, but then Turic entered the room. His knights moved in behind him, their movements quick and menacing.

      All around us, everyone knelt. She rolled her eyes and then she and I knelt at the same time, a beat too late. Rafe had told us to just go along with their ways. He’d said, “It’s not worth fighting. Mission first.”

      But my knee was still sore, and being on my knees didn’t come naturally. I forced myself to hold still despite the throbbing pain.

      I didn’t think the pain showed in my face, but the back of Silas’s hand brushed across my leg, and warmth soaked through my skin, spreading through the muscle like a glow. He didn’t even look my way as his healing magic spread through my knee and radiated up into my thigh, replacing the pain.

      Wait. Silas had his magic back? I bowed my head, my gaze on the wooden floorboards, so no one would see the surprise across my face. Had my magic returned too? Or was Silas so powerful that he’d overwhelmed their cuffs?

      No matter the answer, this shifted the balance of power in the room.

      “Rise,” Turic said, his voice clipped, as if our kneeling was an irritation to him. He’d certainly raised a big fuss about it in the forest outside, though.

      I knew we needed to focus on Cain’s shield and get out of here, and yet I found myself worrying about our new tentative allies.

      Turic turned and his gaze locked on Fenig as she walked in behind him, her movement slow but dignified.

      He moved to her side, and she said, “Lord Regent.”

      Her tone wasn’t any more pleasant than his a moment earlier.

      His lips twisted into a smile that didn’t make me feel confident tonight was going to be a pleasant meal.

      Turic’s gaze swept to me, then to Fenig. “The human girl. She can join us at the table.”

      His voice was imperious, and though none of my men moved, I felt their reaction through my bones.

      I didn’t much care for Turic’s attention either.

      Tyson’s gaze slid to mine as Turic and Fenig moved toward one of the long tables. Fenig didn’t give the blessing over the food as she had previously. The table seemed empty without the children clustering around her.

      “Be careful,” Rafe warned us both as the sound in the room swelled as the knights took their seats and began to help themselves to food and wine.

      “If only I knew how,” Tyson said. He offered me his hand. “May I escort milady to her seat in this murderous discount ren-faire?”

      “Tyson,” Rafe said tightly.

      “Rafael,” Tyson returned, and then the two of us swept off.

      We joined Turic and Fenig and some of Turic’s knights at one of the long tables. Fenig was alone, without any of her knights. She gripped her crystal goblet lightly in her scarred fingers, but I noticed she never took a sip from it.

      “Where is the high Delphin?” Turic asked impatiently, taking a sip. “I thought I asked her to make herself available—she is supposed to advise me.”

      “And minister to your soul,” Fenig said agreeably, although I caught the way Turic’s eyes flashed to her. “She did come, Lord Regent, to wait for you. But she must have a vision coming soon, because she has a headache and fever, the way she always does.”

      “Or perhaps she’s dying.” Turic didn’t sound displeased by the idea. “I hope she’s over her vision by tomorrow. I’d like to see her before I head to the southern edge.”

      Fenig’s lips tightened, but her voice was calm when she said, “You’re not staying long. Perhaps I could head back to Rift’s Edge with the young knights. It’s easier to train them there.”

      “Mm.” He looked at her as if he saw through her. His expression made me nervous, and then his gaze shifted to me. “What’s your name?”

      His tone was brusque, his steely blue eyed gaze penetrating.

      “Maddie,” I said.

      “Maddie,” he mouthed, as if he found the syllables of my name strange. Maybe they seemed rough when he was accustomed to Fae names. “You look prettier than my own daughter tonight.”

      I was not great at taking a normal compliment, but I had no idea what to say to that.

      “You have a daughter?” I asked.

      “Daughter, demonspawn,” he said off-handedly. “It’s hard to tell sometimes. So. What is your life like dirtside?”

      It was quite hard to sum up my life in a sentence or two, especially knowing I had to be on my guard.

      “I go to school to learn to be a warrior,” I said, trying to put in his kind of terms.

      “Oh, I bet you would get along with my daughter,” he muttered. Then he smiled. “You’re lovely and strong. You must garner attention in your own world.”

      “Just like in your court, males seem to prefer females lovely rather than strong in my world,” I told him.

      Faint tension seemed to crackle in the air. Fenig’s brows rose, then she raised her cup to her tight lips, though I doubted she actually took a sip.

      “I very much like females to be both,” Turic promised me, not sounding offended in the least. He shifted subtly toward me.

      “She does garner quite a bit of attention in our world,” Tyson said suddenly, draping his arm around my shoulders. Tyson smiled down at me fondly. “She certainly has garnered mine.”

      “Oh, interesting,” Turic said. “I thought you two didn’t care for each other.”

      I frowned at that.

      “They seem to be mated,” Fenig said. “Something we must respect, even though it’s not our way.”

      Tyson pressed a kiss to my hair, his grip possessive around my shoulders. I made myself lean into his embrace, even though it felt awkward in front of these Fae, who were always assessing us. Turic had been flirting with me, yes, and it gave me a creepy feeling like something crawling up my spine. But that didn’t mean it might not be useful.

      These men of mine needed to back way off, instead of being so protective.

      And yet, I knew they were trying. I’d seen how they struggled not to spring to my defense in this world. And I knew that protectiveness was exactly why so many people would say I didn’t belong on this mission with them.

      “Pity,” Turic said, something hard in his voice, but his gaze locked on Tyson’s. Suddenly, I felt invisible at the table. “You must grant me a dance with your mate at least, at the festivities tonight.”

      “Festivities?” Fenig asked.

      Turic’s demeanor changed again as he shifted back in his seat. He raised his glass as he turned to Fenig. “If they are not trespassers, they must be friends. From what I hear, Tyson’s performance today was exemplary—better than any of your own knights, Fenig.”

      Wait. Fenig’s people had fought the Feddlewigs too? Had that been in pursuit of their mission, trying to kill off monsters—or had it been a brutal test that she subjected them to?

      Or that Turic forced on them?

      “He did quite well,” Fenig said. “That’s why, in keeping with our laws, I promised them safe passage to their final destination.”

      “Yes, yes,” Turic said impatiently. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow, we will see them to their final destination! Tonight, we will show them how the Spring Court embraces life.”

      He gave us a slow, dangerous smile.

      “When we’re not embracing death, that is.”
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      Skyla

      

      “Chase will be back soon,” I said, my feet accidentally thumping into the kitchen chair. The house felt too quiet without all my brother’s friends. “Why is it that big a deal if Blake looks after us for a little while?”

      Aunt Jennifer sighed. “It’s a big deal because you and Blake are both kids. You’re supposed to be allowed to be kids.”

      “Right,” I said. “You know what I was reading about?”

      Aunt Jennifer set our plates down on the table with a little more thump than was really required, before she asked, “What?”

      “For almost all of history, up until very recently, kids were an important part of the family’s work.  Kids had jobs. They worked with their parents on the farm, or they worked in a factory, or as chimney sweeps—”

      “Are you going to make a case for child labor?” Jennifer asked me. “Because if you are, I have a list of chores that need doing around here.”

      “No, you don’t,” I said. “Chase and his friends keep the house very clean.”

      Aunt Jennifer couldn’t actually argue with that, but her eyes narrowed with interest. Oh, man. That was the wrong thing to say.

      “So, it’s really weird to me, given all the historic data, that we pretend children can’t look after themselves,” I said in a rush. “I’d be trusted with lots of responsibility throughout most of history, but now you act like I can’t be left alone for a few days with a sixteen-year-old. Who would be a man by this age in most cultures throughout almost all of history.”

      Jennifer snorted at that. “Yeah, look at how well things have gone through most of history.”

      “Okay, yeah, but just because history is a mess doesn’t mean that kids are dumber now than they were before.”

      “It’s a good thing your brother won the lottery. He’s going to have to put you through Harvard Law one day.” The doorbell rang. Aunt Jennifer, who had just barely sat down in her seat, touched my head lightly as she got up. “I want to hear more about your brother’s friends later. Those are Chase’s same friends I met? Are they here a lot?”

      Her voice grew fainter as she walked through the house toward the front door, so I could pretend I didn’t hear her. Maddie and the guys were here a lot, but I loved having them here. The house was a bit too quiet when it was just Blake and me.

      I liked when everyone was here. It felt like a real family house, like in one of the kids’ books I loved—full of noise and adventure. There was always someone who was happy to hang out with me. Maddie painted my nails and braided my hair. Honestly, if she wasn’t around, Jensen would do the same. I was rapidly becoming the best soccer player in fourth grade—boy or girl—because of the games I played with the guys.

      Yeah, maybe Chase worried that I watched too many R-rated action movies, played too many video games, and heard far too many curse words, but I wouldn’t have traded them for anything.

      My aunt came back into the house with a woman I’d never met before.

      “Skyla,” she said, “This is Mrs. Long. She’s a social worker with Child Protective Services.”

      “Hi, Skyla.” The woman sat down at the table across from me. “I heard from some teachers at your school that they were worried about your home life, so I came to talk to you.”

      “My home life is great,” I said, and then mouthed at Aunt Jennifer, “Why did you let her in the door? You know legally you didn’t have to.”

      “Ah yes, a totally normal thing for a child to think about,” Mrs. Long smiled. “It’s all right, Skyla. No one’s trying to take you away from your home, if that’s what you’re afraid of. All I want to do is talk to you.”

      “Great,” I said. “And all I want to do is talk to my Aunt Jennifer. Hold, please.”

      I grabbed Aunt Jennifer’s wrist and towed her out onto the deck, closing the door behind us. I didn’t like the idea of leaving that woman in our house unattended, but I had to talk to Aunt Jennifer. I looked through the glass doors and could see her watching us, and in case she could read lips, I grabbed Aunt Jennifer’s arm and pulled her across the deck and down the steps with me, so we were out of sight unless she stood up from the table.

      “What has gotten into you, Skyla?” Jennifer asked.

      “That is not a social worker from CPS,” I said. “I’ve read about being a social worker—”

      “Of course you have,” Jennifer sighed.

      “And I’ve read about how CPS works. Do you know how much work goes into a social work degree? Those people are highly trained professionals who are grossly underpaid, if you ask me, and they know how to talk to kids. That? In there? That is not years of study and unpaid internships and intense passion because like, there are easier ways of making a living.”

      Jennifer stared at me, her lips falling open.

      That happened sometimes when I talked. It happened at school a lot too, but at least since we moved here, the kids didn’t make fun of me. They just gave me a puzzled look and said, “Okay.” Chase said I had to adapt, but that was a lot easier here, where at least, kids weren’t trying to torture me for being different.

      After a pause, Aunt Jennifer seemed to reboot. “I know you don’t want this to be true,” she said. “but I had a call already from CPS. And she knows the name of your teacher and your principal. Her paperwork seems to be in order. The school referred you to her, and I can understand why. You are being cared for by other children.”

      “Okay first of all, I don’t talk about our situation at school,” I said. “First rule of a slightly offbeat lifestyle choice, don’t talk about it around noobs.”

      She closed her eyes as if she was praying for strength.

      “Second of all, you can’t know that much about her paperwork because you spent like fifteen seconds at the door with her before you decided to invite her in,” I said. “You don’t know who she is. She could be a serial killer. She could kidnap me. If she says she’s taking me to CPS headquarters, don’t let her do it. It’s a kidnapping.”

      “There’s no such thing as CPS headquarters,” she said. “That’s not how it works.”

      “Oh good! You do know something!”

      That was Aunt Jennifer’s tipping point. Adults really hate it when you remind them that just because they’re older and should be wiser doesn’t mean they are, in fact, smarter.

      She leaned down so we were eye-to-eye and hissed, “You’re embarrassing me right now,”

      “Yeah, you would hate for the serial killer to think you were a bad mother-substitute after you let her into our home.”

      “I thought we agreed no more true crime shows for you,” she said. “Skyla Freeman, you are going to go in there and you are going to politely and honestly answer her questions, and then this will all be over. It will be fine.”

      I stared her down. “You can make me talk to her. But you can’t make everything be fine. Nothing about this is fine, Jennifer.”

      “Aunt Jennifer,” she corrected. “And great, okay, I’ll take what I can get. Let’s go in there and talk to her.”

      She held out her hand, and with a sigh, I took it.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the start of something very, very bad on the way.
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      Maddie

      

      Vines and flowers dripped from the walls, and the ballroom was softly lit by twinkling white globes that seemed to hang suspended from the air. Rich tapestries were pinned open to reveal little stone nooks dug into the stone walls.

      There was a stone dais at one end, with an empty throne, surrounded by musicians.

      “I’ll take that dance now,” Turic said, taking my hand in his. Lively music played, and the laughter of the knights seemed to echo through the room, filling it with warmth. A surly-looking Arlen danced by, holding a beautiful Fae female at arm’s length as if she might bite him, and I almost smiled.

      I didn’t answer Turic, but I followed his lead. He didn’t care what I said anyway.

      His every movement was graceful and agile, and I felt stiff and ungainly in comparison as he tried to whirl me around the room. I didn’t want to dance with anyone but my men, even though I knew the culture might be different here.

      He stopped abruptly, though the music played on and other dancers whirled around us. He eyed me as other dancers orbited around us, breaking the smoothness of the dance.

      “You need some wine,” he said, humor in his voice. “You desperately need to loosen up.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know the steps.”

      “You don’t know how to follow,” he said, but he didn’t seem offended by it. “I pity that male of yours, if that’s true as a general rule.”

      He steered me toward long tables at the corner of the room, filled with elaborate desserts—cookies molded like flowers, a cake that seemed to soar into the air in dainty layers, dozens of shiny-glazed chocolates—and crystal bottles of wine. He poured me a glass and passed it to me.

      “Are you married?” I asked, because I’m terrible at small talk.

      “Not anymore,” he said lightly. “She was bitten by an asp in our garden.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago.” His gaze swept through the crowd. I followed where he looked, curious to see what he was searching for. But my eyes met Rafe’s, dark and smoldering even though he stood across the room, talking to several of the Fae knights.

      “Those males you travel with seem quite protective of you.”

      “We’re all close. Family.” I said.

      “The warrior’s way,” he said, and clinked his glass with mine. “My own warriors are the same.”

      He raised his glass to his lips and took a long sip, and I followed suit with a much smaller sip. When he lowered the glass, his upper lip was stained red.

      “Thank you for letting us attend your party tonight,” I said. “It’s interesting to get a glimpse into Fae life.”

      “You could stay,” he said, without hesitation. “While some of your males travel to retrieve the Hooksbane. There’s hardly any need for all of you to traipse across the spring court. You could explore our city, our forests. It’s a beautiful world.”

      “That’s a very kind offer, thank you,” I said, with no idea if it was kind or not.

      The entire Fae court gave me a headache. But with a little luck, we’d be out of here in twenty-four hours. We’d be back on that beautiful blue planet they called ‘dirtside’ so rudely.

      “But you would never let yourselves be separated.” He watched me over the top of his cup as he took another sip.

      “We’re stronger together.” I mimicked him with a smaller sip. We knew the wine wouldn’t hurt us after our meals here, but I still wanted to take it slowly.

      “Yes you are,” he said, and I wasn’t quite sure I cared for the subtext of his words.

      He squeezed my elbow and said, “I see someone I must speak with tonight. I’ll stop bothering you and leave you to enjoy the party—but thank you for the dance, Maddie.”

      “Thank you.” Relief flooded at my chest to be left alone.

      “Drink more wine,” he said, raising his glass, “and maybe you’ll find me more charming the next time I see you.”

      I smiled at that, raising my glass in return, before he wound his way through the crowd. People melted away from him, as if he were frightening.

      “I don’t like him,” Rafe muttered, materializing at my side.

      I jumped. “Where did you come from?”

      “I’m always here,” he said.

      “Stalker.”

      “You’ve been sharp with me today.” He took the glass of wine out of my hand and glanced into it, as if he were gauging how much I drank, and I frowned and took it back. Electricity seemed to spark between us when our fingers overlapped. “But then, you’re always sharp.”

      “And you’re always bossy.”

      “But I love it about you,” he added.

      “I feel like I should say the same to be polite, but I’m not sure I mean it.”

      “The Lord Regent seems interesting,” he said.

      “Not very,” I disagreed.

      “You shouldn’t drink much tonight,” he said.

      “Neither should you.”

      “One glass, perhaps. That’s all I’m having.”

      “Same.” I clinked my glass against his. We both took a sip. My headache was fading into something giddy and light. At least I knew from experience one glass didn’t make a difference for either of us.

      “Give me a moment of your time, please,” he said, his hand going to my hip.

      “I am, Rafe.” As I gazed up at him, there was sudden heat in his eyes that made me uncertain what kind of moment he meant, and my nipples pebbled against the soft, silky fabric of my dress.

      “Are you jealous?” I almost laughed. “Of the Fae? I’m trying to be a good teammate.”

      “You’re not just my teammate and you know it,” he said.

      “But you’ll always put the mission first.”

      His eyes blazed, though his face was emotionless, and I knew I’d just misstepped.

      My lips twisted, trying to contain my smile. “You’d be angry if I thought you wouldn’t put the mission first.”

      “It’s complicated,” he said. “I can protect you and put the mission first.”

      No, he couldn’t. But he wanted to—and if I knew Rafe, he would twist himself into a circle of angst and misery trying. But I didn’t want to talk about that right now; I’d file it away on my long list of things to worry about with these men.

      For now, I just gave him a slow smile I knew he wouldn’t return. “Or maybe it’s not complicated at all, and you just like being angry at me.”

      He took another sip of his wine, his eyes still smoldering over the top of the cup. Then his hand tightened on my hip, walking me back, and I moved with him—in a much smoother dance than with the Lord Regent.

      “Maybe I do,” he said. “Maybe I want to be angry with you right now.”

      I took another sip of my own wine, realized it was empty—when I had drained it—and set it down on the table. I wanted both my hands free.

      Rafe walked me back until my back hit the stone wall, the tapestry to my right brushing the bare skin of my shoulder. He dropped the cup, and it hit the stone floor with a clink. I knew it was already empty.

      He probably didn’t remember draining it either.

      “There’s something happening to us,” I said, stopping him with a hand on his broad, hard chest. The planes of that chest were distracting, even through his shirt, and my fingertips traced up the fine, crisp material of his shirt, feeling his heat. I almost forgot what I was saying, then managed, “Some kind of magic.”

      His eyes were dilated with desire, like an addict’s, but he seemed to hear my words. He shook his head as if to clear it, and relief flooded my chest. We’d get through this together.

      “You’re right,” he said. “That wasn’t the same wine… we have to get everyone and get out of here.”

      “I bet Silas—” I began, and he stopped me, pressing his thumb over my lips.

      I stared up at him as he dragged his thumb down my lips, parting them. “I am happy to share you, Maddie, but at this particular moment, after seeing you flirt with the Regent, I don’t want to hear another man’s damned name on your lips.”

      “You are jealous,” I said, and it made me smile.

      “You little imp,” he said, and his head bent toward my throat. He kissed the lobe of my ear softly, and I made a small sound of need, a keening sound that came from deep in my throat. His knee slid between my thighs, pinning my skirt to the wall, and I ground down on his hip. He nipped my earlobe, his tongue darting against the curve of it, and I ran my hands under his jacket, across the hard width of his shoulders. “You gorgeous reprobate.”

      “I love when you call me names,” I said, and it reminded me of how he used to scold me, and I jolted. I glanced around the room—no one seemed to be looking at us—caught his wrist, and towed him behind me, flicking the tapestry shut behind us.

      Then we were in the dim glow of one of those stone nooks. There were pillows on the floor and on the carved wooden bench, as if to make this a pleasant place for private conversation, but there was no one here.

      “Stay with me, Rafe,” I murmured. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Out of this whole damned world,” he said, as if he remembered.

      “It is beautiful, though,” I said, looking at his lips, which were beautiful too. “Part of me hates to leave it.”

      “Clearly, you have an invitation to stay if you’d like,” he said, his brows arching. “You make quite an impression in every world, Northsea.”

      “Oh, last names. I’m in trouble.”

      He was close to me again then, pressing me into the wall, and I made a small sound of need as his hands caressed my thighs, swept up the curve of my ass. I pressed forward into him, our bodies swaying together, as close as possible as his lips found mine.

      He kissed me as if he was branding me, like he was trying to punish me with his hard, demanding mouth. But he’d never hurt me in any way that didn’t make me happy, and I almost smiled against his mouth, before he commanded my full attention by nipping my bottom lip.

      He nudged my lips open with the tip of his tongue, and I retaliated by tilting my head, my tongue gliding against his, kissing him back just as furiously. I breathed his spiced, dark scent in, as intense and heady as it had felt in my wolf days, when my senses were sharper, and my knees went weak.

      His hands splayed across my ass, pulling my hips taut against his, and I felt the hard swell of his cock hot against my stomach.

      “So mad at me,” I murmured into the space between our mouths, my hand sweeping down the curve of his lean thigh until I could grip him tightly in one hand. He was hard, straining against the front of his pants, as if his cock longed to be freed.

      “Are you worried I am,” he asked, before his lips found the side of my throat and began to suck a bruise. His lips hurting me so sweetly burned straight to my aching core. He pulled away to press a kiss to the spot he’d just hurt. “Or are you asking me to be?”

      “Never worried,” I promised him, and even though the two of us were drunk on each other just then, his lips curled up as if that pleased him.

      His hands were tight on my hips before he spun me around, and my hands sought purchase on the cool, slick stone in front of us. He rucked my skirt up inch by inch. My breath caught at the feel of his rough, warm palms when they swept across my thighs.

      Then his lips plundered my throat and shoulders again. My knees turned soft, and my forehead met the cool wall as I let him wash over me, as if he were a storm I couldn’t resist.

      He seemed to be trying to devour me, kissing and biting and sucking on my throat, and I tilted my head to one side, welcoming him in. His lips on my neck sent an electric pulse down my spine, and I rocked my ass back against his hard cock, wanting more of him.

      The band played music that seemed frantic now, intense as the storm that took us both over. It seemed to echo my feelings as his hand swept up the inside of my thigh, until his fingers stroked over my throbbing core, and he paused.

      His fingertips paused against my clit, slick with my wet heat, and my body rippled with desire. If I’d dared, I would’ve pressed myself harder against those fingers—but I knew his games.

      “No underwear?” His voice was a low rumble in my throat. “You wicked girl.”

      “Your wicked girl,” I reminded him, and the words seemed to light a fire inside him.

      Those fingers caressed me, hard and unforgiving as if he knew exactly what I liked, finding the aching spot and thrumming it as my whole body lit up like the lights that hung from the ceiling. My back arched, my head finding a spot on his chest that felt like home, and his fingers stroked an unspooling feeling that rose through my body until it came out as a long, desperate, heady moan from my throat.

      His hand dropped away suddenly, and I almost fell as he released me. I turned to look at him over my shoulder, cold air skating over my heated clit, thinking this was the punishment. But his pupils were still blown as if I were some kind of addiction for him.

      “I want to taste you,” he said, pushing me down on the bench. Cold, polished wood—a bench older than our own country—met my ass, and I might’ve thought that was funny, except he gripped my thighs, pushing them up until they met my stomach.

      He fell between my thighs as if he desperately needed to have his mouth on my clit. He licked me, a long, slow swirl of his tongue as if he were gathering every bit of my heat in his mouth, working around my clit, between my folds. I gasped, my thighs tensing and trembling at the sensation, but he was already plunging his tongue inside me. There was nothing to do with the restless power that swept through my body—I ran my hands through his hair, then through my own as my back arched.

      Rafe was a fire of desire, consuming me, every bit of me, as I writhed and arched against that bench, knowing I would fall if he would let me, but he gripped me tightly, forcing me to take every bit of pleasure he could spark with that wicked tongue.

      The disparate points of lights above me blurred into one glow that slowly grew more blindingly bright as release, white hot and crackling, swept through my body.

      I couldn’t hold back a scream as I came, but the wild music playing just seemed to rise, covering the sound.
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            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      My friends were slipping into madness.

      I didn’t realize it at first. Not when Rafe and Maddie disappeared behind the curtain into the alcove. Not when Jensen and Arlen got into a friendly grappling match that led to bared chests. They’d been surrounded by clapping, laughing Fae ladies who turned to each other with sparks in their eyes and unsavory murmurings on their colorful lips. Then Lex, laughing at Jensen, dragged him out of the ballroom to tend his wounds, though Arlen seemed to be nursing just as many.

      But as the music grew more frantic, more wild, the Fae players’ bows screaming across the fiddles so fast that there was something not quite natural about it, Penn let one of the Fae ladies draw him out onto the dance floor. That wasn’t like him, but we had our mission, to keep peace until we could escape in the morning, so I sipped my wine and smiled at the sight of my friend, always a far more agile dancer than one would expect, keeping up with the Fae. She seemed charmed by him, her eyes fixed on his face.

      They whirled by, faster and faster, and as they whirled past, I caught a glimpse of her pointed teeth in her smile, gleaming. His blond hair was tangled and sweaty as it fell across his face, but he didn’t seem to notice. His mouth was open too, laughing.

      Another Fae woman led Chase out onto the dance floor, flashing him a smile over her shoulder, as predatorial as a spider, and I knew.

      I didn’t know what they’d done to us or how to stop it, but the Fae had enchanted us. Memories of an ancient practice I’d read about—the Fae blood rite, a party where they murdered giddy humans for sport—rose in my mind. The Fae had supposedly stopped doing that long ago.

      The memory of Fenig facing down Turic rose in my mind. She’d saved our lives by saying we’d fulfilled the old laws—just as he commanded. He wanted to go back to old ways.

      I straightened from the wall, looking frantically for someone else who was still clear-eyed. I looked, too, for Raura and Arlen and Lake, but they all seemed to have disappeared.

      I saw only Tess, across the dance floor, watching the dancing with a miserable look written across her face. Then her gaze met mine, and her face changed as if a mask had snapped into place. She raised her glass to me, flashing me a look of challenge.

      An unfriendly world. Enchanted wine. A room full of Fae who wanted us dead.

      We were well and truly fucked.

      “Relax,” Silas said into my ear, his voice low and cool. He leaned against the wall beside me, and I relaxed back into it too. He gripped a goblet of wine between his long, slender fingers.

      “Don’t drink it,” I warned him.

      “It doesn’t do much for me,” he admitted. “You forget I’m not from your world.”

      “I never forget that, Silas.” As soon as I said the words, I knew I shouldn’t have, but only the faintest flicker in his eyes indicated he’d even heard me. I forged on, “How do we get them sobered up and out of here?”

      “We have to get them off the dance floor,” he said, nodding to where Chase and Penn danced past, their movements graceful as the Fae’s but so fast they were a blur. Chase’s smile looked almost like a rictus mask now as if he couldn’t stop his lips from being peeled back from his teeth. “They’ll just keep dancing until…”

      “It’s the blood rite,” I said. I cursed. “Fenig said we’d be safe—that we’d satisfied the law when I fought—”

      I’d thought she was protecting us.

      “I don’t see her at the moment, whether she had good intentions or not. And I really don’t think Turic likes you.” He clasped my shoulder, leaning in closer. “Pretend I’m saying something hilarious.”

      “You are. Everyone likes me.”

      “Actually, for the past several months, you’ve been driving us all crazy, but maybe I can’t talk. Rafe and Maddie are safely fucking each other’s brains out thinking no one is noticing, so they should be safe for now. You get Penn, I’ll get Chase. We’ll lock them up in the cells. Thoughtful of the Fae to give us cells in the first place.”

      I turned to him with a fake smile plastered across my lips, hoping people would buy we were gossiping in whispers. “There’s a long way between here and there.”

      And a lot of murderous Fae along the way.

      “If you have a better idea, I’m not particularly attached to this one.”

      I thought for a second, but shook my head. “I just don’t think those scary women are going to like it if we take away their playthings.”

      “You’re right. We’ll have to give them something better,” Silas said.

      “What?”

      “You, Fae-blood, Shifter-blood. They might think you’re trash, but you’re new trash, and they live far too long. They get bored.”

      My lips parted, trying to figure out what the hell he was talking about, as he dragged me into the whirl of dancers.

      Bodies pressed against me, hands waving in the air, caressing my face, stroking my skin. The first time, I jolted away, but then I remembered my mission and I fixed a faint, tolerant smile across my lips. I’d sacrifice myself to get our friends off the dance floor.

      “Dance, keep your head, I’ll be back,” he muttered.

      I gave him a look that should technically have caused his immediate death by immolation, but he gave me a thumbs-up instead.

      “Can I cut in?” I tried to ask Penn and the Fae, but they whirled past me so quickly that I couldn’t get him away. One second, I saw her beautiful face, smiling and shining up at him; the next, for just a split second, I saw the face of a monster.

      “Be aggressive, I know you’re good at that.” Silas said to me through a gritted smile.

      So as Chase and the girl whirled past, I grabbed the Fae around her narrow waist and reeled her against my body. Chase came toward me, and then Silas grabbed him, muttering words in his ear until Chase paused obediently.

      “The fallout from tonight’s going to be something,” I told Silas as the Fae in my arms hissed at me, a hint of a forked tongue glistening between her lips. I reeled her tighter against my body, picking up the tune as well as I could, leaving Silas and Chase standing in the center of the dance floor. Her body relaxed against mine, into the music.

      “Yes it is,” Silas said, that dreamy liar’s smile fixed across his face. I knew him better than that. He looked transfixed by the music, lost to the enchantment itself, and yet, nothing touched Silas. Not truly.

      Except, maybe, for Maddie…

      The thought wriggled under my skin, but I had to turn all my focus on the dancers. I needed to stop the momentum of the dance, long enough to peel the other dancer off Penn. I wouldn’t be the only male who danced with two females tonight—there were all kinds of pairings whirling across the dance floor.

      “Why did you insist on dancing with me, Fae-blood?” She purred into my ear, and I felt the slick tip of her tongue flick into my ear.

      I suppressed a shudder. It was time to turn on the charm—I remembered how to do that, didn’t I?

      “These men are like my brothers,” I said. “Anything they have, I want too. Especially when that anything is so lovely.”

      She laughed at that, a peel of laughter that was disarmingly human. If I hadn’t seen her face…

      “I see. Do you want my sister, too?”

      I followed her gaze to where Penn and the other Fae reeled around the room. Penn’s face was flushed, his eyes wide, and my heart beat faster, even though he didn’t have the sense to be afraid right now. “I do, in fact.”

      “Do you think you could manage us both?”

      I stroked my hand down her body, and she exhaled against my throat.

      “You don’t know what a shifter from my world can do,” I told her, my voice low and throaty.

      She laughed.

      As we came to the briefest pause between songs, she caught her sister’s arm, and then the music rose again in a fierce, relentless tune.

      Penn looked lost, then furious, but Silas was there. I danced on with the two girls, watching from the corner of my eye as Silas ushered Chase and Penn out. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw them clear the room.

      I took a few spins around the dance floor with the sisters, ignoring the feel of their tongues as they lapped against my throat. Jesus. Would Maddie understand everything that was happening tonight?

      Then—god help me—Lex and Jensen walked back into the ballroom.

      I saw a few Fae ladies heading toward them, and I practically shoved my dance partners away in the rush to get to them first.

      Fae ladies draped themselves over my friends, smiling and cooing to them. Lex and Jensen pushed them away, but their eyes were glazed. The ladies took their hands to pull them onto the dance floor.

      I said the only thing I knew would break through the haze of strange magic.  “Maddie needs you.”

      I could try to stow them away until Silas got back here and we could get all five of them safely up to the rooms.

      Fuck my life. I pushed the two of them toward the hidden chamber where I knew Maddie and Rafe had disappeared.

      “Entertain each other,” I barked.

      I turned to face a room full of hostile Fae. Sharp teeth flashed at me from beautiful faces.

      Terrific.
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            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      I was up against the wall, my arm twined around Rafe’s neck, my thighs locked around his waist. My mouth was on his neck, my teeth leaving little circle indentations across his skin that were mesmerizing to me, even though he smacked my ass sharply every time I bit him. That was not a discouragement.

      Then the curtain was abruptly yanked aside. I jumped, and Rafe whirled, clutching me tight to his body, straightening, ready for a fight.

      But it was Lex, then Jensen, who stepped into the room.

      “Tyson said you needed us,” Lex said. His gaze locked on mine.

      “Always,” I said, my voice husky with desire.

      Rafe set me down on shaky legs, and the shimmering material of my skirt fell around my legs again. He steadied me as I turned toward Lex and Jensen.

      “I miss you when you’re not with me,” I whispered to Jensen, just before he wrapped me up in his arms.

      I ran my hands through his hair, kissing him greedily, my thighs closing around his waist and my ankles locking together at the small of his lower back. I feel the curve of his taut ass shifting back and forth against my heels.

      “I’m right here,” he said, smiling down at me. But I knew he felt the same way because he was the one who always had to be near me.

      I wrapped my arm around his neck and pressed a kiss to his lips. He tasted like that sweet wine, and he bent me back, kissing me back, until a giggle rose to my lips.

      Jensen pulled me back to my feet easily with his hand pressing against my lower back. Then Lex was behind me, the two of them pressing devouring kisses to my throat and bare shoulders.

      “I want to watch the three of you,” Rafe said. His trousers were still slack around his hips, and he drew his cock out as he sat down on that bench.

      He began to give the three of us orders that we were more than happy to follow. I enjoyed watching Lex and Jensen, and I enjoyed watching Rafe draw his hand up and down his big shaft, his eyelids growing heavy-lidded.

      Tyson stepped into the room, and the four of us stilled, then went back to what we were doing.

      He took in the scene and said, “Jesus, I can’t leave you guys alone for a minute.”

      “You can join us,” I promise him, beckoning him over with a finger.

      “Cute, but you’re all wasted,” he said.

      “I had one glass of wine,” Rafe said, holding up one finger on his free hand.

      “You are legit never going to get over this,” Tyson told him. He moved to the curtain and looked out.

      Raura slipped in a second later. Rafe growled and stood, shoving himself back inside his trousers, and Lex moved to block me from her with his body.

      “I’m friendly,” she said. She told Tyson, “Keep a lookout. I can fix this.”

      “Please do,” he muttered. “I don’t know what’s taking Silas so long, but I need to go find him…”

      Tension was written across Tyson’s face. I could fix that, and I headed across the floor to run my hands across his abs through his shirt. He smiled faintly, but gathered my wrists in one hand, still leaning against the doorway to look through the curtains.

      “I’m not wasted.” His voice carried none of the heat and desire I would’ve expected when he pinned my wrists, and irritation—and worse, embarrassment—flamed through my chest. He was not being any fun. More gently, he said, “This isn’t my party.”

      “After the way you hurt me the past few months, you should be glad to be welcomed to the party.” My voice came out as sharp as a wake-up call, and it cut through my pleasant, dreamy haze. I’d meant to sound glib, and I was suddenly far too aware of all the little movements of my face, of my forehead creasing and my lips pressing together into a pout.

      “I’m very sorry about that,” he said, still devastatingly level, “and I’m happy to talk about it when you’re not… like this.”

      “Like what, Ty?”

      “Under the influence of some kind of weird Fae magic that turns you into a sex goddess, apparently.”

      “She’s always a sex goddess,” Jensen said.

      “Ohh.” Raura turned to look at Tyson and me over her shoulder. “You two aren’t mates? Or you… aren’t the only mates?”

      “They’re all mine,” I said proudly, just before Tyson’s palm found my lips. I bit him, and he yanked away, but then I pressed against him, my lips seeking the stubble of the five o’clock shadow across his jaw.

      “Lucky girl,” Raura said with a smile. “And I can’t get myself one male.”

      “Oh, Arlen and Lake both love you, Huntress,” I said, then frowned, just before she did.

      “Did Silas tell you?” she hissed. Her face had changed, her eyes widening.

      “I just… knew,” I said.

      “Uninhibited Maddie is terrifying,” Tyson muttered.

      I tried to run my hands across his chest again, and he shook his head, a faint smile crossing his lips. He gathered my wrists in one hand and twisted, pinning my hands up above my head. I smiled up at him—I always liked this game—but his big body didn’t sway against mine. He just held me there, affection lighting his eyes, no matter what I said to him.

      Raura drew the pins out of her hair, and her long curls cascaded down her back.

      “She’s so pretty,” I said to Tyson. To her, I said, “I don’t think Arlen or Lake are blind, sister.”

      She shook her head in disbelief, but some of her tension had relaxed. “Listen, Maddie, you keep my secret, and I’ll keep yours. Turic needs to believe you’re mated to Tyson—his Fae-blood protects him to some extent, and that protection extends to you as his mate.”

      “That’s great,” Tyson said, his voice harsh, “but what does that mean for the rest of our friends? Who are neither Fae-blood or my mates?”

      “Relax,” she said. “Fenig is on your side. You’ll be safe long enough to get out of our world, while we stay here and fight the monsters.”

      “It’s not the monsters that worry me.”

      “The ones out there?” she asked, her brows rising. “Those aren’t the ones that scare me, either.”

      She slashed the edge of her hair pin across her palm, and she barely even winced as blood seeped up through the cut.

      “It’s Fae blood magic that enchanted the wine,” she said, “and I’ve got the same blood running through my veins.”

      She smeared her bloodied wrist across Rafe’s lips before he could jerk back. He yanked away so hard that he fell over the back of the bench, tumbling to the stone floor.

      He scrambled up, his eyes wide, his dark hair wild. “You’ve got be fucking kidding me.”

      “And he’s back,” Tyson muttered.

      Rafe looked horrified.

      “Not my thing,” Jensen said, raising his hands as Raura approached him. “I’m a one-woman kind of guy.”

      “Shut up and let her cure the enchantment,” Rafe snapped. “She’s not coming on to you.”

      Raura glanced at Rafe over her shoulder, her expression mischievous with Jensen’s taut torso in front of her. “Well…”

      “Just do it,” Rafe snapped.

      Jensen flatted himself against the wall subtly as she pressed her blood-streaked, narrow wrist to his lips.

      Then he looked around and said, “Oh shit.”

      “Welcome back,” Tyson said. “Sorry. It was probably better in your temporarily fucked-up version of the world than this reality.”

      When the curtain moved, Rafe’s posture shifted into an aggressive stance, and Raura hurried to mark Lex.

      But it was Silas who ducked in. With his hair covering his ears, he could’ve been Fae. He was so good at blending into any world.

      “I miss your Echo face sometimes,” I told him, yanking my wrists away from Tyson.

      Surprised, Silas stretched out an arm and folded me into his side. I wrapped my arms around his lean waist, breathing in the scent of him that I loved so much. “I even miss the way you were so mean to me,” I confided.

      “Excuse me?” Lex asked.

      “Oh come on, you all know—at least a little—how mean Rafe is to me, and you know I like it, so you don’t get all weird and protective,” I said. I wished that they wouldn’t be weird. Of course I loved Silas in every form he took.

      Raura said, “Shh,” very softly to me, suddenly right in front of my face.

      “You’re so graceful, it makes me miss my wolf even more,” I said, right before she smeared her bloodied wrist across my lips. I tasted the coppery tang of her, and it was nice, and then it suddenly wasn’t.

      I resisted the urge to spit the blood out onto the floor, pressing a hand over my lips as I stared at her in disgust. The last few hours flooded back to me, but this time, colored with shame.

      “Who did this to us?” I demanded.

      “My father,” she said. “I think we need to get you all out of here. Tonight.”

      “Your father?” I demanded.

      She bit her lower lip as if she wanted to hold the words back, then confessed, “Turic. Turic is my father.”
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            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      “I can go through the wards on the ramparts and get you down,” Raura said. “It’ll just take me time to fly each of you down.”

      “You can break through Turic’s wards because you share his blood, his magic. That’s why you were able to come see me,” Silas said, and I couldn’t help but give him a sharp glance.

      He seemed to have developed a quick friendship with Raura. That was fine, if it was just a friendship. But if it was more…

      Silas’s gaze flickered to mine, but he didn’t bother to explain. There was no time, and I knew that, but it still bothered me.

      I cared about Silas, but if he hurt Maddie—if he had hurt Maddie—I wasn’t sure what I would do to him.

      “Then we fight our way through Monsterland,” Rafe said. “You know what, I’d rather take my chances.”

      “I’ll go with you,” she said. She shrugged. “You know my secrets now anyway. Princess Raura wouldn’t give a damn about you all, but the Huntress is just the type.”

      “Thank you,” Maddie said warmly.

      “Oh, I’ll find a way you can pay me back eventually, Dirtsider. Sooner or later, the spring court will have to stage a coup,” she said blithely. “All right, we all need to split up and make our way up to the ramparts. There’s no way I can get you out through the front door.”

      The team would have danced until they died, enchanted by the combination of Fae wine and the spell and the music. Luckily, their obsession with Maddie had helped save them.

      We made our way out in small groups. I could see the music tug at them. Ahead of me, Maddie and Jensen clung to each other as if they tethered each other.

      I stopped at the doorway, in the quiet of the long stone hall. There was laughter from the doors that led into the Fae city, and part of me wanted to just run. But we wouldn’t get far before Turic and his men stopped us. Instead, I waited to make sure everyone else made it out safely, leaning against the wall and pretending to brood over my wine.

      Arlen and Lake came down the hall side by side. Their clothes were torn and bloodied, and they looked exhausted.

      Lake leaned in close to me to mutter, “You need to be careful.”

      “Always,” I said, holding up my cup of wine.

      He gave me a long look. “Did Raura find you?”

      “Lake,” Arlen said, his voice low and strangled. The laughter down the hall had gone quiet.

      Lake’s demeanor changed in a second, from serious to the playful flirt. “Well, she said she was curious how differently a Fae-blood tasted!”

      Lake made raucous jokes—which Arlen answered only in disinterested grunts—as the two of them ambled away.

      Even with our tenuous allies here in the keep, we couldn’t get out of here fast enough for my tastes.

      Although part of me hated the thought of never knowing what happened with their coup.

      Penn and Chase were still glaze-eyed when we got upstairs.

      “Did I look that bad,” Rafe muttered to me, then shook his head. “Don’t answer that.”

      Raura landed lightly on the ramparts, her shimmering wings folding into her shoulders once more.

      “I’m not sure it’s safe for us to leave,” I ground out reluctantly, and Rafe gave me a look, his dark brows drawing together, that said I was speaking out of turn. But I couldn’t stand the thought of Raura or Lake or Arlen being killed for helping us, and what we were doing put them all at risk.

      “Let me worry about that,” Raura said. She moved swiftly to cure Penn, then Chase. “I know the risks. But there’s a limit to what my father would do to me.”

      She held out her arms. “You first, Fae-blood. I need you down there to help clear the way.”

      Maddie bobbed onto her toes to kiss my cheek, and I wrapped my arm around her narrow waist tightly. “Good luck,” she whispered.

      “You too,” I said, just before her soft lips brushed my cheek.

      I couldn’t resist, I kissed her hard, mindful of the time but desperate to feel her mouth against mine. The two of us might struggle with how to heal our relationship, but when the stakes were high, there was no doubt how we both needed each other.

      Reluctantly, I left Maddie’s arms to step up onto the ramparts beside Raura. The wind ruffled my hair, and I stared down a long way to the forest below.

      She wrapped her arms around me and then jumped, carrying me with her. I squeezed my eyes closed against the intense rush of wind through my hair and the sudden lurch of my stomach.

      “Gods, you’re heavy,” she complained, her voice strained. We seemed to lurch down through the air until we landed.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked her.

      “Saving humans who will owe me forever? Oh, I am so up for this,” she promised me.

      Then a figure stepped out of the shadows. “Raura, what do you think you’re doing?”

      Ruara pulled a face at me before she turned to face the figure. At least that meant we probably weren’t about to be murdered.

      Fenig pushed her cloak back, revealing an exasperated face. “You’re supposed to be helping with the riots in the city, as one of the junior knights.”

      “Turic could stop his made-up riots by recalling his instigators,” she said. “He just wanted us out of the way of his blood carnival.”

      “Have you ever considered not inserting yourself into trouble that doesn’t involve you?” Fenig demanded.

      “Not really,” Ruara purred. “You know Turic wants them dead. He hates Dirtsiders.”

      “Whatever Turic wants, he’s still bound by the law,” Fenig said. “As are you.”

      Only when she was Raura. When she was the Huntress, I didn’t think she considered herself bound by any expectation.

      “I’m going to get Maddie,” Raura said suddenly, launching herself into the air.

      “No, you’re not,” Fenig said tightly. She launched herself into the air too, her wings suddenly ripping loose from her shoulders as she flew up into the air. Above us, I could hear the two of them arguing.

      Right before the doors opened and Turic and his men stormed out.

      There was no way to run. Maybe I could protect everyone else. Maybe I could even trick my way out of it.

      “What are you doing?” Turic demanded.

      The air above us had gone silent. Hopefully Turic and his guards wouldn’t look up.

      “The party grew old,” I said. “I thought I’d explore the city.”

      “Where are your friends?” Turic asked, a hook in his voice.

      “Sleeping it off. They didn’t take the wine very well.”

      “Sad to hear that.” Turic said. “You’re on the opposite side from the city, by the way.”

      “I must have gotten turned around.”

      “A shifter? Lost his sense of direction?”

      “I lost a lot more than my sense of direction at the hands of the covens.”

      “Why are you out here, really?” he asked.

      “I felt a pull to the city,” I said. “Maybe it’s my Fae-blood. Maybe I feel something for this world.”

      I said the words lightly, as a lie, and yet the words seemed to harden into truth as soon as I dared speak them.

      I wished I hadn’t.

      Turic’s face had changed too, something horrified and stricken written across his features for a second before it was gone, replaced by his usual sharp handsomeness.

      “I’m glad you’re well,” he said briefly. “Someone altered the wine to make it dangerous for your human friends. I’m glad they don’t seem to have any major…ill-effects.”

      “It must be different for shifters,” I said. “Even though they’ve lost their magic.”

      “It must be,” he agreed. “And I’m thankful for that. Since you are guests in my kingdom, I am furious that anyone would attempt to do you harm. I promise, this will be dealt with.”

      “It’s probably best that we get out of your way as soon as possible,” I said. “We can head out tomorrow.”

      “Given what’s happened, I think it’s best I escort you,” he said. “Perhaps I can show you a glimpse of the city tomorrow before breakfast. Then we can leave.”

      “Thank you,” I said, trying to figure out how the hell we’d get out of that. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

      He flashed me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “After what happened at the party, I’ll have my guards make sure you reach your room safely, and will keep a guard near your door. You should be safe tonight.”

      Somehow, I managed to fake gratitude, despite the feeling of ash filling my mouth. Fuck. We weren’t escaping tonight—and if he escorted us all the way to our destination, we’d have a whole new series of obstacles.

      One day at a time in this fucked Fae world, I guessed.

      I headed into the keep, with the guards at my back.

      When I walked into the hallway, I heard the guards lock the gate behind me.

      Maddie flew into my arms. “Are you all right?”

      “No beatings this time,” I said. “But we’ve got complications.”

      The eight of us sat in the hallway, our backs against the walls, to talk about what happened.

      I told them all about Turic’s plan to escort us until we reached the Hooksbane. We could escape him then, but every minute we spent with Turic felt like a danger.

      I needed to tell them about the ring. I started to unwrap the bandage absently as we all talked, but when I looked down at my hand, I’d just wrapped it tighter. I frowned, tried to force myself to speak up, but the words wouldn’t pass my throat. Every time I tried, my chest seemed to tighten. I frowned. I’d shown Silas the ring. It wasn’t as if I were scared of Rafe’s disapproval.

      “Enough talk,” Rafe said. “Let’s get some rest.”

      Silas cleared his throat. “I’ve got my magic back, by the way.”

      Rafe’s eyes widened. “How?”

      This was my moment to tell them, and yet for some reason, I couldn’t quite force the words out. I frowned, wondering if there was some kind of enchantment on the ring. I’d been able to show it to Silas; why wasn’t I able to force the words through my lips now.

      Silas shrugged. “I’m hard to contain.”

      “Then the rest of us sleep while Silas goes back to the academy. We all need it.”

      Silas rose, his hands sliding into his pockets. “Except for me?”

      “Well, the incredible Silas Zip doesn’t need sleep.” Rafe said. “I need you to check in with Clearborn.”

      “Yeah,” Penn agreed. “Daddy’s gonna be worried.”

      “Please don’t call him that,” Jensen said, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “What? We’re going to pretend like we don’t all have massive daddy issues?” Penn asked.

      “Yes, yes we are,” Jensen said.

      Everyone else rose to head into their cells, but Maddie shifted over close to me, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “I feel like I should spend some time with Penn and Chase,” Maddie told me softly. “They’ve got some…feelings…about what happened down there.”

      “Yeah, I imagine they do,” I said, knowing how much they both loved Maddie and how embarrassed they must feel about dancing with another female, almost to their death. “You know they didn’t mean anything by it.”

      I felt protective of them both, but especially Penn. I knew my best friend well enough to know how much he adored Maddie. And it was obvious, too, how much Chase cared about her—how torn he felt between Blake and Skyla and between Maddie and us all. I hated that he carried that weight, and that I had no idea how to help.

      “I know,” she said. “And I’m glad you want to protect them.”

      “I didn’t say—” I started, and she leaned over to kiss me. I broke off, my hands circling her waist, as she kissed me, slowly and sweetly. Then she pulled away, our lips breaking away at the last second. I glimpsed her red, bee-stung lips, the hint of a smile on the edge of her lips, before she headed for Penn’s door.

      She was a force of nature, and I was so glad she was on our side.

      My room felt too quiet without her, as if some of the life in the room had left when she did. I peeled the damned Fae clothes off my body and threw myself into the bed. I needed to be sharp for tomorrow—I’d better get some rest.

      No sooner had I drifted off to sleep than I was dragged down into strange dreams.

      Fae creatures rose and fell around me—some with beautiful faces, some with monstrous faces, all of them deadly.

      I stood in one place, but the ground seemed to shift under my feet as the scenery changed around me constantly—castles, gardens, forests, oceans rose and fell in front of me and disappeared, each more beautiful than the last. If there was one thing the Fae world had, it was beauty—it was a beauty so intense it ripped something open in my chest, something aching.

      That strange aching feeling in my chest was something I’d have to hide from my team, and not just because I wasn’t the poetic kind of soul to give this much of a fuck about the scenery, and they’d never stop mocking me.

      No, I’d have to hide this from them because it felt like a betrayal.

      Because part of me yearned to stay here.

      “It’s just my Fae blood,” I muttered to myself. “Once I go home, I’ll forget that it felt like this. I’ll be happy dirts…” I stopped myself, and corrected, “I’ll be happy when I’m home.”

      “It’s not just your blood. It’s your heritage.” A male voice spoke from behind me.

      I whirled.

      An older Fae with piercing green eyes and white-blond hair, dressed in well-worn leather armor, stood behind me, back in my room.

      “Welcome home, son,” he said.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, trying to cover the way those three words made me reel.

      “Jorden,” he said. He extended a hand to me, as if to clasp hands in the Fae way, and after a second’s hesitation, I reached to grip his arm. But my fingers passed right through his wrist.

      “I’m a ghost,” he said. “Which is a pity.”

      My fingers found the ring I wore, and I twisted it, sure that somehow it was responsible for what was happening. Maybe I wasn’t even really his son—maybe the magic just made him think that I was.

      “I’m the rightful king of the spring court,” he said, “and you, Tyson Atlas, are my heir.”
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            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      

      When I walked into the house and a strange woman was there with Aunt Jen, I stopped dead in my tracks and said, “What’s up?”

      It wasn’t like Aunt Jennifer knew anyone to have visitors.

      “This is Ms. Long from Child Protective Services,” Aunt Jen said. “She has some questions for you.”

      “This late?” I demanded.

      “Well, it took you a while to come home, Blake,” she said. There was something familiar in her mannerisms, but I couldn’t quite place her. “And I didn’t want to miss you.”

      Dread settled in my gut, but then everything changed when I sat down opposite her and caught the distinct whiff of strawberries.

      It was so familiar that for a second I was right back in that treehouse with Kit, even though the face that stared at me from behind thick glasses was far older and different.

      “Are you all right, Blake?” she asked, a look of concern across her face. Jennifer looked absolutely horrified.

      I realized I’d risen from the table.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I, ah, I need to go to the bathroom.”

      I went into the half bath and washed my hands, splashed water over my face, trying to figure out what to do.

      None of this made sense. I was losing my mind. There was no way that was Kit somehow with a different face, and yet…

      I texted Chase. Where are you? Call me when you get this

      Then I added, I remember who you really are

      There was something really weird going on.

      Someone knocked on the front door. I was willing to bet this was somehow related to Kit, so I rushed out of the bathroom and headed for the door. At least I could keep Jennifer from answering the door for whoever that was.

      When I looked outside, there was a man in khakis and a white shirt standing on the front porch. He held up a police badge through the window, raising his eyebrows as he made eye contact with me.

      “What do you want?” I asked, because I wasn’t buying that he was here for real.

      “My name’s Clearborn,” he said, “and you’re in danger.”

      Just then, I heard Jen yell something, one second before it was cut off.

      I ran back through the house toward her.

      When I reached the living room, Jennifer was lying on the floor, her brown hair spread across the floor. Beyond her, the glass doors out to the yard were open, and “Ms. Long” was dragging Skyla toward the door.

      “Let her go!” I shouted, already hurtling across the living room toward her.

      Skyla was fighting her, kicking and lashing out and trying to bite her.

      Behind me, there was a massive boom and a thud, as if the front door had just been blown open.

      The woman who was dragging her away muttered what sounded like a curse word, but it wasn’t even English.

      Skyla went limp in her arms.

      I put my head and shoulder down, ready to tackle her, and she raised her palm. The scent of burning filled the air, like popcorn gone too long in the microwave, and then I realized I was lying on my back, staring up at the ceiling. Blue smoke drifted above me.

      I started to get up, just in time to see Skyla’s bare feet being dragged across the floor as the woman taking her started to vanish.

      Then Clearborn raced past me, followed by a few other guys. “Watch the perimeter,” he snapped. “I’ll take the witch.”

      He raised his hands, and she dropped Skyla, letting her fall at her feet.

      “What do you want with them, Alice?” he demanded.

      She smiled. “You really saw through my disguise that easily? It’s too bad your students aren’t that smart.”

      He raised his hand, and that strange crackling erupted from his palms, almost like fire. She was knocked backward and slammed into the yard.

      “My students are smart enough not to monologue,” he said, striding after her.

      I rushed to Skyla. “What’s wrong with her?”

      The man turned his head over his shoulder to look back at the two of us, and muttered a few words in a foreign language. Then he ran into the yard, after Alice.

      Skyla woke with a start, her long lashes fluttering open.

      “You’re okay, you’re okay,” I promised her.

      But we wouldn’t truly be okay until we understood what was going on around us and knew how to keep ourselves safe from it.

      “We lost them!” someone shouted from the yard.

      Then Clearborn came back in through the doors. I jumped to my feet, ready to fight him if he posed some danger to Skyla and to Aunt Jennifer, who was sprawled out on the floor.

      He held his hand out to me to shake. “Hi, Blake. I’m the dean of your brother’s school. And I bet you have some questions.”

      I stared at him. “Chase isn’t really on a school trip, is he?”

      “No,” he admitted. He moved to Aunt Jennifer and squatted beside her. He looked at her face, then straightened. “She’s just been knocked unconscious. I can wake her up, maybe send her back home with a hole in her memory so she’s safe and out of the way, but I’d like to talk to you first.”

      “How do you know our names?” Skyla demanded of him.

      “I work with your brother. I promised before he left that I’d look out for you.”

      “Where the hell is my brother?” I demanded.

      “That’s a long story,” he said.

      “Then let’s go with what the hell is he,” I said, and Skyla looked at me sharply.

      “I’ll explain all of that,” Clearborn said. “But I think you’re in danger, and I want to get you somewhere safe.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “The academy,” he said. “It’s warded so witches can’t cross onto our territory. You’ll be safe there.”

      “Witches?” I repeated hollowly.

      “It’s a big magical world,” Clearborn told me, his voice deadpan.

      I looked around at the damage in our living room, at Aunt Jennifer still slack-jawed on the carpet.

      Maybe witches and werewolves existed. Maybe magic was real.

      Maybe that was the opposite of a magical world.

      I licked my lips. “We don’t have a choice, do we?”

      “You do,” he said. “But I don’t like your odds of surviving until Chase comes back.”

      I nodded slowly. I didn’t trust him either, but I had the feeling he was right—that we needed to get out of here. And I could believe the mysterious college that Chase and the others attended was Werewolf U.

      “Skyla, let’s go pack some bags.”
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            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Penn

      

      “It’s all right,” Maddie murmured, her cheek against my shoulder. I stroked my fingers through her shiny blond hair, smoothing out the faint tangles. “It was magic, Penn. And it was just a dance.”

      I closed my eyes, still sick with the sense of having been lured into danger. I was supposed to be watching my friends’ backs, and they’d had to come to my rescue. I was some alpha.

      “You’re too good to me, Maddie,” I whispered without looking at her.

      I felt her rise onto her elbow, studying my face. The ends of her hair tickled my bare shoulder. “Do you remember when we first met?” Her lips touched my bare skin, and my hips almost jerked at that tender touch, before the tip of her tongue traced my tattoos—a familiar game of hers.

      “When you came to the academy, already a hero, quietly kicking ass while everyone was a shithead to you? I do recall, yeah.”

      She paused, exhaling a breath against the faint, damp track she’d left across my chest. “You weren’t. You were my friend. From the very beginning. You never asked me to prove anything.”

      I scoffed. “Don’t make me out to be too gallant. I had a crush on you from day one.”

      “Well, that’s fair enough.” Her body slid against mine, her thighs to either side of my leg. She kissed the corner of my mouth. “I had a crush on you from day one too.”

      I opened my eyes just to kiss her full-on.

      “Are you going to go pull Chase out of his misery?” I asked.

      She walked her fingertips over my chest, and my abs tensed at her touch. “If you promise you’re done wallowing.”

      “I am.” I cocked one arm under my head, studying her face. She was so beautiful that even right now, soaked with shame, my cock hardened just looking at her. “You know me. I don’t overthink things.”

      Her lips twitched in a small, secret smile, as if she knew damned well that wasn’t true, but she said, “All right. As long as you promise.”

      It hurt to watch her leave, when I ached to have her body against mine, but I knew Chase needed her. He was struggling with being in this world when Blake and Skyla needed him back home. My fingertips idly traced the places where her lips had wandered as I tried to push away the memories from that awful dance.

      It felt as if I’d barely fallen into a restless sleep before Tyson came into my room. “Hey.”

      He kneeled next to my bed, like dozens of times when we were kids, about to get into some kind of trouble.

      I sat up, rubbing the sleep out of my aching eyes with the back of my fist. “Yeah?” My voice was soft as his.

      “I need to talk,” he said.

      “I’m up,” I said.

      He told me about what he’d seen in his dream. The dead Fae king of the spring court claimed that Tyson was his heir. He’d tried to convince Tyson to repeat some spell, and to go to the Delphine and declare himself the heir so he could be recognized and take the throne.

      None of that fit in with our mission, that was for sure.

      “Do you think it’s some Fae trick?” I asked, staring at the ring on his hand.

      “I don’t know,” he said, then admitted, “It doesn’t feel like a trick. It feels…true.”

      “But maybe it’s some kind of spell that plays on what you want. It’s just… wishful thinking.”

      He scoffed. “I’d rather be a regular guy in our world with Maddie and the team than a fucking king here. How would that work?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, because I hated that idea too. “Maybe you can opt out.”

      “Yeah,” he said, but his gaze was troubled. “It’s just that the way things are going here… with Turic trying to take the throne… it feels wrong to leave them.”

      I almost told him that he couldn’t break Maddie’s heart again, but I stopped myself. He had a lot to figure out and he didn’t need more emotion in the mix.

      I couldn’t stand the thought of losing him, either.

      “What’s being a king going to cost, Ty?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. He ran his fingers through his hair in a distracted, frustrated gesture. “I have to tell them. But I wanted to talk to someone first…”

      “I’m—”

      Someone rapped sharply on the door. “Get up. Team meeting.” Footsteps moved down the hall, sure we’d jump in response to that order. Rafe, definitely.

      The two of us exchanged long looks.

      “You tell them when you’re ready,” I said, wanting him to know I’d keep his secret until he was ready to share it.

      He nodded, tension written across every line in his face. Jesus. Couldn’t he catch a break? He and Maddie had gone through enough the past several months.

      We headed out to find everyone crowded in the hall. Lex nodded to Silas. “Tell them what’s going on.”

      Silas gave Rafe and Lex a look I couldn’t read, his eyes darting to Chase.

      “We’re in a time crunch here,” Rafe said impatiently. “We’re all professionals.”

      “All right,” Silas said, in a tone that suggested it wasn’t, in fact, all right. “I headed back to see Clearborn. It took me a while to find him. He got into a fight outside Chase’s house.”

      There it was. Chase came off the wall, every muscle tense.

      “Blake and Skyla are fine,” Lex said hastily. “Clearborn had someone watching the house.”

      Silas nodded. “So when Alice showed up, they were ready.”

      “Alice went after Blake and Skyla?” Chase demanded. “Did Clearborn expect that? Did you guys know?”

      Chase was about to blow. I stepped up next to him, ready to grab him if he went after Rafe or Lex.

      “No, we didn’t,” Lex promised. “We would’ve left you and backup if we’d known they were in danger.”

      The look on Chase’s face was tortured. But he paused, listening.

      Maddie looked at me as if she didn’t miss a thing as she slid between us, staying close to Chase.

      “What does Alice want?” Maddie asked.

      “We don’t know what she’s working on. But I assume she’s trying to get leverage over Chase, and therefore over the rest of us,” Silas said calmly. “I think we need to get away from Turic ASAP, and then Chase and I can head back to our world.”

      “Fuck Turic,” Chase said. “I’m going home now.”

      “No, you’re not,” Rafe growled.

      Maddie tensed at the same time I did. There was an edge of hard command in Rafe’s voice, that alpha edge, and I winced. Now was not the time for it. Then Rafe said, more gently, “We’ll get you back ASAP. We just can’t blow the mission. It’s going to be all right, Chase.”

      “Would you say that if it was your family?” Chase demanded, and Rafe’s face went tight.

      “Clearborn will protect Blake and Skyla,” Lex promised. “Nothing is going to happen to them. We’re talking about waiting a day, at most.”

      Chase ran his hand through his hair, exhaling a breath.

      “Get some air,” Lex said. “We’ll talk about it, all right? No final decisions this minute.”

      Rafe’s jaw was tense, and Lex shot him a warning look. Chase finally nodded and headed for the door at the other end of the hall, that led to the stairs to the ramparts.

      “Can you?” Rafe asked Lex, who nodded. Lex headed after Chase.

      Rafe’s cheeks were faintly flushed, as if he knew he’d just blown that, even if his face was the same steely mask as usual.

      “This is all a fucking mess,” Tyson exploded, and I knew he was thinking about his own situation too. “We need to know what Alice wants. Why the hell is she targeting us?”

      “Maybe she knows we’re here, and she wants the Shield too,” Maddie said. “She knows we’d give up the shield to protect Blake and Skyla, if we had to.”

      Rafe glanced down the hall at the door that Chase, then Lex, had disappeared through. I had a sudden feeling that wasn’t as simple for him as it was for Maddie. We had a mission, and that mission was supposed to come above any of our lives.

      I glanced at Tyson, wondering if he was going to tell them about the damned ring and his mysterious dreams of his father, but his jaw was tense.

      “We’ll stay with Turic tomorrow and get as far as we can,” Rafe said. “The Regent giving us safe passage will get us closer. Let’s take this one step at a time.”

      “We can find our way without the Lord Regent,” Tyson said. “We need to get away from him. Without bringing any more of the Fae into it—Raura, Arlen, Lake, they risked enough today. They could be executed for helping us.”

      They were probably going to be executed for staging a coup and trying to make the world a better place, but Ty wasn’t a big history buff. He didn’t realize how badly life usually went for people who tried to do the right thing.

      When Rafe didn’t answer, Tyson went on. “We’ve got to look out for them. They helped us.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Rafe said. “We’ll try to keep them out of it.”

      “We don’t have time to be drawn into a Fae war,” Rafe warned, as if he realized what was turning in Ty’s head, and probably Maddie’s too. “We’ve got our own war.”

      “That doesn’t mean we’re going to use these people,” I said calmly. “We’ve got to figure out how to complete our mission and get out of here without making things worse.”

      “Yeah, that’s ideal,” Rafe said. He glanced around, his eyes narrowing in irritation, as if he realized our feelings were mutinous. “Mission first. Heads in the game. Understood?”

      I muttered yes sir out of habit, since he was using that same cadre voice.

      But it felt like even when we weren’t all drunk on Fae wine, the team was spinning out of control.
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      Maddie

      

      The next morning, guards banged on our door before they opened it into our hall.

      “Turic wants you,” the guard said. His gaze found me, and I didn’t like how the guard studied me, from my uncombed morning hair falling around my shoulders to my jeans to my bare feet. He stared at me, even though he spoke to Tyson: “And your mate.”

      Ty and I exchanged the briefest glance—we had to hope Raura did not betray our secrets—but there was nothing to do but humor the Lord Regent.

      Turic left his guards behind when he took us on a tour through the city. The three of us wandered through fragrant markets and stone buildings older than the Coliseum. Fae of all types looked at us curiously. I would’ve loved to have stopped and lingered, if we hadn’t been on a mission. I was so curious about this world.

      Tyson reached out and caught my hand, tucking it over his arm, and I swayed close to him. When I looked up into his bright eyes, I could tell he felt the same way.

      I caught Turic watching us, as if he’d had his doubts about our relationship.

      Just because Tyson and I hated each other sometimes didn’t mean our love wasn’t real, too.

      Turic seemed to delight, strangely enough, in showing us the city. He was smiling and friendly as we walked through the market, where vegetables were proudly displayed alongside fine art and glazed pottery.

      I couldn’t get a read on him. But if Raura, his own daughter, didn’t trust him, I imagined there was a good reason for that.

      One of his guards approached us and leaned in to whisper to him.

      Turic turned to us. “The High Delphine will finally deign to see us. You’ll come with me.”

      The High Delphine wasn’t staying in the keep, but in a towering family home built into the wall of the city. The Fae lady who let him in curtseyed low to Turic.

      “How helpful you are to the Delphine,” Turic said to her, his tone dry. “I’m sure neither of us will forget your hospitality.

      “Lord Regent,” she said, keeping her head down. “The High Delphine’s personal servant will show you the way.”

      When we had passed her on our way upstairs, I glanced back to find her eyes full of hate, no matter how composed her face.

      The young woman who attended the High Delphin wore the same bracelet that my men and I, and Nat, all wore. Tyson and I exchanged a quick glance, which Turic noticed.

      “The Delphine can never resist taking in strays of all types,” Turic said, catching her hand and jerking it up to eye level. “Of course, sometimes they turn murderous. They can’t be trusted—so we keep them cuffed.”

      The girl gave him a long look, her face tight with tension. “I am completely loyal to the High Delphin—”

      He let out a bark of a laugh and dropped her hand. “Oh, I’m sure you are.”

      I gave her an apologetic look—I was embarrassed to be seen with Turic—but she kept her gaze lowered as she stepped to one side of the door, and Turic walked ahead of us into the bedroom.

      “High Delphin,” Turic said. “I hope you’ve recovered from the stress of your vision.”

      “You brought me visitors.” She looked wan and tired, her head falling back on the pillow, but her eyes were bright and keen. “Who are they?”

      “Okay, first of all, she already met me. Second of all, shouldn’t she know?” Tyson mouthed to me, and I punched him in the arm.

      “Well?” Her gaze studied Tyson, and a faint smile crossed her lips.

      “Forgive him, he’s an eternal skeptic, even after everything we’ve seen,” I said, shooting him a look. He hadn’t believed in the Fae world to begin with, until we’d plunged into it.

      “Come here, you handsome prince,” she said, her voice a purr. Turic started—for a second, a thunderous expression was written across his face—and then she held out a slender, wrinkled arm to me as well. “Come here, wolf princess.”

      Those two words stung more than she could realize. I wasn’t a wolf, and I’d grown up being treated like a princess by my sister’s men, while I wondered if I’d ever grow into a queen like Piper. Now, just like Raura, I thought I didn’t want to be a princess at all.

      She hugged me, and I hugged her back tentatively, afraid as one sometimes is when hugging someone who looks frail and elderly that I’d hurt her by accident.

      But she squeezed me tight enough to make my ribs ache, and I exhaled into her silver hair. She was smiling as I straightened.

      “We need to speak about the heir,” Turic pressed. “The kingdom is lost without a true, crowned king.”

      “Then find the heir, Turic,” she said. “Jorden seemed quite sure that he had one.”

      “Maybe something happened to him or her,” Turic said impatiently. “Or maybe it was simple wishful thinking. The kingdom is suffering, Delphin. It’s time.”

      “Say what you’re going to say, Turic.”

      “Oh, not this again,” he muttered, his voice agitated. “You know what I want. Declare the heir dead. Allow me to take the throne. Allow magic to reach its full abundance and to sweep through this land again. Without someone of royal blood on the throne, the spring court is weak, and so is our magic.”

      “The kingdom needs the true heir.”

      “There isn’t one,” Turic said, his eyes bulging. “Delphin, how do I get you to see sense?”

      “I hold out hope,” she said.

      He held her gaze before he dropped his head into his hand.

      “You hold out hope,” he muttered. “Well, I hope your darling Fenig can make you see reason. Because as long as you take something from me, I’m going to take something from her.”

      “Here we are,” she said.

      Turic seemed as if he were struggling to hold himself back.

      “Finish your threat,” she told him, her voice chiding.

      “Fine,” he said. “When I return from the southern edge, I’m going to kill one of those orphans of hers. I’m going to kill one every day until you free this land from your thrall and declare the heir dead.”

      I bit my lip hard, holding back a gasp.

      “This will never work out as you hope,” she warned him.

      “I’ve been patient enough. They aren’t even full-blooded Fae… they have no rights here.” Turic turned to the two of us and barked, “Go back to the keep. We ride out in an hour.”

      I was almost afraid to leave the room, afraid that he would strangle her when we left. But there was some power dynamic here that I didn’t fully understand despite all our reading, the royalty and the religious order locked together.

      “Let me give them my blessing for their journey,” she said.

      Turic made an impatient face, but strode out of the room. He slammed the door.

      “Come here, wolf princess,” she said, gesturing to me.

      “How do we help?” I whispered as I went to her side.

      She smiled. “Oh, look at you. No wonder you were chosen.”

      “Chosen?” I stared at her.

      “Strange things happen around you, don’t they?”

      Murderous demon-possessed bears. Whispers from pendants. An insane mother with holes in her memory.

      “Sometimes,” I said, pretending that wasn’t an understatement.

      “The magic chose you. Daughter of a witch, daughter of a shifter. War-breaker.”

      I couldn’t hide the disbelieving smile that slipped across my lips.

      “You think you failed them,” she said. “Maddie, you were always meant to take the wolves’ magic away. That was your destiny.”

      “It’s a pretty terrible destiny,” I said, “and an awful lot of people back home would like to kill me for it.”

      “That was not the end of your destiny,” she said. “You’ll give your people far more than you ever took from them.”

      I wanted to believe her. “Where does the prophecy come from? You say the same thing that the Greyworld wizards do—”

      She laughed, a sharp, bitter laugh. “They get their prophecy from our world, Maddie. Only the Delphine have a connection with the spirits of the past and present. But our rulers sell our secrets to the wizards.”

      I stared at her in shock as she touched a finger to her lips. “No one is supposed to know, but you two are our heroes. Our champions.”

      “And,” she added, a twinkle in her eye, “Not every prophecy we offer the wizards is true, either.”

      “Oh,” I said in shock.

      “Put your head down, child, and let me bless you like I told Turic I would. Don’t make a liar out of me.”

      I bowed my head, despite my racing heart, and let her cup her palm on my head. She murmured words promising me strength and protection from the spirits. I could use all the help I could get.

      Then she gestured Tyson forward. “You must stop running sooner or later, Tyson. You’re meant to be a hero—and that means you must accept the cost.”

      I looked at him sharply.

      “Being a hero doesn’t sound so bad,” he said lightly.

      She gave him a knowing look. “You can’t escape your destiny any more than your mate can escape hers.”

      “And what if those two destinies pull us apart?” He demanded.

      Destiny never promised anyone a happily-ever-after. But I found myself frowning, wondering why he was so convinced our destinies might try to pull us in opposite directions.

      “Have some faith in each other,” she chided him, although her glance at me encompassed us both. “That’s where you two have gone wrong all this time. You need faith.”

      She murmured her words of blessing over him, too. We both hesitated, wondering what we were supposed to say.

      “Well, shoo,” she said. “Go fight the good fight. Let an old woman drink her soup and nap.”

      As we left, Tyson kept glancing at me as if there was something he wanted to say to me.

      “What is it?” I whispered, glancing down the hall. There was no one else around, so I stopped him with my hand on his chest.

      His heart seemed to race under my palm, and I snatched my hand away, sticking my hands into the pockets of my jeans and flashing him a smile to soften the movement. “What’s going on, Ty? Something’s bothering you.”

      “Everything,” he told me. There was a rueful look written across his face. “I don’t want to keep secrets from you, Maddie.”

      “Then don’t.”

      He scoffed, crossing his arms. “It’s that simple, right? You don’t keep secrets.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past year—scratch that, actually, I’ve learned quite a bit—it’s that yeah, keeping secrets from the people you love is generally a bad idea.”

      “You sure keep quiet about what happened between you and ‘Echo’.” He made finger quotes. “But I know you’ve got a good reason.”

      He was only so understanding because he had secrets of his own, and I knew that now. I almost rolled my eyes at the realization, but there was something painful and guarded in his eyes. I’d seen that expression too much lately, and I wished he didn’t feel like he had to carry his hurts alone. I swallowed the sharpness that had just formed in my throat, about to hurt him back.

      I rested my hand on his forearm and squeezed the corded muscle. “I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      His face softened into relief.

      “As soon as I can,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Okay.” I said, my inner tension unspooling at that promise. “I trust you, Ty. Just make sure those secrets don’t get anyone hurt.”

      The only reason I kept secrets now was because I worried telling them would get someone hurt. What had happened between Echo and me was nothing to me now, but I knew the details would change how the rest of my men saw Silas.

      But I doubted we could get through the Greyworld without them realizing just how complicated Silas truly was.

      He nodded and leaned in as if he intended to kiss me, but then Turic appeared at the end of the hall.

      “Ready?” Turic asked impatiently. “I’ll take you as far as the Hooksbane fields, then I’ve got to move on. We should be able to get there by tomorrow mid-day if we make good time.”

      If we were able to shake him by midday tomorrow, then everything might be fine. I’d rather we got Chase and half the team home sooner—I knew he wouldn’t rest easy while it was Clearborn and his shifters who were looking after Blake and Skyla—but we should be home by tomorrow night, if all went according to plan…for the first time since we stepped into the damned Fae world.

      But first… I had to get a message to Raura.

      When we returned to our room, our packs once again lined the wall in the hallway. It was strange to think we were going to leave this hallway that had been the scene of so much drama recently and never come back to it—or any other part of the Fae world.

      Out in the courtyard, I saw Raura and I ran over to hug her. A surprised smile broke over her lips, and then my mouth brushed her hair as I squeezed her tight to whisper, “We need to talk.”

      She nodded, then glanced at Turic and his knights, saddling up behind us. “Father, I can’t believe you’re being so cruel as to take my new best friend away.”

      He grunted.

      “He thinks I’m silly and ridiculous,” she confided, tucking her arm through mine and pulling me away from the crowd. “Arlen thinks the same. Even serving as a knight can’t convince them I’m serious.”

      Arlen gave her a hard look, saddling his own horse. “Perhaps if you didn’t flounce in here expecting special treatment.”

      “All I expected was that you’d be nice to me, and I certainly had that hope dashed, you jackass,” she said lightly.

      “Raura,” Turic said, his voice warning, and she flashed him a mischievous, unapologetic look over her shoulder as she towed me across the rough dirt of the training yard. She pulled me from the training yard through an archway into the elaborate garden in the courtyard, filled with marble statues, bubbling fountains, and a riot of sweet-smelling flowers that ran wild over the ground and dripped from every arch and statue.

      She glanced around quickly, then said, “We should be safe here.”

      Quickly, I told her what Turic had threatened the Delphine with. The smile dropped from her lips, something hard coming into her eyes, and then something sad, too.

      “Just go about your business as if you don’t care,” she said, squeezing my arm, and I thought Rafe would appreciate that suggestion. “I’m going to protect the orphans.  I’ll take care of it.”

      “Be careful.”

      “You too,” she said, smiling again, a change coming over her face as if the silly, easygoing girl she pretended to be was a mask. “I’m not sure what you’re up to, but I hope it goes well for you.”

      God, I hated the thought that we were stealing from these people—and that we weren’t going to help them if it conflicted with our mission.

      I heard an impatient shout of my name from the courtyard and the two of us exchanged eye rolls as we ambled back through the garden toward the horses.

      “Your world’s a very interesting place,” I said.

      “It’s a disaster,” she answered.

      “Mine too. But it doesn’t mean I love it any less.”

      “That’s us,” she said. “We’re the princesses of chaotic kingdoms.”

      “We’re the heroines of our own stories?”

      “Well, we’ll do our best.”

      She unwound her arm from mine as we reached the arches. Rafe gestured at me impatiently, still holding the reins of my horse. My small hiking pack was loaded on the horse’s hindquarters, right behind the saddle.

      I didn’t know how to ride, but apparently we were learning by immersion now.

      For a moment, I was focused just on the pressure of getting up on the horse without embarrassing myself, with all these Fae looking on.

      Then as we began to ride out, I twisted to look over my shoulder for Raura, but she was gone.
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      “Maybe we should add horseback riding to the academy curriculum,” I said to Lex, shifting on my horse, not that it helped. Everything hurt, and my thighs felt as if they were being rubbed raw against the saddle, even though my jeans. “Because I feel woefully underprepared at the moment.”

      He looked as happy as I did, and he dug his toes into the stirrups, rising slightly from the saddle. “Yeah, I have the opposite perspective, if I could never see a horse again, that would be fantastic.”

      Rafe, on the other hand, seemed to be riding quite comfortably, reins held lazily in one hand, mimicking our Fae companions.

      “Of course he grew up with a pony,” Lex muttered, then the two of us traded a good-humored look.

      We rode along a road where the dust raised by the horses’ hooves was white and shimmering as we passed under endless tangled green branches, then emerged into sunshine.

      “Are all the courts this green?” I asked Silas. “Or is it just because we’re in the spring court?”

      “Every court has the usual seasons,” Silas said, “but the courts do tend to follow the magic of their rulers, too.”

      “Fae adore a theme,” Penn said from just in front of us, and Rafe turned back to hush him, just before he rode ahead.

      We were entering a craggy pass, the line of riders thinning out to a single track to pass through, and tension tightened my stomach. It felt claustrophobic, with the stone forming high walls that blocked out the sun’s direct rays.

      There was a frantic whistle from up ahead, then desperate shouts.

      Ahead of us, Rafe shouted, “It’s a trap! Go back, go back!”

      I hauled on the reins, trying to get my horse to turn around in the narrow space without hurting her. She jerked her head, yanking away from me, and slammed her side into the stone wall. The movement slammed my leg into the stone, lancing it against the rough rock, her weight trapping my leg out there. I let out a curdled scream, then dropped the reins to clutch desperately to the horn at the front of the saddle as pain seared through my leg.

      My head spun with the pain. My vision went black around the edges and I fought to hang onto consciousness—and the damned horse.

      I clung to the saddle despite the wave of agony as my horse raced back the way we’d come. She moved too fast for me to get control, clipping other horses wildly. Then we rocketed out of the passage.

      Behind me, there came a shout from one of the Fae. “Watch for arrows! Shields up!”

      We plunged out of the pass and into the lush greenery of the forest. My horse seemed frantic, and as she picked up speed, I yanked my feet out of the stirrups and threw myself to one side. I slammed into the ground and rolled until my body slammed into a tree. All the breath was knocked out of me, and I let out a small muffled sound, then couldn’t even draw another breath.

      I lay there on my back, trying to remember how to breathe, staring into the tree canopy above. I needed to get up and get moving before some Fae beastie thought I was an easy meal. But my ribs, my ass, my back all ached badly, and my leg hurt with a deep, searing pain that made me afraid to look.

      Where the hell was everyone else?

      I sat up, hissing at the agony that lanced from my leg all the way up through my hip. I glanced at the damned cuff on my wrist; if it weren’t for the magic, I could’ve healed myself.

      Just as I thought that, the cuff fell off my wrist into the greenery. Maybe the Fae needed all-hands on deck and had unleashed us.

      Or maybe they didn’t. Just in case, I picked up the damn thing and stuck it in my pocket.

      The damage was bad, My jeans had been torn away along the outside of my thigh, along with half my flesh. I glimpsed white bone glimmering through the flesh and pressed my lips together hard, trying to hold back the sudden rise of bile in my throat.

      I ran my hands over the wound, my fingers glowing golden as I gritted my teeth, starting to heal the flesh together. It felt as if my magic had been dammed up and was flowing stronger than ever now, because new, healing pain seared into the gash.

      A growling sound drew my attention, my head rising quickly, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. The Fae still held our swords.

      Goblin. I recognized the thing that was coming toward me from our studies, even though it looked far scarier close up. The goblin was not quite my height, but heavily muscled, with a mouth so full of enormous, twisted teeth it couldn’t close its lips.

      But even if I hadn’t known what it was, those sharp teeth and malevolent glint in its eye would have told me it wasn’t exactly friendly.

      I hurried to heal myself. The muscle knit together under my trembling fingers. But my skin was still open, the wound leaking blood.

      The goblin reached for me, but I threw myself to one side.

      I took off running—still limping—leading the goblin on a chase back toward the pass. I needed a friend with a sword. Or I needed to use my magic, but I would normally be about out of juice after healing myself. My body was shaky, and I almost stumbled and went down. I could feel the thing right behind me, though.

      Goblins. Goblins. What do I know about fighting a goblin?

      Because ahead of me, my men and the Fae were all engaged in a furious battle with the goblins.

      But goblins didn’t use bows and arrows, and someone was shooting arrows at us. So there was something else going on. Maybe someone was controlling the goblins.

      Goblins are homebodies; they don’t like leaving their nests. So that meant their nest was nearby, and maybe… maybe the root of whatever magic was being used to control the goblins was there too.

      I just had to get rid of this one that was right on my tail.

      Its claws glanced over my back, tearing open my shirt. Air danced over my skin.

      I didn’t have a Fae’s grace, but I was a tomboy growing up, and I jumped and caught the bottom branch of one of those trees. I scrambled up into the spreading green branches, my palms scraping over the rough bark in my haste. The goblin looked too big and heavy to follow me.

      Hopefully I was right. Because if I wasn’t right, I was likely to be dead.

      The goblin slammed into the trunk, over and over again, growling and grunting. Drool dripped in a rivulet from the corner of its mouth. A low goblin; just like there were many kinds of Fae, there were many kinds of goblins, and this wasn’t one I can reason with.

      But at least I was safe in the nook of two branches now, bracing my back against one to catalog my wounds and regroup before I joined the fray. I needed to help my friends. I’d skinned my palms in that desperate climb, and there was blood under my fingernails, as I stretched my hands out toward the wound on my leg, closing the skin.

      New skin, fresh and pink and tender, had just healed over the raw flesh when the tree branch shook faintly.

      A big Fae cat crept through the branches toward me. I kept my hands steady on my magic, pretending I didn’t see her.

      Then when she leapt, I leaned back and gathered my legs into my chest.

      Just as she reached me, I kicked out with all my might. My heels slammed into her chest, and she let out a roar as she fell.

      Right on top of my goblin.

      The two of them immediately began to fight with teeth and claws. I looked back toward the fight, aching to be there with my friends, knowing that I’m not much use right now with my magic depleted and no sword.

      Maybe what they needed was someone to think, not someone who fought.

      The goblin raced off, pursued by the cat.

      Would he run to his goblin nest?

      I dropped from the trees. A sure-footed Fae would race along through the canopy, but I’m not that graceful anymore.

      I followed the snarling duo at a distance. As I tried to gather my magic, I was surprised when it sparked at my fingers, despite how much of my energy I’ve spent. I couldn’t risk blacking out here like I have when I used too much magic in my past, but this magic felt good, easy, natural.

      Maybe it was different in the Fae world.

      No wonder they didn’t want us here, when they were afraid we’d ruin their magic and make this world like our own.

      The cat finally backed off from the goblin with a hiss, just as the goblin disappeared into a den. He was hurt, leaving a smear of blood behind him, and the cat prowled back and forth, tail whipping in irritation.

      I froze, afraid she’d scent me, but she apparently had enough of harder targets than she expected today. She leapt up a tree branch and disappeared into the canopy again, which sent a creeping feeling down my spine, as if she might land on my head.

      I really, really didn’t want to follow the goblin into the dank-smelling den where he had the upper hand. He could see in the dark, and I definitely couldn’t—I didn’t even have the high powered vision I did as a shifter.

      Then I caught a glimpse of the marking on the stone to the side of the den. I frowned as I brushed moss out of the way. A rune glowed faintly against the stone, almost invisible.

      Someone bound these goblins to their service.

      Breaking the magic was as easy as breaking the rune itself. I searched through the forest floor and finally found a rock that I could use to scrape part of the rune away.

      The feel of magic breaking felt like tension curling through the air.

      In the distance, a cry rose from the goblins, echoed within the den.

      I ran back toward the pass, wondering how the tide of the battle changed as the goblins regained their free will.
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      “Where have you been, and what have you been up to?” Lex demanded as soon as I strode back to the pass.

      The goblins were scattering, running wild through the woods. Turic’s men were shouting in the distance, trying to regroup. And my men grouped at the end of the pass among the trees, along with Arlen and Lake.

      Arlen frowned at me, running a bloodied hand through his hair, mindless of the mess it made. It looked mangled, as if one of the goblins had managed to maul him.

      “You’re hurt,” I said, reaching for his hand. Blood dripped steadily from his hand, forming big, red spots across the leaves.

      His gaze fell to my hand on his, then rose to meet my eyes, a dark expression darting across his face. He caught my wrist with his hand, yanking me toward him. “You got the cuff off somehow. You unleashed the goblins, didn’t you?”

      All around me, my men bristled, already moving toward us.

      Arlen tried to drag me against his chest, his dagger a silver flicker in his good hand.

      I was already moving, throwing myself into his grip, harder than he expected, so that he stumbled back before he could get a knife to my throat.

      An arrow whistled by just above my shoulder and slammed into his armor breastplate. He went down with the force of the blow. Lake launched himself toward us, a look of danger flashing across his face like a storm.

      “Take cover!” Tyson shouted at the rest of the team, shoving Penn. “That came from the east!”

      Rafe whirled low to the ground, kicking Lake’s feet out from under him, just as Lex caught Arlen’s sword hilt and snatched the sword from his harness. Then Lex had the edge of the blade at Arlen’s throat, and Arlen glared at him.

      “We need to take cover,” Lex said, his voice heated. “Do you think you can try not to do anything stupid while we try to stop whoever’s shooting arrows at us?”

      “Keep the blade on him,” Rafe said. “Maddie, Silas, with me. The rest of you keep the Fae under control.”

      “Get up,” Lex said, his voice dangerous. Arlen climbed to his feet carefully, mindful of the blade held at his throat, and they moved back into the cover of the bushes as Penn and Tyson moved to block Lake.

      In the distance, Turic’s men were shouting directions to each other as they tried to track down the archers. An arrow hit one of the men, sizzling out of the air so fast that there was no time to react, punching into his armor. He slammed into the side of the rocky crevasse, an open-mouthed look of death on his face.

      That arrow came from the opposite direction.

      “The archers are in the trees,” I said, feeling that creeping tingle brushing my spine. “They’re above us.”

      It wasn’t the Huntress in the trees, as I’d dared to hope for a minute. She never would have shot Arlen.

      Rafe, Silas and I moved swiftly through the forest, spreading out as if we were still wolves.

      My focus was on the canopy above. I searched for the faint shaking in the leaves that signaled a predator’s slow, stealthy movements. We paralleled the rocky crevasse, taking the high ground, still so close we could hear Turic’s men yelling as they tended their wounded and set up a perimeter back on the far side of the pass.

      Then I felt it, though I couldn’t have pointed to a single clear signal. I came to a pause, trusting my subconscious instincts. I made eye contact with Rafe, then Silas, the three of us coming to a pause before I raised my gaze.

      Rafe signaled for Silas to stay here as our backup, magic at the ready. Then he gestured for me to go with him up into the trees.

      I would’ve liked to mention that I’d already been to a party in the canopy and I wasn’t in any hurry to go again, but I couldn’t be a smartass when we were communicating with hand signals. Instead, I jumped and caught a low branch. I skimmed myself up and over. The bark skinned the raw skin on my knee and I gritted my teeth, then began to climb.

      Soon I was up in the lush green canopy. The scent of flowers and fresh air wrapped around me, peculiar after the copper tang of blood and the fear on the forest floor below. Rafe was opposite me a few trees away, moving quietly along the long, entwined branch. Seeing his tall powerful body as he walked gracefully along the uneven branches made my heart stutter in my chest, in a mixture of worry and desire.

      I spied the cloaked figure ahead of us, bow raised, attention focused on the pass below. They had an arrow cocked in their bow, ready to fire, and they were aiming at someone below—either one of Turic’s men, or one of mine.

      They whirled, sure-footed on the branch, and fired off the arrow. It slammed into Rafe’s shoulder, knocking him through the trees. He plummeted toward the ground.

      I ran across the branches and slammed into the figure, knocking them out of the trees too. They dropped the bow as we both fell.

      The two of us slammed into the forest floor below. The force knocked the wind out of me, and I tried to draw a ragged breath at the same time as I launched myself at them.

      The two of us were still wrestling for control when we rolled off the edge of the precipice and crashed into the white stone dust road below.

      I just lay there, all the breath gone from my lungs. Rafe? Where was Rafe?

      Fae faces loomed above me, beautiful and disinterested, as I finally managed to draw in a rough breath. I was pretty sure I’d broken several ribs in the fall, and I was afraid to move.

      Then Tyson was there, his hands moving across my body, a familiar warm golden glow lighting my skin.

      When some of the sickening wash of pain receded, I could make out more than Tyson’s worried face above me.

      I could see Turic, moving toward the other unmoving figure on the ground.

      He kicked the figure over, revealing Raura’s white face, her slack red mouth, and I let out a gasp.

      “Hello, daughter,” he said, though she wasn’t conscious to hear him.
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      “Where’s Rafe?” My voice was a rasp as I grabbed Tyson’s sleeve. He was calm and proficient as ever, but there was something a bit wild in his eyes when he looked at me.

      “Silas has him,” he said.

      That wasn’t good enough—Silas could have his corpse. Why the hell had Raura attacked us? I struggled onto my elbows, and Tyson snapped, “Stay still, Maddie. I need to make sure your goddamn back is in one piece so you don’t paralyze yourself.”

      His tone made me want to kill him. But I let my head fall back into the soft grass, and as I watched him work, I realized how distraught his face was.

      “You swear at me when you’re worried,” I whispered. “Well, heal me then.”

      “I am worried,” he said, “and I’m trying.”

      Raura blinked her long, dark lashes, then came to suddenly, her eyes snapping open. Her voice came out broken, barely audible as she groaned. “Arlen.”

      But she didn’t have anyone crowding over her to make sure she was safe and healed.

      “He didn’t stop moving after you shot him,” Ty told her, his hand sweeping down my spine, hot and healing. He wasn’t even looking at me; it seemed as if he was looking at Raura, but I could feel his attention roving all round us. He was keeping an eye on the Fae to make sure they didn’t see him heal me. “He didn’t stop being a dickhead, either.”

      His tone was brusque, but her eyes closed, as if that was all the kindness she needed. It felt like too much kindness, actually, when I didn’t know if Rafe was going to be okay.

      “Why, Raura?” I demanded. “I thought we were friends.”

      Turic crouched between us, his elbows braced on his knees. “Oh, Raura might have liked you, Maddie. That wasn’t necessarily a lie. Some Fae love humans like you love your pets. But that doesn’t mean the Huntress wouldn’t do whatever it took to spawn her wicked rebellion.”

      She tried to say something, but seemed to choke on the words.

      “Is she okay?” I said, putting my hand on Tyson’s chest and pushing Tyson away from me, toward her. He didn’t move. I must be weak now.

      “Tyson,” I begged. “You’ve got to help her.”

      Turic shook his head, studying her. His eyes were dark and sad. A thin trickle of red blood appeared at the corner of her mouth, and he ran his thumb over her lip to wipe the blood away.

      “You know I’d never actually hurt those children,” he said, his voice weary. “You always wanted to see me as such a villain, Raura. Well, here you are. I’m the villain you wanted me to be.”

      But despite his words, he spread his hands toward her, blue and purple and pink magic swirling around his fingertips. She went rigid, and then suddenly she jerked upright, drawing a desperate breath, her eyes wide.

      Her gaze found mine, then she turned to look—for Arlen, I was sure.

      She began to babble, “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone except—”

      “Shh,” he told her, pressing his hand over her lips. “You’ll have your chance to plead your case in the throne room when we return to the keep. For now, I’ve got to get my surviving men to safety before nightfall and give them the chance to recover.”

      He and some of the other Fae made their way among the others, healing them enough so they could safely get back on their horses to ride. Not every Fae had healing magic, and Turic obviously had the most power of all. Turic came to the knight with the arrow through his chest, and he sighed, bowing his head over the body.

      Two knights got Raura up off the ground and bound her hands, tying her onto the saddle of her horse. She looked at me with wide, desperate eyes. She seemed to try to speak, but she couldn’t.

      There was a sick feeling in my stomach as Tyson helped me off the ground.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked, steadying me.

      “No,” I said, and a wrinkle creased his brows; he looked as if he was about to jump to catch me. “Ty, what did I do?”

      “What did you do?” he asked, his worry flipping to fury in an instant. “You sacrificed yourself for the team without any fucking hesitation, Maddie, when we didn’t need you to.  I don’t know what the hell you have to prove, but we don’t need you to die protecting us!”

      I stared into his angry face, about to return fire when I realized the Fae were staring at us. He noticed them too, then gritted to me, “I’m pretty sure the Fae are convinced you’re a goddamn superhero.”

      Oh, I wish. Thanks to Tyson’s stealthy healing, the worst of the pain has faded.

      “I’m going to check on Rafe,” I said.

      The words would have sounded like a more dignified retreat if I hadn’t stumbled as soon as I took a step. Ty was there in an instant, sweeping me off the ground with an arm under my legs and another arm circling my back. He cradled me against his chest as he carried me.

      “Put me down,” I hissed.

      “We’re never going to be in the Fae world again,” he shot back. “No one who matters—except us—is ever going to see you being weak for two minutes after taking a thirty-foot fall. And it would be fucking wonderful if you weren’t afraid to be weak in front of us, given that we’ve certainly all taken our turn being weak in front of you. For you, even.”

      His words took my breath away just as much as the fall had—first, because I was getting just as angry as he was, and second, because he said he’d been weak for me. I was stunned, and that made my voice come out curious when I asked, “You are just full of pissed at me today, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit, yeah,” he said. “You scared me. I don’t deal well with losing you, Maddie—I’ve been down that road once or twice already.”

      He carried me to where Rafe was sitting with his back up against a tree, pale under his dark hair but breathing. When his gaze met mine, his lips rose in the faintest smile, as if he wanted to assure me he was fine, even though his eyes were tired.

      “Rafe.” My voice came out a whisper.

      He took in Tyson carrying me, then said, “What’d you do?”

      “Why does everyone ask me that?” When Tyson set me down, I took a few steps toward Rafe, about to sit beside him. But as I crouched, Rafe caught me around the waist and hauled me into his lap. His strong arms wrapped around my waist, and despite myself, I sank against his body.

      “I just saw my life flash in front of my eyes,” he murmured into my ear, “And it made me realize just how much time I wasted not holding you.”

      The two of us sank together, watching Turic and his healers patch up their men—and load up the dead—as they got ready to move again. Both of us needed a moment to recover from what we’d just been through.

      I glanced down at that strong forearm wrapped around my waist, at the glint of the gold cuff on his broad wrist, and realized I was missing my own cuff. I eased it out of my pocket furtively, and slipped it on again—but without magic sealing it on my wrist, I was pretty sure it was just a bracelet with a clasp. Even if it blocked my magic, I could get it off again now that it was loose.

      When Tyson and Lex came to help us get back up on our horses, I felt ready despite my still sore muscles to rise back into the saddle.

      Part of that was the healing magic that had cured the worst of the damage.

      But maybe, part of it was just being close to Rafe.

      “Hang on,” Arlen ground out, just as I swung up onto my horse. He had one arm still wrapped around his chest protectively; he must have broken some ribs. Magic was finite, and so was healing capacity, but I was surprised that Turic didn’t have enough juice to deal with the cracked ribs.

      Unless Turic didn’t care much for Arlen.

      He pointed to my wrist. “Our friends lost their jewelry somewhere along the way.”

      I certainly didn’t care much for Arlen.

      Turic glanced at me, his gaze taking in the cuff around my wrist.

      Arlen’s jaw tightened. “She wasn’t wearing it earlier!”

      “Did you all find a way to get the cuffs off?” Turic asked.

      Rafe’s hand went to his cuff. “Mine’s stayed on.” He glanced around the rest of us, a question in his eyes—and a bit of irritation. Rafe would be furious if he thought any of us had kept a secret from him.

      “No matter.” Turic raised his hand in a quick, dismissive gesture. The cuffs fell off all our wrists, landing in the dirt.

      Arlen made a small noise of objection.

      “I think the shifters proved themselves when they fought alongside us to beat the goblins, Arlen,” Turic chided him.  “They treated us as friends, and we should return the favor, should we not?”

      Arlen’s face said not, but he managed, “Yes, Lord Regent.”

      That didn’t stop him glowering daggers at us as he mounted his own horse with easy grace.

      Arlen flashed a meaningful look at Lake. Lake didn’t even seem to notice. He kept staring at Raura, the look on his face stricken.

      “We need to ride,” Turic said. “We wasted a lot of time, and we need to move to get to safety before nightfall.”

      Even the Fae were afraid of the forest by night.
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      Dusk was falling, and the tension in the air growing, as the path widened and farms began to dot the countryside. The farms themselves seem to be shuttering, preparing for the night.

      “How bad is the Fae world in the dark?” I asked. I glanced over my shoulder at Raura, who rode between two guards. Really, she was the one whose answer I wanted.

      Her eyes were resigned when they met mine. I wondered if she thought I hated her.

      Maybe I should hate her, but I had a feeling there was more going on than what I’d seen before I tackled her. A strange sense of guilt lay in my stomach, as heavy as if I’d swallowed a stone.

      I needed to figure out what was going on. Raura must have thought that killing Turic would protect the orphans, but why would she shoot Arlen and Rafe?

      Arlen and Lake rode just ahead of us. Lake had tried to talk to Arlen several times, only for Arlen to all but snarl back at him, those slightly sharp Fae teeth feral and dangerous. Arlen was obviously suffering, based on the stiff way he rode.

      “We aren’t going to make the city in time,” Turic said. His voice was calm, despite the sun sinking low over the trees. He pointed toward a sprawling farm ahead. Light seeped out from the shuttered windows. “We’re taking over that house.”

      Two of his guards nodded and spurred their horses, riding ahead of us to the house. They banged on the door until a farmer finally answered.

      An hour later, I found myself with my men in a large loft in the barn. The Fae warned us that the barn was not only locked but enchanted to keep us from escaping until morning. We tried to look impressed. We had Silas, after all. Even Fae magic didn’t mean too much to us.

      “I see how highly they think of us,” Penn said dryly, glancing over the side of the loft at the cows, goats and horses that shared our quarters. But nothing kept him from making himself comfortable. He lay back on the hay in the loft, and I had a feeling he complained out of force of habit; he seemed comfortable as a king anywhere he lay.

      A few minutes later, the doors opened again. They pushed Raura in, her hands still bound, and she looked over her shoulder, furious. One of Turic’s men followed her in, carrying a tray filled with bread, cheese, and fruit.

      He dropped it on the ground, and some of the food rolled off into the hay that covered the rough wooden floor.

      “It’s nice to see all the animals together,” he said, bowing at the waist. “Including you, Princess.”

      She whirled as if she might attack him, but he was already banging the door closed again. She slammed into the wooden door, then stopped, her forehead pressed against the door, her fingers splayed above her head.

      Magic shimmered through the air as they sealed us back inside for the night.

      “They’re really charming,” Penn said and yawned, turning over onto his side. He seemed as if he were ready for sleep, no matter where.

      Meanwhile, I was already sliding across the hay, toward the ladder down to the first floor.

      “Maddie,” Rafe said, his voice warning.

      “You told me to talk to her earlier,” I said.

      “In the baths,” he began, then cut himself off. “You know what, Maddie, you use your best judgment.”

      I blew him a kiss before I started climbing down the ladder. It probably just seemed sassy, but it was the only way I could show him in front of all the guys that I appreciated what he’d just said. Trying to express that properly would embarrass all of us.

      But his faith meant more than I could say.

      When Raura saw me step down from the ladder, her eyes widened. Then she moved into a fighting stance. It was a subtle shifting of her body that I might not have noticed if I weren’t as well-trained as she was.

      “Relax,” I said, holding my hands out. I looked at the food, which had obviously been meant for all of us, which was now scattered in the hay. “They’re some real assholes, aren’t they? It’s all right, they gave us our packs, we’ve got food in there. Are you hungry?”

      She shrugged, then pressed her fingers to her lips.

      “He put a spell on you so you can’t talk?” I said. “Well, that seems innocent, doesn’t it?”

      She smiled, just faintly.

      “Silas,” I called, turning my head over my shoulder.

      He was right there, standing behind me. I jumped, then smacked him for scaring me.

      He glanced down at my hand on his chest, then raised an amused expression to my face. “Are you annoyed at me for always being at your service, Maddie?”

      “If only that were true,” I said.

      “Always,” he said, catching my hand and raising it to his lips. “Even if you don’t always care for how.”

      Before I could respond, he dropped my hand between us and moved to Raura.

      “I’m going to take the spell off, all right?” he said. “It might hurt.”

      She shook her head, her eyes resigned, as if she didn’t think he could succeed.

      “I might have some tricks up my sleeve,” he promised her. “After all, you were the one who seemed so impressed when you called me wizard.”

      She might not have been able to speak, but the way she quirked her eyebrows said a mouthful, anyway.

      He tried one spell after another. She shifted her weight impatiently, crossing her arms.

      “Just be patient,” Silas chided her. “I’m not done yet.”

      He began another incantation.

      Suddenly, there was a crackle of magic in the air. It spread through the room, and in the distance, I heard Lex say, “What the hell is that?”

      The magic snapped. I felt the ache of that broken magic in the back of my throat, like a tickle, and I coughed into my shoulder.

      Raura fell to her knees, her hands rising to her throat.

      Silas and I traded glances, then knelt next to her. She was wide eyed and horrified.

      Her voice came out in a rasp when she said, “He killed my mother.”

      “What?” Silas asked, his hand grasping her shoulder, steadying her.

      She shook her head, swallowing hard. “Never mind.”

      “Turic killed your mother?” I asked. “Did he put a spell on you so you couldn’t tell anyone?”

      She swallowed hard, touching her fingers to her lips. “There was a spell, but he wasn’t the one…it’s not important. Is Arlen all right? I saw him riding but…”

      I was pretty sure that it was important that Turic had killed her mother and that someone had sealed that secret away in her mind for however many years since. Silas and I exchanged a look, and he dropped his hands to his sides, his bright blue magic like smoke around his fingertips that disappeared into nothing.

      “He’s fine,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure if Arlen would see it quite the same way. “What happened?”

      “I was trying to take out Turic,” she said. “No one else. I didn’t want to kill him, but someone has to stop him…”

      She licked her lips, which looked raw and chapped, and sagged back against the wall. “I know it’s hard to believe. I wouldn’t believe me. But I was trying to warn Arlen off—when he grabbed you—and I also have to provide some cover for the Huntress. But that’s over now.”

      “And with Rafe?”

      “I didn’t recognize you two,” she said, frowning. “It all happened so fast.”

      “Why did you have the goblins attack us?” Lex asked. His voice was gentle, and I looked over my shoulder at him, glad that he was the one who had come to talk to her.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “As soon as I started shooting, the goblins seemed to come out of nowhere.”

      “They had a nest,” I said. “And someone marked it with runes.”

      “What did it look like?” Silas demanded.

      I marked the rough shape in the hay with the toe of my hiking boot.

      “It’s a control sigil,” Raura said. “Specifically for monsters. But I don’t use that one. It takes a massive amount of power.”

      “Like your father’s?” Silas asked. She cringed at the word, but nodded.

      “And he wants more power?” I asked.

      “He has some of the power of the king, but not all. Not yet.”

      “Tyson,” I called.

      He slid down the ladder and was by my side a minute later, a plastic bag of rehydrated stew in one hand and a plastic spoon stuck in the corner of his mouth. He still looked ridiculously sexy, with his rumpled hair and piercing eyes. “Yes?”

      “The rune you saw in the cave. Did it look like this?”

      Tyson studied it. “I mean, mostly I see hay, so…”

      “It looks like this,” Silas said, as magic ignited on his fingertip. He drew the rune on the wall, and it glowed golden.

      “Yep,” Tyson said. “That’s the one.”

      “Whoever opened that portal also sent the goblins after us,” I said. I turned to Silas. “Can you use the spell to control the Ravagers?”

      “If we can get them out of our way,” Lex began, then trailed off. I knew he didn’t trust Raura to speak openly.

      Raura sat down heavily on the stone floor. “You’d think I would never be surprised by what he can do, but… the people are terrified of the Ravagers. It’s the one reason they plead with the Delphine to let him take the throne—because when he’s at full-power, then he promises he can rid us of these monsters—”

      “We’re going to figure out a solution together,” I promised.

      “Maddie.” Lex gave me a warning look.

      “What?” I demanded. I trusted my instincts, and my instincts said Raura was innocent.  I’d been the one to destroy the Huntress.

      “You’re part of a team,” he mouthed at me. “So you don’t get to make promises.” He jerked his jaw toward the loft.

      Raura tried to smile at me. “I think I’ll find a place to spread my bedroll down here. It’s been a long, long day.”

      I wanted to tell her that she could come up in the loft with us. I hated the feeling of being torn. But Ty put his hand on my back, giving me a look as if he had something he really wanted to tell me, so I went with my men back across the barn.

      As I climbed the ladder back into the loft, I wondered how everything had become so complicated. We’d had such a simple mission; come into the Fae world and get the shield. We hadn’t even made it to the temple yet.

      When we reached the loft, Rafe threw a worried look at Raura on the floor below, then summoned us all into the corner of the loft.

      “New plan,” he said. “We’re leaving Turic behind now. I don’t like—”

      Outside, there was a distant roaring, some beast we couldn’t identify, and we all tensed.

      “The team needs some rest,” Lex said. “We need to wait until close to morning, at least.”

      “And…creature…activity should diminish closer to dawn,” Silas said.

      “Chase, you’ll head back home,” Rafe said, and Chase nodded. “Lex and I are splitting up the team. Since Silas can open a portal, he’ll go with you.”

      He trailed off, reluctant to suggest any of our fellow shifters might not be perfectly trustworthy. But he admitted, “I think we’ll all feel better with our own team back home to deal with Alice and the Day.”

      “I will,” Chase said, his tone brusque.

      “We all will,” Rafe promised him, resting his hand on Chase’s shoulder, just for a second.

      I didn’t think Chase really believed that Skyla and Blake mattered to us as much as they did. Maybe it was hard to be a human who becomes part of a pack.

      “We’re going out there at night?” Penn jerked his thumb toward the world outside. “We don’t think maybe that’s a bad idea, given the monsters? That even the Fae are terrified of?”

      As if to punctuate his words, something roared again—closer this time. My heart beat a little faster.

      “We had to stay with Turic because he would’ve chased us,” Rafe said. “But he lost a lot of men today. He doesn’t have enough people to follow us and to deal with Raura.”

      “Oh no,” I said. “We can’t leave Raura behind.”

      Rafe turned on me, his brows rising. “You know she shot me earlier today, right? And for all we know, Turic sent her in with us as a spy. Don’t be naïve, Maddie.”

      “Don’t be naïve?” My voice came out soft.

      Tyson turned away, running his hand through his hair.

      “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings,” Rafe began.

      “No, fuck my feelings,” I said. “I don’t care about that. You see me as naïve, that’s fine,” I almost stumbled, because I hadn’t thought Rafe ever saw me as stupid, that was a new one. But it didn’t matter now. “What matters is that Raura might very well be innocent, and you know Turic is going to hurt her…”

      “Or she might not be innocent,” Rafe said. “Mission first. We’ve got to get that damn shield and get back home.”

      Tension seemed to shimmer in the air between us. His dark eyes were flashing, even in the dim light of the barn.

      “Maddie’s right,” Tyson said. “We need to get the shield, yes. But Raura helped us when we needed her. We can’t forget that.”

      Penn gave Ty a meaningful look, but Ty shook his head.

      “What?” Lex demanded, his voice harsh. He was obviously tracking their unspoken conversation. “Ty, there’s something going on with you. What the hell is it?”

      “It might be nothing,” Ty said. The seven of us turned skeptical gazes on him, and he seemed to relent under that pressure. He admitted, “I found this ring.”

      He unwound the bandages from his hand, revealing a slender gold ring on his right ring finger.

      “You found some weird jewelry in the Fae world and you put it on,” Jensen said. “Interesting life decisions.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to hear from you about life decisions,” Tyson said, but his heart wasn’t in it. “It almost seems as if—I know this sounds crazy—the ring talks to me.”

      “Oh my god.” Jensen said. “There’s some Lord of the Rings shit going on, and you didn’t think it might be worth mentioning?”

      “All right,” Rafe said, his voice rough, cutting everyone off. He pointed to Tyson. “Talk. I want the whole story. From the beginning.”

      “I found the ring in the Feddlewigs’ cave, buried near the portal. Ever since I put on the ring, I’ve been having strange dreams. I didn’t think it was real at first.” Tyson said. “There’s a ghost that says he’s… my father.”

      I stared at him in shock. This must be the secret that Tyson had mentioned.

      “I didn’t mean to keep it from you all, it was just so weird and unbelievable, and we had real, concrete shit to deal with,” Ty began.

      “I can’t believe you’re a rising fourth-year and your judgment sucks this much,” Rafe said, then controlled himself with visible effort. “All right. From the beginning.”

      Tyson told us how he found the ring, how it wouldn’t come off his finger, how the ghost identified himself as King Jorden. The ghost—if it really was one—seemed almost desperate to convince Tyson to speak an enchantment where he would say he was the heir, and he would bind himself to the Fae land and its people.

      “What does that mean exactly?” I said sharply. “Binding yourself to the Fae land?”

      Tyson didn’t answer my question. He hesitated, then said, “I don’t get a malevolent feeling from the…ghost… at all. But I do get the feeling he needs me to say those words. That he’d do anything to get me to say them.”

      I cared about ending Turic’s brutal reign and protecting the kids back at the keep. But Fae promises were dangerous. Fuck the dead Fae king if he thought he was taking Tyson from me forever.

      “And what exactly do you want to do with this information?” Lex asked. “If it’s true?”

      “Nothing,” Tyson said. “I want to go back home with you all. Back to our real life.”

      His gaze found mine, and all the fear that had run cold through my body when I heard he might be a Fae prince bloomed into warmth when he looked at me that way. He added, “I think I wasted enough time this past year.”

      Rafe stared at him, a long, hard look that then seemed to soften just slightly, although his jaw was still tight. “You still should have told us. Just in case.”

      “I know,” Ty admitted.

      “What if we let Raura go?” Penn said. “We don’t take her with us—we just escape.”

      “She’d be in danger,” Ty said.

      “She’s in a hell of a lot of danger if we leave her here,” Penn said. He looked to Tyson, the two of them clearly plotting together, and Rafe’s jaw tensed.

      “It will distract Turic,” Jensen said slowly. “If she runs, he’ll probably be more interested in tracking her.”

      “All right,” Rafe finally agreed. But only because it seemed like our best chance at getting to the temple and getting away. He seemed frustrated with us all.

      Mission first¸after all.

      I was coming to hate those words.
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      Rafe and I moved to one corner to have a whispered conversation. Rafe’s voice was even softer because he was on the verge of blowing. I had to lean close to hear him.

      “Can you take Penn with you?” he asked. “I need Tyson here, but the two of them together are pissing me off.”

      I nodded, because I knew what he meant. Penn would always have Tyson’s back, whatever he thought himself, and vice versa.

      “We need to talk about whether this is really the right move,” I said. “Leaving Raura on her own. What if they kill her, Rafe?”

      He started to answer angrily, not wanting to repeat himself again. Then he broke off. “Raura will be fine—she started a fucking resistance on her own. I don’t think the Fae need us, Lex. I’m pretty sure that if we told them they did, they would all tell us to fuck off dirtside.”

      There was something troubled in his eyes, though, when he asked, “You’re doubting this too?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “You guys could take her with you.”

      He chewed his lower lip, thinking about it. I’d rarely seen Rafe hesitate when there was any decision to be made before, but this was our first true mission.

      I could never forget about the stakes, and I doubted he could either. If the Fae realized what we were after, it would become a thousand times harder to reach the shield.

      We could lose our chance to regain our wolves…forever.

      “It’s dangerous,” I admitted, because I wasn’t sure if I were irrationally influenced by what Maddie and Ty thought. They were both smart and insightful—but it wasn’t their call. “We don’t know that we can trust her. You’re right, she could be working for Turic after all.”

      “We can’t blow this,” he said softly. “The packs know what Maddie did with the Dark Crown. It wasn’t her fault, but you know damn well they won’t see it that way.”

      I nodded slowly, even though I didn’t want to admit it. We all grieved our wolves and the loss of the powers that had come with them. Most of the packs were made of good people, but the truth was, sooner or later someone would come for Maddie, to take their rage and hurt out on her.

      Rafe and the rest of the team and I would be there, standing between her and her enemies.

      But it would best if we could just fix this. It was our responsibility.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Take Raura with you as far as you need to, to make sure she doesn’t get eaten. Then cut her loose. She’s Turic’s own daughter—he’s not going to kill her.”

      Turic didn’t act as if he would kill her, although he might lock her away.

      “But after,” I added.

      Before I could go on, Rafe said, “We’ll come back for her.”

      I nodded. “They can’t ask for anything better.”

      Rafe scoffed at that. “When you’re not the one in charge, you can always ask for better.”

      We made our final plans, then split up.

      Silas opened a portal for us, right there in the barn.

      “I think the Ravagers will be drawn to the magic,” Silas admitted. “So things might get interesting around here, given how many seem to be out there.”

      “I love interesting,” Tyson said, resting a pitchfork that he’d found over his shoulder.

      “I don’t,” Penn muttered, but he and Ty hugged goodbye quickly, pounding each other’s backs. “Be careful, brother. Don’t become a Fae prince and get weird. Weirder.”

      “I’ll try not to let it go to my head,” Ty agreed.

      Maddie hugged them all tightly, and when she squeezed me, there was power in that hug. I wrapped an arm around her, drawing comfort and strength from her lithe body against mine. I kissed the top of her head, that shining blond hair, then she raised her face and I pressed a kiss to those sweet pink lips.

      “Promise me we won’t be apart too long,” she whispered.

      “Nothing can keep us apart.” I kissed her again, then pulled myself away with effort because it was always hard to leave her, and I knew it was hard for everyone else. It was time to go.

      Silas brought down the magic surrounding the barn that the Fae had used to keep us locked inside. Time to go—just in case this attracted Fae attention.

      I stepped through the portal first. Cold washed over me, a deep, airless darkness that made me think of space, and I was just on the edge of panic because I couldn’t draw a breath, and then I was out.

      I didn’t quite manage to walk through the rip with the same casual ease that Silas did, his hands in his pockets as if wandering between worlds was nothing. I stumbled a bit, caught myself as I whirled to take in my surroundings.

      It was night in our world too.

      We were back on academy grounds, deep in the woods, the same place we’d gone through. I looked up through the tangled dark branches above us to the outline of the moon. It was the same moon that Rafe and Maddie stood beneath now, the same moon in every version of our world. The universe was vast, and the little changes in how our world spun apart and divided didn’t register beyond our own atmosphere.

      Chase flew out behind me, his jaw tense and his big body ready for a fight, then Penn and Silas. The four of us strode through the woods, and the sound of branches breaking underfoot and leaves scuffling made me wince. We’d lost our wolfish grace.

      We reached the empty green quad, which felt eerie with the moonlight falling across the grass and no one around. Even after curfew, when students were safe in the houses, there was a sense of life here. And the Guard Patrol would still be out, watching…

      No, we were really alone.

      The realization struck me hard, and I raised my hand, motioning the other three to stop.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said softly.

      “We need to get to them,” Chase said, and he didn’t have to say who, we all knew he meant Blake and Skyla.

      “We will. But we need to be smart,” Penn said, so I didn’t have to.

      I gestured to the academic building. If there was anyone on campus, I’d expect them to be there. At the very least, we’d be able to get some weapons, since ours were still held by Turic in the Fae world.

      We were almost there when several wolves raced across the quad. We all stopped, hearts racing.

      Wolves. Someone could shift again.

      Were they guard patrol? Had Clearborn or the packs found a way for us to regain our magic while we were gone?

      One of them stopped as if he scented us, and when he looked our way, his lip peeled back from his teeth. But then he was gone, racing on behind the others.

      No, those wolves weren’t on our side.

      We were still unarmed; we couldn’t take them. Chase started after them, a growl slipping out of his lips as if he were half-wolf himself again, and hope jumped in my chest. Maybe somehow our wolf magic had been restored while we were gone.

      But I grabbed Chase from behind, forcing him to stumble and slow down, and he stayed human.

      “Let them go,” I ordered. “We need weapons.”

      I could feel his resistance, but he stopped. Tension rippled through every muscle of his powerful body, as if it took everything he could not to tear apart anyone he thought might be a danger to his family.

      “Silas, follow them,” I said. “We’re going to Clearborn’s place to look for Blake and Skyla.”

      We ran up the trail to the guest houses.  The night was eerily quiet. The only sounds were the crunch of our feet over the gravel as we ran and Chase’s labored breathing—more from panic for his siblings than lack of cardio.

      Clearborn’s car was parked outside one of the houses, and the front door stood open, light spilling out from inside.

      I jumped the porch steps in one bound, so I was the first one to see him in the entryway.

      Clearborn lay on his side, his eyes wide and horrified, his throat partially ripped away. He made a gagging sound when he saw us, as if he were choking on his own blood, but he was still alive.

      “You’re going to be all right,” I promised. I dropped to my knees beside him. Despite how confident my voice came out, my hands shook as I reached for his ravaged throat. I’d worked hard on developing my magic the past few months, but I wasn’t sure I actually could heal him.

      He kept trying to speak, which just made more blood pump from his throat and slip down the corner of his mouth.

      I muttered the words in Latin, and golden magic sparked at my fingertips. I clumsily pressed my fingers through the raw flesh, finding the places where his airway had been slashed, his tendons broken through, and healing those together.

      By the time I staunched the worst of the bleeding, I was swaying on my knees, and Silas pressed his shoulder against mine to push me aside.

      “I’ve got him,” Silas said, taking positive control, just like we’d been trained, and his hands overlapped mine for a second before I pulled away. I dropped back against the cold wall, my mind reeling with the effort, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

      Silas took over healing Clearborn. Meanwhile, Penn stood at the window, looking through the blinds, and Chase had run to the phone in the back of the house.

      “They’re gone,” Penn said. “What the fuck just happened?”

      “Someone can shift again,” I said. And that someone had ripped Clearborn’s throat out, or tried to. There were deep defensive wounds gouged across his arms and hands, which were leaking blood across the carpet.

      Chase swore as he threw the phone back into the cradle. “Blake’s not picking up his cell phone. It’s one o’clock in the morning—where the hell are they?”

      “We’ll find them,” I promised. “Silas, where did the wolves go?”

      “I never should have left them!” Chase sounded furious. He reined himself in with difficulty and looked to Silas.

      “They had a car on the road. There was no sign of Blake and Skyla,” Silas said. “I tried to put a tracking spell on them but—I think they were just the cleanup crew.”

      “Cleanup crew?”

      Silas dared to glance up from Clearborn’s wounds, his hands hovering above them. “The guards are all dead, Lex.”

      Hector. Roman. Their faces flashed through my mind.

      “They weren’t killed by witches,” I said, waiting for Silas to confirm the terrible thought. The Day was all but destroyed. The academy was warded to prevent witches from entering campus.

      Our academy had been attacked by wolves.

      “Not by witches,” Silas said, his voice somber. “By wolves.”

      “What’s the spell you used to track them?” I said, rising to my feet. Hopefully I had enough magic left. “Silas, Penn, stay here with Clearborn. Chase, we’re going after the wolves who ran.”

      Chase was in no condition for a mission, but hopefully he’d get his head in the game. I couldn’t leave him behind—he’d lose his damned mind.

      Clearborn rose on his hands and knees, pulling away from Silas, and crawled on his hands and knees across the room to the black steel weapons cabinet in the corner. He pressed his bloodstained thumbprint against the lock, then fell back to the floor, as if the effort had exhausted him. Even after being healed, he’d still be exhausted.

      I made eye contact with Penn, although I hated to send him alone. “Make sure the buildings are clear. Check the academic building, the Patrol Guard house—see if there’s any wounded there.”

      Penn nodded. I hated that we had to split up.

      I pulled a sword in its sheath out of the locker and tossed it to Chase, then handed him a 9mm handgun in a holster, which he clipped at the small of his back.

      I did the same, then grabbed a pair of rifles for us both, along with a box of ammo—and another of silver bullets. I spied Clearborn’s leather bag on the couch, so I dumped the contents onto the coffee table, then shoved the extra ammo into Clearborn’s bag. I grabbed his car keys off the entryway table.

      We didn’t have time to find another vehicle. Clearborn would forgive us.

      I didn’t dare ask Silas if he thought Clearborn would survive when the man was still conscious, hanging on through a hell of a lot of pain. But Silas and I traded a worried look.

      “Be careful,” I told them, even though it felt like it meant nothing right now when we were strung so thin.

      “You too,” Silas said.

      The look on Chase’s face was tortured as we moved out.
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      When Silas had brought down the magic surrounding the barn that kept us locked inside, the whole world went suddenly bright, then the light flickered out, as if it had been a power surge.

      And even the amazing Silas Zip had swayed on his feet, his long fingers trembling as the magic swirling around died too.

      “Are you all right?” I’d demanded, grabbing his shoulder to steady him.

      He’d given me one of those small Silas smiles. “Will be. If Turic gains any more power…” he’d trailed off, then said, “he already has a bit too much than I think any being should.”

      “We’re not going to let him become king,” Tyson said.

      “We’re going to complete our mission before we even think twice about this damned Fae world,” Rafe said. “Let’s move out.”

      The guys had left us behind, vanishing through the portal. Silas glanced at me over his shoulder, and then he was gone. Even though I still had half of my men with me, I felt alone without the other half, as if I were being torn apart when some of them were in one world and some in another.

      Turic had our swords—Clearborn was going to kill us if we came back without them, but priorities—and so we carried pitchforks and shovels, ready for a fight, as we moved out into the dark of the Fae night.

      Raura was next to me, her hands bound in front of her but her chin held high. She looked at me wide-eyed. “You’re all crazy, you know. No one goes out at night, not since the Ravagers came.”

      “You’re welcome to stay behind in the barn if you prefer,” Rafe said. “I don’t want to add kidnapping to our long list of crimes in the Fae world.”

      “Oh, I’m always up for an adventure,” Raura said blithely. “I’ll come along.”

      “Fantastic,” Rafe muttered. “Can you try bringing up a shield for us, Ty?”

      Tyson’s magic had been growing, but the kind of magic that formed a bubble around us required constant vigilance to the spell in the back of one’s mind, something that Silas had trained for years but the rest of us had three months experience with.

      And yet when Tyson finally muttered the words of the spell, his magic shot out of his hands and formed a bubble around us, thick and shimmering and silvery-translucent.

      “Holy shit,” Tyson said, his own eyes wide with wonder as he looked up at the magic in the air.

      “First rule of being a wizard,” Jensen said. “Never act surprised when a spell actually works.”

      “But he’s not just a wizard,” Raura said. “He’s the heir.”

      When the four of us looked at her hard, Raura shrugged and raised her hands to one of her pointed ears. “Sorry! I’ve got big ears.”

      Tyson closed and locked the barn doors behind us, making sure the animals were safe, then rushed to catch up. There were still a few lights blazing in the house on the bottom floor.

      “I’d expect someone to be watching the barn,” I said, glancing at Rafe. Surely they would’ve seen the way Silas had lit up the whole farm when he broke Turic’s magic, and Turic should have felt his magic snap too.

      “They’ll know we’re escaping,” Raura said calmly. “But they won’t come after us until dawn. They’ll leave us to die out here.”

      “Think positive,” I said.

      She shrugged. “Fine. They’ll leave us to get mauled out here?”

      Once we moved into the trees, Tyson’s shield shimmered, then popped. It wasn’t supposed to be used on the move; it couldn’t adapt to changes in the landscape like trees. We could each try to raise our own shields, but it wasn’t worth draining our magic. We all traded glances, though, uncomfortable with being out here unprotected and still weaponless.

      The Fae world at night was beautiful, but in completely different ways than during the day. Night-blooming flowers that were closed during the day opened up. In the darkness, the riot of color that was the Fae forest, dripping with blooms, all faded into muted colors, except for the shimmering white and silver and gold blooms that had come out instead.

      And the Fae world felt more alive than our world. The forest was full of nocturnal animals, from white squirrels that chittered at us and then raced up their trees, to big cats that prowled through the darkness. We caught their glittering eyes at a distance, but the cats slunk away, apparently already sated with some other unlucky dinner.

      Tyson unfurled his palm, and the magical compass glowed, its light reflected faintly off his fingers. “This way.”

      I felt a surge of pride. He was using Silas’s spell, and it seemed almost effortless. He even seemed comfortable with magic—which was a huge change for him.

      “Oh, you’re not actually here for Hooksbane?” Raura asked. She began to yawn, then ducked her head toward her slender shoulder to cover her open mouth too late. “I am shocked. Shocked, I say. No one saw that coming.”

      “Raura,” I whispered, warning her off. I didn’t want the team to see her as a threat, if she wasn’t.

      Maybe I really needed some girl friends back home, because I’d bonded with the Fae princess in record time.

      She flashed me a mischievous look and mouthed, “Can’t leave me behind now.”

      “But they can rip your throat out,” I mouthed back.

      “You wouldn’t let them.”

      No matter how confident Raura was in the sway I held over the team, I wasn’t sure she was right.

      We seemed to walk forever through the trees, under a heavy silver moon, until finally we emerged onto a long field of broken white and pink marble that glittered under the first rays of the dawn. We all breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Why are the Ravagers worse at night?” I asked Raura. “They’re not nocturnal, are they? They attacked us during the day.”

      “I think they’re worse at night because Turic wants them to be worse at night,” Tyson said.

      “Who else would have the power to use that control sigil?” Rafe asked.

      “The Delphine council, of course,” she said. She glanced at Tyson. “And I imagine a long-lost heir like you could do it as well.”

      “Could I control the Ravagers?” he frowned. “And all the other monsters coming through the Rips?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I think a king would be able to. But we’ve been short a king for quite a few years now. That’s part of what makes my father’s case for his coronation—the people hope he’ll save them from the Ravagers.”

      “If Tyson can control them, that would’ve been handy a few days ago when we were attacked by the Ravagers,” Rafe said. “That was a nice warm welcome.”

      “We don’t know if Ty can control the Ravagers now. He might need to be crowned first.”

      The thought of Tyson being crowned as a king in a foreign world made something cold twist through my stomach.

      “Why wouldn’t I, if Turic can?” Tyson demanded. “He’s further from being the heir than I am.”

      Well, he had rapidly gone from a skeptic to a believer on the ‘king of a Fae world’ front.

      “Yeah, but you’ve spent a lifetime hiding from your powers instead of developing them,” she said. “You made yourself weak.”

      Tyson gave her a hard look. “There was definitely a nicer way of saying that.”

      “Sorry,” Raura said, not looking sorry at all. “I didn’t realize you wolves needed to be coddled.”

      “What does it cost?” I asked abruptly. “To become the king of the Fae world?”

      Raura half-laughed, half-scoffed. “Cost? I don’t know, the willingness to bear the adoration of your people, plus the fact you have to deal with the Fae—”

      “There’s always a cost to magic,” Rafe cut her off. He and I shared a worried look, as if he understood my concerns.  “Be honest with us.”

      Raura said, “Our kingdom needs a king. And it can’t be Turic.”

      She looked past Rafe to find Tyson, and her gaze locked on his. “The spring court needs you, Tyson.”

      “Don’t,” Rafe warned her, but I looked at Tyson’s face and I knew that the Huntress’ arrow had landed.

      Ty always needed to be needed.

      But I needed him too.
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      As we approached the temple, it almost felt as if those first rays of dawn had frozen, though I knew it was an illusion. The predawn remained dim, and the noises of animals moving through the bushes as we startled them—which had been constant—came to a stop. The flowers all disappeared.

      When I realized that many of the trees looked burned, their branches twisted and black and scarred, I turned to Raura. “Forest fire?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, “but not like any other fire. It was magic fire that raced out of control, and it still surges sometimes.”

      “Why?”

      “There are torches at the temple that never die,” she said, with a sad smile. “And ever since Jorden died, sometimes when there’s a storm, the wind carries sparks of that magic fire to the ground. And then…”

      She gestured around her, at the charred and lifeless forest.

      “What was he like?” Ty asked suddenly. “King Jorden?”

      I wondered what it was like for Tyson seeing a ghost who claimed to be his father. Was it a gift? Or did it hurt him? I shifted closer to him, and his hand found the small of my back almost instinctively, as if he drew comfort from my body.

      “He was a good king,” Raura said. “I was just a child when he was killed, but people seem to feel fondly of him. And not just because he must have been better than Turic, almost anyone would be. He had a rakish playboy side,” she cast a glance over Tyson, as if she wondered if he was like his father, “but he was serious about his responsibilities as a king and he loved his people.”

      Tyson nodded, his face a cool, neutral mask that meant feelings were raging beneath the surface.

      “How do you think he came to have friends in our world?” I asked, trying to be delicate, but the effort just made Ty snort a laugh.

      “Fae love to go play tourist in your world,” she said, and just like when she’d alluded to it before, the thought bothered me. “So many novelties. Cable television! Ice cream! Traffic! Shopping malls! Oh, and grocery stores. We all adore grocery stores.”

      I’d never feel safe in the produce section again.

      “I wonder if my mom actually fell in love with Jorden,” Tyson said. “And my father must have known what I was, and yet…”

      “Are you angry Jorden abandoned you?” Raura asked.

      She’d misread the way he trailed off.  But the memories Tyson had shared with me played in my mind, of a man who challenged Penn’s father for alpha in order to make sure Ty was safe despite his magic.

      “When I say my father,” Tyson corrected, “I mean the man who raised me. Who died protecting me. He knew what I was…at least, he knew I had some kind of magic.”

      “I always doubted that Turic actually sent men looking for you,” Raura said. “I was surprised when I delved into the records. He really did…. I wonder how they all missed you. Of course, not everyone who was sent came back.”

      “What would have happened if they found me?”

      “What would have happened? Or what should have happened? Because you should have been taken back here to be educated and trained to take your rightful place. Half-Fae are not allowed to live in your world. But I don’t know what my father would have done. I kind of thought he might have found the heir and killed him already.” Raura said.

      Tyson scoffed at that. “My mother might not have appreciated that.”

      “They wouldn’t have given her a choice. You would have been stolen from your bed—and if she woke up, if she resisted, they would’ve left her sleeping forever.”

      “That’s a cute euphemism for murder,” Rafe said.

      “No, that’s how the spell works,” she said. “You don’t think Sleeping Beauty is just a fairy tale, do you?”

      My lips parted, and then I shook my head to clear it. The Fae world was a lot to take in.

      Tyson stopped abruptly. “What do you mean by sleeping forever?”

      “Their heart stops beating, they stop breathing, they seem dead,” she said. “But they’re just in a strange sleep, hard to wake.”

      It must be the same spell she’d used on Silas and me.

      “Does that only happen to Fae?” Ty asked with sudden intensity. “Or could it happen to humans? Could they just sleep like that?”

      It took a second for me to realize that Ty thought maybe his mother had never overdosed. Maybe she had somehow fought off the Fae who tracked them down, so he couldn’t report back, but before that, he had put her under the spell.

      “Ty, no,” I said softly, afraid he’d get his hopes up, but he ignored me, looking to Raura for the answer.

      “Of course it works on humans,” Raura said. “Why?”

      Rafe cursed under his breath, as if he was tracking on why.

      Suddenly a pack of wolves slunk out of the darkness around us.

      “Quick, howl at them and tell them that you’re friends,” Raura said.

      Tyson hastily raised a shield. I breathed a sigh of relief as soon as it was up.

      “You’re making it steadily harder to make a great case for keeping you alive,” Rafe muttered at her. “Are they shifters?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But nothing lives out here that has a choice. So maybe.”

      From the looks on the wolves’ faces, it did seem like a hungry place.

      The wolves prowled around our shield, but they couldn’t get inside. Still, it made me tense to have a drooling wolf pace along beside me, studying me with glowering eyes.

      “We’re much cuter in our wolf form than they, aren’t we?” I asked no one in particular.

      “We don’t have endless time to wait,” Rafe said in frustration. “We need to move.”

      “You don’t want to kill your furry friends,” she said. “I admire your commitment to a code.”

      I realized her fingers were moving, spinning golden magic, and I’d been distracted by her mouth.

      “Look out,” I shouted, tackling Raura to cut off her magic. The two of us slammed into the ground just as the magic shield around us cracked.

      “Are you crazy?”  I demanded as I scrambled off her, taking up a fighting stance. “You’ll die too. None of us have weapons.”

      She flashed me a smile and ran for the wolves. She jumped onto the back of one, that whirled to snap at her and then she was leaping up into the trees, as light and spry as a monkey. Her wings ripped out of her back, shimmering in the dim light as she flew above the canopy.

      “You’ve got terrible taste in friends,” Rafe grumbled as the wolves stalked toward us.

      “She’s not my friend.”

      “If she weren’t your friend, she’d be with Turic right now instead of having the chance to fuck up our plans.” Rafe snapped.

      A wolf leapt at Rafe, and he ducked, raising the pitchfork he carried so that the wolf’s snapping jaws caught the wood, then threw the wolf off him.

      “Sorry, I’m just naïve.” As a wolf leapt at me, Rafe tossed the pitchfork he’d used to me. I caught it out of the air and used it like a bo to slam into the wolf. It let out a startled whine as I knocked it back into the woods.

      “Are you mad about that?” Rafe demanded. “You’re really going to be mad about that? Right now?”

      “Yeah, I really am. You told me to bond with Raura—you sent me to talk to her in the baths, as if we were going to bond over having breasts, and crushes on annoying men, and periods and—do Fae even have periods?”

      Jensen blasted magic at a wolf, knocking him head over heels, and asked, “Am I the only one who did all the assigned reading?”

      “Shut up, Jensen,” Rafe said. His voice came out strained as he fought to maintain control over the wolf he was strangling. “I didn’t send you to talk to her because you’re both girls. I sent you because no one can resist you.”

      “Aww,” I said, ducking under the wolf who leapt at me. His claws grazed my shoulder, but I came up behind him on the other side, and magic crackled across my fingertips. He was already whirling, but when he came back at me, I slammed my magic across his muzzle. He was knocked sideways and stayed down, whining.

      Rafe managed to give me a hard look even as he whirled to face another wolf’s attack, dropping the unconscious one at his feet. “Though I’m starting to wonder if I was right.”

      “Don’t say things you don’t mean just because you’re mad,” Tyson chided.

      “He’s right,” I told Rafe. “You’re getting mean.”

      “I’m getting exasperated,” Rafe said, his teeth gritted as he wrestled another wolf, his powerful arms locked around its throat. “We have one simple mission, and you two are losing your focus.”

      “Raura could be reporting on us to Turic right now. We’ve got to get that shield and get out of here.”  Jensen said.

      I dared risk looking away from the prowling wolves to glare at Jensen. He was siding with Rafe?

      “Just because I adore you doesn’t mean I always agree with you,” he said, his tone light.

      I could respect that, but I also hated it.

      No matter how much we might all fight, the four of us closed in shoulder to shoulder as we fought the wolves. I used magic to drop another one at my feet, then looked out over the charred forest.

      A dozen unconscious wolves dotted the landscape. There was nothing left to fight.

      The four of us looked around at all the damage we’d caused, and then Rafe said, “Let’s move.”
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      We booked it out of there. Through the darkness of the trees, I glimpsed a marble building up ahead, and we all hurried faster. Torches glowed in front of the building, sending spires of flame and smoke into the air.

      The temple.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. We were almost there. Soon we’d have the shield. And because Raura had betrayed us, we could go back to our world without any misgivings, without having Tyson crowned.

      I glanced at Ty’s face, and he looked deep in thought. A bad feeling crept through my stomach, but as he felt my eyes on him, his gaze suddenly met mine. He threw an arm around my shoulders and winked at me.

      “Does this mean you’ve made up?” Jensen asked.

      Rafe sighed. “Can we not? Can we go the last mile of our mission without baiting each other and talking about our feelings?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question?” Jensen asked. “Because no. Also, it stresses me out when any of you are fighting.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I thought you enjoyed the drama.”

      “Sometimes,” Jensen admitted. “It depends how far it goes.” Those words seemed to be torn from his lips, as if it wasn’t natural for him to say it, and then he added, “You’re like my family. My fucked-up family that I still couldn’t live without.”

      “We’re more than like your family, Jensen,” I promised him.

      He didn’t say anything, his face that blank mask that was so familiar, but his arm slid across my waist and reeled me against his body. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head, squeezing me tight.

      The temple was eerily surrounded by dark trees, and suddenly I realized that two trees bloomed from the roof of the temple itself. The temple’s torch light almost seemed to be swallowed up by the darkness of the forest, even though dawn had finally come, and the sun shone over the grass beyond.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this place,” I said softly.

      “There’s got to be some kind of trap or monster or both at the temple,” Tyson agreed. “After all, everything here is trying to kill us.”

      As we reached the doors to the temple, they opened. We all waited tentatively, ready to fight, though we had no real weapons.

      Instead, two beautiful young Fae females in long white gowns and flowers woven in their hair stepped out the door. They looked like visions as they walked gracefully down the marble stairs that led down from the temple doors. The long trains of their dresses whispered over the stairs behind them, and they were so beautiful, I could barely take my eyes off them.

      “Welcome to the last temple of the spring court,” one of them said in a musical voice. “Abandoned by all but the daughters of the temple.”

      I looked to Tyson because I had no idea what we were supposed to say in answer.

      “Thank you,” he said, bowing slightly at the waist.

      Maybe I should’ve been able to come up with that response on my own.

      “What do you want here?” she asked.

      Ty looked to Rafe, and Rafe shrugged.

      “I come seeking the shield of Saint Cain,” Tyson said.

      “That’s one of our most important religious relics,” the second Fae said. “It reminds us of a time when the worlds were all one. It is all we have that carries the magic of those days.”

      “I’ll bring it back,” Tyson said. “I just need to borrow it to set something right in our world.”

      “You must show us that you are worthy,” she said.

      “Oh, here we go,” Rafe said under his breath.

      “Let someone else take the mission this time,” Jensen told Tyson quietly.

      He shook his head. “It’s my kingdom. My responsibility.”

      “We don’t know that any of that is true,” Rafe reminded him.

      “I’m happy to prove myself,” Tyson said to them.

      I chewed my lip, staring around us. I didn’t trust these Fae for some reason, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong. I trusted my instincts, though, so I began to wander around.

      Rafe whistled, and I turned back, giving him a drop-dead look.

      “Don’t wander off,” he mouthed at me. He jerked his jaw toward the women, indicating that he wanted me to listen too.

      “Trust me,” I mouthed back.

      “I do, but sometimes, you get lost!” he mouthed, the movements of his lips exaggerated, as if he wanted to yell at me.

      “Only when I want to,” I mouthed back.

      I continued around the side of the building, wandering through the trees. It felt eerie as the voices faded behind me. There was definitely something amiss.

      Suddenly, another one of the Fae women seemed to materialize right beside me, and I almost tripped as I took a quick step back, trying to put some distance between us.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “You should be with your friends. They’re about to enter the temple.”

      “Are they?” I yanked the quick release straps on my bag, and it tumbled off my shoulders. “Oh, shoot, I’d better get my stuff and catch up.”

      She stared down at me coldly. “I don’t know what any of them see in you, anyway.”

      I’d heard some version of that sentiment from lots of catty bitches, and now I was hearing it in lots of worlds, but right now her words had a little extra gravitas.

      “What do you want with them?” I asked, my fingers working a spell underneath my pack, her gaze still fixed on my face.

      Her beautiful cupid’s bow lips parted, just as I whispered, “Revelare.”

      She just stared at me, beautiful as ever, her lips twisting into a cruel smirk. “You think I’m some kind of monster.”

      “Just because you’re pretty, doesn’t mean you can’t be a monster,” I told her. “Just about every girl on Earth learns that in middle school.”

      From the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the marble building.

      But it was gone. In its place was nothing but a tangle of sticks, surrounding a swampy marsh.

      She leapt on me as I turned back, her long nails flashing claws that breezed dangerously close to my face. Her lips parted in horror as I ducked, putting my shoulder into her stomach, and threw her over my back.

      She crashed through the flimsy construction of sticks that hid the marsh. It was all soundless, she never screamed, and I could’ve doubted I’d really seen that all myself if I didn’t still see the marsh for what it was.

      I raced back toward the guys, bursting into the clearing just in time to see Tyson starting up the stairs of the temple—which were really nothing but stones forming stairs into nothing.  The Fae priestesses escorted him with a hand on either arm.

      “It’s not really a temple!” I screamed. “They’re going to hurt Ty!”

      One of them looked over her shoulder at me and flashed a devilish smile. She didn’t think my men would believe me over their own eyes.

      But she didn’t know them.

      Jensen immediately blasted a wall of magic toward them, throwing up a shield around Tyson just as one of the priestesses slammed into Tyson, obviously intent on shoving him off the stairs and into the strange swamp that gurgled below.

      Rafe scooped up a rock the size of his hand and hurled it at the priestess, knocking her backwards into the marsh. She, too, fell silently.

      Tyson turned and tried to run back toward us, but the second priestess somehow took down Ty’s shield. She latched onto him, her arms around his neck, dragging him back as he tried to surge back down the stairs toward us.

      And then suddenly, an arrow struck through the priestess’s chest, and she stumbled back. Tyson didn’t expect the sudden loss of tension, and he rolled forward down the stairs, landing with a thump at our feet.

      “Use a reveal spell,” I told Jensen and Rafe, already turning to look for the source of that arrow. “Raura? You might as well come out.”

      The forest remained eerily silent. I added, “I know you just can’t quit us.”

      After a few moments, she strode out of the forest. She carried a bow in one hand, and there was a quiver of arrows over her shoulder.

      “Did you have the weapons the whole time?” Jensen asked. “Because I need that spell.”

      She paused, watching us as if she wasn’t sure what she should do. Tyson sat up and began to roll his shoulders, trying to shake off the pain of tumbling down those rocks.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Swamp nymphs,” she said, frowning at the swamp beyond. “They’re the worst. They use illusion magic to draw people into their web, so to speak.”

      “Then what?”

      “They drown you in the muck and eat you. Even the bones.” She said cheerfully. “Well, do you want me to come with you all? You seem like you need the help.”

      I looked at Rafe. He demanded, “What do you want?”

      “Oh, you remain convinced that everything has a cost,” she said lightly. “I can’t possibly be doing something just to be nice.”

      “I’ve met you, Raura,” Rafe said mildly.

      “I’ll tell you what I want,” she said, but her gaze was on Tyson. He was still sitting on the ground, wincing as he felt out his muscles, but he turned to face her as she said slowly, “I want you to promise you won’t just leave us when we need you.”

      “Don’t,” Jensen said sharply. “Making a promise in the Fae—”

      “I won’t,” Tyson interrupted, his gaze troubled as he looked at Raura.

      The ground seemed to rumble under our feet.

      But maybe it was just my imagination.
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      It wasn’t long before we reached the real temple.

      “Is this really it?” I asked Raura.

      She nodded without looking away from the temple, but the look on her face was grim.

      Unlike the beautiful fake temple, this one was blocked by a thicket of thorns. Only the very top of the roof rose above the thorns, and it looked as if half of that had caved in. Enormous torches were mounted on the rooftop, and acrid smoke drifted from them endlessly. I could taste that dank smoke in the back of my throat.

      “What happened?” I asked. “How long has the temple been abandoned?”

      She scoffed. “It wasn’t abandoned. The temple is tied to the court, and the court is missing its king. The temple began to crumple into disrepair and the thorns started growing by nightfall, the day Jorden died without an heir present. The priests and priestesses had to flee.”

      She went on, “Some of them tried to bring the treasures inside with them, but the treasures belong to the king, and the magic knows that. The treasures inside are guarded by the magic of the spring court—magic that knows no reason, that’s bounded by ancient laws that none of us control. Not even the High Delphine.”

      Well, that was a lot to take in.

      “So if I really am the heir, the temple will recognize me?” Tyson asked.

      Raura said, “I’m not really an expert. I suppose I’m third in line to the throne, since Jorden’s dead and so is my mother. But I never worried about it.”

      “Was she Jorden’s sister?” I asked.

      She nodded. “The true queen. She was killed right after Jorden died.”

      She’d said her father killed her mother. I wanted to know Raura’s story, but Tyson sighed and started toward the thicket.

      “Wait,” I said. “What happened to the temple workers who tried to take the treasures out? The ones that were guarded by magic?”

      “They died,” Raura said bluntly. “The temple has a hundred ways to kill someone they don’t want inside.”

      I started after Tyson, afraid he’d be hurt by the temple.

      But the temple’s magic seemed to be irrelevant, because try as we might, we couldn’t get through the thicket. Even our magic couldn’t singe our way inside. We prowled around, trying to find a way in.

      “Is there a way to tell it I’m here?” Tyson asked in desperation. “Some way to connect to the magic? Or maybe I’m not the heir at all.”

      The idea was almost a relief, as much as I wanted to succeed in bringing our wolves back and help the spring court.

      “It doesn’t matter that you’re the heir,” Raura said. “You haven’t been crowned. You’re still nothing but a shifter. You don’t even know that you want the throne.”

      “Enough games, Raura,” Rafe snapped.

      “You dare to say I’m playing games?” she shot back. “You’re traipsing through our kingdom, trying to steal whatever it is you’re after, not giving a damn that the spring court is dying! I’m not playing games. This is my home!”

      “Then maybe you should be the queen!” Tyson shot back.

      “I’d have to kill you and Turic,” she said, “and while it’s sometimes tempting, I don’t want to kill my way to the throne.”

      “But your father did,” I said, understanding dawning. “Your father or…your mother?”

      She looked to me, her eyes flashing, before she nodded her head sharply in acknowledgment. “Then my father killed my mother because he wanted the crown for himself.”

      “And you saw,” I said. “Or knew, somehow? And he put a spell on you so that you couldn’t tell anyone.”

      “Oh, worse than that,” Raura said, her voice very soft. “Turic has never known what I know. He doesn’t fathom why I hate him so much. I was playing in the garden with my mother and he didn’t know I was just on the other side of the garden wall. I heard them talking, and he was holding her, and then the asp—and I saw everything, but I couldn’t—”

      She shook her head at the memory, then went on. “He didn’t do this to me. No. He left her there to die alone. I went to my mother and with her dying breaths, she put this curse on me to protect me. Because I would’ve tried to get justice for her, and I was just a child, and Turic would have killed me.”

      “And I’ve been trapped in that curse for ten years until that big oaf of yours came along and accidentally un-cursed me.” She let out a shaky laugh, beginning to braid back her long, loose curls as if she needed something to do with her hands.

      I wanted to hug her, but we didn’t know each other that well yet and she might not appreciate the sentiment. Still, there was a faint tic at the corner of her mouth as if she were struggling to hold back tears, even though her eyes were dry. I couldn’t take it anymore and dropped the pitchfork on the ground to wrap my arms around her. She smiled into my shoulder as if I were ridiculous, but she hugged me back as if she needed it.

      “You’ve got a dangerous amount of heart for our world, Maddie,” she whispered in my ear like a warning. She was already pulling away, drawing herself back to her full height, but before she did, she whispered, “But thank you.”

      “How do we get in?” Rafe demanded, breaking into our moment. “How does the coronation work?”

      “Aren’t you still worried about the cost?” Raura baited him. “Or are you willing to let Tyson take the crown—”

      “I believe that’s my decision, given I’m the one who will be king,” Tyson said dryly.

      “I don’t care if you think you’re the king of the universe,” Rafe said. “This is still my team.”

      Our conversation devolved into an argument.

      There was a surprise, with this crew.

      I ignored the guys’ fighting—I had a lot of practice, men tend to be so dramatic—and I asked Raura. “Do you have any idea what the cost might be?”

      Her lips parted, staring at me, and I had a feeling she wanted to lie.

      “You really want Tyson to become the king,” I said slowly.

      “There’s no stepping down in our world’s monarchy,” she said. “You can’t pull a Prince Harry here. Tyson is next in line. If he dies—and only if he dies—the throne goes to Turic. And that would be a fucking disaster, not just for me, but for the whole court.”

      “So what happens if Tyson becomes king?” I asked. “Could he leave you in charge somehow?”

      Her lips twisted into a disbelieving smile. “Our world matters so little to you.”

      “Yeah, meanwhile, I’m sure you care deeply about a place that you call dirtside,” I shot back. “What’s the cost, Raura?”

      “To be crowned, he has to take the oath,” she said. “And once he takes the oath, the magic takes him over. He’ll be the king.” She held her hand out toward the temple. “He’ll have anything he wants.”

      “Where do we have to go for that? The High Delphin?”

      “He’ll need to be recognized by the people and the Delphine, yes. But it’s his magic. His crown. All he has to do is say the words.”

      “But then…” I prompted.

      “Then he’ll be tied to the land and he won’t be able to go back to your world,” she rattled off. “It’s a promise. He’ll have made a promise as part of his oath, and promises mean something different here than in your world. Here they actually mean something.”

      “Won’t be able to come back to our world until when?” I demanded.

      “Until ever!” She exploded. “He’ll live and die a Fae!”

      Tyson and Rafe had broken off their argument, and we were all staring now.

      Tyson swallowed hard. The look on Rafe’s face was livid—and protective. Jensen’s face had shuttered, so he must be feeling something he hated, but those golden eyes were bright. He’d gone into cunning mode, trying to calculate our next steps.

      “And the spring court will live,” she said. “Magic will come fully into itself again. The temple will be repaired. Turic’s vicious rule will be ended. For what that matters to you.”

      “It’s not that we don’t care about all those things,” Jensen told her. “But this is our friend.”

      “More than a friend, he’s our family,” Rafe said. “We don’t intend to leave him behind in another world. Isn’t there another way for him to take the throne?”

      “He’s only half Fae,” Jensen said thoughtfully.

      “Maybe we could trick the magic,” Rafe mused.

      “Whoa,” Tyson said. “Do any of you care what I think?”

      “A little,” Rafe said.

      “We’ve got company,” Jensen warned, his head cocked.

      We all fell silent, listening, searching the trees.

      Galloping feet. Breaking branches. Horses, coming fast.

      We ran for the shelter of the trees, magic sparking at our fingertips, but we were too late.
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      Turic rode into his view, his men fanning out behind him.

      “Oh look,” Turic said. “It’s the false heir and my traitorous daughter. How lucky that we’ve all run into each other again.”

      Ty and I exchanged a glance. How did Turic even know that Ty was the heir? I looked at Raura, but her eyes were fixed on Turic, a look of rebellious resolve written across her face.

      Arlen and Lake rode behind Turic, in his crowd of knights. They traded a long look, as if they were miserable on Turic’s side.

      “What do you want?” Raura demanded.

      “I want to end this farce,” Turic said. “This boy is not the heir. He doesn’t even want to be here. He just wants to steal from us.”

      He seemed to be speaking to his men more than anyone else.

      And if Tyson died here, in the Fae world, the magic would know. The lineage would pass to the next in line. I sidled toward Tyson, angling my body between him and Turic.

      Tyson rested his hands lightly on my shoulders. I felt his breath against my hair when he whispered, “I still don’t need you to save me, Maddie.”

      “Bullshit,” I whispered. “You and I are here to save each other, Ty.”

      “What if he is the heir?” Arlen asked, his expression haughty as he looked over our little band with his glittering eyes. “Magic has dealt even stranger hands before.”

      “I really don’t like him,” Ty muttered.

      “No one does,” Raura answered.

      But I liked Turic a whole lot less.

      “Seize them,” Turic said. “Especially my rebellious whore of a daughter.”

      No matter how cold Arlen’s face, something flickered in his eyes at those words. I wasn’t sure that Raura was correct in thinking he saw nothing when he looked at her. Maybe he was just adept at the ruse.

      Lake and Arlen made no move toward us as the other knights swept toward us, half on horseback and half jumping off and moving swiftly on foot.

      “I see some old friends,” Ty muttered.

      The memory of the guard who’d beaten Rafe came to mind. I saw one with bright blue hair, a wicked smile across his face as he made eye contact with me, and I remembered the moment he’d turned to me from where he bent over Rafe’s body, his knee covered in Rafe’s blood.

      I headed toward him, my magic sparking across my fingers. He held his hand out, magic blazing across his palm, his sword gripped in his other hand.

      He threw his magic at my face, trying to distract me as he moved in with the sword, but I ducked under his magic, slide-tackling his legs. He slammed forward into the ground, his magic flaring then sparking out completely.

      He rolled to one side, trying to get his sword arm free, but I pinned his wrist and sword with my body, rolling over close to him. He grabbed my face, his fingers digging into my skull painfully. Two of his fingers pressed so close under my eyes, sliding up toward the sockets, that the pain jolted through my skull. It was almost enough to send me into panic.

      But the memory of the way he’d hurt Rafe…

      I elbowed him hard, managing to slide my elbow through his defenses. His fingertips crept over my eye socket and sharp fingernails dug in.

      I gritted my teeth and slammed my elbow into his face this time, felt soft cartilage and then the crunch of bone. He tried to dig his hand in harder, but he hadn’t been able to resist wrenching back. I used the space to turn my head to one side. Suddenly my face was free and I could breathe without panic.

      The two of us were on the ground, close as a lover’s kiss, horses riding around us. I could see his horrified, bloodied face up close and personal. Tension rippled through his muscles as he reached for what must be another weapon concealed on his body.

      I got there first. My hand wrapped around the hilt, his fingers overlapping mine, and the two of us struggled with the knife between us.  I was in more danger than he was now, since he wore chain mail and I didn’t; he’d have an easier time finding a vital target to strike.

      Ah, fuck the knife fight. I slammed my forehead into his already broken nose, and he let out a gurgle of a scream. He fell back as I wrenched the knife free, and I flipped it around and drove the knife into his throat.

      He reached for me as I rolled to my feet with a shaking hand. I already gripped his sword’s hilt in my hand, drawing it with me as I rose. The look on his face was shocked above that bloody throat. He was already close to the end, and he hadn’t expected some little shifter girl from dirtside to kill him.

      “Don’t ever make the mistake of trying to hurt what’s mine,” I warned him. I would fight just as hard for these men as they would for me.

      I looked across the field where my men were battling the Fae, searching for Tyson. I’d fallen into the fight nearest Turic, and Arlen and Lake waited with him. At first, I thought the two knights were guarding Turic.

      “Well?” Turic demanded of Arlen and Lake. “Are you loyal to the crown or not?”

      “Always to the crown,” Arlen said flatly. “But Raura is part of our same house of knights. According to the law, we don’t have to fight against our own.”

      “According to the law,” Turic spat. “You can decide right now where your loyalty lies, boy. And if I were you, I would think about the consequences of those loyalties.”

      “Also,” Turic added, as if it were an afterthought, “she shot you.”

      “Well, I don’t claim to like her much,” Arlen said. “I just don’t like you.”

      I felt a spark of relief on Raura’s behalf. She’d have felt betrayed if those men had chosen to fight on Turic’s side.

      A Fae on his horse rode at me then, swinging his axe through the air to cleave my head from my neck. I raised my hand, and my shield shimmered golden around me at the last second, just as he swung the axe. The axe bounced off my shield, knocking him backward too, and he dug his feet into the stirrups, trying to keep his seat.

      I muttered a word in Latin and slashed my hand out, cutting his stirrups with my spell. He tumbled backward off his horse, and I headed toward him still gripping that long Fae sword.

      Another Fae rode at me, trying to save his friend, and I threw up my shield around us both. It was just me and the Fae.

      He slashed out at my legs with a hidden dagger, and I jumped over the flash of the blade, landing lightly beside him.

      When I looked up, my sword bloodied, things were going rapidly to shit.

      Tyson was locked into a fight with two Fae who fought with magic, their red and gold and blue magic swirling together as they blocked and parried each other. All around me, my men battled furiously with the Fae, who outnumbered us.

      Raura struggled against the guards gripping her. “You finally get the chance to kill me, Father,” she said.

      “That’s ridiculous, Raura,” he chided. “I would never kill my own daughter. Punish you for your willful little rebellion, yes—but I’d never kill my heir.”

      “Now they, on the other hand,” he said slowly, and branches from the forest flashed out and captured Arlen and Lake, dragging them against opposing tree trunks and pinning them there.

      Raura let out a cry. I looked to Tyson, my mind racing. Could he do that himself? If he were the king?

      He looked back at me with a wide-eyed expression. He didn’t know either.

      “Choose, Raura,” Turic said, his voice calm. “Which of them dies today? The one who hates you but stood up for you today, or the one who thinks he loves you but has been silent as a coward?”

      Lake started to say something, and a branch slithered around his neck, choking him, until the words died on his lips.

      “Choose,” Turic warned, “or they’ll both die.”

      There was a creak, a groan, as the branches tightened against the trunks. Arlen let out a growl of pain. Lake’s eyes were shut tight with pain, his face pale.

      Raura’s eyes flooded with tears. Her lips parted.

      “I am the heir,” Tyson called out.

      “No,” Turic said, his voice warning. The trees seemed to shake like a breeze had come up, but there was no wind. “Stop talking, or I’ll kill—”

      “I am the ruler of spring,” Tyson rushed through the words, and the wind picked up. “I am tied to this land. I give myself freely to stand with my people, now and forever.”

      There was a rumble of thunder through the air and then rain began to fall, and the parched land began to change as the charred wood and ground melted into something fresh and green again.

      “Release them,” Tyson ordered Turic.

      “Do it yourself if you can,” Turic snarled.

      Tyson reached out his hands, and the trees obeyed.

      Lake and Arlen fell to the ground on their knees, both of them struggling to breathe. Raura ran to them.

      “You might be the heir,” Turic said. “But that means nothing if you’re dead and the throne passes to me. All I needed was to know you truly are the heir. Now the magic will know when you die.”

      He rode hard toward Tyson, already drawing his axe.
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      “Ty!” I shouted, and he turned to me, just as I launched the sword through the air toward him.

      He caught it one-handed, his grip sure and his expression resolved as Turic rode down on him.

      Tyson raised his arm and a golden shield with it as Turic swung the axe toward him.

      Then green and gold magic seemed to wash over Tyson, forming a shield. More of that magic twined around Turic, yanking him off the horse. Turic slammed into the ground, and green, growing things began to erupt from the broken, parched ground. The greenery covered Turic, the ground seeming to soften underfoot, as if it would drag him down.

      Tyson stood there, his eyes wide and horrified.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said, ignoring the terror I felt as the woods seemed to come alive in response to Tyson’s magic. I looped my arm around Tyson’s waist. “We have to get back into the temple…”

      Turic’s hands broke above the greenery as he tried to tear his way out. Beyond him, answering his call, the forest seemed to shake as Ravagers answered his call.

      Suddenly, a dozen Ravagers exploded into the clearing.

      Raura was frantically notching arrows into her bows as we all closed up close together, trying to fight the Fae warriors who were still attacking us as well as the Ravagers.

      I stabbed a Ravager with my sword, but its tail lashed out at me as it whirled, knocking me hard to the ground. I stared up at the revolving blue sky, trying to get my body to respond and get back up again.

      Then Lake was there, one arm dangling uselessly, fighting back the bleeding Ravager.

      “Thanks,” I said, scrambling to my feet as the Ravager fell.

      He winked at me and turned. Raura was notching arrows into her bow and letting them fly as fast as she could find a target. Tyson was trying to summon his magic, but it seemed wild and uncertain. We were still overwhelmed.

      I looked back at the temple, but it was still wrapped in thorns. We couldn’t take refuge there.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” Rafe said.

      With Raura and Tyson behind us, firing magic at the Ravagers who chased us, we ran into the woods. Turic must not be completely in control of his creatures, because from the shouting and the roaring behind us, it sounded as if the monsters had turned on the Fae.

      “We need to get to the Delphin and have you officially crowned,” Raura said. “Turic is going to keep trying to kill you—”

      “And if he can really control the monsters from the rips, he can send them after us,” Jensen said. “Just like the goblins ‘attacked’ us.”

      “He said that was Raura,” Arlen said.

      “And you believed him, you insufferable ass?” she turned on him in exasperation.

      “You shot me!”

      “It was an accident!”

      “I’ve never seen you have an accident in three years of training together. You’ve got the best bow-work in the order.”

      A slow smile spread across Raura’s face. “You never say anything nice to me.”

      “I’m not being nice!” Arlen sounded exasperated, which was more emotion than we usually saw from him. “I’m accusing you of trying to murder me.”

      “Okay first of all, I wasn’t trying to murder you, or you’d be dead. Second of all, you were wearing armor. It’s not like being struck with an arrow hurt you that much.”

      “It did hurt, Raura. Or should I call you Huntress?”

      “Do you want her to kiss it where it hurts and make it better?” Rafe asked, completely deadpan, and I couldn’t stifle the laugh that burst out of my lips.

      Raura turned over her shoulder and gave me a look, complete with a flip of her long brown curls. Apparently that move was universal.

      We backtracked through the burned forest, which healed as Tyson passed through it. If we had doubted that any of this was real, there was no doubt now.

      With Turic’s monsters camped out at the temple, it would be hard to get inside until we came back with an army.  We had to reach the Delphine.

      We reached a village, and a gentle spring rain began to fall as we arrived.

      “Is he controlling the weather?” Jensen whispered to me, leaning close.

      “I think so,” I said, not that he meant to. Still, there was something tense in my stomach knowing he had so much power.

      “Just stay quiet and don’t touch anything,” Arlen said, walking ahead of us into a tavern.

      It was dimly lit inside, and all eyes turned to look at us when we walked in.

      “We need horses,” Arlen said, going up to the bar.

      “No stables here,” the barkeep said. “You can ask around.”

      I was so focused on him that I was surprised to turn around and see people sliding off their chairs to their knees.

      “It’s the heir,” someone muttered, and someone else knelt beside them.

      Tyson took a step back, looking horrified. He seemed almost limned in light, and I frowned, trying to figure out if was the sunlight coming through the windows that created a faint wash of gold across his face, haloing his hair.

      “I’ve got two horses I can offer you,” a farmer said.

      “It’s okay,” Tyson said. “We’ll go on foot.”

      I could tell he didn’t want to take anything from these people. Raura rested her hand on his shoulder. “We’ll make sure they all get their horses back. We have to get ahead of Turic.”

      Before we knew it, the villagers had amassed enough horses for us all. Tyson muttered thank-yous to them all; they looked at him with curiosity and maybe a touch of adoration. I was sure they wanted more from him, but we rode quickly out of town.

      We were riding hard, cresting a hill and almost out of sight of the village, when Rafe asked, “Do you smell that?”

      We all turned back to see that the village was on fire.

      “Their penalty for helping us,” Raura said, her voice tight. “Luckily Turic is riding after us, so he shouldn’t have time to stay there and force them to let it burn, slaughtering anyone who tries to douse the flames. That’s what he does when a village fails to pay their taxes.”

      “I should have killed him,” Tyson said.

      He still looked haunted by that moment when his magic bloomed so wild and intense that the forest did his bidding, though. Tyson wasn’t uncomfortable with the idea of killing evil folks for a mission—none of us were—but he was struggling with this kind of power.

      “We’ll fix this,” I said.

      Tyson started back toward the village, and Rafe looked as if he was going to go after him. But Tyson stopped on the side of the hill, his eyes closing.

      The soft rain that had begun to fall on the village turned into a true storm, soaking the rooftops and running down the streets, until the flames were doused.

      “Well then,” Jensen said, his eyes wide.

      “It’s scary for me too,” Tyson said. He headed for his horse. “Let’s ride.”

      With Turic and the monsters at our back, we rode for the seat of the spring court, hoping Fenig would be there to help us mass an army to fight our way back to the temple…and to kill Turic.

      When I saw the set of Tyson’s jaw, I had no doubt that was what he wanted to do.

      And I wondered if when that killing was over, if he would come home with us.

      Usually, Tyson seemed to feel my misery. Even during all those months we’d spent separated by his damned logic, there had been a sympathetic flash in his eyes whenever I ached—as if when we hurt each other, we could never really abandon our bond.

      But this time, he just rode hard. He never even looked my way.
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      Chase

      

      Lex and I tried to chase down the wolves who had taken Blake and Skyla, but the trail of magic went cold.

      Wolves had taken Blake and Skyla, but witches had blocked Silas’s magic.

      By mid-morning, we had to admit we had lost them in the city somewhere. We walked up and down the city streets, trying to find some kind of lead again.

      “Where the fuck are they with that shield?” I demanded, even though I knew I was being ridiculous. The rest of the team didn’t have time to go into the Greyworld. “If we could shift, we could track their scent and find Blake and Sky.”

      “We will,” Lex promised.

      “Don’t just say that to me,” I said. “We could find their bodies. They could already be dead.”

      “They’re not.” A soft feminine voice said behind us.

      The two of us spun around to find Kit—no, Alice—behind us. She gripped a paper coffee cup in one hand, and sunglasses hid her eyes. She looked so normal, and somehow that just made me want to tear her apart even more. She was made of lies.

      “I’ll kill you if you hurt them,” I warned her. Only the possibility we needed her kept me from trying to do just that now.

      I might not be able to shift into a wolf, but I had a feeling I could still tear someone’s throat out if I really, really tried hard.

      “I know that, Furball,” she said. “Relax. I don’t want to hurt any kids. I just want that Dark Collar back.”

      “Why’s that?” Lex asked. “You already destroyed our wolves.”

      “I promised it to a friend,” she said with a smile. “Anyway, it’s none of your business, really. I know you can steal it from Clearborn. Easy-peasy trade: you get your siblings back, Chase, and I get the dark collar.”

      “You think we’d betray the shifter community?”

      “The damage is already done,” she said. “Is it a betrayal when their wolves are already dead?”

      “Except we saw wolves. You sent them to the academy to do your bidding. How’d you turn them back?” I demanded.

      “Oh Chase,” she said warmly. “Your little sister just adores you, you know that? She bit me. The little wench.” She sounded amused as she touched her neck. “She’s got a lot of fight, and she’s very sure you’re going to rescue her.”

      “Don’t you dare hurt her—”

      “Don’t be tiresome. You already know I don’t want to.” She added, after a second’s deliberation, “If I do have to prove my point, I’ll start with your brother. The parts he needs less. Pinkie fingers. Maybe a middle toe. Did you know that the pinkie toes are actually extremely important to your balance? But I bet even with a missing middle toe, he might be able to play football. Probably would have to stop wearing sandals, but personally I hate the look of a man in Berks.”

      I took an involuntary step toward her, but Lex silenced me with a look. He was right. I couldn’t let her play me.

      “We’ll try,” Lex said. “How do we get in touch with you?”

      “Meet me at West City Park. Nice and public. Twenty-four hours.”

      “That’s not enough time,” I said. “We can’t be sure Clearborn will give us an opening to steal—”

      “It’s enough time for one little toe or finger,” she chided me, then said, “Make an opening.”

      She waved at us over her shoulder, but she didn’t make it more than a dozen steps before she turned back.

      “Lex,” she said, “if you think you’re going to put a tracking spell on me, you’re even stupider than you look.”

      Lex widened his eyes, but she cut him off. “Try it again, and I really will cut off a finger ASAP. One of the girl’s.”

      I stared at her, trying to control my fury as she walked away.

      The two of us headed back toward the academy, but when we were halfway back, Lex pulled off to the side of the road abruptly. I stared at him, jolted out of my own murderous thoughts.

      Lex said slowly, “What do you think about talking to Clearborn instead of stealing from him?”

      I gave him an incredulous look. “Why are you asking me? You’re the one in charge.”

      I felt pretty fucking salty about it right now, too, when it was Blake and Sky’s life on the line. I’d just been contemplating going around Lex and Clearborn, somehow. But I wasn’t sure how.

      I didn’t want Alice to have the Dark Collar. I didn’t know what she was up to, but whatever it was, the thought filled me with dread.

      “I know,” Lex said. “It’s my call. My responsibility.”

      After a second, he went on, “But Blake and Skyla are your brother and sister. And I want to make sure the plan we follow is the one you can live with.”

      “You’d betray Clearborn?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “For my family? Yeah.”

      Silence hung in the car, but I could hear the rush of blood through my ears. It hadn’t stopped since Blake and Skyla went missing, this constant sense of panic that I had to fight willfully every second.

      “But,” he added, “I think Clearborn would help us. It means losing some control over the situation, but we’d gain resources. Knowledge. People on our side. I think it’s a smarter play than doing this on our own.”

      “Every instinct I have says, just get the damn shield and give her what she wants,” I ground out. “But okay. All right.”

      The two of us went back to the academy and met Silas and Penn in the library. After calling in favors from the other packs, they’d begun frantically researching.

      Clearborn was sitting on the leather couch, alternating between sipping from a cup of tea and a sweating glass of bourbon. When he spoke, his voice was rasping and it kept turning into a whisper, then dying completely. He never even seemed to get frustrated. He’d wait, try again to speak.

      “We didn’t find them,” I said curtly when we walked in. Just being back here felt worse than moving had.

      “I checked the room,” Silas said. “There are no lingering spells. No bugs.”

      “But Alice found us.” I had to get the words out before I lost the will. Lex glanced at me, not betraying his relief but I could almost feel it. He’d wanted me to make the decision.

      I interrupted myself. “Do you guys know which packs took them? Any ideas?”

      “I didn’t see any of them as anything but wolves,” Clearborn said. “But my guards at the gate must have recognized them, because they opened the gates.”

      “Why can some of them shift?” I demanded. “Is there an expiration date on the Dark Collar’s magic?”

      If I had my wolf back, I could track down Blake and Skyla. I felt a traitorous surge of hope in my heart that I tried to suppress.

      We all turned to Clearborn, who told us, “We thought almost everyone from the Day was dead, but Alice must have survived… and she must have found a way to bring some wolves back without the shield.”

      “You think some wolves are working for Alice so they can get their wolves back?”

      “Yes,” Clearborn admitted.

      Penn filled me in on what had happened while we were gone. The Northsea pack was out hunting for any hints about where Blake and Skyla had gone, and so were several other packs.

      But which packs had aligned with the witches?

      “And why?” Lex demanded. “Obviously, they got their wolves back. But how do they think that’s going to play out in the long run?”

      “I think they believe there will be war within the packs,” Clearborn said. “And this time, aided by the witches, there will be a clear, quick winner.”

      Clearborn scrubbed his hand over his face. “There was something else about these wolves. They didn’t seem…seasoned. Mature.”

      I thought of  how unpredictable the shift had first been for me, when I’d lived in Dean McCauley’s garage. I’d been terrified of myself back then. “You mean they acted feral.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      My blood ran cold. They had Blake and Skyla, but no control over the shift. Alice might not intend to hurt my siblings, but that didn’t mean that the wolves who held them would follow her orders.

      “Maybe the shifters who took Blake and Skyla didn’t get their wolves back the same way they’d been before,” Lex said. “Maybe Alice doesn’t have a cure. Maybe she was able to bring a shifter back from somewhere the spell didn’t reach, someone who could turn them all over again.”

      I blew out an impatient breath. “If we get the shield back ASAP…”

      “There’s only half the shield in the Fae world,” Clearborn said. “We can try using it to do the spell and hoping we can give some of our people back the ability to shift, but I’m not convinced it will work without the entire shield.”

      “So in the meantime,” Clearborn said, “what does Alice want?”

      I hesitated. Clearborn’s eyes were on me, his face patient. The temptation to lie was powerful, to just get Alice what she wanted and damn the consequences, but I did trust Clearborn and the rest of the team.

      “The Dark Collar,” I said, the words feeling torn from my mouth.

      “We need to figure out why she wants it, and how she managed to reverse the spell for those wolves,” Clearborn said. “That’s a good idea, Lex, but we need to figure out the specifics.”

      “Unless,” Lex said slowly, “she never reversed the spell at all. Maybe she was partnered with those wolves from the beginning.”

      Clearborn was quiet, taking that in. “I’ve been concerned about a few of the alphas. There have been rumblings about Maddie being responsible, and I traced the talk back to them. I’d assumed some of my guards might have seen something that day and talked. But maybe that information actually came from Alice.”

      “Where are the guards?” I asked.

      “Dead, mostly,” Penn said, his face grim. He must have suffered being here dealing with the bodies.

      “And some of them were recalled by their packs.” Clearborn said flatly. “Not all of them, of course. It depends on the pack. But enough to leave us stretched thin. I have half-a-dozen Guard who weren’t here tonight who have come back to campus.”

      “Maybe we could fabricate a fake dark collar,” Penn suggested.

      “If it doesn’t fool Alice, what happens to Blake and Skyla?” I demanded.

      That possibility seem to hang in the air. I pictured their bodies, dumped in the woods and left to decompose. I’d seen enough throats ripped out since I became a shifter to imagine their still faces above the bloody gap. I tried to breathe deeply, but there weren’t enough air in the room.

      I couldn’t expect anyone else to care as much as I did.

      “We’ll give them the Dark Collar if we can’t find them first,” Clearborn said.

      I stared at him, my heart racing, wondering if he was playing some kind of trick on me. He’d said that so easily, even though we were all scared of what the Day intended to do with the Dark Collar.

      Clearborn seemed to notice my expression. We all went to work, searching for spells we could use to track Blake and Skyla without alerting Alice.

      But when I had headed into the stacks with a list of books to find, Clearborn stepped into the end of the aisle behind me.

      “What is it, sir?” I asked, my fingers marching over the ends of the books. My voice came out calm. If I kept moving, the panic didn’t feel so intense. I didn’t know how the hell I was going to sit down and focus on finding the right spells, though, when I was so jumpy.

      Clearborn leaned against the shelf. “Chase, I know you didn’t come voluntarily into the packs—”

      “It was my choice to sign up,” I said, my voice hollow. I’d thought at the time that it was the only way I could protect Blake and Skyla. I’d been trying to protect them, and I’d hurt them instead.

      “The thing about having a pack is that you have a family,” he said. “A messed-up family, in many packs. But a family. And so when Blake and Skyla are in trouble, they’re our family too. We’ll do whatever it takes to get them back.”

      I nodded. My eyes were suddenly hot, but I hadn’t cried since my mother died and I turned away into the stacks of library books, embarrassed.  The leather covers swam in front of my eyes as I tilted my head back to try to get myself under control before the tears could spill over.

      Clearborn rested his hand on my shoulder for a second, then turned and walked away, leaving me in privacy.

      Maybe I didn’t have to choose between Blake and Skyla, and my newfound pack.

      But that didn’t mean I was guaranteed a happy ending, either.
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      Tyson

      

      “You look handsome,” Maddie told me.

      I pulled at the collar of the ridiculous Fae costume I was wearing for the coronation ceremony. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

      “You always look handsome,” she said mischievously, “and I like things that are shiny. Right now, you’re very shiny.”

      She looked as if she was trying to find someplace to put her hands on me so she could lean up and kiss me, but the tunic I was wearing was encrusted with jewels everywhere. I sighed, but leaned my head down, and her lips met mine. Kissing Maddie took away some of the tension—I hated everything about this.

      “Put on a good show, Ty,” she said with a wink, before slipping out into the hall. “I’ll be in the audience like a good subject.”

      “Ha,” I said, right before the door closed between us.

      “Part of the role of a king,” a familiar male voice noted behind me.

      I turned to face Jorden. He seemed to be unstrapping his chest armor as if he was going to get comfortable, even though he was a ghost.

      “Would you stop that?” I demanded.

      He paused with a buckle in one hand. “Stop what?”

      “Stop just appearing without announcing yourself.”

      “I want to spend all the time I can with my son before you leave our world behind again.”

      “Mm.” I looked around the richly appointed bedroom, which used to be Jorden’s. The quarters of the king of the spring court were filled with flowers and blooming trees, and a deep, warm hot spring cut through the marble floor on one side in place of a bathtub.  It was beautiful, but it wasn’t really mine.

      “Can I ever leave our world again?” I asked.

      “Tyson,” he said. “Who would have such complicated feelings about becoming a king? About gaining wealth and power and the adoration of your people?”

      “I already have a pretty good life,” I said.

      “You’re still worried about the cost.”

      “Just a bit.”

      “Of course there’s a cost. To refuse your destiny and to make yourself small when you were meant to become a king—that comes at a cost too, Tyson Atlas.”

      I shook my head, hating that I came face-to-face with my biological father only for him to endlessly try to manipulate me. Jorden genuinely wanted what was best for his kingdom, so I couldn’t hate him. But that didn’t mean what he wanted was best for me or for those I loved.

      “Nothing about my old life was small,” I said.

      A knowing gleam came into his eyes, as if he noticed I’d said my old life.

      I shook my head and headed for doors, just as servants opened them into the hallway.

      “If you’re ready,” the man bowed, and I suppressed a sigh. I hated that. “The High Delphin is ready.”

      In the distance, music was playing, a lively triumphant tune coming from the same ballroom where my friends had almost met a strange fate.

      “Lead on,” I said.

      I didn’t want to pay this cost, if it turned out there was no way for me to escape the Fae world.

      But what did one man’s fate matter if it saved all the packs? It wasn’t even a fate worth crying about.

      Still, every time I imagined Maddie’s face, imagined the two of us being separated by entire worlds, something wrenched deep within my soul.

      I’d never stop loving her, and any world without her would always feel cold and empty, no matter how beautiful it was.

      Still, I stepped out into the hall and closed the door behind me, and I followed the servant to my own throne room.

      Masses of Fae filled the room: beautiful High Fae with their ethereal faces and tall, slender bodies, high Goblins with enormous bodies who stared down at me with their small eyes from enormous heights, Fae that looked almost human except for tails or many eyes or just a single one.

      For a second, looking out at them all and at the Delphin waiting beyond on the stone dais, I thought I couldn’t take that damned throne. Not even to fix what happened back in our world.

      Then I saw Maddie beyond them, standing between Rafe and Jensen. The two of them, with their tall, powerfully muscled bodies, looked like her bodyguards in a room full of creatures that thought our kind was worthless. Her gaze met mine, and a tentative smile crept across her full pink lips.

      If I didn’t take the damned throne, sooner or later, some asshole shifter would come looking for her, to take revenge for his dead wolf. They wouldn’t believe in prophecy.

      I strode down the aisle. Music was playing, some kind of slow, ceremonial cadence, but I couldn’t walk at that pace. I needed to get down there, get this over with, and get my friends safely back to their own world with that shield.

      The High Delphin waited for me at the end, holding the crown in her wizened hands. Nearby, I saw Fenig standing, surrounded by her orphans. Nat grinned at me, and I winked back.

      As much as I dreaded being stuck here, I dreaded the thought of leaving this world and its people behind, too. Not when Turic was loose and the world was dark, and I could make it better.

      “My handsome prince,” the Delphin purred, looking up at me. “I knew you’d come home.”

      I knelt in front of her, and she placed the crown on my head. “We recognize you as the heir. Stand, and take your place as king.”

      I rose to my feet, reaching to touch the crown, to make sure it stayed on. It felt heavy, too tight on my forehead.

      “I am the ruler of spring. I am tied to this land,” I began.

      A Fae melted out of the shadows near me, and someone shouted a warning. I glimpsed the silver flicker of a knife in his hand just before he threw it.

      He threw it straight and true, toward my chest, but my magic rose first. A powerful wind knocked the blade harmlessly to the stone floor, and it skittered across the ground. The vines that had dripped from the wall suddenly yanked him against the wall.

      The greenery dropped blossoms and flower petals on the floor in their sudden savagery, and as I stepped on them heading toward the male, the fallen flowers released a sweet scent.

      The man let out a strangled cry, right before the vines that had taken him over squeezed around his throat. I watched in horror. I’d protected myself faster than thought, but I hadn’t meant to kill the man.

      And yet. The ballroom was full of murmured voices as the vines retreated back up to the walls, and the Fae dropped at my feet, dead. The greenery was nothing but beautiful again, swaying faintly in the breeze.

      Two servants swept in and carried the body away.

      “Go on,” the Delphin prompted.

      Still sick with horror, I said, “I give myself freely to stand with my people, now and forever.”

      The room filled with cheering.

      But I was only looking for Maddie, and when I found her in the crowd, her gaze reflected the same terror that I felt.
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      Maddie

      

      After the ceremony, we all went out into the lavish gardens that overlooked the city below.

      “Don’t drink anything,” Rafe warned me, glancing over the tables full of food and wine.

      “Hilarious,” I told him. “Nobody parties like the Fae.”

      Tyson did the rounds, meeting people and shaking hands, while Rafe tried to resist looking at his watch—as if we were going to head back that very minute to retrieve the shield.

      When Tyson went missing, though, I felt his absence in the crowd, the same way you feel something that’s fallen out of your pocket.

      “I don’t like letting you out of my sight,” Rafe murmured as soon as I took a step back toward the castle.

      “If I recall the last Fae party correctly, I got into much less trouble without you, actually,” I said. “Do you have some sort of fetish for having sex during parties?”

      “I never found the idea particularly enticing before,” he said, stepping close to me, and just his nearness made my thighs tense, my nipples pebbling, even before his hand fell intimately on my hip.

      “Maybe it was just the wine, then,” I said. When I looked up into his dark eyes, when the two of us were this close together, the rest of the world disappeared. It felt like I was drowning in him, and I didn’t want to surface.

      “Maybe it was just you,” he said. He leaned down and kissed me, his lips tender, and I ran my palm up his chest. He pulled my body against his for a long, slow kiss before he released me, his lips quirking. “You inspire me to do all kinds of things I never particularly wanted to do before.”

      “Are you trying to tell me you weren’t interested in dominating someone before?” I asked, my eyebrows arching.

      He shook his head. “Only you. After all, I never met anyone else so desperately in need of it before.”

      I laughed at that. When it felt so often like I always had to have all the answers, it was nice to be with Rafe and let him take control—for a while.

      Things had felt tense between the two of us lately, and relief bubbled through my body to joke with him again.  I debated asking him about how he felt as the team’s leader right now with our mission that had gotten so off course—but for a good cause.

      But I didn’t want to destroy the light moment between us. Instead, I said, “I’m going to go check on Ty.”

      “Where did our king go?” Rafe asked, his voice wry.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I bet I can find him.”

      It took a while, but I did, eventually finding him in the vast, empty throne room that had been thronged with people for his coronation not an hour before. He was lying over the side of the throne, his legs dangling over the arm, studying the ceiling. One dangling hand gripped his crown.

      “Are you drunk?” I asked as I walked across the room toward him, and my voice seemed to echo in the chamber.

      “No. I should worry about you here,” he said.

      “Funny. You and Rafe have almost the same jokes.”

      “I worry about him more.”

      “And you and I have almost the same jokes. Who knew?”

      I headed up the steps to the dais and started to take a seat on the steps, but he pulled himself up. “Come here, M.”

      I closed the distance between us and let him pull me onto his lap. The view from the dais made everything else in this cavernous room seem distant—and yet somehow overwhelming.

      I wanted to ask him what we were going to do. I wanted to figure out our whole future, right then, and then cling to it. The future felt nebulous and scary.

      But none of that would help Tyson now, so I rested my cheek against his shoulder and the two of us clung to each other, instead of the future.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      He scoffed. “I don’t think I can complain about anything right now, Maddie.”

      “Why? Because this is someone else’s dream?” I raised my hand to take in all the finery around us. “You can always complain to me.”

      “Is that a promise?” He held me close, wrapped up in his arms. He sounded quiet, calm, but with my face pressed against his chest, I could feel how fast his heart was beating.

      “Are you scared we won’t ever make it home again together?” I asked in a whisper, as if saying it out loud might make it true.

      “Yes,” he said, but his gaze went to the wall, where he’d killed the man who attacked him. “And I worry that even a Fae king isn’t worthy of you.”

      I shook my head, hating that he would ever feel unworthy of anything. Tyson Atlas deserved every good thing—a throne or a sword, whichever he chose. A home. A family.

      And I believed I deserved Tyson.

      “Do you think I could ever be scared of you?” I chided gently.

      He shook his head as if he didn’t want to answer, then managed, “I don’t even have control of my magic—and there’s so much of it. So much power.”

      “I’m not scared of you having power, Ty, and you shouldn’t be scared either,” I promised him. “You’re a good man.”

      “Maybe I’m not sure I’m good enough,” he whispered.

      “Then I’ll be sure for you,” I promised, stroking the hard planes of his face. “And if you forget, I’ll remember for you until you know it too. And if we’re separated in two different worlds, I’ll never stop believing that we can find each other again.”

      “You’re crazy,” he said.

      My lips parted, but before I could answer, he caught my face with his hand and turned my face into his. His lips met mine with searing intensity, his hand possessive on my face, and he kissed me as if he needed me, as if he could never get close enough to me.

      When we finally broke apart, I was breathless.

      He admitted, “I love your kind of crazy.”

      “That’s good,” I said, “because I’m not letting the Fae world take what’s mine from me again.”

      He smiled at that, but I was already straddling his lap, and then his smile fell away as the two of us traded even more passionate kisses.
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      Later that day, we rode out en masse to the temple. Fenig did not approve of Tyson’s mission, that was obvious, but the new king had given his orders and she was going to carry them out.

      This time when we arrived, everything was different. The forest was beginning to bloom again. There was no sign of Turic or even of his monsters.

      “Feels like a trap,” Jensen muttered as we dismounted in the quiet clearing.

      “I always appreciate your optimism,” I told him.

      When we reached the temple, the thicket had receded almost completely. Only a few tangled briars still crept across the walls and doors.

      “Come with me?” Tyson asked.

      I put my hand in his. “Always.”

      The two of us climbed the marble steps. When Tyson touched his fingertips to the door, the ground seemed to shake under our feet, I could’ve sworn his hand glowed—just for a second—before the last of the briars turned to dust and fell away onto the ground.

      Together, the two of us stepped into a temple full of wonders. As we walked through, the walls of the temple seemed to whisper and murmur around us, but part of that was just the growing tendrils of green things that crept along the floor and up the walls in Tyson’s wake. These weren’t briars anymore—these were flowers that bloomed.

      Inside, a man was waiting for us, his leg crossed at the knee and his foot bobbing. He was dressed in armor, with long white blond hair and the same bright eyes as Tyson.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Jorden?” Tyson stopped and turned to me, stricken. “You can see him?”

      “Still a ghost,” he said, spreading his hands. “But now that you have a bit more power, so do I.”

      “Interesting,” Tyson said, sounding as if he meant a whole lot of different things besides interesting.

      Jorden seemed to really notice me for the first time. “Are you my son’s wife?”

      Tyson choked. I smacked him in the chest. “No, I’m not, although he’d be lucky to have me…”

      “I know!” Tyson said. “It’s just that we’re young.”

      “Don’t waste any time,” Jorden warned. “Fae kings tend to be overthrown, poisoned, massacred, assassinated…you understand. Life is short and there’s no time to waste. If you love the girl, you should marry her.”

      Suddenly, I realized I could never become Tyson’s wife. If Turic could take the throne because he was Jorden’s brother-in-law, then marrying into the family made me a possible heir to the throne.

      But I could never stay in this world.

      Shock went through me like electricity. It wasn’t as if I planned to marry Tyson tomorrow, but I always thought we’d have our happily-ever-after. Even with all the drama and angst and fighting, I’d thought sooner or later, I’d show him the error of his ways, and we’d be happy.

      Tyson was so fixed on his father, he didn’t notice. I tried to focus on what was happening now. My love story with Tyson was not the most important thing—saving our packs, protecting the spring court from Turic, that was what mattered.

      “Who killed you?” Tyson demanded.

      “Turic,” he said without hesitation. “And worst of all, since I was a ghost, I then had to watch as he killed my sister when she confronted him. My god, it was almost a relief to be buried.”

      Tyson and I exchanged a look. “How did you become attached to the ring? And how did you get buried?”

      “I attached myself, my son. Long before anyone killed me, I attached a shard of my soul, so to speak, to the ring. It does run a bit of a risk, making one’s self into a ghost, but now I get to see your face, so it’s all worth it.”

      “But you weren’t buried with your body. You were buried by that portal…”

      “Turic stole my jewelry.” He seemed very cheerful for a ghost. “He was always petty—and perhaps he realized what trick I was up to. But he had to have somewhere to hide the evidence. His power, after all, is held in check by the Delphin—and if they could prove that he murdered his king, then they would be able to strip him of his place as heir.”

      I turned to Tyson. “We have to go back to the Delphin. Would she trust a ghost’s word as proof?”

      “I don’t know,” Tyson looked troubled as he glanced at the king. “Would they? Why didn’t you tell them before?”

      “I didn’t have the ability to appear to anyone except my own direct blood,” he said. “Not until you came here and used your magic and willed me into greater strength. Now I can tell my story.”

      “What do you mean, I willed it?” Tyson demanded.

      “You have so much power you’ve barely begun to explore,” he answered. “But I don’t know. You thought something, changed something.”

      “I can’t make things happen with my thoughts,” Tyson said sharply. I looked at his face, which was taut.

      “Of course you can. The magic of the spring court is yours. All of it.” Jorden said. “That’s your right as king.”

      “Ty, what did you think about?” I asked, because I could tell from the tight way his jaw clenched that he needed to get out of his head. “We have to start making sense of this.”

      He thought for a minute, then admitted, “I thought that I’d like to see my father again.” His voice dropped. “That I’d like for you to meet him.”

      “That is so sweet,” I whispered.

      “We just found out that I can do anything, by thinking about it, and instead of being horrified, you’re saying I’m sweet?”

      “There’s no one else I’d rather had that kind of power,” I said. “If someone has to, it should be you.”

      “I like her,” Jorden told Tyson. “You should definitely marry her.”

      “For right now, we’ve got to get the shield,” Tyson said. “Then I have to go back to the Delphin with Jorden.”

      “Which shield?” Jorden asked with a frown.

      “We’re stealing the shield of Saint Cain,” Tyson said briefly, before explaining why as we walked further into the temple.

      I kept expecting some kind of Indiana Jones style traps, but nothing happened.  Instead, we strolled through the wreckage of the temple.

      “You’re not stealing anything. It’s yours to take and to give freely,” Jorden told him.

      The temple reminded me of a museum, with its marble walls and all kinds of artwork and relics preserved. We finally found the shield, hanging on a rose quartz wall. The shield was plain, wooden and brass, fractured so that it was one half with jagged edges. It looked so simple, so out of place in a room full of wonders.

      “Here it is,” Tyson said. “The shield that this was all for.”

      I held my breath as he lifted it down from the wall. He carried it under his arm and the two of us headed back through the rooms toward the front of the temple.

      We were almost to the door with it when Jensen and Rafe rushed into the temple. Jensen turned and slammed his shoulder into the door as if he was barring someone out. Rafe searched for a way to lock the door, and then Jensen used magic to seal it.

      “This looks like a good place for me to ghost out,” Jorden murmured politely, then disappeared.

      Tyson winced, rubbing his ring finger with one hand. “I can feel it when he does that.”

      “We’ve got company,” Rafe said. “Turic and his men just showed up. Along with what seems to be Dustworld’s entire Ravager population. Do you have the shield?”

      Tyson’s lips parted.

      Rafe’s gaze fell to the half of the shield which Tyson carried in his arms. He looked up at us with something I couldn’t read in his eyes—regret, maybe—and I felt a wave of dread even before he spoke.

      “Mission’s over,” Rafe said. “Time to go home.”
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      “In the middle of a battle?” I demanded. “You just said that Turic showed up. We can’t leave them. Raura and Arlen and Lake and Fenig are all out there—”

      “We can come back,” Rafe said calmly. “But we have to complete our mission. The shield is too important to risk losing it here and never getting it back to the academy.”

      “You know as well as we do that Clearborn is not going to let us come running back here into someone else’s war!” I said.

      Rafe’s eyes flashed in his face, and I could tell his calm was slipping. “Yes, and I wonder why. We all know there are damn good reasons for not fighting in someone else’s war!”

      “It’s not someone else’s war anymore,” Tyson said. “When I became their king, it became my war too.”

      Rafe swore, before running his hand through his dark hair, ruffling it in his exasperation. “We don’t know what’s happening with Chase and the rest of the team either. Have you forgotten about them?”

      “They have Clearborn and all the shifters on their side!” Tyson said. “I’m worried about Blake and Skyla too, but are we really hiding while other people fight Turic on our behalf? Is this who we are now?”

      “Rafe’s right,” Jensen said, his voice quiet and sure. The three of us all turned to face him. Jensen so rarely sounded serious instead of sarcastic. “We’ve got to get that shield back home. Then we come back and help.”

      “We’re wasting time arguing when we could already be through that portal,” Rafe agreed.

      “I’m not leaving them,” Tyson said. “I can get rid of Turic once and for all. Then the spring court will be safe, and I can find a way to pass the crown to someone else.”

      “We all know damn well it’s not going to be that simple,” Rafe said.

      “I can’t just abandon them. But you can go without me. ” Tyson sounded calm.

      “I’m just going to leave you here with Turic trying to kill you,” Rafe said, his voice disbelieving. “Not knowing if you’ll live or die. Right. Try again, Tyson.”

      Jensen shook his head. “Not happening.”

      “You’re supposed to be the pragmatic one,” Tyson told Jensen.

      “I am,” Jensen told him. “You just don’t want to see what pragmatic means right now.”

      “Open the portal, Maddie,” Rafe ordered. “We’re all going through it. This isn’t a discussion. There is no argument.”

      “I’m not going through that portal.” Tyson told Rafe.

      “I’m not asking.” Rafe’s voice had taken on a cold, authoritative note that sent a shiver down my spine. “You’re not in charge here.”

      “I’m not in charge here?” Tyson demanded. “I’m the king. Everything that happens in the spring court is my responsibility!”

      “You have lost your goddamn mind,” Rafe told him.

      “Look around!” Tyson gestured at the temple, which had bloomed to life around us, even as we fought. The walls were covered in ivy now and vines ran up the temple’s smooth marble columns. There were new buds everywhere and the smell of greenery, and as Tyson gestured, some of those buds burst open, and white and pink and red flowers burst out, filling the air with a sweet floral scent.

      “I didn’t ask for this!” Tyson went on. “But I can’t walk away either. I can’t just abandon the spring court!”

      “So you can just abandon us?” Rafe asked roughly. “What if Chase needs us?”

      “Stop trying to manipulate me,” Tyson said.

      “You’re disobeying a direct order,” Rafe said. “It’s time to go home. I promise, Ty, I will do everything I can to make sure we come back and help these people if they need us.”

      There was a scream outside, close. I ran to the temple windows to see a Fae struck down on the stairs by a Ravager that loomed over it, roaring as it lashed with its tail.

      There were Ravagers everywhere. The field was chaos.

      I blasted the Ravager with magic, and it rolled down the steps and slumped there.

      The Fae were being routed by Turic and his monsters.

      I made eye contact with Raura, who was out of arrows and fighting desperately with a sword in one hand and magic in the other, throwing up a shield every time a Ravager’s claws or snarling mouth snapped at her face. She made an impatient, what are you waiting for, motion with her arms spreading out that I could read all the way from here, before she whirled and went on fighting.

      I turned back to Rafe and Tyson to see them snarling at each other as if they were wolves, even though they couldn’t transform. Being the alpha came naturally to Rafe, but Tyson refused to back down.

      “We have got to get out there!” I said. “People are dying!”

      “Open the portal, Maddie,” Rafe ordered.

      “No,” I said.

      Rafe looked at me, eyes blazing, and I went on, “The shield can wait until we stop them from being slaughtered. These are our friends. They sacrificed to protect us. We can help them and still complete our mission.”

      “Maddie,” Rafe said, his voice laced with steel.

      When I stared between him and Tyson, both of them watching me expectantly, something inside me cracked. I didn’t want to hurt either of them.

      But I could never leave friends behind to die, and the Fae had become our friends.

      I looked into Rafe’s eyes and said, “No.”

      Just for a microsecond, hurt flashed across Rafe’s face as if I’d slapped him. He probably would have preferred that. Then his face was that cold mask once more as he looked away from me, his gaze fixed somewhere between Tyson and me as if he couldn’t stand to look at either of us.

      In all our training and practice, I had been the only one who could open a portal.

      “You’re both disobeying a direct order right now,” Rafe warned. “There will be consequences for that.”

      “I’d rather face those consequences than let people die on my watch,” Tyson said.

      “Easy to say now,” Rafe said. “But we don’t have a fucking team if we don’t have a leader.”

      Jensen looked disappointed when I met his gaze, and that struck deep into my soul.

      “Let’s go save the Fae,” Jensen said. “We’ll deal with this mess later.”
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            Chapter Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyson

      

      When I walked out of the temple, everything changed.

      All the Ravagers abandoned their targets and attacked me. If I’d doubted Turic was controlling them somehow earlier, there was no doubt now as they abruptly broke off their attack and raced toward me. The ground shook as they advanced, and their long, powerful tails—capable of breaking a man’s neck with a blow—slammed into the ground as they tried to raise dust to obscure their prey’s view, but that was just an ingrained behavior from their own dusty world. That trick didn’t work in the soft, damp world of spring.

      Somehow, I knew a lot more now than I had before I became the king.

      I knew how to raise my magic as they thundered toward me. My friends saw me stand very still and they swore and spread out to protect me, obviously thinking my trance was some kind of weakness they had to protect me from.

      But I was merely concentrating.

      “You don’t belong here,” I said to the Ravagers.

      And then my magic blasted around them. The trees and the ground and the vines all came to life, attacking the Ravagers.

      The monsters never reached me.

      They all died screaming their unearthly screams as they fell into the ground, and the earth itself swallowed them up.

      “Holy shit,” Maddie said beside me, as I surfaced from the magic.

      “I told you it was scary,” I said to her.

      “Scary yes,” she said. “Awesome? Also yes.”

      “Great,” Rafe said, his voice hard. “You saved the Fae. Can we go back now?”

      “Turic won’t stop bringing monsters through those portals. We need to destroy his portals, and I think the Delphin and I can destroy his power. Then he can’t hurt anyone, anymore.”

      “First we bring the shield back,” Rafe said.

      “It’ll only take a day or two if you help us, Rafe.” I turned to him, appealing to him as a friend. “We can do this as a team. Make this world a better place. You saw him burn that village.”

      Rafe’s jaw tensed. “You’re asking us to abandon our mission.”

      “I became the king to get us that shield,” I said. “You can’t ask me not to follow through on the responsibility I took on. But you could go. I’ll stay here.”

      “You became the king to save Raura and Arlen and Lake,” Rafe said.

      “You would have ordered me to become the king, wouldn’t you?” I asked. “To finish our mission. No matter what I chose, we were always going to end up here, Rafe.”

      Because the spring court was tied into my destiny, even when I didn’t even know it existed.

      Rafe was silent, and I knew I’d cornered him. He’d known that becoming the king would have a cost, but he’d hoped that I could get us the keys to the temple, then betray the promise I made when I took the crown. Because he believed our mission was the highest calling.

      “Just because you give me an order doesn’t take away my responsibility to these people,” I said.

      “Tell yourself whatever you have to tell yourself, Ty,” Rafe said. “You just destroyed our team. Maybe you’ll stay here, maybe you don’t give a fuck. But our chances of staying together? Or being one family? You erased them.”

      His voice was cold. “When we go back, I’ll have to give an honest report. I’m not going to lie to save you—or myself. When I admit to Clearborn that you all mutinied—that you had no faith in my leadership—you’ll all be students again. As well you should be. And I’ll go into one of the teams under someone else’s leadership. As well I should. Because I’m clearly not equipped to lead you yet.”

      He walked away, ignoring anything else I tried to say. He only turned back when he heard me start to speak to Maddie.

      “What?” he asked, his voice sharp.

      “I said, you all could go back without me,” I said. “I have to stay until I’ve killed Turic. We can’t leave his reign of terror to continue—the tide of the war could change without me.”

      He scoffed at that. “Yeah, the Fae world can’t survive without Tyson Atlas.”

      He sounded cruel, but I was sure then he was just angry because he wasn’t sure the team, our family, could survive if I stayed.

      “I’m trying to give you what you want,” I said. “You go back with the shield. Complete the mission.”

      “I’m not going back without you,” he said. “Besides, I’d need to get Maddie to open the damn portal.”

      There was hurt as well as frustration in his voice. It must have struck him hard when Maddie chose to go against his orders.

      “Give us a second,” I told Maddie, and went to Rafe’s side. He gave me a suspicious look, but together, the two of us walked into the cheerful noise of the forest, where birds were singing.

      “She will,” I said. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to go back, Rafe. But she can open the portal, and I’ll be the last one through, and then I just…won’t go.”

      Rafe stared at me a second, then laughed a disbelieving laugh. “Wow. You want to round this whole thing out by tricking the girl you love?”

      “I’m just trying to figure out how to deal with all this!”

      Rafe gave me a look that was cutting. “Well, figure out another way. Jesus. You can just talk to Maddie—have a little more faith in her than that. She’s earned that much from you.”

      He turned his back on me when he stormed off, but I knew he never really would.

      And even though he was righteously pissed at Maddie right now, he was still protecting and defending her.

      It made it hurt even worse, knowing he’d see my refusal to follow his orders as a betrayal, one he might not forgive… even though he’d never stop seeing Maddie and me as his family.
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            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      

      I woke up slowly, with a bad headache. I pushed up onto my elbows and glanced over at Skyla, who lay beside me. Her lips were parted, slack, and her eyes were closed.

      “Skyla?” I asked desperately. It felt like I was hungover as I blinked bleary eyes; it hurt every time I moved. Frantically, I pressed my palm against her chest, searching for the rise and fall of her breath. She was breathing, but slowly, and I exhaled.

      Then I looked around. When I started to move, chains around my wrist moved too, and there was a clanging sound.

      I had to get us out of here. I stared for a second, stupidly, at the manacles around my wrist. For a second, I barely remembered the fight in my house, and then suddenly it all came rushing back.

      This was all my fault.

      I’d read a book once where a kid broke his own thumbs to get out of a pair of handcuffs. I stared at my hands, wondering if it would really work. He’d had to crack the last ligament where his thumb joined his hand, then get the cuffs off before the swelling set in. Nausea roiled in my stomach as I imagined the crack and the pain.

      Skyla was still sleeping so deeply that her brown ponytail was splayed across her cheek, as if she was still sleeping in the same position they’d dumped her. I pushed the ponytail back off her face.

      I should’ve done a better job looking out for her.

      I gritted my teeth, counted to three, gripped my thumb—and wrenched it out of the socket.

      Tears ran down my cheeks from the pain as I pulled my hand loose from the cuff.

      It was even harder to do the second one.

      “Skyla, you’ve got to wake up.” I couldn’t shake her awake, so I nudged her with my elbow. “Come on, please, wake up.”

      I felt so alone with her asleep. But maybe it was better. She would’ve been afraid if she was awake.

      I got up and walked around our cell. We were in a basement, and there were high, barred windows. Through them, I could glimpse grass and sunshine, and something tightened in my throat. Freedom was so close.

      Maybe Skyla could fit through those bars, if I could get her to wake up. If I broke the glass.

      Then somehow she’d have to get to safety, and I had no idea where we were, or how far she’d have to go to get there.

      No matter how much I strained my eyes, I couldn’t see more out there. The basement was barren and empty. There were wooden stairs going up to a door, and I climbed them and pressed my ear to the door to listen. I couldn’t hear anything out there.

      Maybe we were alone. If we were alone, I could break down the door and no one would hear and come running.

      I mean, if I knew how to break down a door.

      My arms dangled uselessly at my sides, constant pain from my thumbs radiating up my forearms.

      I slammed my shoulder into the door testingly, but the door didn’t give.

      I finally braced myself in the doorway and kicked the door over and over near the doorknob. When it gave, I stumbled into the hall, landing hard on the door.

      I was in an abandoned-looking house. It was furnished, but the air smelled of dust and mildew.

      I left Skyla behind reluctantly, moving through the house, ready for a fight as I went around every corner. There was no phone, goddamn it. And no sign of the cell phone I’d had in my pocket when our house was invaded.

      My heart galloped in my throat. I wanted to run, but I had to find the keys if they had even been left in the house. I could rescue Skyla without hurting her if I could just find the keys.

      I finally found them, laying on the table in the kitchen. I let out a groan as my fingers curled around them, holding them in my palm.

      It was even worse when I got downstairs and kept dropping them, becoming more and more frantic as I tried to get Skyla loose. I begged her to wake up, and she finally started to stir.

      Finally, she opened her eyes. “Blake?”

      She sounded terrified as she took in the dark space around her.

      “I know, I know,” I said. “We’re going to get out of here. Come on, help me.”

      She looked at my hands as I accidentally dropped the keys again. My thumbs were both sickening bruises, blue-black and so swollen that the skin was shiny. I couldn’t look at them without a sudden swell of bile rising in my throat.

      She grabbed the keys from the ground and began to frantically try to get them into the cuffs. When she struggled with the lock, tears of frustration began to leak down her cheeks.

      “You should just leave me and go get help,” she whispered. “What if they come back?”

      “If they come back, I’ll make them regret it,” I said. “Calm down, Skyla. You can do this. Just focus.”

      “Maybe they’re not even the right keys.” She twisted the key back and forth in the lock, then looked up at me with wide eyes luminous with unshed tears.

      “Try one more time for me,” I said, and then I could’ve sworn I heard a creak of a foot on a board upstairs.

      She heard it too, and her face was livid with fear as she frantically tried to work the key in the lock. “Go, Blake, please go, one of us has to get out and get help--”

      “Shut up,” I told her, like I had a million times, as the shitty big brother I was. But that ended after this. I was going to be mean one last time, to snap her out of it, and then I was never going to act like a douchebag after this if we survived, I promise, please just let us get out of here. “Stop being stupid. Focus and turn the damn key, Skyla.”

      She gave me a dark look, anger crowding out some of her fear, and finally the damned lock popped open.

      “Come on,” I said.

      The two of us climbed the stairs, moving quietly, silently. We stepped carefully over the fallen door.

      I heard someone moving in the front room. I’d seen another door that led from the kitchen to the backyard when I found the keys. Part of me was tempted to go after whoever was here in the house, to try to kill them before they realized we were out of the basement while I had the element of surprise. But I couldn’t leave Skyla behind. So instead, I led her down the hall, and we entered the kitchen.

      Together, the two of us crept across the kitchen floor. I reached for the doorknob, then realized I couldn’t turn the knob.

      Skyla saw, and she tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t open.

      “Who’s there?” A voice called from the front of the house.

      “Grab one of those knives,” I told Skyla, my eyes finally falling on the knife block by the stove. “Then get that door open. If you get the chance, run. Don’t look back for me. Get help.”

      She eased over to the knife block and pulled out two knives, but I shook my head. I couldn’t hold one now, no matter how much I wanted to. Battering someone with my fists was the best chance I had at a weapon right now.

      She slid the knife carefully under her arm so she had both hands free as she began to undo the locks on the door from the kitchen. The chain on the deadbolt rattled in her shaking fingers, knocking against the wooden door.

      I turned to protect her, putting myself between her and the door, as I felt someone coming for us through the house.

      But I still wasn’t prepared for the man who stepped in, his face transforming, his nose growing into a snout, fangs appearing in his mouth and claws sprouting from his hands.

      Skyla threw the door open, and I barked, “Run!”

      I started toward the werewolf, intent on blocking him from getting to Skyla, as she raced out the door.

      The werewolf jumped at me.
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            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      As we moved back toward the capitol city and the Delphine, we worked together to destroy the portals, which Turic had hidden all over. Our passage through the Fae world was very different now, as we rode through the lands openly, heavily armed. Everywhere we went, children ran after Tyson, and people celebrated him.

      “I thought they might take it badly that their new king is half shifter,” he said dryly to me. “I don’t think I should get accustomed to the adulation.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I said. “Sooner or later, you’ll have to go home.”

      He smiled sadly.

      “You’re not going back with us, are you?” I asked quietly.

      “When all the monsters are gone, when Turic is dead… I still don’t think I’ll be able to, Maddie.”

      “We could find out. You could walk through with us and then come right back, if there’s still work to be done, and we’d know.” Even I could hear the desperate edge in my voice.

      His eyes on mine were intense. “What if I wanted to stay with you so much that I wasn’t strong enough to go back? What if our love damned a whole kingdom?”

      “It wouldn’t be much of a love if we did,” I said.

      “It feels like I could sometimes,” he whispered. “Like I could let the world burn while I looked into your eyes.”

      I couldn’t take the thought of being separated from him forever. I rode close to him, leaning awkwardly across the expanse between our two horses until his hand met my lower back. His lips found mine, and the two of us traded an intense kiss as we passed under the shade of the spreading white-and-pink flowering trees above.

      I broke away to remind him, “You never would. You’re one of the good guys, Tyson Atlas. And sometimes that hurts.”

      He cupped my face with his hand as he leaned in again, kissing me back as if he wanted to kiss me so hard, I would never forget him.

      As if I ever could.

      “When you go back,” he said, “Promise me that you’ll find my mom’s place in the graveyard and exhume her. Find out if she’s really dead or just…”

      I didn’t think his mother was under any kind of spell, but wasn’t that always the fantasy. We all dreamt that there was some way we could have back what we lost.

      I wanted to tell him to find a way back to me and to check himself, but those words would have been too cold, so I swallowed them.

      I knew there was a chance Tyson would never come back to me.

      Rafe, Jensen, Raura and the others had been riding ahead of us while we fell behind. I heard one of them shout from ahead. Then I heard the crash of Ravagers in the woods nearby. Ty and I urged our horses ahead.

      We found Rafe and Jensen off their horses in front of a cave.

      “Jensen, Maddie, get inside and destroy that portal,” Rafe barked. “The rest of us will hold them off.”

      “Got it,” I said, even though I had a feeling Rafe would have asked me something sarcastic, like if Tyson doesn’t mind, if we weren’t in a time crunch with growly monsters prowling around.

      Instead, I raised my hand, sparking a globe of glowing magic in my palm, and Jensen and I headed steadily into the cave. Magic seemed to come so much more easily here. It was going to be hard to go back into our world where magic seemed to fight us, where it felt as if we were drawing it out of our own very bones.

      “He is super pissed at me,” I muttered as we left Raura, Ty and the others behind us and headed into the darkness.

      Magic sparked across Jensen’s fingers of his free hand, and he formed his own orb. His other hand gripped his drawn sword. I was curious if he was pissed at me.

      Not that Jensen being angry at me had ever made him less attractive to me. Actually, something about it made me want to shove him against the wall and press my lips against his and remind him that he and I always had a bond that transcended any little issue like fighting or even, when we first met, passionately despising each other.

      “Of course he is,” he said. “You challenged his leadership. More than that, you made it clear you don’t trust him.”

      I stopped dead and turned to him, dumbfounded. “You have got to be kidding me. I don’t trust him? Because I trust my own judgment?”

      Jensen shrugged. “I’m not saying you and Ty were wrong. But there’s supposed to be one leader of the team. You guys staged a fucking coup. How do you think Rafe’s going to take that?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not giving up my own sense of self just because he’s the leader of the team,” I said. “We couldn’t leave the Fae behind to die.”

      “It’s not all ego,” he said. “He’s supposed to be in charge.”

      I scoffed at that. “Come on, you hate the hierarchy.”

      “Just because I hate it doesn’t mean I don’t see the reason for it,” he said. “The team was divided. We’ve been fighting since we got close to the Fae. Someone had to make a final call.”

      He shot me a knowing look. “It was supposed to be Rafe who made that call. But you decided to take it out of his hands.”

      “Because that was the right thing to do!”

      “I mean, I get it. It was an impossible situation. We have a pretty simple, direct mission, and I don’t know if Clearborn’s going to even let us continue the mission into the Greyworld when he discovers we went on a joyride through the spring court.”

      “Nothing about this is a joyride,” I said.

      “Maybe. I’ve got my own bets on how Clearborn is going to take it.”

      I chewed my lower lip. God, I hated letting Rafe down, but I would’ve hated letting Ty down too. I hated the thought of betraying Raura and the other Fae who had helped us all along.

      “Do you feel like I let you down?” I asked abruptly. “By not making the portal?”

      “You don’t need to go through life worrying about what I think.”

      “Maybe I care what you think,” I said sharply.

      “I don’t know why you would. My judgment’s usually just as twisted as yours.”

      I flashed him a dark look, but he answered me with an unapologetic grin. Then he said, more gently, “I’m not mad at you. I don’t expect you to ever follow my orders, or anyone else’s. You’re a born leader. I’m not sure you can do anything else.”

      My lips parted in surprise at those sweet words.

      “But that means you can’t be in the team if you have to be leading the team,” he said. “And I don’t know what that means for all of us.”

      I’d wanted to bring the shield back to protect my people—to protect Piper and the babies and the pack I’d grown up in—but it had also been our chance to convince Clearborn and the alphas to keep us together. The fact that no one else wanted us was a blessing if it kept us together—I didn’t care how anyone else saw us.

      But maybe I’d blown that.

      “What do you think Clearborn’s going to do to us?”

      Jensen snorted. “You worried about catching another beating? I’ll be honest, I kind of feel like that’d be the easy route out. I’d rather just be punished for what happened and go back to normal. Keep being a team.”

      The portal shimmered in front of us. There was always a shimmer whenever there was a rip connecting worlds, but these portals especially stood out because they were framed out by magic and runes.

      Turic had lovingly constructed each of these portals himself, enchanting them with control sigils so he could use the monsters to terrorize the countryside and force the people to see him as their savior. He didn’t even have to enforce his curfews or order people to stay in their homes during Ravager attacks, because the monsters did that work for him. He could control when people were able to leave their homes, which made it easy for him to fight the rebellion.

      “No, that’s not what I’m worried about. I don’t know what I’ll do if we aren’t a team anymore,” I said softly. “If we lose Rafe and Lex…”

      But maybe I’d already lost Rafe. He’d been cold and angry, even by his standards, ever since the temple.

      A Ravager suddenly jumped through the portal between us.

      “Yeah, me either,” Jensen said, twirling his sword in his hand as the Ravager bared its teeth at us. It was a small one, only six feet tall, full of snapping teeth and whirling claws and tail. Jensen’s golden eyes glowed in the dark of the cave as he said, “I don’t know if you recall this, but I was kind of an irredeemable asshole before you. Before us… you and me, and the team as a whole.”

      Jensen distracted the Ravager, and I drove my sword low at his leg, the weakest points of these monsters. My saber cleaved his leg in two and he fell toward Jensen, who leapt to one side, thrusting his sword up through the monster’s throat.

      “I wouldn’t say irredeemable,” I said.

      The monster fell to the floor between us.

      “Anyway, you’re not that man anymore,” I said.

      “That’s a sweet thought, Maddie,” he said. “But bad habits come back easily. And my ingrained habits are to be angry, worthless—”

      “Oh no,” I said, pushing him against the wall. “Don’t you talk about the man I love that way.”

      He grinned at me. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” I warned.

      “What if I like it when you do?”

      My lips grazed his, and I felt the hilt of his sword still in his hand press against my ass as he wrapped his arms around me. I kissed him hard, as if I could kiss sense into him, as if I could ever make him see himself the same way I did.

      Then another Ravager came in, and the two of us moved together to kill it swiftly. Jensen was closest, so he struck the legs.

      “I screwed up, didn’t I?” I said as I ducked the Ravager’s falling body. I drove my sword through its thick throat, adding a  little magical oomph to my strike, and the head rolled away from the body.

      “Nice,” Jensen said, admiring the kill, as he moved to destroy the portal. “Sometimes, there’s no way out without making a mistake, Maddie. You’d have regrets whichever choice you made. At least you always make a decision.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      “I didn’t say that.” The ground heaved beneath our feet as the magic crumpled. He caught the back of my neck with his hand, and my face tilted up to his as he drew me close. “I made a choice to follow Rafe’s leadership. That’s a choice too. He has the final responsibility for whatever the team does or doesn’t do—with Clearborn, yeah, but in his own head too. But we’re all responsible for what we do if we obey.”

      A smile touched his lips. “Or not. It turns out your default might be not.”

      “You’re not necessarily making me feel better,” I chided.

      “Not my goal,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not on your side. And I’ll always love you, even if you do screw up. Even if we’re on opposite sides.”

      I stared at him, wondering if Rafe would feel the same.

      “And I bet I’m not the only one,” Jensen said. He held his hand out to me.

      Dirt was beginning to fall from the ceiling of the cave, as if when we broke the portal, the magic snapping had destroyed the solidity of the cave itself. I wrapped my fingers around his, gripping him tight, as the two of us began to run.

      The two of us fled the cave as it began to collapse in.
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            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      Skyla

      

      The monster fell on Blake, who tried to fight it off.

      I ran across the back porch and jumped down into the grass. I had to get help, even though as my heart beat frantically, I had a feeling there was no one who could ever really help us. Who could fight a monster like that? Except for another monster?

      I ran frantically down a long driveway to a quiet rural road. I couldn’t even see any houses—just trees and fields stretching away to either side of the long gray road. I picked a direction and ran down it, listening for a monster chasing me. I could barely hear over the desperate pounding of my heart.

      I saw a house up ahead, and I ran desperately down the road, hoping someone would be home and that they would be willing to help me. If they just called 9-1-1….

      Deep in my heart, I didn’t think anyone could protect us. I thought it must be too late for Blake when I remembered the sight of the monster’s wide-open jaw, its long, wicked teeth. Hot tears slid down my cheeks. I was gasping, trying to breathe, when I saw a car approaching.

      The car squealed to a stop when the driver saw me in the road.

      The car door flew open, the engine still running, and a young woman with pink hair burst out of the car.

      “Are you all right?” she asked me. She already had a cell phone clutched in her hand. “Do you need me to call 9-1-1? What happened?”

      “My brother,” I said through my tears. “He was attacked by something.”

      “It’ll be okay,” she promised me. “It’ll be okay.”

      She wrapped her arm around me comfortingly.

      “Can you call?” I asked, reaching for the phone. “Or I can.”

      A bad feeling formed in my stomach as her hand dropped to her other side. She clutched the phone tight and made no effort to call.

      I elbowed her as hard as I could, reaching for the phone, trying to snatch it from her before I ran away. I slammed my elbow into her stomach, and she doubled over, the phone flying out of her fingers.

      The cell phone hit the cement and the screen shattered. I grabbed it anyway and fled into the woods, trying to get away from her. Maybe it would still work.

      “You little shit,” she said, but with a laugh in her voice, still doubled over. “I love the spirit. If we didn’t need you to make Chase listen to reason, I’d recruit you.”

      I ran as fast as I could. My feet slipped on the wet leaves in the trees, and vines and barbs pulled at my legs. I accidentally got stuck in some barbed wire from a fallen fence, and I couldn’t help crying as I yanked my legs free, leaving long, bleeding scrapes down my ankles.

      I tried to dial 9-1-1, but the phone wouldn’t work.

      “You are idiots,” she was saying to someone else in the distance, and desperation washed over me that I could still hear her voice, no matter how faintly. I couldn’t move faster than she could—and there were others with her. Male voices. “Get that girl back for me, please.”

      I ran, but the werewolves were faster.

      I felt them behind me and then went down underneath the trees.

      The last thing I saw was the branches above and the snarling face of a wolf, and then the world went black.
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      Tyson

      

      We saw the smoke before we even reached the capital.

      We rode hard, trying to get there in time. When we arrived, the city was on fire. Ravagers prowled everywhere. People ran through the smoke, trying to escape them.

      For a second, I stopped, overwhelmed. The air was thick with smoke, making it difficult to see. The Ravagers seemed to be everywhere. I couldn’t even see through the wreckage of the unfamiliar city streets to begin to find my way to the High Delphin.

      First things first. I tried to focus on the rain, even though I wasn’t sure what my magic would do. Lightning and thunder flashed in the distance, the sky suddenly even darker between the sudden low, oppressive clouds and the hanging ash.

      The skies opened up.

      Rain soaked my clothes to my body, my hair to my head, but it began to douse the flames too. I hadn’t been sure it would work, and relief flooded me.

      Then I heard a cry go up through the smoke. Maddie followed me as I plunged down an alleyway, only to find a young family backed into a corner by a pair of Ravagers. Both parents gripped swords, their children hiding behind them.

      I raised my magic as the Ravagers whirled to face us with their mouth full of sharp teeth.

      “Ty,” Maddie said urgently, drawing her sword.

      The cobblestone street rippled underfoot, and then vines burst out and strangled the Ravagers.

      “Thank you,” the father said, grabbing his youngest child up. He and his wife and their other children all fled for the house.

      Maddie and I made our way back to the street.

      “We need everyone’s help,” I called to Rafe and Raura. “The rain will stop the fires, but we’ve got to stop the Ravagers’ rampage, or the city is lost.”

      “I think Turic is the one who started the temple fires,” Raura said. “It’s been one more reason he insisted that the heir had to be declared dead.”

      She looked around her ravaged city, and her face reflected the dying fires and destruction around her. “We’ll fight the monsters, Ty. You get to the High Delphin.”

      “I’ll figure out how to stop him,” I promised.

      “We have to end this, now. He’s trying to destroy the spring court, just so it won’t fall into your hands…” Maddie said.

      “Go,” Rafe agreed. “Get the Delphine. End this. We’ll save these people.”

      I knew I could trust my friends, even when we had disagreed.

      I ran.

      I raced down winding, smoky streets, killing any monster that tried to get in my way.

      “This way!” Jorden called, and I ran with the ghost to the house where the Delphine had been.

      The door to the house stood empty. The woman who had greeted us before lay crumpled on the ground.

      I climbed the stairs and pushed open the door of the Delphin’s room.

      She lay in blood-soaked sheets, her throat slit, her eyes wide and staring, her lips parted as if she wanted to speak to us.

      I closed her eyes, telling her, “I’m so sorry.”

      “I knew you’d come to tell on me.” It was Turic’s voice behind me.

      I whirled, sending a blast of magic his way, but his own magic slammed me into the wall first.

      Turic stood across from me, with his hand on Nat’s shoulder. The little shifter kid was wide-eyed, but his lips were closed tightly, the same way that Raura’s had been under his spell.

      “I can cut his throat faster with my spell than you can reach me,” Turic warned. “So I think you and I should just talk.”

      “What the hell do you want?” I demanded.

      “I want the crown,” he said. “I can kill my way through the Delphine until I find one that will give me what I want. The only other thing I need is to get rid of you.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “And I can even give you what you want most, Tyson. I can give you a way out of here.”

      “There’s no way.”

      “There is,” he said. “I can use the Greyworld spell on you to convince the magic that you’re dead. As long as you go through the portal like that and wake on the other side, the magic will accept me as the closest heir.”

      “Why don’t I trust you?” I asked.

      “Maybe because you don’t really want to go,” he said. His hand slid across Nat’s throat. “Maybe you need some motivation. This world will be a better place without you, Tyson.”

      “I doubt that very much.”

      His hand tightened around Nat’s throat, his long, pointed nails sinking into the boy’s skin.

      “Just let the kid go,” I said.

      “He can walk away when you do,” he told me.

      Beyond him, through the window, green branches scraped the glass as a tree was shaken by the wind of the storm.

      “Okay,” I said. “This isn’t my world anyway. I don’t care.”

      I hadn’t realized it was a lie until I said those words out loud.

      “You have to promise—” he began.

      “What did promises ever mean to you?” Jorden demanded, appearing suddenly at the door.

      Turic jumped. “You’re—you’re not alive—”

      “Who’s fault is that?” Jorden asked.

      Turic was so focused on Jorden that he didn’t notice the branches that suddenly whipped through the window and attacked him.

      I grabbed Nat and pushed him toward the stairs. “Go!”

      He ran out of the house just as Turic sent a blast of magic my way. The wall of the house disappeared behind me, and I plunged down into the street, slamming into the stones.

      I raised my hand, and the branches dragged Turic down to where I was. He fought to get himself free as vines burst out from deep within the earth, sending cobblestones flying into the air. They wrapped around him, and the soft, wet earth began to open up beneath him.

      But this time, I wouldn’t let him come back up.

      “Take some mercy—” he began.

      “As much as you would have for the spring court,” I said.

      The earth dragged him under.

      Then I went to stop my city from being torn apart by the last of his monsters.
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      Maddie

      

      Raura rallied the town to fight the fires while the rest of us battled the monsters.

      When Tyson finally came back, I threw my arms around him. He hugged me back tight. He was smudged with soot and blood, and he looked exhausted, but then, so were we all.

      “Raura’s the true heart of this place,” he told me quietly.

      “Does that mean you’re coming home with me?” I asked.

      “I’ll do everything I can to come home to you,” he promised. “But the magic won’t let me go that easily.”

      “We can’t go without you,” I said.

      “I can’t.” His eyes begged me. “Maddie, please. I have to stay. But trust me.”

      We both knew what it would mean for the team if we didn’t go back now.

      “I want to ask you to promise to come back to me,” I whispered. “But I know you can’t promise that. Tyson…”

      “I will find you,” he told me, “in any world. Always.”

      He kissed me hard, as if he didn’t want me to forget him, and tears stung my eyes before I stepped away.

      Rafe nodded to me, and I drew the portal in the air. When the door shimmered in front of us, though, I couldn’t stand to open it. Not yet.

      Raura came to my side, her lips parting as if she didn’t know what to say. This was what she had  wanted—Tyson here as their king—and yet now she seemed as filled with regret as I was.

      I told her, “Look after him for me.”

      “I’ll try,” she promised. “I’m sure our Fae king will always come after his queen.”

      She looked at me uncertainly, and I stared back, wondering what that expression meant. Then she suddenly threw her arms around me, hugging me tight. I ducked my head, hiding my smile.

      “Thanks for sharing him with us, Maddie,” she whispered. “And thank you for being my friend.”

      “Thanks for being mine,” I said.

      Jensen’s hand fell on my shoulder, comforting me. Then he stepped up to hug Tyson. The two of them embraced tightly, clapping each other on the back. It almost seemed as if they couldn’t find the words to speak to each other, but maybe they didn’t have to.

      Tyson looked at Rafe uncertainly. We all knew Rafe was still furious.  My breath froze in my chest, hoping they’d actually say goodbye to each other. I knew they’d both ache afterward if they didn’t, but my men could be so damned stubborn.

      “Be careful,” Rafe said, his face guarded.

      Tyson nodded. “I will.”

      “You don’t get to play king forever,” Rafe said. “Sooner or later, you’re coming back with us.”

      Ty raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure you’re going to want me back?”

      “Don’t be fucking dim,” Rafe snapped, and Tyson grinned in response. Rafe leaned in to hug him, wrapping one arm around his shoulders. They hugged in that way guys do sometimes, barely touching except for their shoulders, but it still seemed as if they were clinging to each other for a second.

      “Enjoy your vacation,” Rafe said as he headed toward the portal I’d drawn in the air. “It better be over soon, Ty.”

      It was just three of us who left Tyson behind and stepped through, and when we walked onto academy grounds, it felt eerie. We had gone in as eight, an inseparable team.

      Or so we’d thought. It turned out we weren’t inseparable after all.
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      Chase

      

      Alice had me meet her in the center of a sprawling public park. I sat down beside her on the park bench. The dark crown was in the backpack I carried over my shoulder, and I kept a tight hold on it.

      “Hello there, Chase Freeman,” she said. “Show me my crown?”

      I unzipped the bag and she peeked inside. Then I pulled it away, still keeping a tight hold on it. “Give me back my brother and sister.”

      “Sure,” she said. “they’re barely the worse for wear.”

      My stomach dropped out at her words.

      “They’d better be fine,” I growled out.

      “They’re great,” she assured me. “You can see for yourself.”

      I was sure there was some sort of trick. I wouldn’t believe I really had my sister and brother back until I saw them. No, until I heard something from their mouths that only they would say. I didn’t trust her not to hand over two witches who would try to kill us, who were enchanted to look like Blake and Skyla.

      She held out her hand and pointed at the two of them coming up the trail around the lake. Blake and Skyla were holding hands.

      They never held hands.

      “What kind of trick are you playing?” I demanded. Maybe things were different right now after all the trauma they’d been through, but it still struck me as really strange.

      “I know you think I’m evil,” she said. “But I don’t want to kill them. I don’t want to hurt anyone who isn’t a wolf shifter.”

      She flashed me a smile. “And now that you’re all nothing, I don’t have a reason to hurt you either.”

      I grabbed the backpack and headed toward Blake and Skyla.

      “Uh-uh, Chase,” she said, her voice stopping me. I exhaled slowly as I stood there, wishing I could just rip her head off and be done with it. “You know my people are watching them and are ready to kill them if you don’t give me the crown. Just like I know your people are watching us too.”

      As Blake and Skyla reached us, they didn’t say anything.

      “Tell me something only you would know,” I told Blake, as my eyes searched his face and Skyla’s. Their faces didn’t tell me anything. Skyla’s eyes were wide with fear and the same chocolate-brown as always.

      “They can’t tell you anything.” Alice examined her fingernails. “They’re enchanted to keep their mouths shut. The spell will wear off soon.”

      “Why?” I demanded.

      “Have you met anyone in your family?” she asked, arching her eyebrows. “You are all very annoying, as it turns out.”

      I scoffed at that.

      “Give me the bag, Chase,” she said, holding out her hand. “I don’t want to hurt them, but I’m not dramatically opposed to it either. I’d rather kill them than say, order a Hawaiian pizza or commit some other true travesty.”

      Skyla reached toward me, and I almost ducked back, thinking it was some kind of attack, since I wasn’t sure it was really her or if she might be mind-controlled by Alice.

      Skyla held her hand out for me to shake. The stupid little handshake routine that she’d taught me popped into mind. She’d been obsessed with that movie where separated twins find each other at summer camp, and there was an elaborate handshake routine that one girl did with her butler.

      And I’d been pressed into playing Skyla’s butler.

      Our mom had been dying, and it had been the one thing I could do to make Skyla smile.

      So I shook her hand, bumped elbows with her, high fived, low-fived, all the while feeling a sense of relief flooding my chest.

      It was really her. Really Blake. Alive and well.

      I all but threw the backpack at Alice, then grabbed the two of them in a hug as relief surged through me. I knew that the team would be waiting for Alice, and would try to keep her from getting away with the dark crown.

      But my job was just Blake and Skyla—to get them out of here, alive and safe.

      “Come with me,” I said, ready to hurry them out of the park. I didn’t know the spell that Alice had used to seal their mouths, so I couldn’t undo it right then. That scared me, but for now I just had to get them to safety.

      I made a beeline straight for where a part of the Northsea pack was set up in a perimeter. There was a car waiting for us. Clearborn had told me to worry about nothing but getting Blake and Skyla to safety, and I could have hugged him for that.

      As I rushed them down the path through the woods to the parking lot, for the first time I dared to hope Blake and Skyla were going to be okay.

      And then suddenly, Blake lurched to one side. His eyes were wide in terror, and he clutched his body as if he were in sudden pain.

      “What’s wrong?” I demanded.

      My brother opened his mouth in a silent scream, dropping to his knees.

      Claws sprouted from his fingertips.

      Werewolf claws.

      “We’ve got to move,” I said. I grabbed Skyla and pushed Blake down the trail. I didn’t know if this was just some trick of Alice’s or if my brother had been turned, but if Alice was just trying to distract us, I wasn’t going to let her.

      No matter what was happening, I couldn’t let my brother turn into a wolf in the middle of the day in a public park. There were good reasons why shifters were a secret.

      Then Skyla fell to the ground. Her eyes were wide and terrified as her body bucked and shivered across the sandy trail.

      I was terrified about what was happening to my little sister but I got her up and threw her over my shoulder. I could feel her continuing to seize. I had to get her to a hospital, now.

      As long as she wasn’t transforming into a werewolf….

      The thought was a nagging fear at the back of my mind, but she couldn’t be. She was too young to be turned. Born shifters didn’t begin to shift for the first time until they were well into their teens, when theoretically they were mature enough to handle it—although to be honest, I hadn’t met a lot of shifters that impressed me with the depth of their maturity. But Skyla was just a kid.

      If she had been turned somehow, if she was shifting, I wasn’t sure she could even survive it.

      And I had no one to ask until we escaped and our team stopped Alice.

      Blake stumbled and dropped to both knees just as we reached the parking lot. I threw open the passenger door and set Skyla down on the seat—her hands were gripping my t-shirt tightly and I had to yank myself away to close the door, even though I hated to pull away from her.

      I went back for Blake, and he looked up at me with a mouthful of fangs, giving off a terrifying growl. A woman at her car nearby, stretching before a jog, let out a startled yelp.

      “He thinks he’s funny,” I called over to her, forcing a smile, as I grabbed my brother and half-carried, half-dragged him to the car. I managed to get the back door open, and by the time I did, it was a full-blown wolf that I thrust into the back seat.

      I got into the front seat and slammed the door shut.

      “I know you’re scared,” I told the growling wolf, acutely aware that the car was rocking as he paced and shuddered. I looked over at Skyla, who was still shaking like a leaf, her body not under her control at all. I reached over and buckled Skyla’s seatbelt, trying to keep her safe.

      I told Blake, “You’re not just a wolf. Think through the fear and pain. Find that human part of yourself.”

      I was the wrong person to teach him this. I’d spent two months living in Dean McCauley’s garage because I couldn’t stop myself from shifting and I couldn’t control myself when I did. And Blake didn’t even have the preparation I did.

      I was already forming the spell, just in case, as I tried to talk to him. If it had just been me, I would’ve kept talking to him and risked getting maimed. After all, I felt like I kind of deserved it right now, after putting him and Skyla in so much danger by becoming a wolf.

      When he leapt at me, I grabbed his neck and muttered the last word of the spell. He went down hard, instantly asleep, and those teeth that had been so close to my face dropped. His head struck the center console and he tumbled into the backseat.

      “I’m going to get you some help,” I promised Skyla.

      Not the hospital. They wouldn’t know how to help her anyway.

      I drove hard for the Northsea pack.
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      Silas

      

      As soon as Chase had the kids, Lex gave me the nod.  I was supposed to stall Alice if I could, just long enough for Chase to get away. Then the patrol guard would move in.

      We knew it wouldn’t be that simple, of course. The Day would be waiting, just like we were.

      I muttered “Hide as Echo” in Latin, pressing my hand over my face.  Maybe a familiar face from the past would throw her off balance. Lex recoiled, then nodded, letting me know he’d protect me if no one else recognized me.

      I headed for Alice.

      She was walking toward the park exit with the backpack slung over her shoulder. She had bright pink hair at the moment, but she hadn’t bothered to alter her face.

      “Hello, handsome,” she told me when she saw me, a slow, wicked smile crossing her lips. “How’s it going with the shifters?”

      “They’re still better than you witches,” I promised her.

      She laughed at that. “I think you forget I know Maddie. Some of her stories didn’t make them sound that great.”

      “People are complicated.” At times when I’d first arrived here, I’d wondered why the hell we were even fighting for the packs. Why not let the shifters and the witches kill each other?

      But no matter how dark this world was—shifters, witches, humans alike—there was both innocence and jaded goodness in it. When I watched Maddie bounce Scarlett or Cole, or one of my friends laugh with a sword in their hand, I knew my fate was tied to this world, one way or another.

      “They’re not even people,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder, then leaned to look to my side, as if she were looking all around. “I know you’re trying to stall me. Where are they?”

      “Am I that boring that you want to jump right to the fighting part?”

      “Oh, I’ve never wanted to fight you.” Her eyes were dark as she stared up at me. She sounded blithe, but I had the sudden crashing realization that it was an act.

      I’d hurt Alice.

      “I never wanted to fight you either,” I reminded her. “We just had the bad luck to end up on opposite sides of the war.”

      “If we’re all complicated, why are you on their side?” she asked.

      She meant why was I on Maddie’s side, but she couldn’t say that.

      “What you did?” I demanded. “Taking a child… Rafe and Lex and Maddie would never do that.”

      She scoffed. “Plenty of shifters would do worse to a child.”

      “But I don’t fight alongside those shifters,” I said.

      “So high and mighty, Silas Adelphus Zip,” she said, and something about her use of my full name—and the knowing look in her eyes—sent a prickle of warning up my spine. “What will your friends think of who you are in the Greyworld?

      Damn it, she knew where we were headed next. How? Through Clearborn’s guards? And if so, had all the guards we couldn’t trust already been recalled to their packs—or were they still there on campus, waiting to betray our next move?

      Or had someone on our team slipped and told the plan to their family, only to be betrayed?

      “I don’t know what my friends would think of who I was,” I said, pretending to mishear her instead of confirming our plans. “But I’d like to think they trust me now.”

      “How could they ever trust you when you’re not a shifter too?” she demanded. She leaned on the railing of the bridge, her hair teased by the breeze.

      She was either stalling me, or she genuinely needed to understand what had happened between us so badly that she was willing to give our shifters an advantage to get it. Warily, I braced my elbows on the bridge beside her, looking out over the same burbling creek. The trees were thick greenery around either side of the creek, the sun shining through them. I had to admit, it was beautiful in this world, when the people let it be.

      “We’ve been through a few things together,” I said.

      “You put Maddie through a few things, Echo,” she said. “Would they ever see you the same way if they knew?”

      Sooner or later, she was going to do everything she could to destroy my position with my team. She wanted to kill us all, sure. But more than that, she wanted them to stop trusting me. To wrench away the only family I knew.

      Deep down, Alice still hoped I’d come back to her. I wondered what had happened to twist her so badly, that she needed to win my love so desperately even though she saw herself as a hardened villain.

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “Would the Day still respect you if they knew about your hopeless crush on a Greyworld wizard?”

      “The Day respects power,” she said. “Even after everything you did, you’d be welcome in my world. You’re barely tolerated by the shifters.”

      There was nothing to argue there.

      “But you’re not going to come over to my side,” she said slowly. “Because you’re so stubborn? Because you love a girl who can never truly love you back? You’re not her kind, Echo.”

      I shrugged. “She does seem to love me anyway.”

      “I’m sure she thinks she does. But every other male in her thrall has that magical mating bond. What do you have with her that can ever compare?”

      “Regular old love makes people pretty crazy too, Alice,” I reminded her.

      She should know that.

      “What makes her so special?” she asked softly. “You don’t have a mating bond with her. There’s no magic at play.”

      There was no mating bond, true. I’d fallen in love with Maddie slowly. Once, I’d watched her stumble when someone knocked into her on purpose—the way they did those first few months at the academy—and she’d had this stoic, resolved look on her face, her lips pressed together, her features expressionless. Even when she slammed into the ground, nothing showed on her face.

      And then a few seconds later, she’d struggled to her feet and just for a second—when she thought no one was watching—this grimace of hurt and vulnerability and longing had passed across her face. Just for a second. I’d admired her strength, and I’d wanted to pull her close and protect her, all at the same time.

      She had that easy magnetism, a sunny smile that drew people in, the ability to talk to anyone. She was charming and kind and good, so genuinely warm and caring in a way that carried more strength than the most dominating alpha male.

      She was always real, and I was always wearing a mask. Maybe I didn’t deserve her, but that would never stop me from pursuing her anyway.

      “She’s magic to me,” I said.

      “You’re a real asshole, Silas, you know that?” Alice asked.

      “I know,” I said.

      “Don’t you think that she deserves better than you?”

      “Maybe. But even if you and I were low enough to deserve each other, Alice—I’d still choose her.”

      She turned to me, raising her hand to slap me across the face. Magic crackled around her fingertips—that slap would do a lot more than sting.

      I caught her wrist in one hand, stopping her hand just inches away from my face. Dark red strands of magic wove around her narrow fingers.

      I ducked to scoop one arm under her thighs, lifting her up to the railing. As I tossed her over the rail, she tried to clutch me, but I was already dumping her into the creek.

      As she fell, I grabbed the backpack and wrenched it away from her. She shrieked in outrage as she slammed into the cold stream below. It doused the vile fire magic she’d woven.

      “Maybe you’re right and you and I are alike,” I told her. “And that’s why I’ll always be one step ahead of you, Alice.”

      I threw the backpack over my shoulders and headed for the exit to the park, knowing our enemies would be coming.

      Sure enough, before I reached the edge of the park, half-a-dozen shifters emerged from the woods around me.

      I smiled, eager for a fight after what they’d done, my magic already blossoming around my fingertips.
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      Chase

      

      I stopped next to Piper’s car. She was by my side in a second when I climbed out.

      “Are Blake and Skyla okay?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “I think someone bit them. Someone turned my brother and sister.” The words came out staccato. Even I could hear that my voice was wrong, distant, but I forged on. “They’re both… Blake wolfed out. I had to knock him unconscious. But Skyla… I don’t know what’s happening to her.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” she promised. She was already climbing into the backseat. “Hey, Skyla. I know you haven’t met me yet, but I’m Maddie’s big sister. I’ve been waiting to meet you!”

      “What’s going on with the rest of the team?” Maybe I should only care about Blake and Skyla that much, but I hated not being with them.

      She chewed her lip, her hands moving rapidly over Skyla’s body as she checked her vitals and assessed her. “They intercepted Alice, the Day moved in, and things started going to hell. Okay, it looks like she’s stable enough. I’m going to move them back to the academy—Clearborn’s got the doc on standby in the infirmary. Are you coming with?”

      I hesitated. Blake couldn’t even hear me. “Skyla, I’ve got to go help my friends, okay? You can trust Piper.”

      “I’ve got her,” Piper promised.

      One of her men swung into the front seat, and the car was moving practically as soon as I jumped out.

      I ran toward my team just as I heard the crackle of magic ahead.

      Lex slammed into the ground ahead of me. I couldn’t see whoever had hit him with that blast of magic, but even though he was obviously fighting to stay conscious, his fingers curled tightly around the hilt of his sword.

      “It’s been fun, Lex,” Alice said as she strode into sight from the cover of the building’s edge. Wet pink hair trailed down her back. She didn’t notice me out of the corner of her eye, and I froze, trying to maintain the advantage of surprise.

      Lex raised his hand to spark a spell, magic lighting across his fingers, but his lips couldn’t form the words.

      She dropped with her knees on either side of him, and there was a sudden sharp glow of magic in her hand.

      I moved toward her, determined to knock her into next week, but she was distracted as Penn flew at her. He slammed into her, knocking her into the concrete, and the two spun over and over each other fighting for control, both of them forming spells, shouting Latin,  blocking each other’s spell as soon as they could be formed. Their competing magics were a blaze of orange and blue around them as they fought.

      I ran forward, trying to figure out how to help. Penn had turned out to be a natural these past few months, but he didn’t have the kind of practice and experience that she had. I was afraid of what would happen to him.

      She got the upper hand and suddenly scrambled off Penn—

      Just as her magic sparked, lighting him on fire.

      Instead of panicking, he grabbed her, tackling her, forcing her under his body.

      I ran up to them both and grabbed Penn off her so I could separate them before I doused the magic fire across Penn.

      “Help me,” she begged as the fire consumed her. She kept trying to form the counterspell, but she couldn’t do it if she couldn’t speak the Latin. Her lips formed the words, and she was almost there, so close…

      I yanked Penn’s knife off his belt and slit her throat. She stared at me, gasping, as blood poured down her throat from her severed vocal cords.

      “You should never have come after my family,” I told her. “Not Blake and Skyla. Not Penn and Lex.”

      Those were the last words she heard before she died.

      Silas strode up then, wearing that damned backpack over his shoulders, his hands in his pocket. He looked so damned relaxed. Then he saw Penn, still laying on the ground groaning, and he rushed to his side to try to heal him.

      “Magic burns,” he muttered. “Shit.”

      “Where the hell have you been?” I snapped. “Alice got away from you.”

      “I was busy,” he said. He glanced back at Alice, his eyes merciless. “Looks like she didn’t get away from much.”

      For the first time, I noticed there was blood splattered across Silas’s shirt, across his arm. His hands were covered in it.

      “Yours?” I asked.

      His gaze fell to his shirt, following my eyes, then he shook his head.

      This time, we brought her body back to the academy. This time, we knew she was really and truly gone.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      When we reached the academy, I was surprised to see my sister’s Suburban parked outside the academic building.

      I broke away from the guys and headed into the building, my hiking boots noisy on the polished floors. There was no one in the dean’s office, and a panicked feeling tightened my chest as I ran down to the infirmary.

      Skyla was lying on one of the beds. Her brother, Blake, was sitting in the chair, and Piper rubbed his shoulder comfortingly in her maternal way. The doctor and one of the nurses were bustling around Skyla.

      “What happened to Skyla?” I asked. “Where’s Chase?”

      “He should be on his way back now if everything went okay,” Piper said. “He went back to help Lex and the others. They had to stop Alice from getting away with the Dark Collar once the trade was done.”

      “That’s what Alice wanted?” I asked, and I wanted to know why, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Skyla’s slender form. She was unconscious, and I looked at Piper, begging her to explain.

      She squeezed Blake’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

      Piper and I stepped out into the hall. “Skyla and Blake were both bitten.”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned. “Skyla is too young….”

      Piper glanced back to make sure the door was closed to the infirmary before she said softly, “It’s not always a death sentence at that age.”

      Not always. Those words landed like a fist in my gut. Then my chin rose. “We’re going to find who did this.”

      “Eventually,” Piper agreed. “Arthur and Callum took our pack and went hunting. If there’s any way we can track them with magic, they will.”

      “If we had our wolves, this would be easy,” I said.

      “But we don’t. So we’ll find another way.”

      “I’ll go help.”

      “Take your men and go to the library,” she said gently. “We need a team studying what could help Skyla come through this. And it would be good to know, too, what exactly Alice might have wanted the Dark Collar for—if you can keep an eye out during your research.”

      I nodded, and Piper held me at arm’s length, studying my face. The guys entered the hall between us, being loud—they couldn’t help it—and she said, “I’ll walk with you to the library. Then I want to stay with Blake and Skyla—in case they need help. They’ve been through a lot.”

      “What happened?”

      Piper filled me in on what she knew so far: Alice trying to worm her way into their lives, the kids being kidnapped by the Day, their escape attempt, being caught.

      “Why the hell would they turn kids? Were they trying to get back at us?” I demanded.

      “I’m not sure why they would do such a thing,” Piper said. “The packs used to turn kids, but the fatality rate was so high. It’s been a long time since anyone practiced such a barbaric tradition.”

      “Why was it a tradition?”

      “The younger a child is turned, the more powerful the wolf seems to be,” she said briskly. “If they survive.”

      “Skyla will survive,” I said. “She’s tough.”

      Piper had been with her during all the medical interventions, but I could tell from her face she was holding herself back because she didn’t want to destroy my optimism. “Yes, she sounds like a wonderful little girl,” she said. “The doctor has her sedated, resting a bit easier right now. But I’m looking forward to getting to know her.”

      She stopped to face me. “Now, what’s wrong with you?” she asked gently.

      I would never fall apart in front of anyone else. We had just entered the empty library. I couldn’t walk through this school without seeing the ghosts of memories—of my men and me fighting, against each other and for each other, and falling in love.

      I’d left Tyson behind and I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again.

      I’d been missing when Chase and his siblings—kids I had come to love like they were my own brother and sister—had needed us.

      And I had to go on being strong, but when my sister studied me with those caring blue eyes, the weight of it all struck me. I couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t feeling any of it anymore.

      “Nothing,” I said in a whisper, and then I was crying, and she wrapped me in her arms.

      “You’ll find a way, Maddie,” she promised me in a whisper. “We always do. You’re a strong woman.”

      “I learned it from you,” I whispered back, hugging her tight.

      She brushed my hair back, cradling her cheek on top of my head even though I was pretty sure she had to reach up on tiptoes to do that. “You know you saved me from our father,” she whispered. “I don’t know if I ever would have fought so hard if I hadn’t had you. I don’t know if I would’ve been hiding money, the money he found the night I thought he was going to kill me. That was when I ran right into Kai’s arms. Without you, I don’t know if that ever would have happened.”

      “You saved me,” I said. “You always protected me.”

      She laughed at that. “You almost got killed on my watch, do you remember that? Kidnapped by Joan? Attacked by our father?”

      I’d been feeling gutted about not being here when Skyla needed me, and that made me feel a sudden flooding sense of relief. Even Piper—my sister I adored, who had always taken care of me—had her moments she felt she’d failed.

      “Did you feel guilty about that?” I asked.

      “Oh yes,” she cupped my face with her palms to look into my face. “You can’t raise another person without heaping doses of guilt and regret. Anyone who does is probably a psychopath. A real one, not like when I call Arthur a psycho.”

      “I kind of think he might be one when he stares down Rafe,” I said.

      She laughed and pressed a kiss to my forehead before she dropped her hands. “I still feel a lot of guilt, Maddie. I never felt confident trying to take care of you. Hell, I don’t think I was very empathetic last week at graduation. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh.”

      “You’ve been thinking about that?”

      She winced. “You too? That’s a bad sign.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “You know you might not have been perfect. But you were the perfect sister-mom for me. And I always knew you would come for me and save me—even when I was having my little kid tantrums. And my teenage ones too.”

      “That’s the thing about family,” she said. “We save each other.”

      Her cell phone rang then, and she answered it as I hastily dried my tears. I’d had my chance to fall apart. Now it was over. Sometimes I think our society’s weird anti-crying conditioning works to make women stronger than men, in a way. We at least get to feel our emotions and face them.

      “Penn and Chase are coming in now,” she told me when she hung up. She had a troubled look on her face.

      “Are they okay?” I demanded.

      “Penn was burned,” she said. “Magic burns, so Silas can’t heal them. Stay. Work. Rafe and the others will come help you. I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as I know. Okay? We can’t have everyone crowding the infirmary.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      Rafe, Jensen and Silas came in then. Rafe immediately found the nearest whiteboard—of course he did—and began making a plan for how we’d divide the research.

      Jensen came straight to me and wrapped me up in a tight hug, resting his jaw on top of my head.

      He always knew just what I needed.

      Then he said, “Come on, let’s get to work. The sooner we have answers, the sooner we can make everything better again.”

      But of course, sometimes we can’t just make everything better. Some things go wrong, and can never be righted again.

      We began to search through the texts, looking for answers.

      Piper texted me soon after, and I read the text out loud to the guys: “Penn will be OK. Magic burns take time to heal—but his face is still pretty.”

      Rafe groaned at that.

      “It’s true, though,” Jensen said. “The man is pretty.”

      “Chase, Lex, all OK,” I continued reading.

      “Sure,” Jensen drawled. “But I’ll feel better when I see that for myself.”

      I agreed with him. I could barely contain my restlessness. There was a wide range to “OK”.

      “This is interesting,” Silas said, propping his chin on his hand as he frowned at the ancient pages of a book. I sidled over next to him, but it was in a language I didn’t recognize. Like every good witch, I knew my Latin, and that wasn’t it.

      “What’s interesting?” Rafe prompted impatiently.

      “This spell might mimic the transformation,” Silas said, “but it doesn’t actually create a full, lasting, permanent transformation. Clearborn thinks we missed something about how to reverse the Dark Collar’s spell, but maybe we didn’t miss it—maybe there really was no spell to fix what the Dark Collar broke. Of course we wouldn’t have used this one—none of us want to be wolves for a few months, and with a terrible cost.”

      “You think there’s some kind of temporary transformation that the wolves involved with the Day experienced?” Rafe asked.

      Silas nodded.

      “I read a while back that after some of the witch trials, covens banded together to use magic to make it seem as if people who had accused them were actually wolves,” Jensen said, and when the rest of us stared at him, he said, “Okay, first of all, you know I’m actually pretty smart and I take school seriously? And second of all, I read. For fun. So stop looking at me that way just because I used to like to present myself as a dumb jock. It’s a little hurtful.”

      “That would be this spell,” Silas said.

      “I wonder if they know it’s temporary,” I said.

      “I hope they don’t,” Silas said. “Because then it should be a very fun surprise when their testicles fall off.”

      The rest of us looked at him, not sure if he was joking or not. Silas’s humor-from-another-world didn’t always translate for the rest of us.

      “You know how those old school witches rolled after the trials,” Silas said. “They baked that into the spell.”

      “Okay, but I’d assumed that Alice might want the Dark Collar so she had the power to take away their ability to shift again,” Jensen said. “Now once we find something to help Skyla, we’ve got to figure out what other spells can be used with the Dark Collar.”

      “Unless she just doesn’t want us to have it,” I said slowly. “Maybe the combination of the shield and the Dark Collar is dangerous.”

      “Or maybe the Fae want the Dark Collar back and she was trying to make a deal with them,” Rafe said.

      “In which case, Ty could be in danger.” I thought for a second. “After meeting their shifters, I can see why they might be so interested in controlling them.”

      “Or maybe they’re like that because they were controlled, and they lost their human side,” Silas suggested.

      After a while, we discovered that there could be a way to cure Skyla—we could use the completed shield to stall her wolf from developing and taking over. It would lay dormant within her—just as if she’d been born with it.

      “We can leave now,” Jensen said, slamming the book he was reading closed. “Get into the Greyworld and get the other half of the shield.”

      “Hold on,” Rafe said. “We have to find a solution in the meantime. We don’t know how long it will take us in the Grey. It took a whole lot longer in the Fae world than we expected.”

      “Should we expect any complications like that in your world, Silas?” Jensen asked.

      Silas snorted at that. “There definitely won’t be any surprises like Silas Zip is actually a prince, that’s for sure. My world is surprising and unpleasant though, even for those who are born in it.”

      “Great,” Jensen muttered, dragging another book in front of him. “Constantly expanding excitement over here, that’s for sure.”

      Blake was young to change, but should be able to deal with it just fine—he’d just be a teenage boy with even more hormones and less control over his feelings.

      “I’m worried about Skyla, but Blake should be fine. We can look out for him,” Rafe said. “He’ll be safe—it’s not like he’ll be going through the shifts on his own.”

      That reminded me of how Rafe had been alone for his own first experiences shifting, but he moved on, pulling another book in front of him.

      For a few minutes, all was quiet except for pages turning.

      “Are we really pretending we can concentrate when we don’t know how Penn is?” Jensen demanded.

      “Yeah, we are,” Rafe said. “We’ve got a job to do. If we lack focus, we put more people at danger without doing a damn thing to help Penn. We’ll hear when there’s news.”

      Jensen nodded, then turned his back to Rafe and gave me a look, raising his eyebrows and pursing his lips. Any other time, it would have made me smile, and it still eased some of the tension I felt. It was easier to focus and keep researching when I knew I wasn’t alone in my feelings. Everyone at this table stacked with books shared those feelings. But we all worried and turned pages and jotted down notes and obsessed some more.

      “I think I found something,” I said suddenly. “What about using one of these sleep spells on the animal itself? Piper said that Skyla was getting sick from the wolf trying to take over when her body isn’t strong enough for it yet. But if we can get it to sleep….”

      “That’s the idea behind the sedation, but this would allow her to wake up. If it worked,” Jensen agreed.

      Silas stood from the table. “It’s an idea. Let’s take it to the infirmary.”

      The rest of us looked at Rafe, and he huffed a laugh, raking his hand through his hair. “Now you’re looking for permission. Sure. Go ahead.”

      “I’m not—“ I started.

      “It’s fine,” he said, his voice gruff. I thought he was still angry, but then he admitted, “I’ll feel a lot better when I’ve seen them too.”
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      At least the team was all united in the infirmary. Penn sat on the bed across from Skyla’s, shirtless and swathed in bandages. Despite the nurse still tending his angry wounds, he looked relaxed as ever, as if the man didn’t quite feel pain like a normal human.

      Skyla was asleep, hooked up to machines that hummed quietly, monitoring her. She was so funny and bright and fit in so comfortably with us all that I was jarred by how small and helpless she looked, with her pale lips slack and her brown hair falling around her small face.

      Blake and Chase both hovered by her bedside, and I’d never noticed just how much they looked alike until now--the dark hair, the big shoulders, the rough, masculine features.

      Chase hugged me tight, and as I hugged him back, I wondered if he would still hug me if he knew I was the reason why we hadn’t been by their sides soon after Blake and Skyla were taken. Would we have made a difference?

      Then I turned to kiss Penn hello as Rafe spoke quietly to the doctor. I didn’t know where to touch Penn to make sure I didn’t hurt him, but that didn’t stop him from kissing me so hard he took my breath away and left me smiling.

      Penn was burned across his shoulders, torso, and especially his hands. “My leather jacket helped give me a second,” he said, “before Chase came to my rescue.”

      “Turned out the Science Experiment was useful after all,” Chase said, but his gaze was troubled as he looked at Blake and Skyla, who would now be science experiments too.

      “This could work,” the doctor said, after looking over the spell. “Keeping her medically sedated long-term isn’t a good solution. If we can deal with the...symptoms… and bring her out of sedation, she’ll be much safer.”

      “We’ll get the stuff for the spell,” Jensen said.

      Penn frowned. “Where’s Ty?”

      Rafe’s jaw tensed. “He didn’t come back with us. He’s fine, just—it’s a long story.”

      Penn pushed the nurse away. “A long story? A long fucking story, Rafe?”

      “We’ll get him back,” Rafe promised.

      “You left him in the Fae world.” Penn’s voice was cold.

      “We didn’t have a choice, Penn,” I told him. “It was his decision. But we will get him back.”

      “Fuck.” Penn got up and strode out of the room, as if he were too furious to stay still, and the nurse trailed him carrying his supplies.

      “That went well,” Rafe muttered. “Let’s focus on Skyla for now.”

      Chase slung his arm over my shoulders. “Stay with me?”

      I nodded. “If you want me.”

      “Always.”

      “I have to tell you something,” I whispered. It felt like a lie not to tell him right away.

      “Maddie,” Lex said. “In the hall for a second.”

      “Oh, that’s not suspicious at all,” Chase said, but he squeezed my waist and let me go.

      I followed Lex into the hall.

      “Let it go. He’s got enough to worry about right now,” he told me. “I know you feel guilty. You always feel guilty.”

      He looked affectionate, but the words rankled.

      “I always have something to feel guilty about,” I said. “Maybe I’m not cut out for this, Lex.”

      “You need some rest,” he said. “You’ll feel better tomorrow.”

      I tucked my hair back behind my ears impatiently, but it wasn’t Lex I was angry with. “I just want to do everything right.”

      “I know.” He stepped intimately close to me. “It kills me that you can forgive all of us for fucking up over and over, but you can’t forgive yourself.”

      “Should I?” I asked softly. “I was just trying to do the right thing, to protect the Fae who protected us, but…”

      “I wish you saw yourself the way I see you,” he said.

      His words made me think about what I’d said to Jensen. Jensen was still haunted by what he saw as his weaknesses. But I knew Jensen was a better man than he knew. He couldn’t leave the hurt boy he’d been in the past, but I could.

      And Lex—Lex acted as if it were a miracle that I’d forgiven him for how he hurt me when we broke up, but knowing who he was and what he’d been through, I couldn’t imagine not loving him despite his mistakes.

      “It seems like we all think better of each other than we do of ourselves,” I said. “The way we see each other… it’s a lot to live up to.”

      “Good problem to have,” he said, and I knew he was right. He wrapped his arm around my waist and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Go take care of Chase. I’ll be back.”

      I went back into the room just as Chase sent Blake to look for food in the empty dining hall, and it was just the two of us. I hesitated, chewing my lower lip as I studied his rough, handsome features.

      Chase tented his hands in front of his face, his elbows braced on his knees as he studied Skyla. “I should’ve been here when she needed me.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

      He pulled me into his lap, but as his muscular arm circled my waist, I couldn’t relax into the warmth of his touch. I knew Lex meant well with his advice, but I couldn’t lie to Chase, not even by omission.

      “We should have come back sooner,” I said. “I wanted to help the Fae. Raura and the others--they were in this desperate fight, I think they would’ve died without us--”

      Chase had been absently rubbing my hip, but his hand stilled. “What are you saying?”

      “Rafe wanted me to open a portal, and I refused. I should’ve been here, Chase. With you. When you all needed me.”

      For a few long minutes, silence fell between us. Chase stared at Skyla. He was still holding me but his body had gone very still. The only sound in the room was the slight hum of the machines, which were barely audible.

      They were the longest minutes of my life, waiting for him to say something.

      “You didn’t know what was happening here,” he said. “You went where you were needed most. That’s kind of what I expect from you, Maddie.”

      Some deep tension in my body relaxed, and I realized I hadn’t drawn a full breath since I came back to our world. “We’re going to get that shield and make sure she’s fine, you know.”

      “I know.” He pressed a kiss to my shoulder, then crinkled his nose. “Smells like you’ve been fighting for days.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I’m going to wait with her,” Chase told me. “I should be here when she wakes up.”

      “I’ll stay with you if you want. Even though I’m disgusting.”

      He grinned at that. “When we were both wolves, you always smelled good to me.”

      “One more reason to fix this.”

      But he held me close anyway, the two of us taking comfort in each other’s nearness.

      Blake and Penn came back in, carrying coffee for all of us. Penn’s wounds were all covered now, so the nurse must have pinned him down somewhere along the way, and then Penn must have found Blake. Penn hid it well, but he certainly had his own big-brotherly, protective tendencies.

      Blake handed his brother a cup, and Penn brought me a cup fixed the way I liked it—with enough milk and sugar to cover the bitter taste of the coffee.

      The nurse came in as Skyla started to stir, watching over her, and my heart beat faster until Rafe and Lex and the rest of the guys came in, followed by the doctor.

      Silas led the spell. It was tricky to put the wolf within her to sleep without it impacting her, but we made it through the enchantment. The room was eerily silent when the last of the Latin had faded, as if we were all holding our breath.

      Skyla was slowly surfacing from sleep, groggy and mumbling.

      Rafe glanced at Chase’s tense face, then ordered everyone out. “Get some rest.”

      “Speaking of rest,” Penn slid off the bed. The bandages flexed over his tanned, muscular skin as he crossed the distance between us, a mischievous light in his eyes. “The doc said I could go sleep in my own bed. As long as I actually slept.”

      “There you go,” Lex told me, as if he knew I needed another mission. “Go take care of Penn. I’ll watch over Chase and Blake and Skyla.”

      “I don’t need to be taken care of,” Penn said skeptically.

      “You need a babysitter. It’s okay,” Lex told him. He stopped in the doorway to add, “That’s why Skyla always plays video games with you while Chase goes grocery shopping.”

      “You knock over one cereal box display and no one ever gets over it,” Penn muttered. He glanced at Chase, then told me, “I’ll be waiting outside.”

      The guys cleared out except for Blake and Chase and Lex.

      Skyla’s eyes fluttered open. “I dreamed about these monsters,” she mumbled.

      Chase’s face was strained with rage or--no, fear. I saw that now. He was afraid for his sister, not just for her body but for her mind and spirit.

      She was about to learn the monsters were real.

      That she would be one of them.

      “They weren’t nightmares,” she said softly. “Some of the monsters...they were my friends.”

      Chase ducked his head, and I thought for a second he was going to cry, but he stood from his chair and leaned over her, his eyes dry. “That’s right, Skyla. No need for nightmares.”

      He pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      She looked around, confusion dimpling the skin between her amber eyes. “Where am I?”

      “In the hospital. To make sure you don’t have...nightmares.”

      She frowned at Chase. She still sounded groggy, and I unscrewed the top of a water bottle to offer it to her.

      “Thanks, Maddie,” she said, before drinking several long gulps. She managed to glare at Chase even as she drank, before she handed the bottle back to me and told him, “I’m nine, not stupid, you know.”

      Chase, despite himself, laughed.

      “You should get some rest before our next mission,” he told me, and I could tell he was relieved by his sister’s sass for once. “I think we’ll be okay.”

      I kissed him goodbye, then gave Skyla a big hug. She was going to be okay until we got back with the shield. That was what mattered.

      Northsea House wasn’t lit up like it usually would have been in the evening. Dusk was just falling, but the house was still dark.

      When we got inside, Rafe had ordered food for us all. He unpacked Chinese food onto the table in the lounge where we’d eaten pizza so many times, and then carried the rest of the bag over to the infirmary. I hated to see him go. I longed for some normalcy with him after the way we’d fought. He was being so robotic.

      I curled up on the couch with Penn and Silas and Jensen, eating lo mein out of the container and talking about nothing important. It was comforting just to sit with them, being normal for a few minutes before we all collapsed into bed soon.

      “I feel like an old man going to bed this early,” Penn said. “But it’s been a long….”

      He trailed off.

      “Did you just drift off, pal?” Jensen waved his hand in front of his face.

      “I was going to say long day,” Penn said, “or long week, or… maybe a whole lifetime, really.”

      “I’m going to read in my room for a while and unwind,” Jensen said. “I feel a little wound tight. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Silas said. “If we’re going into the Greyworld tomorrow, believe me, we’re all going to need our rest.”

      That left just me and Penn.

      He dropped his fork into his lo mein and reached to set it on the hardwood floor. “Stop it, Mads.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Feeling the weight of the world on your shoulders. Well, maybe that weight is inevitable. But stop thinking you have to carry it all on your own. We’re right here.”

      My lips parted to argue with him, and he leaned in and kissed me. His lips were soft, tender. I wanted to put my hand on his shoulder, but I was afraid I’d graze his bandages. Penn and I shared a long, slow, searching kiss, and something unspooled in my chest as his lips went on caressing mine.

      He pulled away, studying me as he pushed his dirty blond hair back from his face.

      “Did you just kiss me to shut me up?” I asked, but I couldn’t be mad.

      “You know that I would’ve gotten hurt even if you’d been there,” he said. “You just would’ve seen it. The moment I went up in flames.”

      Just thinking about it made my heart pound. I could imagine Penn’s arms windmilling, the flames spreading across his body. I could imagine him trying to fight through his terror, and I felt that fear squeeze my own chest.

      “And I’m glad you didn’t,” he said. “You can’t feel guilty about everything. Everyone on the team makes mistakes. Everyone gets hurt sometimes. That’s the nature of what we do.”

      “It’s different,” I started to say, and he kissed me again. This time it made me smile, since I knew what he was doing, and I turned my head so his lips grazed the corner of my mouth.

      “Okay,” I said, giving in. “But not everyone sees it that way, you know. And outside the team…”

      “Outside the team doesn’t matter.” He pulled me under his arm, and I settled against his side carefully, breathing in that familiar, comforting scent of his body.

      “I wish that were true, Penn,” I said quietly. If we couldn’t convince Clearborn and the Alpha council we belonged together, we’d all be split up as we graduated into different teams. And I didn’t know if we’d ever really see Lex or Rafe over the next few years.

      But when Penn promised me everything was going to be okay and held me close, part of me believed it.
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      Rafe

      

      When I came back into the lounge, Maddie and Penn were curled up together. I usually enjoyed seeing how close they all were, but today a strange throb of jealousy ran through me. How come things were never that simple and easy with Maddie and me?

      I could tell Maddie wanted to talk to me, from the way her gaze kept finding mine, and part of me wanted to ignore her like a child.

      Instead, I jerked my head at the door. She nodded, kissed Penn goodbye—he side-eyed me and murmured good luck--then walked ahead of me, her long blond hair swaying across the delicate small of her back. Even when I was pissed—even when we were both exhausted—I still couldn’t help noticing her. Wanting her.

      “It’s been a long time since either of us have gotten any rest,” I said as soon as we were in privacy. “I don’t think now is a good time for a serious talk.”

      She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “What are you going to tell Clearborn about our mission?”

      I scoffed at that. “The truth?”

      “Obviously, the truth, Rafe,” her voice came out sharp. “That was never in question. But we all have different ideas about what constitutes the truth—”

      “That’s true,” I agreed. “That’s because in any given population, half of us are fools and psychopaths. The truth remains the truth, regardless.”

      Her lips pressed together before she asked, her voice cool, “So which am I?”

      “Would you stop?” I demanded, raking my hand through my hair. “Why are you acting like I’m the asshole here? You’re the one who disobeyed a direct order when it mattered most. We promised our relationship wasn’t going to impact how we acted in the field.”

      “I wasn’t exactly being a brat for my own amusement there, Rafe,” she said. “I was trying to make sure our Fae friends survived the fight they were in, after they stood by our sides.”

      Her bright blue gaze held mine, as if she were just as angry as I was. “Honestly, if it had been someone else, I wouldn’t have hesitated to tell them to fuck off. Running away to protect our mission and leaving them to die? That was the wrong call, Rafe.”

      “And what if Blake and Skyla had died because you wouldn’t open the goddamn portal like I told you?” I couldn’t keep my voice down, and as soon as I’d yelled at her, I regretted it.

      Her face shuttered, going to neutral. She’d learned that this past year, hadn’t she? Surrounded by assholes of various types—including the men she loved.

      Then she said, her voice very calm, “I’ve been thinking about that. Believe me.”

      “Great,” I said. “You should keep thinking about it. Maybe you’ll make some better decisions one day in the future.”

      She scoffed at that, just as furious as I was. “Yeah, well, maybe you will. You really don’t want to lead our team anymore?”

      “It’s not a matter of want,” I said, my voice clipped. “I’m obviously not worthy.”

      Her face changed, her lips parting. I shouldn’t have used that word. I corrected, “Ready. However you want to put it.”

      “Rafe, I didn’t mean to make you feel that way…” she seemed to stumble on what to say, and  irritation flared in my chest that she saw me as vulnerable. She was choosing her words so carefully as she added, “Just like you would tell me, not everything is about you.”

      “Stop,” I said, putting my hands up. “Like I said. Neither of us is well-rested enough for this conversation. We can talk later.”

      “I don’t know that I can rest if we’re fighting,” she muttered, as I started to walk away.

      For some reason, pissed as I was, that voice tugged at my heart. I turned back and said, “You and I are always fighting.”

      “It’s different this time,” she said.

      I sighed. “No, it’s not. This is not something that can be cured with sex and a spanking for us, no. We’re going to have to talk about it. Work it out. But we will.”

      “There could be yelling,” she added consideringly.

      “I’d say the odds are pretty good there will be yelling,” I said, knowing how both our tempers flared. “There could be tears.”

      “I’ll try not to make you cry.”

      I almost smiled. She made me crazy, but lord, that quick wit of hers made it impossible to be as angry as maybe I should be. “I’m mad, and I’m going to be mad, and I don’t even… I don’t see our way forward right now. But I know there is one. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said. “After all, both of us are far from perfect. We’re going to make mistakes. Both of us. I’m not going anywhere if you aren’t.”

      She was quoting me, from my bedroom above that damned party.

      “Look at that,” I said. “You do listen sometimes. It’s a miracle.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of her perfect mouth. “I always listen. I just ignore you sometimes.”

      “Too soon,” I told her.

      She chose to ignore that too, apparently. She asked me, “What else are you doing tonight?”

      “I’m going to get some rest before I talk to Clearborn in the morning,” I said. “I need to straighten my head out.”

      “What do you think he’ll say?”

      I shook my head. I could imagine Clearborn’s disappointment at how I’d mismanaged the team, how they’d shown no faith in me once the situation devolved. The thought crushed me. It would be worse than my own father’s rejection. At least I thought my father was an asshole. I looked up to Clearborn.

      “Don’t know,” I lied. “Sleep well, Maddie.”

      At least maybe one of us could.

      I found Lex in the infirmary, sleeping on one of the chairs next to Chase, who was also asleep, watching over Blake and Skyla. Lex startled awake, feeling my presence, already reaching for his sword.

      “It’s just me,” I said, backing away. I’d wanted to talk to him, but I realized then that it would take too long to explain what happened in the Fae world. I’d tell him later. For now he needed rest—especially since he seemed intent on looking after Chase.

      “What’s up?” Lex asked, propping his sword in its sheath up in the corner besides his chair again.

      “You should get some rest,” I said. “We have to talk to Clearborn tomorrow about the second half of the mission.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’ll sleep better in here.”

      He didn’t want to leave them alone. Blake and Skyla should be safe here, and yet they should have been safe on academy grounds too.

      “Things went badly without you guys,” Lex added.

      “Yeah,” I said. “In the Fae world, too. It feels like we’re supposed to be all together.”

      I couldn’t imagine not having the team together, and yet I couldn’t imagine how we’d stay together after this, either.

      “I’ll feel better if you stay here if we go into the Greyworld,” I said. “I can’t imagine leaving them behind without part of the team.”

      “If?” He scrubbed his hand across his face.

      “We’ll catch up later,” I said. Lex didn’t need to carry all my worries on top of his concern for Blake and Skyla and Chase.

      I sought out Jensen after that.

      “What’s up?” he asked me suspiciously when I knocked on his door.

      “I could use some advice,” I said.

      “You must be really hard-up if you want my advice.” But he stepped back, ushering me into his old room.

      I knew he slept in Maddie’s bed every night now, so I wasn’t surprised by how sterile the room was except for his books. Jensen had never really seemed to live anywhere, as if he refused to put down roots, until they all moved into Chase’s house.

      “You were there,” I said, “so I figured you might have a valuable perspective.”

      That wasn’t the truth, and I didn’t want to be a dick to him just because I was pissed off. I admitted, “And it turns out you’re actually pretty wise. On occasion. When you choose to be.”

      He hooked his foot under his desk chair and pulled it out for me, then continued to his dresser. “Do you want some contraband whiskey that you guys never found, now that you’ve graduated?”

      “I’ll take some contraband whiskey because it’s been a very long day.”

      “It must have.” He fumbled in the drawer, releasing the false back—god, what a dickhead, I almost had to admire that—and pulled out the bottle of whiskey, then two crystal glasses. Leave it to Jensen to have nothing but the good stuff. “I can feel your desire to scold me absolutely radiating from there, and yet...”

      “I’m not.”

      “Cheer up. Imagine how much whiskey it would’ve taken to get me through dealing with any other cadre than the ones assigned to the misfit patrol.” He poured us both glasses and carried them over, handing me one before he sat on his bed. The two of us drank in silence. “Plus I’m sure I could’ve gotten away with quite a bit more.”

      I snorted at that. “You got away with too much.”

      He drained his drink, set the glass down by his feet. “What happened out there. It would’ve happened to whoever was leading the patrol. It was a bad situation.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “But it happened to me.” I shook my head. “Chase needed us. He needed us right then, with that shield—”

      “and none of us knew that.”

      “No,” I said. “To Ty and Maddie, it looked like I was making a heartless call.”

      “If Skyla hadn’t needed the shield, and if we’d come back—leaving aside whose call that was—do you think that would’ve been the right move? However many lives were lost back in the spring court?”

      For a few minutes, we were both quiet. An early summer storm broke, and it beat heavily against the windows of the dorm. Any other time, the sound would have felt peaceful to me.

      “No,” I said finally. “There was no right call. But it was mine to make.”

      I’d have regrets and second thoughts about that day any way it played out. I couldn’t imagine any positive resolution from that moment in the temple. “My miserable, fucked-any-way-you-move call.”

      Jensen poured us both another round. “To miserable calls.”

      I clinked my glass with his, although I didn’t know why the hell we’d toast to that.

      I hated the thought that it wasn’t the last miserable call I’d ever have to make, that this was part of my job now. But I also couldn’t imagine any other way.

      “Did you actually need advice?” Jensen asked. “Or just someone to keep you company while you stewed in a little Maker’s Mark and your feelings?”

      “Shh, Jensen. We pretend we don’t have feelings, remember?”

      Jensen smiled faintly. “That never works out.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” I admitted. “I don’t know how to do this if they don’t respect me.”

      “But they do,” he said. “You know that. We all do.”

      It was easy to say that.

      “What if that wasn’t a one-off? What if the next time around, when the team needs to work together, they stage a mutiny?” I scrubbed my hand over my face, feeling the scruff that had grown in over the past few hectic days. “Clearborn’s going to ask that question. I would. And I don’t even know what the answer is.”

      Jensen shook his head slowly. “I don’t have an answer either.”

      I couldn’t imagine that situation ever arising again, but I didn’t want to be naïve. That answer wouldn’t impress Clearborn.

      “I should’ve been on your side,” Jensen said after a few minutes.

      “You were on my side.”

      “If anyone can get Maddie Northsea to do their will, I think it’s me.” Jensen said. “Don’t feel bad. She just needs a certain kind of guy to tame her.”

      For a few seconds, I thought he meant it. Then I caught the faint curl of his lip on one side as he gazed down into his whiskey, his broad shoulders hunched.

      “You dickhead,” I said. “I almost thought you meant it.”

      “You were almost willing to kick my ass, weren’t you?” he asked.

      “I’m always willing.” I told him. I set the glass on the desk. “Thanks, McCauley. For the contraband and the conversation.”

      I still didn’t have any fucking answers. But I didn’t feel so alone, either.

      I tried going to bed, and I slept for a few hours, a deep, intense, dreamless sleep. Then I woke up far too early, at five o’clock in the morning. I groaned as I stared at the clock; the academy had fucked up my internal clock for life.

      I thought about heading to the gym and dojo, then decided to go for a run. I was filled with listless energy that I needed to burn off.

      I was doing a loop around the quad—I didn’t head into the trail through the woods, wanting to stay close to campus in case something else went wrong—and after a few loops, Clearborn fell in beside me.

      Clearborn was wearing black shorts and a t-shirt. I hadn’t been aware the man owned any clothes besides those ceaseless khakis and white button-down shirt with rolled-up cuffs.

      “Do you ever sleep, sir?” I asked.

      “I’d rather the cadets think I don’t,” he admitted. “But yeah, I do. I just needed to get in here early today and do some work to get ready for the day.”

      “Couldn’t sleep?”

      “This whole thing with the alphas is a clusterfuck,”he admitted. “We don’t know who was involved with the Day for sure. Hell, just because a pack is involved doesn’t mean they all are. We don’t know who to trust.”

      “I’m pretty sure,” he went on, “they’re going to want to remain the only ones with the power to shift. Otherwise, their deal with the Day is going to turn sour for them pretty quickly, if we ever find out who was involved.”

      “They’ll want to protect their power.” My breath was beginning to come short, but I’d planned to push myself on this run anyway, hoping it would help clear my head.

      For a man with little legs—at least comparatively—he was an awfully quick runner.

      “I want you guys to head out this morning,” he said. “I know you could all use the chance to rest. But we can’t afford it. Can you be ready?”

      I hesitated. “I need to tell you what happened in the field, sir.”

      I blurted out the whole story as we ran laps around the quad. I looked at his face expecting to see anger and judgment, the same way my father would’ve reacted to such an epic leadership failure.  Because no matter how complicated the situation might have been, in the end, I gave a direct order, and two of my team staged a straight-up coup.

      “Okay,” he said, his voice level. “Well, that did not go well.”

      “Are you sure you want me leading them again on another mission?” I said. “I mean, you need Silas… it’s his world… but I don’t know if you want us.”

      “What would you say in my place?”

      “I don’t know if I can be effective,” I confessed. Those words hurt to speak out loud, and they seemed to hang in the air between us as we panted around another lap.

      “Mr. Hunt,” he said. “You listen as well as your team, apparently. I just asked you a question. Please take a minute and think about it and try to give me an intelligent answer.”

      Despite his brusque words, he didn’t sound mad or even annoyed.

      I wracked my brain. I didn’t know what I’d do in his position. I apparently didn’t even know what the fuck to do in my position.

      But I couldn’t imagine Jensen or Tyson or Maddie coming to me one day after a failure and making them feel any worse for it.

      “I guess I’d tell them to stop feeling sorry for themselves and figure out how to fix it.” I admitted.

      “Great advice,” he said. “Say it again. What you said about not being sure you could be effective.”

      I exhaled slowly. That had felt hard enough to say the first time, “I don’t know if I can be an effective leader for this team.”

      “Then you’d better figure it out,” Clearborn said. “Because I’m not giving up on you or your team.”

      The two of us came to a stop in the quad, both of us breathing hard.

      “You’re going back in,” he told me. “I need Silas in the Greyworld, I need a team he already trusts backing him. This mission is too important to trust to another team, and I’m confident in you—and in them.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Oh, don’t thank me,” he said. “You guys would be better off having a summer vacation while some other team waded through the Greyworld.”

      “We can’t take Chase away from Blake and Skyla,” I said.

      “No,” he agreed. “I intend to keep Lex here too. With the Patrol Guard down, I’d like to have him as my right hand man. And Penn is hurt badly enough that he should stay back too.”

      I glanced at him, and he said, “Temporarily. I’m not trying to poach them from your team.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just not that long ago that we all thought you despised Lex.”

      He shrugged. “Leadership can be complicated. We all fuck things up. Don’t we?” He clapped my shoulder. “Good luck out there.”

      He glanced over his shoulder to tell me, “If I were you, I’d talk about whatever you need to talk about with your team. And eat a good breakfast. I’ll see you at ten-hundred for part two of the mission.”

      Then he was gone, leaving me in the quad.

      I never thought when he came here that he’d end up being the mentor that I would trust.

      I went for one more trip around the quad, just to clear my head.

      I needed to see Maddie before we went into the Greyworld.
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      Maddie

      

      When someone knocked on my door, I thought at first that it was some kind of trouble. I jolted out of bed and was halfway across the room before Jensen and Penn, sleeping on either side of me, even stirred.

      When I pulled the door open, Rafe stood framed in the doorway. He was freshly showered and clean-shaven, his dark hair perfectly styled above that gorgeous face.

      For a second, I felt relief. Then I remembered that Rafe was some kind of trouble.

      “Do you want to talk?” he asked.

      “I always want to talk,” I told him. I closed the door softly behind me so the guys could keep sleeping. The three of us already missed Tyson.

      He led the way down the hallway, and no matter how much dread I felt about talking, I couldn’t help but stare at his nicely-shaped ass and broad shoulders. He’d dressed in his Physical Training gear from a typical academy day, so he was a familiar sight—but one I still enjoyed.

      “Really? Ogling me when you’re in trouble?” He didn’t have to look back to catch me, apparently.

      “I don’t know that I’d say ogling,” I corrected. “Or in trouble.”

      “I would.”

      “What’s with the PT gear?”

      “I left my clothes behind for Ty,” he said. “It’s good to have extra sets.”

      I followed him into his room. Being in here when we were going to have a serious conversation reminded me of the time I’d taken off my blouse with trembling fingers for that beating, and I said abruptly, “Do you think we could go somewhere else?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Of course.”

      “You’re being so polite before the yelling starts.”

      “I didn’t say there had to be yelling.” He scooped up two latte cups from the desk and a set of keys. “You can carry the bag. The little one—the rest is for the team.”

      I peeked into the bag. “So you haven’t given up on us yet. You brought bagels.”

      He sighed and didn’t answer me.

      Together, we headed out into the pre-dawn light and up the trail that led to the guest houses. He unlocked the door of the guest house.

      This place was full of memories too—of Tyson and I fighting back when it hurt him to be close to me.

      The two of us sat at the kitchen table, unwrapping the breakfast sandwiches he’d brought for us and sipping from our drinks.

      Finally he said, “I know I can be harsh sometimes.”

      “I wouldn’t say harsh….”

      “I would,” he said. “I’m not letting you off the hook for your part in this mess, don’t get too excited. But I was…gruff…at times when a smarter tact would have served better. I was raised a certain way, Maddie, but that’s not an excuse… I’m going to figure out how to change.”

      “Sometimes,” he went on, “I admire Lex. He defused things before I could fuck them up a few times out there. Calmed people down. Got people to open up to him. I wish I was more like that.”

      God, I broke Rafe. I felt stricken. This conversation was not at all like him. “I like you the way you are.”

      “Well, and I like you the way you are, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t room for a few improvements,” he said, and the faint smile that curled his lips made me feel better. Okay. Still Rafe. “I have notes, if you’d like them.”

      “I’m sure you do, and I’m sure I’ll be on the receiving end of those notes whether I’d like them or not.”

      It felt good to joke with him. It was a lot better than when we were yelling at each other in the temple.

      “Lex isn’t coming with us this time,” he said. “So I need to figure out how to do that on my own. Calm things down, listen instead of barking orders. It’s not lost on me that things didn’t really go to shit until he left.”

      He shook his head. “But even though I’m going to try to listen and be less harsh, in the end, if I give an order—I need the team to obey.”

      “Clearborn’s giving us a second chance,” I said. “But there won’t be another.”

      “There won’t be another chance at the Greyworld, either,” he said. “No one knows it like Silas. No one on this world knows much about it at all.”

      “I can be a team player,” I said.

      He scoffed at that, but tried to cover it by taking a sip of his coffee.

      “What?” I demanded. “Jensen had pretty much the same reaction.”

      He stilled. “You talked with Jensen? When?”

      “Back in the Fae world. I have feelings about what happened too, you know.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and cleared my throat. “I realize I have some room for growth. I was the only one who could open the portal and it wasn’t fair of me to hold it hostage.”

      This time, Rafe didn’t manage to cover his laugh.

      “I’m trying to be open here,” I said, “and you’re not helping.”

      “I know,” he said. “It was just such a perfect Maddie Northsea answer. I realize mistakes have been made, and I could draw a lesson from this, and that lesson will be as specific and narrow as possible…”

      “I’ve changed a lot over the course of the last year,” I said.

      “You have,” he admitted, “And you’ve changed us all too.”

      “In good ways?” I asked. “Not just making you even more short-tempered and grouchy?”

      “In the best ways,” he said. “We’re all better men because we know you.”

      That was such a sweet thing to say.

      “Rafe,” I said, “I know you said this couldn’t be cured with sex and a spanking.”

      “No,” he said.

      “But do you think we could do sex and a spanking anyway? Just for fun?” I flashed him a bright smile.

      “Can I pretend that the spanking will have any impact whatsoever on your bratty ways?”

      “I thought you had a twenty-four step plan.”

      “Oh, I do. I do.”

      I laughed when Rafe launched himself from his chair to throw me over his shoulder and carried me toward the stairs as if he were a barbarian.

      I swayed along upside down, watching his ass and the floor moving beneath it. He carried me into a bedroom and threw me lightly onto a giant bed, with tall ornate bedposts and a big wooden headboard.

      “Why didn’t we sneak up here to have sex all the time?” I said. “What a lost opportunity.”

      I expected a Serious Rafe answer, but he glanced around and then said, “Well, there really isn’t enough in here to tie you to.”

      Actually, maybe that was a Serious Rafe answer.

      I climbed off the bed and crossed the room to kiss him, twining my arms around his neck. His lips caressed mine open as he walked me backward, his hands sweeping down my sides to my hips. My shoulders met the cool wall before his thigh slid between mine, nudging my legs open as his tongue teased my lips apart the same way. I nipped his lower lip, and he pulled away. His hands rucked my shirt up higher and higher until he pulled it over my head.

      I leaned up onto my tiptoes, my lips seeking his again, but he spun me around facing the wall. I pressed my palms against it, trying to hide my smile at how much I loved his little games. His hands delved into my sleep shorts, slowly pushing them down under the curve of my ass.

      One hand teased over my abs, sliding lower and lower until his fingers brushed across my mound and slipped between my thighs. I let out a small gasp at the feel of his fingers teasing against my clit. I wanted more of him, and I ground down, biting my lip.

      A smart slap resounded in the room as he smacked my bare ass. It would have jolted my hips forward if not for his arm pinning me where he wanted me as he stopped teasing my clit and instead gripped me there, his hand wrapped around my heated pussy. No matter how much I wanted more, he peppered smacks across my ass instead. Rafe was strong, his hands hard, and just a few spanks had a hot flush spreading across my ass. I tried to wiggle away, but that was never a very successful proposition for me. The effort just helped my shorts and panties fall further down my thighs, not that they were much protection anyway.

      “Rafe,” I murmured. “I actually think I’d rather we did more of the sex part than the spanking…”

      “Yeah, that’s always how you feel once we begin,” he said. He pressed a kiss to my throat, just below my ear, and my head dropped to the other side, wanting more. His lips against my skin felt so good—until he nipped me, just hard enough to sting. “And I don’t care.”

      I groaned, but it wasn’t as if I’d ever really complain. His hand slid up my back to cup the back of my neck, and that move always had heat pooling between my thighs. My nipples pebbled as he led me gently but firmly toward the bed, and I left my shorts and underwear pooled on the floor behind me.

      He released me long enough to climb onto the bed himself, then crooked a finger at me. “Come here, please.”

      “You sound so polite,” I began, right before he grabbed me and yanked me over his lap. He grabbed my thighs and pulled me over his legs so that my legs were on either side of his waist, my ass in the air, and I had a fine view of his knees and his athletic calves.

      “This is a weird position,” I said, struggling up onto my elbows. “It makes me feel exposed.”

      “Good. Polite seems to be wasted on you,” he said, “so I’ll try a more direct conversational tact.”

      “I don’t think you understand how normal people converse, Rafe.”

      “I like you exposed,” he added, running his thumb over my pussy, which was directly in his lap. I jerked, surprised by the sudden sensation over my longing clit. Over my shoulder, I glimpsed him pop his thumb into his mouth, licking off my juices.

      “I don’t like that I can’t see what you’re about to do to me,” I said.

      “Like, really don’t-like-it?” he asked. “Or just, I like to make a fuss about things so I can be reminded I’m not in charge don’t-like-it?”

      “Well, I resent that,” I began, and then his hand descended on my ass again, just like I could have guessed it would.

      He spanked me with his hand tight on my thigh, his fingers digging in and holding me there possessively when I tried to writhe away. Just when the heat across my ass—and the heat that flushed my clit too, which was a lot more pleasant—seemed unbearable, he stopped,teasing his fingers across my clit until I was writhing for entirely different reasons.

      He plunged his fingers into me, his thumb teasing against my clit. I spasmed around his fingers, already close to coming even before he found my g-spot and began to thrum against it, starting a rhythm between how he played my clit and g-spot that turned my core to liquid heat. I writhed harder then, trying to get away even though I really, really didn’t want to. The pleasure was just so intense that I could barely bear it.

      I couldn’t help screaming as I came, and he laughed at me, then smacked my ass again sharply.

      The door burst open.

      Jensen stood there, his bare chest heaving. He must have come from our bed, except for throwing on his sneakers, so he wore only his usual basketball shorts. His nipple ring winked at me.

      “Are you all right, Maddie?” Jensen asked. “I found you missing and I wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything happening, and then I heard you... And then I heard the smack—”

      He frowned, as if he wasn’t sure what to make of what he saw, with Rafe’s fingers bruisingly tight on my leg and my bright red ass displayed over his lap.

      Rafe stroked his fingers over my sensitive, aching clit, and I bit my lip hard. “You’d better tell him that you do like it, Maddie,” he said quietly, “because Jensen feels very protective of you, and he’d kick my ass if I really ever hurt you.”

      I let myself collapse across Rafe’s legs, still feeling boneless from that orgasm.

      “Go on,” Rafe prompted, his fingers teasing against me until I tried to close my thighs, but couldn’t get away. “Tell him.”

      “I like it,” I managed. “I suggested it, in fact.”

      “Do you want Jensen to join us?” Rafe asked. “If he doesn’t mind.”

      “I’m not into all that,” Jensen said. “For the record.”

      “I wouldn’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” Rafe said. “But we don’t have to do that. What do you think we should do, Maddie?” His hand slid across my ass, rubbing across the tender spots and faint, overlapping welts from his bruisingly hard fingers. His hands were hard and merciless, but that just had me arching up, my ass pushing toward him involuntarily as if I wanted more.

      “I’d love to suck your cock, Jensen,” I said. “If you want me to.”

      “Always,” he said, his eyes still wary. He whispered, “Are you sure?” to me as if he didn’t want to break the scene.

      “I’m sure,” I mouthed at him.

      He spread his hands out and mouthed back, “I just had to check!”

      “I feel completely respected and empowered as a woman right now, I promise,” I mouthed back. “I like this. I am keenly aware that I’m the one in control here.”

      “Okay,” he mouthed back.

      He pulled his cock out of his shorts as he came closer, his shorts hanging low on his lean, chiseled hips. He had a nice cock, long and thick and about as beautiful as a dick can be. There’s a real limit on their natural grace and attractiveness.

      But I liked these particular dicks a lot anyway.

      I set to licking his cock, looking up at him mischievously—I knew how much Jensen liked eye contact while I sucked him—and then drew him into my mouth. His head fell back and he let out a groan as I began to take him in and out of my mouth.

      Then Rafe began to tease me again, his fingers against my clit. He thrust his fingers inside me in a steady cadence, his fingers pressing my g-spot and turning my core into a pool of warmth that spread through my body. Jensen’s thighs tensed, and I knew he was going to shatter in my mouth the second before he did. His hand had been teasing through my hair, but now he froze, his hand on my head as he emptied into me.

      But even as I tried to swallow, Rafe was still teasing against my clit steadily, and I came off Jensen’s cock gasping as the heat at my core swept through all my limbs. I tightened around Rafe’s fingers over and over as I came, and Jensen leaned down and kissed me, his lips cool against mine as the world blurred with pleasure.

      Without discussion, the guys changed position. Jensen shed his shorts entirely and fell on the bed beside me, his cock already hard again as he drew me onto his chest. I rested my head on his shoulder as the aftershocks of my orgasm made my core tighten around nothing, my whole body shaking each time. Jensen played with my hair, his fingertips against my scalp a gentle tease, and Rafe with a mischievous grin—still quite rudely dressed—shifted to the end of the bed, pulled my feet into his lap, and began to massage the balls of my feet. My feet had ached from our long adventure, and Rafe’s thumbs gliding along my arch and putting just the right amount of pressure felt so good, it made me wonder if it was possible for a girl to orgasm from a foot massage.

      “Ready to go again?” Jensen asked. “Or should we take a nap before we have to all be up?”

      “No rest for the wicked,” I said, rolling up and straddling his lap. I felt his hard cock tease between my thighs.

      “Oh, but you are very, very good,” he murmured, his fingers tangling in my hair as he guided my head down until his lips could claim mine.

      Rafe snorted, climbing behind me. “Well, you can’t always be right.”

      Jensen smiled as Rafe began to stroke his fingers over my clit again, and I settled myself onto Jensen’s cock, feeling him slowly fill me. I gasped at the sensation; I’d been primed by everything else we did, but I wanted the kind of climax that only came from being filled—completely, utterly, perfectly filled.

      Jensen took my wrists in his hands and pulled me down closer to him, my breasts pressing against his pecs. Rafe withdrew his hand before he could be trapped, and then his hand slid down the curve of my ass to brush his thumb against my rosebud, and my hips jerked.

      Jensen kissed the corner of my mouth and I turned to kiss him full-on, my lips parting to welcome him in. His tongue swept into my mouth as Rafe toyed with me. The combination of all the sensations made me feel wild, and I pressed my hips up toward Rafe, wanting more of him. He teased me, drawing his tip up from my juices to lubricate himself before he pressed in slowly, and I gasped at the sensation of him filling me.

      He paused, playing with my clit more until I relaxed slowly and then he pressed the rest of the way in. One he was inside, the brief burn faded into pleasure. I felt so full of the two of them, for a second I wasn’t even ready to move, and both of them seemed to enjoy the feeling too.

      Rafe pressed kisses to my shoulders as Jensen and I kept kissing each other hard. Then we all began to move together. The world blurred into nothing but the two of them and me, into the heat and cadence of our bodies, into their hands and mouths.

      And just for a few moments, the world was good.
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            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that morning, we stood in front of Clearborn, who was flanked by one of the Patrol Guard, as we prepared to go into the Greyworld.

      Penn, Lex and Chase stood across from us. Skyla had woken early this morning, and I’d had the chance to hug her goodbye. Her wolf seemed to be under control, for now, although this was the kind of spell that someone would have to hold constantly. Lex, Penn and Chase would all take turns shielding her from her wolf, as well as helping to protect the academy from the alphas.

      It was hard to say goodbye all over again. We only had half our team.

      “Be careful,” Clearborn warned us. “Some of the packs don’t want to share their power. If they know your mission, they might even chase you into the Greyworld. We can’t trust anyone one hundred percent. Except your own team.”

      We nodded.

      Silas opened the portal.

      “You never can,” the guard said, right before he drew his gun.

      The world went slow and blurry. The guard shot Clearborn, and he fell to his knees, blood blossoming across his white shirt.

      “We’ve got this!” Lex shouted at us. He had already drawn his own gun and he shot the guard before the guard could squeeze off a second shot. “You guys go! Go!”

      Because the academy itself might be under attack.

      We had to trust Lex and the others would handle their mission, and we needed to move out on our own.

      So I stumbled through the portal. This time I barely noticed the cold or the desolation--I just kept picturing the scene we had just left behind us.

      I tried to look over my shoulder, but that’s not how portal magic works. It never lets you look back.

      I stumbled out of the portal into the rain. It beat down on my face as I looked up and around me. We seemed to have tumbled out onto a huge field, which was slick underfoot with mud.

      Suddenly, Silas was beside me, his hands in his pockets.

      “Welcome to the Greyworld,” he said. “Welcome to my home.”

      And even though Silas spoke with his usual ease, I had the feeling there was nothing peaceful about the Greyworld.

      Find the final book in Maddie’s adventures, Unstoppable, at books2read.com/TSA6

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      Hi! May Dawson here.

      

      If you enjoyed Unwinnable, please leave me a review if you can! It makes a huge difference in connecting readers with indie books, so authors like me can keep on writing!

      I’d love if you joined my Facebook community, May Dawson’s Wild Angels, where I share excerpts of my work, exclusive content, news and polls (I couldn’t have named Scarlett and Cole without their help!).

      If you’d like to join my newsletter—and receive a free copy of Their Shifter Academy, if you’ve missed it—you can do that at https://BookHip.com/LPGGRR

      Thanks for reading!

      Best,

      May

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by May Dawson

          

        

      

    

    
      The True and the Crown series:

      One Kind of Wicked

      Two Kinds of Damned

      Three Kinds of Lost

      Four Kinds of Cursed

      Five Kinds of Love

      

      Their Shifter Princess:

      Their Shifter Princess

      Their Shifter Princess 2: Pack War

      Their Shifter Princess 3: Coven’s Revenge

      

      Their Shifter Academy:

      Their Shifter Academy: A Prequel Novella

      Their Shifter Academy 1: Unwanted

      Their Shifter Academy 2: Unclaimed

      Their Shifter Academy 3: Undone

      Their Shifter Academy 4: Unforgivable

      Their Shifter Academy 5: Unwinnable

      Their Shifter Academy 6: Unstoppable

      

      The Wild Angels & Hunters Series:

      Wild Angels

      Fierce Angels

      Dirty Angels

      Chosen Angels

      

      Academy of the Supernatural

      Her Kind of Magic

      His Dangerous Ways

      Their Dark Imaginings

      

      Ashley Landon, Bad Medium

      Dead Girls Club

    

  

OceanofPDF.com

cover.jpeg
MAY DAWSO N






