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          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      Wait! This is the fourth and last book in the Club Crimson series, so you may want to read the first books before you continue. Each of my books has a new couple and a happy ending, but some plot points will make more sense if you read them in order!

      Here are the first two books:

      Max (Club Crimson Book 1)

      Lock (Club Crimson Book 2)

      Benny (Club Crimson Book 3)

      Happy reading!

      Terry
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      She knew him the minute she saw him, though it had been so many years.

      So much waiting. So much planning.

      Yet when she blinked, all of that faded, and all she saw was the man from her youth.

      A youth that had been cruelly stolen.

      Now he was going to pay. He was going to… look over at her.

      Those purple eyes, shaded by heavy lashes, froze her as she stood across the room, watching him as he sat at the bar.

      Did he remember her? Was she just one of many he’d loved and lost?

      Recognition flickered in his eyes, and she felt her heartbeat quicken, making her slightly nauseated as she tried to remain calm.

      Tried to show nothing as his eyes slowly scanned her up and down.

      She took a moment to study him as well, to see how he had changed from when he was barely more than a teenager.

      His body was even taller than she remembered, and the large, defined musculature was still there, as was the incredible beauty he had always possessed.

      The beauty that fooled everyone.

      Had anyone else been as captivated as she was? Even now, she was glad for the change in her scent, or he would have detected her body longing for him. For his touch.

      But it was too late for that.

      The music pounded all around her, making everything feel surreal. Was she really seeing him after all these years? Was he really within her grasp?

      She palmed a long knife she had hidden in a pocket.

      Today, things would finally be fair.

      His eyes were slightly unfocused as he looked at her, and then, to her shock, he turned away, shaking his head as he did so.

      She felt like someone had dropped a rock in her stomach. Of all the reactions she had expected when he saw her, that was the last one.

      Did she mean so little to him that he could just turn away so easily?

      The knife felt so warm in her hand.

      Her view was blocked when a man stepped in front of her, asking her to dance. She shook her head quickly, not sure what about her all-leather ensemble, combined with her short hair and intense resting bitch face, would attract someone.

      She waited impatiently as the man sought another partner and then craned her neck to catch a glimpse of Felix again.

      He was gone.

      She took a step back, unsettled, wondering if he’d switched position in order to catch her off guard. He’d been a legendary assassin even when she’d first known him. After so many years, his skills would have only increased.

      Deep inside, somewhere beneath her cracked heart, she still admired him.

      Bitterly, though.

      She turned in a slow circle, peering through the countless swirling, writhing bodies in the dimly lit club, all swaying to the music. She searched for a glimpse of white hair, thinking every second that she saw it, then was proved wrong.

      She kept her hand on her knife as her heart rate began to increase even more, and a bittersweet trance song began to boom over the speakers.

      She felt pulled into the past, into so many memories, keenly aware that Felix was somewhere in this room.

      Or had been.

      He wouldn’t have left, would he?

      And then the scent of lavender drifted over her, and she whirled around just as she felt one strong hand settle on her shoulder.

      Her knife was at his ribs instantly, and it was all she could do not react to the scent that had always been the most erotic of her life.

      It didn’t matter that she just wanted to be pressed against him. He had betrayed her and nearly caused her to lose her life.

      “Go ahead and stab me,” Felix said, and his voice was raspy, sensual, and filled with longing in a way that echoed something she didn’t want to acknowledge in her heart. “I know you’re a ghost, but you can stab me. Just let me touch you.” His hand found her hair and pushed it back, heedless of the way her knife was shaking against his chest.

      God, he felt good. The touch of his hand made something light up in her. Something she’d thought was long dead. She’d been thinking of revenge so long that she hadn’t had time to desire anyone. Not since him.

      Maybe it would always be him.

      He lowered his head to breathe in her scent, holding her tight and pulling her in against him, and she remembered just how much bigger he was, how safe she had felt in his arms.

      What an illusion. Just like everything else about him.

      She looked up into his face, seeing an adult there. Lines under his eyes that hadn’t been there before. That perfect nose, lips, jaw, and cheeks that looked like they had been designed by a master artist into sheer masculine beauty that bordered on angelic.

      His full lips were tight, and his purple eyes were full of pain. And there was a faint scent mingling with the lavender… Alcohol?

      He lowered his head again and wrapped his arms tighter around her as if his goal were to bring her in so close that they could be merged into one.

      And it ached in a part of her heart that she liked it. That it really had felt so good between them and they had lost it all those years ago.

      They could have been together. They could have…

      He caught her hair gently and tilted her head back, studying her face with tenderness she hadn’t even seen when she knew him before. Like he was seeing an old friend, someone he missed so badly.

      Someone he hadn’t expected to see again.

      He had called her a… ghost?

      “Sweetheart,” he said softly. “Have you come for me?” He looked at the room around him. “I’m ready.” He moved in closer against her knife, and she gasped as she felt it slightly pierce him.

      She looked up at him in shock, seeing for the first time the hollow look in his violet eyes, the way his face no longer held the spark of his youth.

      He’d given up somewhere along the way. She’d pictured him climbing the ladder, becoming renowned, enjoying every privilege the Tribunal could offer, even as she had suffered.

      That didn’t appear to be the case.

      He caught the other side of her head, stroking her hair and completely trapping her face so she was forced to look up at him.

      She’d become stronger in his absence, but he was still a force of nature, something she didn’t know how to resist. She’d been foolish, thinking any mission involving him could be easy.

      She pulled back the knife and set it in its sheath in her pocket. There would be no killing tonight.

      “Pity,” Felix said, lowering his mouth so his lips were just above hers, speaking in a way that made her tingle from head to toe as the crowd swirled around them, uncaring. “I guess I’ll have to be happy with only this moment, since you won’t take me with you.”

      His lips ghosted over hers, testing, teasing, as if trying to decipher if she were real. Then they rested on hers, fitting as perfectly as they always had.

      As if they were made for one another like she’d once thought.

      His arms slipped down to encircle her again, holding her close in a dark echo of the way they used to be together, the way she used to run into his arms.

      His tongue pushed at her lips and then slid in, seeking each warm crevice as his hands explored her waist and hips and her whole body grew heated and limp in his arms.

      All those years waiting and raging, she never guessed she’d respond to him like this, as though they’d never been apart, if she ever was pulled into his arms again.

      Of course she had dreamed of him, of him coming to rescue her, for so many nights while she’d been in so much pain.

      But then it had been clear that life had moved on, and the handsome assassin she’d thought had cared about her didn’t care so much at all.

      Even if she died.

      He groaned against her lips, gripping her hips and pulling her tightly against him, making it hard to think straight, let alone breathe.

      Then he pulled back, keeping their faces together.

      “It’s been forever, sweetheart. I don’t care if you’re not real.” He curled one finger around the shell of her ear, still touching her like he didn’t believe she was there.

      It slowly sank in that he really thought she was some kind of illusion.

      With their history and how things had ended, what kind of illusion was that to have?

      How could he seem so happy to see her?

      He grabbed her hand, pulling her through the crowd toward the back door in a haze of sex and lavender.

      When they were outside the club, out of the view of cars, with mist falling all around them, he spun her so her back was to the wall. Then he pinned her there with both hands on either side of her head as if he were afraid to touch her but couldn’t stand to let her go.

      Then he leaned in, sealing his lips over hers again, more aggressively this time, and when he seemed confident she wouldn’t disappear, his hands dropped to intertwine with hers, pinning them between her body and his as they kissed.

      She knew she should pull back, should pull her knife out, should do anything but what she was allowing, but she couldn’t.

      Just as before, her body wanted what it wanted, and it had always wanted Felix. It was her heart that was putting up resistance now, telling her to run before she was in more danger.

      But hadn’t he always kept her safe before?

      Until…

      She gasped, pulling back from his mouth, and he let out a low growl of frustration.

      “No,” Felix said. “This is my dream. Don’t hate me, even here. Though, you should…”

      She looked up at him, still breathing heavily. “Why should I?”

      He stroked her face. “Because I let you die. Because I wasn’t there for you. I wanted to be with you, but I was too late. Did you know that when you died? It has haunted me.” He stroked the shell of her ear and then trailed down along her neck. “I still dream of you, being able to touch you. See you. You’re calling out to me, but when I approach, you are vapor. My hand goes through you. I must be dying if I can touch you now.”

      His hand trailed over her collarbone. “I don’t care what’s happening right now. Perhaps I’ve finally gone mad. Perhaps the booze is finally working.” His fingers brushed over her shoulders, pushing her leather jacket back. “All I know is that it’s you and I need to touch you. It’s like I’m alive for the first time in so long.”

      Her heart ached as she saw the truth of it in his eyes, but she couldn’t afford to pity him.

      Not when he was the cause of everything wrong in her life.

      Still, she hadn’t been prepared to see him or for her body to long for him so desperately that she ached in a way that was unbearable.

      She hadn’t known their chemistry, or whatever had been between them (she’d thought it was love once), would linger on.

      His lips came down to her neck, softly kissing the exposed, wet-from-rain skin, making her gasp.

      “I’m making love to a ghost,” he said, not seeming to care that anyone could come around the corner or that the rain was beginning to pick up or that they were against an old brick wall. “I’ve been in a lot of odd situations, but this is the oddest, and I don’t even care.” He kissed her shoulder, smoothing her jacket back so he could kiss over the tops of her breasts.

      “Wait,” she gasped out, burning all over, unable to resist him despite knowing she’d come to see him with a knife. “What are we—”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never known with you. I just know that my heart began and ended with you, and I’ve never been the same. I’m so dark now, Diana. I’ve been dark for so long.”

      Her eyes widened, stinging as she fought back tears as she realized things would never be easy when it came to him.

      He’d caught her off guard when he first met her, and he was catching her off guard now. He always made things difficult. He pulled at her in a way she could never resist.

      But no matter what she had to do later, she couldn’t seem to pull back from him now. Love was too tied up in hate, and she knew now the only real reason for hating him was disappointed love.

      Just for now, she could have what she wanted. She could engage in whatever this illusion was. Have just a taste of everything that had been stolen from her.

      She wound a hand up around his neck and pulled him down for a harsh kiss.
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      The Past

      Felix sheathed his katana as he approached the rustic little cabin that held his first mission objective.

      If his gut instincts were correct, he wouldn’t need the sword.

      Sometimes the Tribunal overreacted a bit to threats, and Felix suspected this was one of those times.

      Based on the remoteness of the location and the poor condition of nearby buildings, he suspected the local pack didn’t have the resources to do the kinds of things they were supposedly planning.

      But as the Tribunal’s top guard dog, it was his job to go out and check.

      Felix heard voices from inside the building and crept forward, crouching low to the ground as he approached to get a look inside and maybe overhear information.

      He could always put anyone who surprised him to sleep and come back another time.

      He was beneath a window, about to straighten to his full height and look inside, when he felt something sharp poking into his back.

      He let out a sigh as he slowly turned around, raising his hands.

      It wasn’t like him to get caught like this, but he supposed with shifters this unremarkable, he had probably let his guard down.

      His eyes widened and a snarky retort died on his lips as he looked at the person who had caught him.

      He hadn’t at all been expecting a girl.

      A beautiful girl, with smooth, dark skin, short, unruly hair, and expressive features.

      She kept her knife jabbed against his leather jacket, her dark eyes narrowed with pure hate. “Caught you, Tribunal dog.”

      Felix raised an eyebrow, not wanting to knock out such an interesting person. Most people who recognized him feared him. “Can I ask why I’m being caught?”

      Her left eye twitched, and she looked like she was having a hard time staying fierce. “Because you’re a spy coming to kill us, obviously. Well, you won’t succeed.”

      Felix looked down at her, wondering how on earth she could think she could take him, even if she had caught him by surprise.

      He suspected her entire pack was being extremely naive about the Tribunal, and their chances against any of its members, let alone their most powerful up-and-coming assassin.

      Felix grinned. “What are you going to do to stop me? I assume you know who I am.”

      She shoved the knife closer. “Don’t talk back to me. I’m the alpha female here, and you’re just Tribunal filth, a race traitor.” She took a deep breath, then let out a loud whistle.

      A moment later, the door to the cabin slammed open and a huge, burly man stepped out, dressed in dirty flannel, flanked by two similarly large men.

      “Good job, daughter,” the man in front said.

      Felix inhaled the air and scented alpha. Weak alpha.

      The urge to put them all to sleep so he could continue to talk to this woman tugged at him gently, but he pushed it aside.

      He had work to do still.

      The man pulled out a gun, aiming it at Felix while he nodded for a man next to him to step up, holding rope. “He’s worth more to us alive. Tie him.”

      Felix scowled, hating that he had to give up control, even for a moment. But he could find out far more by being captured than he could by just taking them all out. Besides, he detested killing.

      Felix put his hands out, waiting for the man to tie him.

      The leader grinned, barely visible behind a dark beard. “Excellent. You’ve made this easy on us.”

      Felix’s eyes flicked to the woman who had caught him, presumably this man’s daughter.

      She was wearing only a tee shirt and jeans and a light jacket, and Felix winced at how unprotected she’d been, considering who she’d snuck up on.

      “I would tell you who I am, but I’m guessing you already know,” the leader said, circling Felix as he stood with his hands bound in front of him. “And we know who you are, of course. It’s good that the Tribunal is taking us seriously. Hopefully, we won’t have to kill you to make our point.”

      He seemed reluctant to kill Felix. He had to begrudgingly give them a point for that.

      The girl turned to her father, scowling. “What should we do with him now?”

      “Bernard and I need to go into town to discuss this further with our contacts. Do you think you could keep an eye on him while we’re gone?”

      She nodded fiercely. “I won’t let him leave my sight.”

      The girl was brave.

      Two points.

      “Take him inside,” the leader said to his henchmen as they grabbed Felix roughly by each arm and frog-marched him toward the door to the cabin.

      Felix maintained his usual good humor as they pushed him inside and only felt slightly enraged as they shoved him onto a chair and bound him to it. They used a rope around his chest to hold him back and tied each of his ankles to the chair legs.

      Felix looked up at them warily, noting how their eyes moved over him, how their jaws worked as they took in how he looked.

      When they turned away to follow the leader out, he let out a sigh of relief.

      If they had acted on some of the things he’d seen in their eyes, he would have had to kill them. Rape, even the desire for it, was something he hated most.

      The door slammed, and Felix could hear them all discussing something, the girl as well. Her voice was raised slightly, and Felix’s protective instincts flared against his will upon hearing her distress.

      He didn’t have time to feel protective over some random wolf girl, no matter how much he might admire her spunk.

      He would finish his mission here, determine the threat and who needed to be eliminated, and then go back to the dark hole that was his life so no one got hurt because of him.

      When the door opened, Felix saw the girl walk in again, slamming the door behind her and muttering to herself.

      “Problems?” he asked casually. “Something I can help with?”

      She looked at him like he was insane. People did that a lot.

      What they didn’t realize was he just didn’t fear them. Or anyone. And that meant he could say whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted to, without regard for how it might come off.

      “You could untie me,” Felix said. “I could get you out of here. It doesn’t sound like things are going well.”

      She sat in a chair across from him, putting her booted feet out in front of her with a huff. “I don’t need to hear from a Tribunal lackey.” She sent him a glare. “Don’t make me gag you.”

      “Alpha females are rare,” Felix said. “Are they planning to find someone to mate you?”

      She shook her head, but Felix saw the panic that flared in her eyes at his guess.

      “Against your will?” The thought sickened him but wasn’t uncommon, especially in these backwoods packs. If they had an alpha female, it was their highest commodity. Even the Tribunal didn’t have enough of them.

      She bit her lip and turned away from him, and he found he liked the view of her stubborn profile. “I’ll do what’s expected of me.”

      He cocked his head. “Are you sure? You deserve better, you know.”

      “It’s not about what’s better,” she said softly. “It’s about doing as I’m told.”

      “Hm, I suppose I can understand that, being a Tribunal lackey, as you said.”

      “You’re not what I thought you’d be.” She flicked her eyes to him, narrowed into slits. Her lashes were surprisingly long, her lips surprisingly full.

      He imagined when she wasn’t enraged, she would be beautiful.

      Hell, she was beautiful even now.

      “What did you expect?”

      She bit her lower lip. “Something different.”

      “You didn’t expect me to be so sexy, did you?”

      She gaped at him for a second, then averted her eyes, looking embarrassed as blood rushed into her face. “I wouldn’t care about that.”

      But as she sent a curious look over at him, he thought she might.

      “What’s your name?”

      She stared at him hesitantly.

      “Oh, come on, I’m tied up and harmless, right? Might as well tell me, since we’ll be here together for a while.”

      “I’m just guarding you,” she snapped. “But since I’m not afraid of you, fine. My name is Diana.”

      He leaned back with a smile. “Ah. That checks out. Goddess of the hunt. No wonder you caught me.”

      Her lips quirked up for a second, almost breaking through her severe frown. “And what does Fifi mean?”

      He grinned. “You know my nickname? I’m flattered.”

      She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m trying to figure out how someone named Fifi and someone named Darkness could be the same person.”

      “We are all multifaceted, are we not?”

      She turned away from him, but he could swear he saw a blush on her face. “No, we aren’t.”

      “My real name is Felix,” he said abruptly. “Though, I don’t tell most people.”

      She turned back to him, looking confused. “Then why tell me?”

      “Because I like you,” he said with a smirk. “And also because I thought someone should call me by my real name before I die.”

      “Die?”

      His lips quirked up at the corner. “Ah, so no one is planning to kill me?”

      She shook her head. “No. My father is not insane.”

      “Then what is the plan here?”

      She shrugged. “Probably to use you as leverage. Just like he’s going to use me.”

      Felix’s chest tightened. “You mean by finding someone to mate you.”

      She nodded.

      “That’s too bad,” Felix said. “I’ve seen a lot of matings arranged for connections. It never seems to go well.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about it,” she snapped back. “Who would mate an assassin?”

      He grinned because no one had ever talked back to him like that. “Who indeed?”

      “Anyway, don’t worry about me,” she said. “Worry about yourself.”

      “Nope,” Felix said. “I never worry about myself. Anyway, so you’re going to be mated off sometime soon. Are you a virgin?”

      She sputtered and composed herself with a cough. “Am I what?”

      “I just think it’s a shame. You being a beautiful, young, vibrant wolf, and your father is going to make sure your only experience is with some old, gross wolf.”

      She slanted him a glance. “As opposed to a pretty one like you.”

      Felix shrugged one shoulder.

      She sighed. “It doesn’t matter. All men are the same.”

      “Oh, I can assure you that’s not true,” he said eagerly. “If you want to test me on that, just touch me.”

      Her brows lowered. “Why?”

      “I want you to see it does matter, Diana. It matters very much.”

      “I don’t want to touch you,” she said, turning away from him, though he could hear the little catch in her breath.

      She was drawn to him; he could tell. Which worked for him because he was drawn to her as well.

      “Go on. Explore me,” he said. “I’m helpless, after all.”

      He watched her try to fight the suggestion. But when she turned to him, cheeks burning, hands clasped together in her lap, he knew he had won.

      He grinned despite himself.

      “Don’t look so happy,” she said, standing up and walking toward him, running a finger along the back of her knife.

      “I’m immensely happy,” he said. “Teasing a beautiful woman is much better than having to kill someone.”

      “I can’t picture you killing someone,” she said softly, looking him over. “Not with how easy it was to catch you. Not with how you look.”

      “Appearances can be deceiving,” he said quietly.

      “Apparently,” she retorted.

      The tension in the room was growing thicker, heating the air around them in a way that made it increasingly harder to breathe.

      Felix knew there would be tension between him and any alpha female, but for some reason, this was different.

      Stronger.

      People had always been drawn to him, men and women. There had been no shortage of people who wanted to touch him.

      But this was the first time he wanted to touch someone else. He wanted her the way others wanted him. His body was fairly on fire with it.

      He could see when she sensed it as well.

      The scent of desire was in the air.

      She glared at him. “Stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      She waved a hand. “That. You know… making me…”

      He laughed. “I’m afraid it’s you making me… Well, you know.”

      “No, I don’t.” She stepped closer as if to prove she wasn’t afraid of this thing happening between them. She put her hands on the arms of the chair, his hands still bound in front of him.

      She leaned in so they were nearly face to face. He’d never seen anything as beautiful as her irises. “I’d rather mate anyone than you.”

      He laughed, slightly hoarse from the sheer feeling of being so close to her. “I don’t think so. I can smell you.”

      Her eyes widened, and Felix sensed that she both wanted to pull away from him and couldn’t.

      He wriggled slightly in his chair. “Take off my jacket. At least examine the goods before you judge me so harshly.”

      She stepped back in surprise. “You want me to…”

      He smirked, cocking his head at her. “Come on, don’t act like you aren’t curious to see more.”

      She bit down on her lower lip, worrying it slightly, but didn’t correct him.

      “You’re an alpha female,” he said eagerly. “Don’t you want to see the caliber of male you should have had, not the one you’ll be given to?”

      A slight blink of her eyes, and he knew he’d gotten her interest.

      They were both young, in their prime, and like him, she was probably horny as hell.

      “I shouldn’t,” she said, even as she stepped closer, still holding her knife. Her tee shirt dipped in the front, showing off tantalizing cleavage.

      “But you could. I mean, I’m at your mercy, and it does seem to be an interesting opportunity. You can just look if you want.”

      She took another step forward, standing between his legs now, the temptation too great to resist.

      Felix was equal to any of the highest genetic quality that his species could produce, practically designed to be irresistible based on his scent, his height, his strength, his beauty.

      So it was no surprise that the wolf girl couldn’t resist him and put her knife up to his chest, poking at the zipper of his jacket.

      Hooking the tip of her knife into the zipper hole, she drew it down slowly.

      Felix’s white undershirt was revealed as she pulled back the sides of his jacket.

      Her eyes moved to his pecs, and her lips twitched hungrily. Her knife moved to the neck of his shirt, and she slowly drew it down, cutting it down the center, exposing more of Felix’s skin.

      For some reason, he found the whole experience unbearably erotic. The way this innocent, brave alpha female looked at him. The way she didn’t seem to even understand her own wants.

      The way he wanted to burst out of his restraints and show her everything she was missing. Heaven knew her life was going to be bleak, no matter what Felix decided to do about her pack.

      Her hand moved to his chest, resting on it, and Felix could feel his own heart beat under her warm, soft little fingers.

      Looking up at her, he saw the vulnerability she was so clearly trying to hide.

      Saw a part of himself that he never acknowledged. The young person inside him who had never had any hope.

      How pathetic that this was happening to both of them at a time it wouldn’t do either of them any good.

      He would make his judgment and return to the Tribunal, and she would…

      She would…

      He winced as he thought of this beautiful, fierce creature forced to mate some horrible old wolf.

      If only he hadn’t been born in the Tribunal. If only they had met any other way…

      “You… you feel…” She trailed off. “I feel something when I touch you.” Her eyes met his, and there was desperation. Desperation to understand what she was feeling and desperation to feel more of it.

      “What are you feeling?”

      She closed her eyes and moved her hand lower, over his abs. He was muscled by necessity, but he liked when it got a reaction like this.

      She moaned slightly. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt it.”

      “You’ve never been around an alpha male your age.”

      She shook her head, keeping her eyes closed as her hand stayed frozen on his stomach as if she were afraid to go lower, where he was aching for her touch.

      Her ears perked up as they both heard voices.

      Felix cursed to himself as she quickly put his shirt together as well as she could and zipped his jacket back up.

      She was still finding it hard to breathe as she stood up, clearly hoping to calm herself.

      Felix looked up at her, hating that what had been happening between them couldn’t go on, at least for now.

      But as the voices came closer, he came to a calm resolution.

      No matter what he decided about her pack, he was going to protect this girl.
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      The Present

      Diana was in front of him.

      Felix could scarcely believe it, and it was such a gift from the heavens that he didn’t even want to stop and think.

      Since he’d left the Tribunal, everything had been empty, though Felix tried not to let anyone else around him see the despair in his heart.

      Now fate had somehow decided to gift him with one last moment with the woman he’d wanted more than anyone else.

      The woman he’d embraced and saved and loved in that short time of his life when he’d been allowed to live.

      Before he’d locked up his heart and tried to go on.

      God, she felt amazing. Even his memories didn’t hold a candle to the feel of her soft body, the curves under his hands as he pressed her up against the wall, afraid she could vanish if he let her go.

      She moaned against him, her voice so familiar and real that his whole world seemed to slow around him.

      He didn’t know if he was drunk or hallucinating or both, and he didn’t care as long as it kept on happening.

      He just wanted to stay outside with her, marvel at how the rain bounced off her soft, dark skin, at how her eyes were the same and yet not the same at all.

      Some of the innocence was gone. Did death do that?

      He smiled at the fact she’d pulled a knife on him even in a hallucination. It was so Diana to do that.

      She’d been a fighter from the start.

      A life with her would have been amazing, full of adventure and love and hope… all things that had been denied him.

      All things it was too late to have now.

      But sex with the woman he loved, up against a wall in the rain, as if she’d never been taken away from him?

      That was everything.

      He kissed her everywhere, her cheeks, her shoulders, loving the cold rain against her warm skin, how real everything seemed as she moaned again in his arms.

      “Felix,” she said softly, and he felt his whole body react to the sound of her saying his full name.

      He let everyone else call him Fifi because it made him seem harmless, but he loved that she called him Felix.

      God, it was heaven. He knew he couldn’t be dying because heaven wasn’t where someone like him was meant to go.

      “Diana,” he breathed out, because it felt so good to say her name again.

      He’d never even been able to consciously face how much he had wanted to hear her say his name and say hers in return.

      His hands cupped her breasts as she arched against him. He wanted fucking everything.

      He shoved her shirt aside, freeing one breast and letting rain fall on it as he suckled it, using his big body to hide her from anyone who might stumble onto the street.

      It was taboo, making love to her like this, but he couldn’t risk her disappearing if he tried to relocate.

      The taste of her nipple, the sound of her pleasure as she arched, the rain falling around him, grounding him—all of it was more than he’d ever imagined.

      He grabbed her other breast, freeing and kissing it as well, as he felt her hands push up against his shoulders helplessly.

      God, he’d forgotten how her eyes could look so lost in pleasure, so dark and fathomless he could lose himself there.

      “Diana, how can you be back with me?” He grazed his teeth against her nipple gently, unable to believe how accurate the sensual moan she gave was. “How is it you feel so real?”

      “I am real,” she said, giving him hope he had no right to. He’d left her alone, after all.

      He curled a hand around her back and pulled her into him for another kiss, pushing her shirt back into place to guard her.

      Rain fell around them, rhythmic and cleansing, contrasting the heat of their tongues intertwining, the way their bodies strained so hard to be closer that they were crushed together.

      The way they pulled apart and crashed together again, kissing each other on any part of available skin.

      Her hand dipped to his zipper as his mouth dipped to her earlobe, and he froze as she opened his pants and took him in her hand.

      Could a ghost really do that?

      She stroked slowly down him. “You’re beautiful, Felix. But I still hate you.”

      He nodded. “I know, Di.” His hand found her center, cupped over her jeans, loved the heat he could feel there. If he unzipped her pants, he knew she’d be wet.

      She was always wet for him.

      He stroked slightly, loving the way she was forced to release him as her legs threatened to give out.

      “Oh God,” she said, as he lifted her up and wrapped her legs around his waist, pressing her into the wall again and kissing her as if he’d die if he stopped.

      He loved the way her tongue pressed against his, the way her hips ground into him, seeking pleasure that only he could give.

      He held her up with one hand and moved the other to her zipper, sliding it down, unable to resist stroking the wetness inside.

      He’d been longing to touch her for so long.

      He stroked over her damp curls, loving the way her muscles jumped as he explored her sensitive folds, then found his way to her clit.

      She bit back a scream as he pressed down on it, then worked in a slow circle, feeling her nails dig into his back, signaling her need.

      He kept her pinned to the wall, moaning and struggling against his finger as he brought her higher and higher in the cloud of tension that was making it hard to breathe.

      God, he could almost taste her. For now, his finger would have to be enough, though he wanted his tongue inside her, his cock, every part of him.

      Wanted to lick her and own her and do all the thousands of things to give her pleasure that he dreamed of for so long.

      She was his secret. The heart that everyone said he was lacking.

      And now she was here and he was lost to anything but the feel of her heart beating against his chest, her clit under his hand, her mouth urging him on against his ear.

      When she came, he was almost sorry for it because it was too soon, because he felt it would ruin the illusion.

      Surely, she would disappear before she let him see that most-wanted sight.

      But she didn’t, and Felix pulled back and stared in sheer wonder as he gave her room to arch back, overwhelmed by pleasure, both hands in her hair as her eyes went to the heavens. Her eyes closed to the rain, and she jerked as release went through her.

      She was so beautiful, murmuring his name as the rain fell over them, making her glow in the overhead street lights.

      A fantasy. A vision.

      Everything he could ever want.

      And then she leaned forward, breathing heavily, staring up at him, and he removed his hand and put it around her waist again, marveling at how real it all felt.

      She struggled to get down, and he slowly lowered her so they were standing chest to chest once again, his hands grieving the loss of her weight.

      Her hand curved up around his neck, pulling him forward, and suddenly, he felt the sharp tip of a knife against his side again.

      “I don’t know why you think I’m an illusion. But I do know that by the time I’m through with you, you’ll wish I was one.”

      Felix blinked, feeling like the world had turned into a whirlpool swirling around him as he tried to understand her words.

      The drunkenness was fading, and he was realizing that she might actually, truly be there. No matter how impossible it seemed. “Diana?”

      She moved so her lips were against his ear, tantalizing him. “In the flesh.”
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* * *

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?”

      Both Felix and Diana looked up as Max came around the corner, the burly lion shifter looking grumpy as usual as he stared them down.

      Even in the rain, his hulking figure was easily recognizable.

      “You okay, Fifi?” Max folded his arms, looking impatient.

      I have a knife in my side but, yes, otherwise, just fine.

      “I’m good,” Felix yelled. “Go back inside.”

      Against him, Diana was frozen, looking like she wasn’t sure whether she should run.

      With adrenaline sharpening his senses and the alcohol in him fading, Felix wondered how he could have ever mistaken her for anything but real.

      Perhaps because on bad nights, he could swear he saw her across a crowded room or a dark street, watching him like nothing was odd about it.

      Perhaps because she was supposed to be dead.

      Felix stroked back her hair, not caring about the knife pressing into his side or the fact that Max was watching.

      “Tell your friend to get back,” she warned softly, her voice still husky from the pleasure of a few moments before. “This doesn’t have to involve him.”

      Felix pulled her in against him, ignoring her gasp as her knife sank into his side slightly, causing blood to bloom over his shirt.

      “I missed you,” he said softly. The feel of her, the scent, was more important to him than the knife at his side could ever be.

      Her eyes flashed, dark diamonds lit by sparks. “I didn’t miss you.”

      “Liar,” he said, dipping down so their lips were a hair’s breadth apart. He could feel her bottom lip tremble, but she didn’t pull away.

      The rain bounced off her skin, making it clear just how real she was, and Felix found it hard to even catch his breath at the realization that she was truly alive.

      It turned his entire world upside down and backward. Like gravity didn’t exist.

      “Separate, you two,” Max called out, and Felix let out a sigh, knowing the moment he gave Diana her freedom, she would run.

      Good thing with his sleep powers, he could hopefully stop her. She was an alpha wolf, but—

      He felt the knife leave his side as Diana took in a shaky breath and then pushed violently at his shoulders, shoving him away from her.

      She darted out of his grasp. Felix was about to reach for her, but she was just gone.

      He had no idea what direction to aim in because she was nowhere and everywhere at once.

      He could still scent her, hear footsteps somewhere, but with the pounding rain, it was impossible to locate where she was.

      Was this all a dream after all?

      He heard heavy footsteps as Max caught up to him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You all right?”

      Felix moved his hand down to where her knife had been and then brought it up so he could see bright-red blood streaming off his fingers in the rain, and he sighed in relief.

      Max tapped a foot on the pavement. “You’re the only person I know who could look happy about being stabbed.” He jogged to the edge of the building and looked around it, then shook his head. “I have no idea where she went to. She just… disappeared. I should have gotten involved sooner.”

      Felix strode to Max and grabbed the other man by his jacket, jerking him forward so he could glare into his face. Felix was one of the only men tall enough to look Max right in the eyes, and right now, he wanted to take advantage of that.

      “You shouldn’t have interfered at all,” he spat angrily. “You scared her.” He released Max with a shove, still fuming at having lost his chance to question Diana.

      “She stabbed you,” Max retorted, folding his arms stubbornly over his chest. “I think she was trying to kill you.”

      Felix snorted. “I don’t care. I needed to talk to her, and you ruined that. Thanks a lot.”

      Max cocked his head, and rain ran down the lines of his cheeks. “Why was she trying to kill you?”

      Felix shrugged. “Many shifters want to kill me for many different reasons. Revenge. Misguided rage at me for being the lackey of the Tribunal. Justified rage at me for being the lackey of the Tribunal. Take your pick.”

      Max scented the air, and his golden eyes glittered. “You were having sex with the woman who wanted to kill you?”

      Felix leaned on the wall with his hands in his pockets, letting out a sigh. “Some of us like to spice things up a little more than usual.”

      Max shook his head. “You’re so weird. Then again, I already knew that.”

      Felix took a deep breath and closed his eyes, remembering everything that had happened from the moment he’d seen her on the dance floor.

      “You saw her, didn’t you?” Felix looked at Max warily, knowing he was probably giving away too much. Still, he had to know.

      “Yes,” Max said. “And I also saw her vanish into thin air. What kind of shifter is she?”

      “Wolf,” Felix said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m not sure how she did that. Could be her alpha power.”

      “You don’t know?”

      Felix shook his head. “Most of us don’t tell our powers to anyone but our mate. It’s a trust thing.”

      “And she isn’t your mate.”

      “No.” But she could have been.

      “Well, I’m going back inside, then… if you’re sure you’re all right.” It was Max’s duty as head bouncer to patrol the club.

      “I’m sure,” Felix said quickly, staring up at the storm clouds, not caring that he got rain in his eyes. “I’ll stay out here for a minute. Cool off.”

      Max nodded and disappeared through a side door.

      Felix wanted to see if Diana would come back.

      Seeing her again would prove all of this hadn’t been an illusion. His whole body ached to pick up where they’d left off.

      “Come kill me,” he murmured, but only the rain answered, making him colder as the minutes ticked on. “Do whatever you want. Just come back.”
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      “You’re back sooner than I expected.” Seth had a knife in his hand and was eyeing it as he looked up at Diana. He was propped on a stool at the bar as she walked into the compound.

      She’d gotten used to this place, with its hard, cold exterior and stainless-steel surfaces, so different from the rustic cabins in which she’d been raised.

      But she’d never gotten used to the way Seth or the others looked at her, as if she could never be trusted no matter what she did, just because of what she was.

      The only one who truly trusted her was their boss, Byron, and he wouldn’t be happy with how things had gone tonight.

      She plopped down on a stool next to him and put her head in her hands, trying to wipe away some of the rain and tension. She could still feel the knife in her pocket, wet with Felix’s blood.

      She’d stayed in the rain long enough to hopefully wash away Felix’s scent, the proof of what they’d done.

      She’d gone to kill him and ended up making love to him.

      The other wolves would kill her if they knew.

      Everyone at the compound was united in one purpose. Killing anyone associated with the Tribunal, especially the man Diana used to love.

      “It was a fast mission,” she said sharply. “You knew I wasn’t going to get it done in one night. I just did some reconnaissance; that’s all.”

      Seth snorted. “The boss won’t like it. I think he hoped you could get it done tonight, with your… abilities.”

      She shrugged a shoulder, hoping to appear at ease. In truth, everything was roiling inside her. She’d never expected to be affected by Felix like that.

      If they hadn’t been interrupted, she didn’t know if she would have stabbed him or fallen back into his arms.

      “You know, we make a lot of exceptions for you,” Seth said. “A lot of guys here think you should just be mated, given you’re a female alpha, but we let you do missions because of your… uniqueness.”

      She scoffed, reaching over the bar for a beer, which she opened on the edge of the counter before taking a swig. The cool liquid refreshed her, and she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand… which only made her remember Felix’s kiss.

      “My uniqueness is exactly why no one should mate me,” she said coldly. “You’ve seen what I am.”

      “Yeah, but…” Seth put a hand out, hoping to cover hers, though she let out a hiss and pulled back. She wasn’t ready to be touched again. And definitely not by him.

      “Try that again, and I’ll gut you.” She glared at him, sipping her beer.

      Seth sighed. “You can’t stay unmated forever. No matter what… flaws you may have, you would still grant one of us power. Prestige. Just mating an alpha female…”

      She bit back a snarl at his words, hating that her purpose in this world had always just been about what advantages she could grant to the men around her.

      Felix had been the only one to stand up for her, to not push her in that way, but then he’d hurt her worse than all of them.

      “I’m here to help you kill members of the Tribunal. Nothing else.”

      Seth sighed as he pushed himself off the stool, taking his knife with him. “The boss will want to see you. Get a full report of what happened. He won’t be happy if you didn’t even make an attempt.”

      Diana pulled out the knife, showing it to Seth, letting the blade catch the light, glinting with red. “Will that make him happy?”

      “Not unless you can promise you’ll give him the head of the Tribunal’s top assassin on a plate a few days from now.”

      She scoffed. “If anyone else feels more able to take on Darkness, they are free to try.”

      She smirked inwardly as Seth’s face went pale. Everyone knew Felix’s reputation, and no one but her had volunteered to face him.

      He’d been known as an unstoppable monster even years ago, and his reputation had only grown since.

      His fluffy name belied a cold, fierce personality that would stop at nothing to do the Tribunal’s will.

      She’d learned that the hard way.

      “What happened between the two of you?” Seth asked, narrowing his eyes on her. “You get an odd look in your eye whenever we speak of him. And you claim to be the only one who could take him on, but you come back with only a little blood. You don’t want anyone else to take him out, insisting you can do it. If I didn’t know better, I’d say there was history there.”

      She frowned, pressing her lips into a firm line. “We all have history with the Tribunal. With Felix in particular. It should come as no surprise that I have history too.”

      Seth stepped closer, leaning uncomfortably over her and caging her against the counter as he let out a low snarl. “You’d better not have been with him. Not when you turn all of us down. If you have that kind of history, then it might be best if I go to the boss about—”

      She whirled on him, grabbing him by the collar and lifting him off his heels as she held the knife, still wet with Felix’s blood, to Seth’s throat. “Threaten me again, and you won’t have a tongue to squeal with.”

      Seth squirmed out of her grasp, but not before she saw the fear in his dull blue eyes.

      Good.

      She needed more time to deal with the Felix situation. Time to sort out her feelings without the boss intruding.

      So she could kill him next time without hesitating.

      She pointed her knife at Seth, making him flinch, and then laughed, heading in the direction of the boss’ office to give her mission report.
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* * *

      Felix stayed in the rain for hours, waiting for Diana to show up, before Benny came out and dragged him bodily in out of the rain and threw a blanket around him.

      Felix was fully sober now, which meant he could feel the full pain of having Diana back for a moment before losing her again, not knowing if she would come back.

      As he sat in a chair, shuddering in his blanket, he heard his co-workers talking around him, worried about him, asking him questions, but all he could do was sit and shake.

      How could he explain any of this to them? It was so long before they came into his life. He’d been a different person with Diana. Not the glib, sarcastic shell he’d become.

      Back when he could connect with people, rather than just tease them.

      His sister, Tasha, seemed especially worried, and she gently rubbed his shoulder with one hand as the world still seemed to spin.

      Slowly, some of them settled into chairs around him, all of them probably waiting for him to talk.

      Felix glanced up at Lock, whom he’d known the longest, at least as an adult. They’d met at an alpha challenge when Felix was still working for the Tribunal and had saved each other’s lives a couple times since.

      Lock had mated Felix’s sister, Tasha, whom Felix had only known as a toddler because he’d given his life to the Tribunal so she could go free.

      Felix rubbed a hand through his hair, hating how even that tied back to Diana.

      Being torn away from her.

      “Come on,” Benny said, slumping in a chair across from Felix. “Tell us what happened. We won’t judge.”

      “Yeah,” Lock said. “It’s a little weird to see you shell-shocked. We just want to know you’re all right.”

      “She didn’t actually stab you that hard, right?” Tasha asked, reaching for his jacket.

      Felix shrugged her off, then sighed and opened it for his friends to see. When several gasped at the dried blood, he lifted his shirt to show his perfectly healed skin. “It wasn’t even painful. She could have made it hurt more if she wanted to.”

      “She was obviously conflicted,” Lock said, a small twinkle in his eye as he looked over at Felix. “Max told us what you’d been doing before.”

      Felix shot Max a glare, but he just shrugged.

      “They would have smelled it on you anyway,” Max said.

      Felix sighed. “Well, anyway, it was nice of you all to think of me, but I’m fine.” He stood, keeping the blanket around him. He’d always been the one to get other people’s secrets, but he didn’t intend to share any of his. “I’m going to head up to bed.”

      He’d been renting an apartment over the bar in return for keeping an eye on it. On nights like this, it made it easy to get quickly home.

      “Wait,” Lock said. “Don’t you want to talk about it? You look absolutely wrecked.”

      Felix shook his head. “I don’t think so. Not tonight.” Or ever. He turned his back on them and walked out of the room and down a hallway that led to a staircase that would take him upstairs.

      When he was about to open the door to the staircase, he felt Benny catch him by the back of his arm.

      Felix whirled around, pinning him with fierce eyes. “What?”

      Benny paused, hesitating for just a moment, worry in his hazel eyes. “Look, you helped me. A lot. With Harley. I don’t like seeing you trying to handle this alone now.”

      “Handle what?” Felix raised an imperious eyebrow.

      “A woman you clearly long for coming to fuck you up.”

      Felix snorted. “She could hardly have fucked me up. Though, you’re right. I long to fuck her.”

      Benny blocked his way before he could go past. “It’s more than that. I know the expression in your eyes. It’s pain, wanting something you can’t have. Hell, it might be even worse than mine was.”

      Felix went quiet, the promise of someone understanding him tempting him just a bit to open his hard shell.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. She’s gone.”

      “She’ll be back, though, won’t she?” Benny asked. “If she wants to kill you, you clearly have history.”

      Felix put his hands on his hips impatiently, letting the blanket hang from his shoulders. “A lot of people want to kill me.”

      “At least tell me why you had to have her so bad that you were doing it in the rain in the middle of business hours where anyone could have seen you. Or why, after Max interrupted, you pouted outside for the rest of the night.”

      Felix turned his back on Benny then, not having anything to say. He opened the door to go up the stairs and was surprised when he heard Benny follow him.

      “We’re friends, Fifi. Aren’t we?” Benny called from behind him. “Come on, tell me at least a little of what’s going on.”

      When they were up in Felix’s apartment, he whirled on the stubborn bear. “Look, I know you think you’ve found the answer to everything, but things between Diana and I aren’t as simple as things were with you and Harley.”

      “Why?” Benny asked, taking a seat in a comfy chair and clearly in no hurry to leave.

      Felix snorted, then took a seat across from him. He supposed if he had to talk to someone, Benny would be the best option.

      The bear knew how to keep secrets, having kept one of his own for many years.

      “She was supposed to be dead,” Felix said, getting a misty look in his eyes as he remembered their moments in the rain. “I thought she was a ghost.”

      Benny snorted. “You were hitting the alcohol pretty hard tonight. The rest of us worry about you sometimes.”

      Felix looked to the side, disbelieving. They all had mates. They’d found happiness. Lock and Tasha had even misguidedly rescued Felix, thinking he would want to be saved.

      They all had their happily-ever-afters, but there was nothing happy left for an assassin who had already made the choice to sacrifice everything good in his life.

      He was glad his sister had grown up safe and found happiness, and avoided the garbage pile that was his childhood, but he also couldn’t help feeling bitter at everything he’d lost.

      “Why did you think she was dead?” Benny asked solemnly.

      “Her whole pack was wiped out,” Felix said quietly.

      “Ah,” Benny said, shifting nervously. “Does that have anything to do with her wanting to kill you?”

      “I don’t know,” Felix said. “A long time ago, I hurt her. I was trying to keep her safe. Clearly, I failed. Perhaps that’s why she wants to kill me. Still, I had nothing to do with her supposed death or her pack’s downfall. From what I heard, they tried to take on a rival pack.”

      “It wasn’t the Tribunal?”

      Felix shook his head. “Not as far as I know. I tried to put the Tribunal off their scent.”

      Benny leaned back with a sigh. “You said you hurt her.”

      Felix looked out the window at the rain, which was still falling. It matched his mood. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Was she your mate?”

      Felix glared at him, wondering why he and Max had come to the same conclusion.

      “It’s just not like you to get involved with someone or be so intense about them,” Benny said. “You’ve been here a couple months now, and for all your flirtation and overly sexual remarks, you haven’t actually taken anyone upstairs.”

      Felix shrugged one shoulder carelessly. “I’m picky.”

      “Maybe,” Benny said. “Or maybe you had a mate once, and no one measures up to her.”

      Felix looked away, not liking how close his friend had just gotten to the truth. He liked hiding his true self from others. Liked them to think him a flippant, promiscuous jerk.

      It was safer.

      “I’d like to be alone now,” Felix said quietly. “If you please.”

      Benny let out a huff but clearly saw that Felix wasn’t budging. With a low sigh of frustration, he left, slowly shutting the door behind him with a click.

      Felix pulled a chair over to the window to look out at the rain. It was peaceful, knowing she was still out there.

      He was glad she hated him.

      It meant she’d be back.
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* * *

      “Don’t make us regret taking you in.” Byron, Diana’s boss, glared at her across the sterile metal desk in his office, menace emanating off of him in waves. “I took you in when no one else wanted to, all because you promised you could do this one thing.”

      “I can do it,” she insisted, though her heart wasn’t entirely sure.

      “I thought you hated him,” Byron said, eyes gleaming. “I didn’t think you’d give him a chance to escape.”

      “I wasn’t sure I could take him,” she said simply. “He’s strong. Incredibly strong. I’ll need time to figure out how to beat him.”

      “When you were a simple wolf, maybe I would have believed you, but with what you are now…”

      “I don’t even fully understand what I am now,” she said, setting her knife down on the desk.

      “Then maybe you should do your duty as a female and leave the mission to someone more qualified.”

      She slammed both hands down on the desktop furiously. She hadn’t suffered so long, come so far, just to let everything slip out of her hands now. “I’m the only one who is qualified. He trusts me… due to our past together.”

      Her boss leaned back in his chair, a shrewd look in his eyes. “A past you still haven’t explained to me.” He exhaled slowly. “But very well. You can try again. Heaven knows I don’t have any volunteers wanting to go up against Darkness.”

      She flinched at the name Felix’s enemies used for him, but it was apt. He came with a sword, and the last thing anyone saw was darkness. His alpha power of putting people to sleep was one of the hardest to beat.

      Her invisibility had been the only thing that stopped him from catching her.

      “Just remember,” Byron said, standing and walking around the desk to put his hands delicately on her shoulders. “If you betray us, you’ll wish you’d never come to us. Got that?”

      She fought back a shudder as she nodded.

      “Good,” he said, patting her lightly as he went to open the door to let her out. “So when are you going back to get more info?”

      She’d known not to come to him without a plan.

      Leaning close to him, she muttered it in his ear, watching as his lips curled up in a grin.

      “It’s perfect,” he said, pulling back from her. “He’ll never see it coming.”

      Byron held the door for her as she left, then leaned on the frame as she walked down the hallway.

      When she was finally back to her room, a sparse little cube with no window and spare metal furnishings, she plopped down on her bed with a sigh.

      Now that no one was watching, she could finally let down her guard.

      Finally sit back and listen to the rain outside, slide her hand in her pants, and think about how it had felt to have Felix’s fingers there, driving her crazy as he always had.

      She moaned, arching back as she remembered his face, so intense, filled with longing.

      Had he really missed her? Had he actually wanted her as much as she wanted him?

      Then why hadn’t he been there for her when she needed him so badly?

      Her hand withdrew, leaving her aching the way she’d been after Felix had brought her to orgasm up against a wall.

      He hadn’t even flinched from her knife.

      I missed you.

      She closed her eyes in pain at the words so softly spoken, felt the echo of them in her own heart.

      She missed who he used to be. She missed being able to dream about him. She missed having one person who was there for her.

      She curled over and pulled her blanket up around her as she stared at the blank wall to the side of her bed.

      It was too late for silly, girlish dreams.
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      The Past

      Felix glared as the wolf girl’s family came back in from outside, laughing and talking amongst themselves, completely unaware of what had been going on without them.

      He couldn’t believe they would be so stupid as to feel relaxed simply because Felix was tied with some rope or threatened by a gun.

      As if either of those things could stop him.

      Diana was standing to the side of him, and he could sense she was trembling, hoping none of them would pick up on what she’d just done.

      She’d almost fraternized with the “Tribunal dog.”

      Felix wanted to reach out and comfort her, which was an odd impulse for an assassin.

      “Did you get in touch with your contacts?” Diana asked with barely any nervousness detectable in her voice.

      Her father sat down in a rough wooden chair, making it creak. “It’s not your concern. Men’s business.”

      Felix scowled. “I rather think it is her concern, as she is the one who caught me.”

      “You shut up, pretty boy,” Bernard said, coming up to where Felix sat in his chair, shoving a finger in Felix’s chest as he glared up at him.

      Bernard shook his head and went to sit in the other free chair, but his eyes were still resting on Felix, and Felix didn’t like the way he was looking at him.

      Or the way he looked at Diana.

      “Diana will do what’s expected of her,” her father said, leaning back with supreme confidence. “Of course, I mean to find a good match if possible. One that would benefit Diana and the pack. Once we figure out what to do with the Tribunal’s top assassin, that is.”

      Felix looked over to see how Diana was taking this, but she was simply resting against a table, studying her nails.

      Bernard smirked. “We’ve already had an offer. While we were in town seeing who’d pay most for the Tribunal scum, we found out Bristleton pack is looking for a mate for their alpha.”

      “What would they give us in return?” Diana asked.

      “Well, mostly money, but with that, we can do a lot,” her father said. “Besides, it’s a good pack. I’ve heard good things about the alpha. It would be smart to be allied with them. However, we do have prestige right now, having captured the assassin. We should use it. Get an even better offer.” Her father grinned.

      Bernard bristled, but stayed quiet, as if he knew the topic was done.

      Felix was used to a lot of gross things after being raised in the Tribunal, but some things still really set him off.

      Wolves bartering their family members like they were chattel was one of them.

      He’d do anything to protect his sister or other women in his life. He didn’t know why these wolves didn’t feel the same.

      “You’re quiet over there,” the father said, looking at Felix. “Plotting escape? You’ll find those ropes hard to break. And I’m sure you know better than to shift. It’d be three on one.”

      Felix nodded, trying to look convincingly caught. “I know. You can do what you want with me.” He blinked. “And what is it you want to do?”

      “Kill you,” the father said. “Or sell you to someone who can kill you. Take an asset from the Tribunal, if possible.”

      Felix didn’t believe him. Despite his big talk, he sensed this man was overall good. He couldn’t really say the same for Bernard. “Why do you want to attack the Tribunal?”

      There were good and bad reasons for coming after the wolves who ruled over their kind.

      “My mother,” Diana said quickly as her father let out a hiss.

      “We don’t owe him an explanation,” her father said.

      Felix sighed, unable to blame this man for his hatred. His wife had apparently been one of many accidentally killed by the Tribunal.

      They’d had scientists working on a secret project, and it had ramifications no one could have intended.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to your wife,” Felix said carefully. “But I would highly recommend you let your vendetta go and release me.”

      “So you could kill us all?” The father laughed. “I don’t think so.”

      “You won’t win against the Tribunal,” Felix said. “If you kill me, they have other assassins.”

      “You’re their best. Besides, isn’t the leader your uncle?”

      Felix colored. “Maybe.”

      “It’ll hurt to lose you,” the father said. “They’ll feel a bit of what I feel.”

      Or not, since they were a whole family of sociopaths. For the most part.

      Bernard stood abruptly, walking over to Felix and glaring down at him in his chair. “We could mess him up a little too. Humiliate him.”

      Felix raised an eyebrow at the wolf, at the hungry look in his eyes. Felix didn’t know why his pheromones were strong enough to work on both males and females, but it happened enough that he was almost bored of it by now. “What did you have in mind?”

      He could feel Diana watching him. Did they ever threaten her as well?

      Diana’s father stood, walking over to Bernard. “Just what are you suggesting?”

      Bernard shrugged, looking chagrined. “Not that I would enjoy it. I just thought we could mess him up, for revenge sake. Come on, Dirk.”

      Dirk, Diana’s father, didn’t seem as though he could be more disgusted. “We don’t assault people, Bernard.”

      “But you kill them?” Felix muttered, begrudgingly having to give Dirk a point for his stance on rape.

      “I will if I have to. For revenge,” Dirk said. “A life for a life. They took my life, but I still have my honor. Everything will be done according to wolf custom.”

      Felix felt a bit of admiration for this alpha and his old-school tactics. The Tribunal had long since lost any sense of honor at all.

      “But you would sell your daughter,” Felix said, testing him.

      Dirk raised an eyebrow. “Not sold. Bartered. That is how things work when matches need to be made. There are no alphas here for her to mate with. It’s for her benefit as well as our own. We live a simple life here. Something I’m sure you Tribunal pigs could never understand since you have everything. Multiple alpha females per family, a high concentration of alpha males.”

      “True,” Felix said simply. He eyed Bernard, who seemed angry about how this conversation had gone. He was clearly the pack beta and apparently had no alpha blood as well.

      Bernard’s hands clenched into fists, and he turned and walked out of the cabin, slamming the door behind him.

      Felix looked at Diana, who was still studying her nails, and then at her father, who was appraising Felix shrewdly.

      “What should we do with you overnight? Are you going to give us trouble? If you escape, we’ll just come after you.”

      Felix cocked his head, wondering how they could be naive enough to think they could stop him. “I’m not going to escape.” He wriggled slightly. “I’m tied up, aren’t I?”

      Both Diana and Dirk gave him wary glances, and then Diana walked over to her father, giving him a slight hug.

      Dirk tensed, then patted her on the back awkwardly.

      “It’s okay,” Diana said. “I’ll stay and watch him.”

      Dirk looked torn. Then he nodded, rubbing his stubbled chin. “I have things to check on. Pack complaints. Otherwise, I would do it.”

      “I’m happy to help you, Father,” she said gently, and Felix caught his breath at the admiration in her eyes.

      Clearly, she’d been trying to do her best to make up for the loss of her mother.

      A mother she never should have lost. Guilt hit him hard, though he hadn’t had anything to do with the disastrous virus that had hurt so many alpha females.

      Dirk and Diana moved to the side of the room to talk, and Felix rested with his eyes closed, trying not to eavesdrop.

      When Dirk left, shutting the door behind him, the cabin was empty except for Felix and Diana, lit by dim lamplight.

      She walked to the corner and opened a drawer, pulled out a nightshirt, and began to change.

      Felix stared in shock. “You expect me to just look away or something?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t care what you do.” Her curves were revealed for a small moment as she pulled the shirt over her head, letting it fall to midthigh.

      “You’re not afraid to sleep here with a dangerous assassin?”

      “If you could have escaped already, you would have,” she said simply. “Besides, I need to be able to keep an eye on things when my dad has to go over the hill to the other pack members. It won’t be the first time I’ve bedded down here.”

      “I can’t believe he would just leave you alone.”

      “As you saw when I captured you, I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      But she didn’t look that way.

      Especially in that too-big nightshirt as she rolled out a blanket on a worn pad on the floor.

      “So I’m to sleep in the chair, then?”

      She nodded at him, stifling a yawn as she reached over to turn out the lamp, plunging them into darkness. “Sorry.”

      But he didn’t think she was.

      “Sure you don’t want to experiment with me any further?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “No one’s around.”

      She let out a little huff. “You’re a dog of the Tribunal. You played on my pheromones. That’s all.”

      “Oh, come on, you like me, at least a little,” Felix teased. “If you let me out so I can sleep on your mat, I promise not to run away.”

      She snorted. “What would that be worth? The promise of a Tribunal lackey. Someone who has betrayed their own kind.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” Felix said calmly. “It’s a mistake to think that you do.”

      “I know that you work for the worst organization on Earth. That’s enough for me.”

      There was a pause, and then Felix sighed. “I’m sorry about your mother.”

      She shrugged, making her blanket rustle. “It was a long time ago.”

      That didn’t change anything. Loss didn’t really go away with time. It just… changed.

      “I’m still sorry.”

      She rolled over to face him. “You really do continue to surprise me, you know.”

      “Oh? How so?”

      “You show too much weakness,” she said. “If the whole Tribunal is like this, maybe my father has a chance after all.”

      Felix shook his head. “No. He has absolutely no chance against them, and there are packs that would take him out if they found out his intentions, just to get on the Tribunal’s good side.”

      “If that were true, why would you warn us?”

      He sat for a second, wondering why indeed. But his answer was there in her small form hidden under a blanket that didn’t fully disguise her curves.

      He’d been unable to stop thinking about her from the moment she’d pulled a knife on him.

      “I guess it’s… I don’t want to see anyone get hurt if they don’t have to. Tell your father to just let the pack move on with their lives. They’ll only lose more to this vendetta.”

      “Easy for you to say. Families were destroyed. Life doesn’t just go on. Not for us.”

      “Well, not everyone died. Which may not be the case if the Tribunal catches wind of you.”

      She sighed. “Weird thing for an assassin to care about.”

      “As I said, you don’t know anything about me.”

      “No, I don’t.” Her blanket rustled. “And I don’t need to. Good night, Tribunal dog.”

      “Good night, Diana.”

      She let out a huff, as if she were offended at him speaking her name, but then went silent, though Felix was almost painfully aware of her breathing.

      He sat there watching the moon create shadows on the wall in front of him as she slowly drifted off to sleep.

      Though he was tied to a chair, he felt like he was protecting her. The thought made him feel warm. A much better mission than killing.

      He relaxed against the ropes and was about to let sleep claim him when he heard the creak of footsteps coming up the stairs, as if someone were trying to sneak into the cabin.

      He slumped his head to the side, feigning sleep, as he heard someone let themselves into the cabin.

      Through one narrowed eye, he saw that it was Bernard, just barely visible in the dark.

      And he was creeping over to the place where Diana was sleeping, something glinting in his hand.
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      The Present

      If someone had told Diana that the notorious Tribunal assassin Darkness would be spending his spare time feeding a family of ducks, she would have punched them for their obvious lie.

      That was until she saw him doing it.

      She’d decided that the best route would be to follow him at a distance, see where he went on an average day when he wasn’t at the club.

      He’d gotten up early and gone to a coffee shop, where he’d flirted with the clerk and ordered coffee with muffins.

      He looked handsome, as always, and was wearing a simple trench coat over a tee shirt and jeans.

      His white-blond hair curled messily around his face and ears, clearly in need of a cut, though it did nothing to hide his still-ethereal beauty.

      Diana had thought the clerk was going to faint when Felix had smiled at her with those perfect dimples and violet eyes.

      He looked like a model from another dimension. So tall. Not a flaw to be seen.

      Diana decided she hated him all the more for it. For having not changed at all, when she was ruined for good.

      Well, maybe he’d changed just a little. He moved a little slower, seemed a little more fatigued when he thought no one was watching while she’d followed him to the grocery store, which had been his next destination.

      He’d bought two loaves of bread, once again smiling at the clerk who flirted with him, and then walked outside with his bag over his arm and his hands in his pockets.

      And then he’d come here to sit on an old-looking park bench and throw bits of bread to the ducks.

      It wasn’t what she had expected from the shifter world’s most notorious assassin.

      Especially since he called all the ducks by name and seemed to take great pleasure in dividing the bread among them.

      Her heart twinged, and she placed a hand over it, rubbing it as she sat on a bench twenty feet away, glad he couldn’t see her since she was invisible.

      He’d worked for the most powerful wolves in the world. Surely, he was rich. He could be rolling in piles of money or dating the most beautiful alpha females. Things she’d always imagined him doing once he’d abandoned her and gone back to his life.

      But if his life had been so happy, why did he look so miserable, like it was a struggle to keep up a smile even for the ducks?

      When he was done with one loaf of bread, he tucked the other beneath his bench and leaned back with his hands behind his head, tilting his face up like he was enjoying the sun.

      It was a slightly windy day, and the pond was rippling and creating rhythmic splashing noises against the shore.

      She felt the sudden urge to go sit by him. To just be with him, feel his presence again, as if nothing had changed. As if she could just let go and forgive him.

      But she couldn’t.

      She heard rustling in the bushes a few yards away from her and only just kept herself from letting out a scream as a large, burly man jumped out of them and started heading straight for Felix.

      “I knew you would let your guard down,” the man growled, pulling a knife out of his pocket. “You’re not getting all the Tribunal benefits, so I won’t even have to shift to kill you, you washed-up has-been.”

      Felix looked over, raising an eyebrow at him, squinting because of the sun. “Ah. I was wondering when you would come out.”

      Diana’s heart began to beat faster. Had Felix come out here because he knew he was being followed? Did he know she was there as well? She hoped not.

      She was a bit embarrassed she hadn’t noticed the other wolf sneak up because she’d been so busy watching Felix.

      Then again, her sense of smell wasn’t the same anymore with what she now was.

      The man moved forward, holding out the knife. “It’s time for you to pay for killing my father.”

      Felix sighed. “Ah. Father, is it? It’s always something. Mother, daughter, sister, brother, son.” He rolled his neck, and even from her distance, Diana could hear the cracking noise. “Still, I tried to be judicious with my kills. Tell me what your father did.”

      “He did nothing wrong,” the man spat. “Except for wanting some of the privileges the Tribunal was already enjoying.”

      Felix narrowed his eyes at the man as if trying to call a memory back. “Hm. Let me look at you for a moment.”

      “You can look at me while you die!” The man lunged forward with the knife, and Felix raised a hand, waving it slightly before the man keeled over, unconscious before he hit the grass.

      Felix crouched, rolling him over, and stared down with a pensive look on his face. “It’s on the tip of my tongue. Trying to remember…”

      “Tribunal dog!” Another voice rang out as two men stepped into the clearing, climbing over a guardrail a dozen yards away.

      Had they been hiding as well? How many people were after Felix?

      Diana fought back a protective urge that surged through her. It was probably only that Felix was hers to kill. Nothing more.

      Besides, watching these fights would probably give her a clue as to how to take him down or how carefully she would have to proceed.

      Felix rolled his eyes as he turned to them, hands on his hips as he pushed back his trench coat. “Please don’t make me knock you out first. Just calmly explain why you hate me, and I’ll decide if I need to kill you.”

      One of the men’s eyes went murderously dark, and before Diana could do anything, he pulled out a fairly large gun, aimed it at Felix, and pulled the trigger.

      The loud bang resounded through the clearing, making Diana’s ears ring for a few seconds. As the man with the gun stepped forward triumphantly, Felix dropped to one knee, cursing violently.

      “That hurts,” he said irritably, pushing his coat out of his way and putting his hand over the red stain blossoming on his tee shirt. “And it doesn’t help your case at all, pulling out a gun like that where humans could be involved. Negative three points.”

      The man looked confused, eyeing the gun in his hand and then sending a panicked look at the man next to him.

      “So who was it?” Felix asked, advancing on them as his hand reached under his shirt, presumably digging in the wound they’d made.

      He withdrew something and tossed it to the side, and as it glinted in the sand, Diana could see it was the bullet, still wet with his blood.

      She put a hand over her mouth as he continued to approach the now trembling men.

      “We can’t shift here, so there’s no way to do an alpha challenge. And besides, what would be gained?” Felix circled them as they both tried to come up with a new plan.

      The one with the gun raised it again, and Felix put his hand over the barrel, bending it down before it could fire.

      Then he tossed it away into the sand and caught the man who’d been holding it by the neck. “You’re already three points down, and you haven’t explained why you want to kill me. I would if I were you, before I decide that leaving you around to frighten my duck friends isn’t worth sparing your lives.”

      “Wait,” the other man said. “Hold on. You killed his sister.”

      “I what?”

      “The Tribunal did,” the man said. “You’re their dog.”

      Diana couldn’t help feeling a bit odd, hearing other people use the same words she had when she first met Felix.

      Then again, the Tribunal had done a lot of harm.

      Felix used his free hand to reach behind his neck as if pulling something out from behind his back that had been hidden by his jacket.

      Diana gasped. He was still carrying the sword.

      Just seeing it made a chill go up her back.

      He pointed it at the man he was holding up by the neck and glared at his companion. “Your hate is misguided, though I don’t blame you for your rage. What was his sister to you?”

      The man’s eyes shuttered. “Everything.”

      Felix slowly lowered the man he’d been holding, letting his feet touch the ground.

      The man took in a gasp, trying to struggle away from Felix, but he pointed the sword at his throat. The blade was long and curved, blackened on the edges as if very old.

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” Felix said. “But I’m afraid we have two choices. Either I kill you here so you don’t come after me or people I care about, or you give me your pack’s promise that you will let things lie. I won’t have you coming here to disturb me or anyone I care about again.”

      The man looked at the sword, then at his friend, and then nodded.

      But the other one, the one who hadn’t fired a gun, was blinking back tears, and his hands were curled in tight fists as he stepped forward.

      “No,” he said. “I’d rather die than not avenge her.” Claws shot out of his hands. “You’re going to pay for what you’ve done.”

      Felix’s eyes widened in alarm for the first time, and he looked around as if checking for humans. “Dear God, you can’t shift here. Look, I feel for you. You’ve suffered at the hands of the Tribunal. I come out here during the day so that those who want to confront me can do it without causing a scene around my friends and family. I’ve killed a lot of people, and I hear your pain. But I did not kill your friend’s sister, and fighting me pointlessly won’t bring her back.”

      “It’ll make me feel better,” the man said, his eyes going bright yellow as gray fur began to sprout from his forearms.

      His friend took one look at him and began to run.
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      Felix let out a sigh of impatience, putting both hands on his hips, though it brought his sword dangerously close to his thighs. He shook his head impatiently, and his white-blond hair swayed with the breeze, looking so soft to the touch.

      “Maybe you could punch me. Just once. Would that make you feel better?”

      The man shook his head, prowling forward as the shift continued to take hold.

      “Think about this,” Felix said. “You can’t shift in public in broad daylight. And even if you could, it would be pointless. I’d take you out before your paws could hit the ground.”

      “No,” the man said. “I’m going to kill you. I have to kill you.”

      “But then you would be me,” Felix said. “And I assure you, you don’t want to be. Killing is vastly overrated. Besides, even if you could accomplish it, which you can’t, you would just have my family coming after you to avenge me. And on and on. It’s never ending. Instead, tell me how I can help you.”

      Diana gaped at the words because they were so obviously genuine.

      Was he trying to… atone or something? Why was he letting these attackers even have their say? She’d realized a long time ago that Felix had nothing to do with the Tribunal releasing the serum that had killed her mother.

      She hated him for his other crimes, but not that.

      She’d thought he’d be having a cozy life outside the Tribunal, with no duties but all the benefits.

      Apparently, she wasn’t the only one from his old life determined not to let him ever settle down.

      The man approaching Felix hesitated, but Felix let out a little curse and pulled a knife out of his coat.

      “One second,” he said, throwing it easily forward so it shot past his attacker and went flying straight down the beach.

      The half-shifted man flinched, and Diana thought Felix had missed until they heard a muffled scream and a thud and turned to see the man who’d been running away drop to the ground.

      Felix smiled. “Couldn’t let him just disappear without a pack’s promise.”

      Diana’s heart was racing. Good God, he’d just knocked that guy down out of nowhere while calmly talking down another attacker.

      “Think about it,” Felix said, pointing the sword at the half-shifted man’s throat, making him swallow. “You could just promise me not to come back, tell a few people that it’s not smart to come for me, and go on with your life.”

      The man’s eyes were pained. “There’s no life without her.”

      Felix was quiet, then slowly lowered his sword. “Then you never deserved her at all.”

      The man cursed and rushed forward, but Felix caught him, stabbing him lightly in the chest with his sword and bringing him to an abrupt halt.

      “This isn’t going to fix anything,” Felix said. “And people are going to be hurt after you die. When they come for me after and I kill them as well.”

      “Why can’t you be decent?” The man stuttered, practically spitting with rage. “Why can’t you just die for what you did?”

      Felix twisted the blade slightly. “Because I’m not bad enough to do everything I’m accused of, but I’m not good enough to give you my life either. Besides…” Diana could swear he flicked his eyes in her direction. “Some interesting things have happened lately, and I find I’m motivated to stay alive and figure them out.”

      Diana shivered, knowing he probably was aware she was there, even if he couldn’t see her. Damn, he was still far too good for her to take him on.

      She’d have to come up with something more subtle. A longer-term plan, as she’d told her boss.

      The man Felix was threatening looked down at the blood on his shirt, the sword there, and then up at Felix.

      “I don’t want to die.” Then he sagged suddenly, his fur and claws retreated, and he sat back onto the ground.

      Felix crouched in front of him, elbows on his knees, sword pointing harmlessly to the side. “So we have a pack’s promise, then?”

      The man nodded. Diana could see the defeat in his face at not being able to take out his target.

      But perhaps he had seen what she had all those years ago.

      Felix was both incredibly reasonable and dangerous, and both made him a hard person to kill.

      “Pack’s promise,” he said dully.

      Felix took something out of his pocket and put it in the other man’s hand. The man looked up at him, shocked, as Felix forced him to take it. As the man scrambled back, Felix got to his feet and went down the shore to talk to the other man.

      He pulled out the knife that was pinning the man to the ground by his shirt and talked to him for a moment, though Diana was too far away to hear.

      He was probably getting another pack’s promise, and when he seemed satisfied, he nodded, handing the man something as well before he scrambled to his feet and ran off.

      His friend joined him, and the two disappeared into a car parked on the other side of the road.

      Felix walked back toward the bench where he’d originally been sitting but then passed it as he approached the first man who’d attacked, who was still sleeping soundly in the waving grass.

      Felix raised his sword and slammed it down into the man’s chest, making blood arc up in a violent spray.

      The man didn’t move as he twisted the blade, watching the blood spill until it didn’t come anymore.

      When it was done, Felix yanked his blade back with a sickening noise, pulled out a white cloth to wipe the blood away, and tossed it to the side.

      Then he sat on the bench, running his hands through his overgrown hair.

      Diana was still trying to recover from the brutality of what she’d just witnessed.

      She’d thought he was soft, watching him bargain with the other men trying to kill him. But he’d just turned the first man into a geyser without a second thought.

      He was quiet as he ran his hands through his hair for a moment. Then he exhaled slowly and reached under his bench for the bread.

      He broke it into pieces and began to throw it toward the ducks who were just recovering enough from the gunshot to come close once again.

      She stepped out into the open, dropping her invisibility.

      “Wondered when you would join me,” Felix said casually, confirming her suspicion that he had known she was there the whole time.

      She took another step forward. “You going to kill me as well?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Did you want me to?”

      “No,” she said. “But, well, you know I’m trying to kill you. And I don’t really see any rhyme or reason in how you kill.”

      Felix shrugged. “I have my methods.”

      “Your points,” she said, taking a seat on the bench next to him, far away enough that they weren’t touching, though she was painfully aware of him being close by. “I know about those.” She nodded to the man Felix had stabbed. “But what about that guy?”

      Felix looked at her, and as a white lock of hair blew across his forehead, his beautiful violet eyes caught the sun, making it difficult to breathe.

      It had always been difficult to breathe in the face of his beauty.

      “I have my reasons,” he said softly, tossing another piece of bread. He handed a slice to her casually. “But if you’re wondering, no, I wouldn’t kill you. I very much want you alive.”

      “Why?” she asked sharply. “Why, after all this time, would you care?”

      He tossed another piece of bread toward a duckling, smiling faintly as it picked it up in its tiny bill. “People don’t come back to life every day, do they? Would be a pity to waste it.”

      She frowned. “I was never dead.”

      He sighed, rolling up the remaining bread and setting it to the side. Then he scooted in closer to her so their hips were touching. “You were dead. You just didn’t know it. You were dead to me, and now you’re back and I’m never letting go of you.” He put up his hand to reach for her hair, but she knocked it away.

      “Stop that.”

      “Oh, come on,” he said. “You know you’ve missed me.”

      She glanced at the man who was dead on the ground next to them. “Not really.”

      Felix let out an aggravated sigh. “Fine. I’ll tell you why I killed him. Because even in his dreams, he wants to kill and rape people. Like his father did. Happy?”

      She gaped. “You can see their dreams?”

      Felix nodded, looking blankly out at the lake. “Not that I take them all literally, but when they involve memories of prior crimes committed…”

      “I get it,” she said with a shudder.

      “I guess you know all of my alpha powers now,” he said softly. “Gonna use it to take me out?”

      She crossed one leg over the other and tore off a piece of bread to throw to the ducks. “I haven’t decided,” she said honestly. “Though, I admit the temptation is there.”

      This time when he looked at her, his eyes were haunted, holding some of the desperation they had the other night. “Why, Diana? I know you hate me, but I don’t understand why.”

      She stood abruptly. “Maybe you never will.” She took a step forward, toward the water, knowing she had him in the palm of her hand. It was an eerie feeling after hating him so long for not caring about her.

      Knowing he did made something twist inside her, unsure.

      He wrapped his arms around her, and she didn’t fight him, even as tears bit at her eyes because of how good it felt.

      “We can’t do this,” she said. “We shouldn’t…”

      “Where were you?” he murmured against her ear. “I looked for you everywhere.”

      “Not everywhere,” she said. “And it’s too late now. I don’t want to tell you.” Especially since he’d been the one responsible for sending her there.

      Was he just going to ignore that fact?

      He had to know that she knew he had betrayed her. Was he really going to play dumb about that fact?

      But then why was he acting so happy to see her? Why was he acting like he cared?

      The whole thing required further investigation.

      “You’re going to tell me, Diana,” he said as his lips sensually caressed the edge of her ear and she felt her knees about to give out. “You’re going to tell me everything, no matter how painful, because if I’m going to be your mate, I need to know.”

      “No,” she murmured. “I won’t mate you.”

      “You will,” he said. “Because it’s inevitable. Because we were made to be together. Because that’s all it could mean when you’ve come back to me after so long.”

      She reached down and grabbed his hands, yanking them away from her. “Maybe a long time ago, I thought you were meant for me. But that was before you chose the Tribunal over me.”

      “I thought you would be safer,” he said. “I thought it would protect you, as well as someone else.”

      “Well, it didn’t protect me,” she said sharply, watching the way his eyes widened with pain. “So you made your choice, and you’re not going to be with me.”

      “If I had known you needed protecting—”

      “I needed protecting because of you!” She jabbed a finger at him. “Because you betrayed me! Stop pretending like you don’t understand.”

      He caught her and pulled her in against him, wrapping his arms around her as she shook.

      No one had comforted her after everything had happened. No one had been there for her to come home to.

      No one had rescued her, let alone Felix.

      Yet she let him hold her in his arms because she had nowhere else to go with her pain.

      When he spoke, his voice was solemn. “I understand that I disappointed you, but I need a chance to make it right. Let me be there for you, at least this time.”

      She froze, her hands still holding on to him as if he could somehow give comfort. Then she pulled back, glaring into his eyes. “It’s too late. I don’t need you.”

      “Then come for me. Make me pay.”

      She took a step back, then another, until she was nearly to the road. “I intend to.”

      Then she disappeared.
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      The Past

      Diana woke to the feeling of something over her mouth and thrashed as she looked up and saw Bernard above her, his amber eyes glowing even in the dark of the cabin.

      She struggled to pull his hand off, but she was a young female and he was a stronger male, and her efforts did nothing as he put a hand to his lips to signal for her to shut up.

      “Be quiet,” he said. “Don’t want to wake the prisoner.”

      She glanced over at Felix and saw him asleep, head bent toward his chest, hands still tied by that shifter-resistant rope. There was no way he could escape. Not that the Tribunal dog would help her if he could.

      She would have to defend herself.

      She glared up at Bernard as he straddled her, hefting one solid thigh on each side of her waist as he used one hand to grab something out of his pocket while the other stayed on her mouth.

      It tasted salty and unpleasant, and she tried to wriggle out from under him.

      “Your father is never going to listen to reason,” Bernard said in a low voice. “We’ve had multiple offers. Enough money that the pack would never have to worry. We’d be able to get weapons, take on the tribunal. Your father could have his revenge if he was just a little smarter about it. Less picky about your mate.” He stroked her cheek, then removed his hand and quickly put a strip of duct tape over her mouth, gagging her effectively.

      When she reached up to tug it off, he grabbed her hands and wrapped duct tape around those as well.

      Diana shot a glance up at Felix.

      “You think he would save you?” Bernard scoffed. “He’s a highly paid assassin, not some hero.”

      Diana worked her hands at the tape, refusing to give up.

      There was still the option of shifting, but that would make Bernard shift too, and she didn’t want his teeth and claws if she could avoid it.

      Bernard smirked, grabbing her taped hands in one of his and pinning them above her head. “If I claim you, I’ll get the power, the prestige. My own pack.” He reached for the hem of her shirt, slowly lifting it, and grinned at her as he did so. “I’ve always wanted to see what you have under here. Now just lie back and be quiet.”

      Her mind went blank from sheer panic.

      She’d been harassed before by males in the pack when her father wasn’t around, but this was different. This was worse. She could sense it.

      Diana kicked out in blind fear just as she heard a cracking sound and then a crash as wood splintered around them and something heavy hit the back wall of the cabin.

      She looked over to see Felix shoving off his ropes and kicking his legs free of the last bits of wood stuck to him.

      When his eyes met hers, cold fear went through her. Gone was the playful glint in his violet eyes. Gone was the relaxed look on his handsome features.

      He was raised to his full, intimidating height, a muscle ticking in his perfect jaw as he slowly walked over to them.

      Bernard was frozen above her, unable to even run as the scent of lavender blanketed the room, somehow signaling impending doom.

      “You know why I’m called Darkness?” Felix asked, crouching to stare at the side of Bernard’s pale face.

      Bernard refused to look at him. “This doesn’t concern you, assassin.”

      “Usually, it’s because the last thing my targets see is the dark,” Felix said, his voice utterly calm. “But I guess it’s already dark now, right?”

      Diana could feel Bernard shaking slightly.

      “Which is a pity, because I want you to see the darkness of your own blood filling your gaze, blocking out everything but the pain I’m about to deal you.”

      Felix stood slowly, then reached down a hand, catching Bernard by the collar. Bernard was a tall, burly wolf, and Diana fought back a gasp as Felix lifted him as though he were nothing and set him on his feet.

      Bernard put up his fists, looking confused to be facing Felix and not on top of an alpha female.

      Felix cocked his head, then grabbed Bernard by the neck and threw him into the opposite wall of the cabin so fast Diana could have missed it if she blinked.

      Tribunal fighters really were on another level.

      Felix reached Bernard before he could even finish slumping down the wall and groaning. He grabbed Bernard by the collar and slammed his fist into his face over and over, the mind-numbing crunching ringing out in the quiet night while Diana stayed on the ground, motionless.

      Waiting.

      Now that Felix had escaped, would he kill her too? Had he just been waiting for the right moment?

      Felix let out a breath and let the hand that was still holding Bernard by the collar sag slightly, lowering him to the ground. Then he seemed to think better of it and tossed Bernard into the wall again.

      This time, Bernard slid to the ground and didn’t move.

      Diana waited several heartbeats as Felix paced, running his hand over his long white-blond ponytail. She’d never imagined such a pretty person could be so vicious.

      Then again, the well-developed muscles on his tall body should have tipped her off.

      He looked over his shoulder at her, and she held her breath at the sight of his face. He was still clearly furious.

      His eyes moved to her hands, and his jaw clenched. The next second, he was striding over to her, dropping to one knee next to her on the ground.

      When he reached for her, she flinched. She knew he wasn’t going to try to claim her. He would have plenty of willing alpha females. But he might want to kill her for capturing him, for putting him in danger, for—

      He reached over, ripping the tape off her hands in one smooth move.

      She instantly reached up to pull the tape off her mouth, scrabbling away from him as she did.

      She still didn’t know what he intended to do next.

      His eyes softened as they ran over her. “Are you all right?”

      Her lower lip trembled. She’d always been expected to be strong, and now this Tribunal lackey was offering her kindness. After being taught to hate him, she didn’t know how to react.

      “I’m fine,” she said slowly. “But why did you do that?”

      “I can’t stand rape,” he said, reaching out a hand to help her to her feet. “Or rapists. Personal beef. The Tribunal understands.”

      Diana didn’t really want to hear anything good about the Tribunal. She hadn’t been old enough to remember when her mom died, but she’d seen the effect on her father and the pack.

      She’d been prepared to hate Felix, despite being incredibly attracted to him, but he was making it pretty hard.

      When she was on her feet, he rubbed her arms gently, bringing the circulation back.

      She glanced at the remains of the chair scattered around the cabin. “So you could escape the whole time? Why didn’t you?”

      Felix rubbed the back of his neck. “When you’re captured, you learn a lot about your captors. I like to know people before I decide whether to kill them.”

      That surprised her too. “Didn’t the Tribunal just authorize you to exterminate us? I’m sure they heard that our alpha wants to attack.”

      Felix shoved his hands in his pockets. “The Tribunal has made people angry, sometimes for justifiable reasons. When I meet someone who has every right to hate the Tribunal, I try to see if they can be talked out of attacking first. I despise unnecessary bloodshed.”

      She looked over at Bernard. “You do?”

      “That was necessary,” he said with a smile. “As I said before, I hate rapists.”

      It was really sinking in now that she’d been rescued by a Tribunal pawn. That something horrible might have happened if she hadn’t been.

      She liked to think she could have still fought Bernard off, but…

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, looking up at Felix.

      He grinned at her. “Couldn’t let anything happen to my new friend.”

      They couldn’t be friends. It wasn’t possible. Not with the ways they were different. Yet when she looked past his position with the Tribunal, he wasn’t much different from other males her age.

      Except prettier and stronger.

      She stared up at Felix, the first man to ever truly rescue her. Attraction burned through her as it had when she’d first seen him, and it made her feel ashamed.

      She’d waited to feel anything for the males around her, but she never had and it almost made her feel defective.

      So why did she have to feel this way for a Tribunal dog?

      She looked over at Bernard and shuddered. “What are we going to do with him? Is he actually dead?”

      “Dying maybe,” Felix said. “Not that I care.” He folded his arms as if daring her to challenge him.

      “We… we should tell my father. Let him decide what to do with his beta.”

      Felix narrowed his eyes. “Would he believe you?”

      “I think so,” Diana said. “We aren’t incredibly close, but—”

      “Fine, then,” Felix said. “If your father kills him, that works too.”

      “Why do you think he would kill him?”

      Felix raised a blond eyebrow. “Good God, do you realize what just almost happened? Any man with any sense in his head would want to kill him.”

      “But people deserve a fair trial. You beat the shit out of him.”

      Felix’s purple eyes were defiant. “I couldn’t do any less. Not after seeing him on top of you.”

      “Ah, right.” It was foreign to have anyone care about her. She didn’t understand this wolf at all.

      She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself, but the adrenaline was still pumping hard.

      Then something cool and soft slipped over her shoulders, and she realized Felix had given her his leather jacket.

      She pulled it tight, grateful for the warmth. The dresser with her clothes was on the other side of the cabin, and she didn’t feel like going over there yet.

      Bernard was still there.

      She realized her legs were shaking—her whole body really—as she stood there enjoying the scent of lavender on Felix’s jacket.

      He stood quietly, not asking any questions, and it was calming to have him there by her side.

      Even when her father got there, she didn’t want Felix to leave.

      Despite everything, she was drawn to him, and it felt like somehow he was drawn to her, based on the tenderness in his eyes.

      They were from opposite worlds, on opposite sides, and there was no way they should be together.

      Yet there was a small part of her that called out to him.

      Mate.
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      The Present

      As Felix worked the door that night for Club Crimson, he couldn’t help thinking of Diana.

      He’d sent out a few inquiries to some of his contacts, but he didn’t have much hope in any information coming back.

      He scanned the street, ignoring the flirtatious stares and outright come-ons from the women in line in front of the club.

      Diana was coming for him tonight. He could feel it.

      “Hey, if you give me your number, I don’t even need to go in the club,” one particularly bold woman said, grabbing Felix by the elbow of his jacket.

      He pulled away from her patiently, gently, and then ushered her and her friends into the club. “Sorry. Taken.”

      She gave him a sad look as she followed her friends in, but Felix knew she would quickly forget once she saw the other men inside.

      Right now, he had eyes for only one woman.

      As far as he was concerned, it had always been her.

      As he’d gotten older, he’d wondered if he had on rose-colored glasses about his time with Diana. About their chemistry together.

      He’d wondered if grief and not being able to see her had made everything more poignant, an excuse to never move on with his life.

      But seeing her again had put aside all of that for him.

      He couldn’t be sure because he didn’t know if it was possible for someone as rotten as him to have a fated mate, but he suspected she was the only one for him.

      An hour later, the club was jumping, loud music filtering out into the night, cars packed along both sides of the street, and Felix finally felt eyes on him. The feeling he’d been waiting for.

      He glanced around, scenting the air, but noticed, as before, that her scent was different. What did that mean?

      Felix pretended he had no idea anyone was watching, smiling politely at the guests as he estimated a wait time to get into the club.

      When he was ready to go on break and Max came out to take his position, Felix walked to the bar and took a seat, hoping Diana would come inside.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      Only minutes after Harley had handed him his favorite drink, an appletini, he felt the presence of someone behind him.

      “Don’t say anything,” Diana said, sliding onto the stool next to him while Harley was busy helping Benny with another table’s drinks. He felt something sharp poking his side and smiled at how endearing it was that she thought something like that could hurt him. “Don’t draw any attention.”

      Felix turned on his stool to face her, pushing his glass her way. “It’s hard not to draw attention when you’re as beautiful as I am, darling. But I’ll try.”

      She snorted. “You’ve gotten even more silly since I’ve known you.”

      “A bit,” he admitted.

      “You really aren’t going to fight me, are you?” She sheathed her knife and slid it into her pocket, sighing in resignation.

      “Probably not,” Felix said. “I have a new job, after all.”

      She looked down at the drink. “I just don’t get it. You left the Tribunal to be here. At a dance club.” She took a sip of the appletini, grimacing before handing it back. “You had power and prestige. Why give it up?”

      Felix took it, sucking the rest down as her words burned inside him. “It isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “I suppose nothing ever is.” Diana leaned forward on the bar, making her leather jacket crinkle. She looked different tonight than the other times she’d come to see him.

      With her cute, softly waved short hair and tight jeans, she looked too fashionable to be a ninja.

      So perhaps she really had just come to talk.

      She turned on her stool to look out at the dance floor. “So you hook up with people here?”

      Felix waved for another drink, catching it when Harley slid it down the bar. He handed it to Diana, and she stirred it with the toothpick inside it.

      “I guess I need a drink to hear the answer?”

      “I don’t hook up with patrons,” Felix said. “I just thought it would be rude not to buy you a drink after all these years.”

      She nodded hesitantly. “Thanks.”

      Felix sighed, resting his elbows on the bar behind him as he looked out at the dance floor. “The truth is stories of my promiscuity are greatly exaggerated. I love to flirt. Love to tease. Love to get people’s reactions. But it’s been a long time since I was with someone. A long time since I felt anything but numb.”

      She frowned at the glass in her hand. “If life with the Tribunal was so bad, why didn’t you just leave?”

      Felix’s eyes strayed to Tasha, who was currently on the floor with Lock, dancing in his arms. He felt a rare rush of love run through him as he looked at his sister.

      He felt disconnected from most people around him, but for the few people he did trust and care for, his love was nearly endless.

      Diana had been one of those people, and not being able to save her had nearly wrecked him.

      But how badly had he failed?

      “If you weren’t dead, where were you?” Felix asked, almost not wanting to hear the answer.

      She looked at him with dark eyes that didn’t sparkle like they used to. “Why does it matter anymore?”

      “Because you hate me, and I want to know if I deserve it. And I want to make it up to you and fix things if I can. I also want to kill whoever hurt you, if they’re still around, because—”

      “They aren’t,” she said flatly.

      “Well, that’s good.” He caught another drink from Harley and tossed it down. “But what about me? I hurt you. Still want to kill me?”

      Her expression softened slightly, lifting her lashes and making her look more like the girl he’d known. “I don’t know anymore. As always, things between us are… complicated.”

      “Well, you not stabbing me is definitely an improvement in our relationship,” he said. “So does it help knowing my life hasn’t been as glamorous as you thought? Or that I haven’t been fucking around as much as you thought I was?”

      “You can fuck whoever you want,” she said easily, but there was a stiffness in her voice as she took another sip of her drink.

      “Good to know,” Felix said. “But I’m afraid I only want to fuck one person. You see, I’m pretty insistent on getting what I want, and now that you—”

      “Now that you know I’m alive, it’s different?” She shook her head. “We had a chance to be together before all of this. You didn’t take it. Why now?”

      He gazed out at the dance floor, glazing over with pain as he thought of the bulk of his ruined life. “I’m free to do what I want now, without anyone else paying for it. I never thought that would happen.”

      “So why did you think I was dead?” She rested her hands on her thighs delicately.

      “Your pack was annihilated by another pack,” he said quietly. “I went to avenge them. You were nowhere to be found. They told me you were dead.”

      She sent him a sidelong glance. “Then what happened?”

      He motioned for another drink from Harley and sipped it, wishing he could forget that day.

      Standing in that clearing. Blood everywhere. Rage so hot he couldn’t feel anything but pain.

      So much loss. Realizing his attempt at leaving her to protect her had been useless.

      And so much helplessness. Not knowing what other choice he could have made with his little sister in danger.

      He stared at Diana, hunched and quiet, and wondered how he could ever explain.

      “I… may have gone a little wild,” he said quietly.

      Her mouth twisted to the side slightly. “So you did care about me a bit, after all.”

      “Of course I did,” he said fiercely. “What we had, did you think I would do that with anyone?”

      She nodded. “I think most people would assume so.”

      He shook his head. “No. I did what I had to in order to stay in line and protect those I loved. But you were the only one I wanted.”

      “I heard you’re bisexual.”

      “In teasing,” he said. “Because it’s easier to joke about. But the truth is I’m equally disinterested in both men and women because I was only ever interested in you.”

      “Then why didn’t I know this?”

      Because you died before I could explain it. I thought I would be able to visit you clandestinely since we couldn’t be openly together. I thought we would have more time.

      “So you planned to come back,” she said quietly.

      “I did. Not that it mattered.” He locked eyes with her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you, since I would have wanted to be with all of my heart. But the truth is I can’t go back to that moment. I’m just glad you’re alive and the Tribunal has fallen and we have a second chance.” He reached out and put a hand over hers. “Because as much as you hate me, you can’t deny there is something between us.”

      “Romantic,” someone said, cutting into the conversation. Felix looked up to see Lock taking the stool at his side, Tasha nowhere to be seen.

      Diana stared at Lock like he had a tree growing out of his head, but he just smiled at her.

      “So you’re the one trying to kill Fifi? No, don’t get up. Listen, most of us wouldn’t blame you.”

      “And you are?” Diana asked warily.

      “This is Lock,” Felix said drily. “An old friend, and he’s married to my sister.”

      Diana nearly fell off her stool, and her eyes were wide as she composed herself. “You have a sister?”

      Felix nodded. “Over there by the DJ booth.”

      Diana’s eyes locked on Tasha, and her full lips parted slightly. “I see. She looks like you. Is she younger?”

      Felix nodded, his throat tight.

      “You care a lot about her,” Diana said carefully.

      “Yeah, he does,” Lock said, looking at his mate with smitten eyes. “He gave up most of his life for her.” He turned to Diana. “Did you know he was basically imprisoned by the Tribunal? Tasha and I saved him. He’d refused to leave before that because they were holding her safety over his head as blackmail, but—”

      Felix hissed angrily and held up a hand to cut Lock off, but it was too late.

      Lock flushed, looking embarrassed, but slid off his stool with a half smile. “Maybe I should let you two discuss some things. Anyway, you’re welcome at the club, uh… What was your name?”

      “Diana,” she said, still looking thunderstruck.

      “Diana,” Lock said, putting out a hand for her to shake limply. “Nice to meet you.” Then with a wave, he disappeared back into the crowd.

      “Shame,” Felix said. “The two of you could have discussed your love for leather.”

      That made Diana smile finally. “I think it’s more for style than practicality in his case.”

      Felix ran his eyes over her curves, tightly encased by the jacket. “I’d say the same for you as well.”

      She pulled the jacket tighter around her. “No. It’s practical. I mean, you used to wear it, right?”

      He had when he was younger. Now he didn’t care what jacket he wore as long as his back holster fit inside it.

      Diana turned to Felix with an abashed look. “Is it true what he said?”

      Felix had no idea what to say to her. He’d never intended to tell her anything in order to gain her pity. He just wanted to make things up to her and move on.

      Perhaps this was a part of that.

      “It’s true.”

      She slammed a hand on the counter, and Felix was grateful that the noise of the club prevented anyone from looking their way. “Why didn’t you ever tell me? I assumed you liked your job.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You assumed I liked being an assassin?”

      “Not that, but I assumed you liked the benefits. You didn’t complain about it. Any more than I complained about doing my duty to my family.”

      “Family?” Felix scoffed. “Only a few members of the Tribunal could ever be called family, and they died or left within a few years of sending Tasha away.”

      “It must have been hard.”

      Felix felt a headache coming on and rubbed at his temple. “Yes, but I don’t see why we have to talk about it. Clearly, we’ve both suffered, but—”

      He was cut off by her hand on his face, forcing him to look at her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were trapped?”

      Felix jerked away from her touch. “It wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “It would have. I would have—”

      “Exactly,” Felix said sharply. “You would have gotten some odd idea that you needed to save me, and I just wanted you to move on and have a good life. I told the truth when I broke up with you. That you would never be safe with me. That if I left the Tribunal, we would never stop being hunted.”

      “It would have been worth it.”

      “No,” he said. “We can’t say that. We could both be dead now.”

      “Instead of irrevocably damaged,” she retorted.

      “Damage can be fixed. You’re here, aren’t you?”

      She didn’t answer him. Just stared at the wood grain of the bar like it held secrets.

      “Were you raped?” he asked sharply, speaking one of his worst fears. If that had happened because he wasn’t with her…

      “No,” she said. “Not raped.”

      “Sexually assaulted?”

      She shook her head. “No. Just experimented on.”

      He frowned, rage working through him, making him remember the assassin he’d been. “By whom?”

      She stood abruptly, hands trembling at her sides. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. I can’t tell you more. It’s over, Felix. I’m sorry for what you’ve been through. I’m sorry that life hasn’t been kind. But you had a choice through all this, and I—”

      Felix got in her way, blocking her as she tried to shove past him to the back door. “Did I, though? Did I really? What do you know about my life?” He caught her gently by the shoulders. “We knew each other for a few short weeks. How could you think we would know everything?”

      “You claim that you knew you wanted me just from that time.”

      “I did, and I do. And I don’t have to know everything about you to know that we’re connected. I was young and not good with my own feelings, and I should have made a better plan or let you in on what I was thinking. If I could do it differently now, I would.”

      She tried to push past him, and he realized tears were glittering in her eyes. “I have to go. I can’t do this. It’s too late.”

      “It’s never too late,” Felix said harshly, pulling her into his arms for a kiss.

      As his lips crashed over hers, her arms went up around his neck, holding him tightly, winding around him just like they had in the past.

      Making him feel strong and good and needed.

      He kissed her deeply, swiping in with his tongue, letting it mingle voraciously against hers as his hands moved down to her waist, squeezing the softness there, feeling the strength beneath.

      She’d changed since he’d known her. She was even more magnificent.

      No matter how she’d come back to him, he would have felt the same.

      It was odd how so many years could just vanish and the right person could make all the pain and separation and loneliness go away.

      She could have been his happy ending if he hadn’t been born into the Tribunal. Maybe she could still be his happy ending now.

      She pulled back from him, gasping. “You have a room here?”

      He nodded, feeling short of breath himself. “How did you know?”

      She grinned. “Spy.”

      He laughed. “Want to go up there?”

      She hesitated, but he could tell by the spark in her eyes, the heat in her body, the scent in the air what her answer was going to be.

      “Yes. Just for tonight.”

      He took her hand and practically ran for the door to the stairs.
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      She should stop him. She knew she should tell him no, pull her hand out of his tight grip and run away, rather than toward the door in front of them.

      But she couldn’t. She couldn’t change what was going to happen between them any more than she could change the other things that had happened in her life.

      And she didn’t want to.

      For once, she was just going to have what she wanted. Let thoughts of revenge and her mission settle and just have what her body had craved for so long.

      If she were honest, she understood his feelings. She understood longing for someone far harder than you ever thought you would when it was too late to do anything about those feelings.

      She had just experienced it as pain and loss in a different way than Felix had.

      She didn’t know what to make of what Lock had said. A small part of her heart had been relieved. It had only made her more bitter to think of Felix leaving her to suffer while he had wealth and happiness.

      She wasn’t glad that his life had been awful, but she was glad to know that there were reasons behind his decisions. That he had been trapped as well, not simply uncaring.

      It gave her heart hope she had no right to have. That perhaps he hadn’t betrayed her. That perhaps she could think he never hated her.

      Things her heart wanted to believe while her body was so insistent on more.

      Felix bent to sweep her into his arms when they reached the staircase, but she shook her head, stepping back.

      He stared, puzzled and tall and gorgeous, and she just ran in front of him, dragging him by the hand up the stairs to the door that presumably led to his room.

      He grinned and unlocked the door, not seeming to care who was in control as long as this was happening.

      He betrayed you, a voice that had sustained her with rage for years said to her heart.

      We don’t care. We just want him, her heart answered back.

      She shoved at his blazer as she kicked the door shut behind them, revealing his perfect, muscled arms.

      He’d always been beautiful. So beautiful that she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think of anything but having him.

      She let out a growl as she reached for his shirt, then let her claws come out slightly as she tore it in half, pulling it away from him.

      She shoved out with one hand, knocking him onto the king bed on the simple frame behind him.

      He looked up in shock, bare chested with perfect bulging square pecs and rippling abs dusted with blond hair.

      Two sharp lines dipped into his pants that led to…

      He reached for his belt buckle, undoing it with a smirk before unzipping his pants. “Since I’d rather you didn’t ruin all of my clothing…”

      She snarled as she jumped onto the bed with him, grasping at his pants and jerking them down, revealing tight black boxer briefs and hard, perfect thighs.

      Even his legs were beautiful.

      Her mouth watered as she straddled him, heart pounding, pussy wet for him, hands gripping his hard pecs.

      His eyes closed, and when they opened, they were feral, a shade of purple like a twilight storm over a turbulent ocean. His hand wrapped around her neck and fiercely brought her down, sealing his mouth over her lips.

      She kissed him as her hands ran over his muscles, memorizing him and seeing every way he was different.

      His hands shoved at her jacket, fumbling to undo the zipper so he could shove it off.

      She helped him, jerking her shirt over her head, then getting to work on her bra.

      It had barely slipped off her skin, leaving her topless, when he sat up, supporting her with a hand on her back as he came forward, putting his lips over her breast in a heated kiss.

      He sucked and laved, his hand playing at the edge of her jeans, flicking open the button before toying with the edge of her satin panties.

      “Yes,” she said, putting a hand over his to urge him down. “Give me everything. Make up for a lifetime of not loving me.”

      He let out a growl against her nipple, flicking it with his tongue before sucking it in against his teeth. “I need more than a night for that.” He moved to her other breast, his hand still teasing her at the top of her panties as his other stayed softly on her back. “I need a million lifetimes, and it’ll never be enough.”

      She gasped as he flipped her over onto her back, straddling her, looking so powerful with all of his weight above her. Those hard thighs, that perfect torso, those strong arms.

      That face that had no right to be so beautiful.

      He looked over her and then unzipped her jeans before pulling them off her gently, moving out from over her as he went.

      When she was bare except for her panties, she saw his eyes narrow as his hand stroked her over the satin.

      Then with a swift move, he used his nail to cut them precisely and tore them away, leaving her bare beneath him.

      Then he was shoving her legs apart and lowering his head to kiss her in her most intimate area.

      She grabbed onto his hair, missing how long it used to be, and arched back with a moan.

      “Don’t stop,” she said as he laved eagerly at her clit, her folds, licking and kissing every inch of her as if he were starved for her taste.

      “I couldn’t if I wanted to,” he said against her mound, using his fingers to part her so he could flick his tongue against her entrance.

      His tongue was talented. It pushed into her, making her want something else inside her. So badly.

      She bucked against him, pushing her hips to his lips as he moved back to her clit, letting his finger press between her folds and then inside her. The feel of his lips and tongue grazing her clit while his finger stroked her G-spot was too much, and she came over the edge with a scream, her hands tightening in his hair.

      “Felix, yes.” She gasped, panting as he wrung every bit of her orgasm out of her, refusing to remove his finger or his mouth from her sensitive flesh.

      It made everything more intense, and she sighed against him, already desperate for more.

      He gave it to her. He’d always been a generous lover, more concerned with her pleasure than anything else. Had he learned that in his missions? Her hands tightened out of anger, and he looked up at her, perfect lips glistening with her juices.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      “You’ve always been so good at this,” she said, panting. “I was just wondering why.”

      He frowned. “Does it matter? But no, it has nothing to do with my missions. I was so young when things got confusing. When things were done that I didn’t understand. I didn’t have control in those moments. I think that’s why I always love things with you. It’s so different. It’s just you and me, and I’m present and I want to please you for no other reason than because you’re mine.”

      He slid his mouth back over her, ran his tongue up her slit, and circled her clit gently, then sucked down, grazing her clit just barely with his lower teeth. “Mine.”

      “Yours,” she said, willing to say anything just to get him to keep going.

      And suddenly, it didn’t matter where he’d learned something or what his history was.

      It only mattered that he was Felix and he was making her feel incredibly good. Like nothing bad had ever happened in the past.

      Like she had always been with her first love.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he muttered against her clit. “Your taste, your smell. The look in your eyes, so hot and demanding.” He moved up and kissed her lips, and the taste of herself was erotic. “The way you don’t hold back from everything. The way you’re as eccentric as I am. The way you seek pleasure in just the way I want to give it.”

      He moved back between her legs as she let out a little growl. “The way you come apart when I lick you.” His tongue circled her clit gently, and she felt the pressure continue to build. It felt like she was flying, hovering high above the world, waiting for something.

      Then he sucked on her gently, kissing her like he would her mouth, tender and loving, and she came apart.

      She was filled with pleasure, filled with anger, filled with confusion that things could be so good and yet she could still hate him.

      But her hands simply held on to his hair, keeping his mouth over her center.

      When the last aftershock was over and her body felt wrung out with pleasure, she still wanted so much more.

      “Inside me,” she said hungrily.

      Felix grabbed a condom from the bedside. “With this I’m assuming. Though, I’d just as soon mate you if I’m—”

      She shook her head. “No mating. I can’t mate you, Felix. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said, kissing her lips as he pulled off his underwear and slid the condom on. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      Her eyes widened at the size of his erection, and her body went even wetter at the thought of how it would feel inside. How he could stretch her. How it felt like they were designed for one another.

      “I can’t believe you’re here with me,” he said as he positioned himself at her entrance, his hands braced on either side of her head.

      “I’m here.” She was so naked with him, and it felt so right, despite everything that had happened.

      If her compound ever found out about this, they would kill her.

      But without this, did she even really feel alive?

      She wrapped a hand around his neck and the other around his back, wanting to feel his thick muscles. “I need you. Come in.”

      He kept his eyes on hers as he slowly pushed inside her, and she closed her eyes in pleasure at the strong sensation that seemed to fill her whole body as he stretched her in every direction within.

      She’d forgotten what it felt like, though she’d tried to remember so many times.

      He was even bigger than she remembered, and the thrill of the tight fit between them made her heart pound and her breath catch in her chest.

      “Yes,” she murmured. “Feels so good, Felix.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “I’m glad, love.”

      Then he began to move, and she felt sparks erupt behind her eyes from the sheer intensity of the sensation. There was nothing like it as he moved in and then out, leaving her achingly empty and then incredibly filled.

      Making her safe every time he came inside her. Making an almost painful pleasure build at the center of her legs.

      She held on to him, never wanting it to end, as he continued to stroke, moving faster, making the intensity climb higher.

      Her legs felt numb, her hands tingly, as she held on to him and focused on the intense pleasure building from deep within.

      Any moment, it felt like it would explode all over her, giving her pleasure she could barely withstand. She both dreaded and couldn’t wait for it, and as Felix increased his pace, watching her like she was everything, she felt her toes curl and her eyes roll back.

      It was the strongest orgasm of her life.

      She jerked forward, grasping him harder, calling his name desperately because the pleasure was so strong and she wanted to hear that he was really there.

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” he said, his voice hoarse and body rigid, his jaw tense with the effort of holding back.

      She thrust against him, writhing with her release. “Come with me. Just fall.”

      And he did.

      “Fuck,” he said as he went over the edge, jerking inside her. His whole body tensed with the force of it, and she watched him through the glazed eyes of her orgasm, wondering if there was anything more beautiful than his release.

      Than them coming together.

      Oh God, she had it bad for him. She always had.

      She slowly slumped back on the bed, releasing him as the last of his aftershocks moved against her wet heat.

      He pulled out, still keeping his hands over her, and then carefully rolled over to grab a towel. He jogged to the bathroom, and she let her arms fall over her head as she tried to breathe deeply, telling her body to calm down.

      It was heated. It was wonderful. She wanted to do it all over again, yet…

      She looked over at him as he came out of the bathroom totally naked, looking warrior-like as he always had.

      Those lips, those eyes. It was no wonder she couldn’t resist him.

      Her heart was pounding, and her body was slightly sore in a way that she’d craved for years. That would make her smile secretly later.

      When she returned to the compound.

      “Shit,” she said, pulling herself to a sitting position and wincing at how lightheaded she felt. “I shouldn’t have done this. I need to be back.” She shoved sheets out of her way, but Felix was there to stop her, grabbing her hands and gently pushing her back onto the bed.

      “Why do you look panicked? Where do you need to be back to?”

      She glanced into his eyes and lost her train of thought at the intense purple there. “I…”

      He stroked her face, pushing her hair back. “Don’t leave me. Not tonight. Let me hold you. We can talk or just be quiet or—”

      She pushed away from him, looking for her clothing. Now that the pleasure was fading, she remembered all the danger she was risking with what she’d just done. “I can’t. I can’t tell you, but—”

      He released her, his expression going cold and hard. “You can’t think I’m just going to let you go when you look terrified by something. I failed to protect you once, Diana. I won’t fail to do it again. If you’re caught up in something—”

      “I’m there because I want to be there,” she said, ashamed at how wet she still was. How much she still wanted him. How much she longed to curl up with him and just go to bed.

      To sleep in his arms after so many nights of restlessness.

      She had a feeling it would be a good sleep.

      She got off the bed and looked around for her clothing, feeling numb as she realized she no longer knew what she wanted.

      She wanted Felix. She wanted redemption. She wanted to figure everything out without hurting either of them.

      She wanted so many things that were no longer possible.

      After tonight, everything was messy.

      When she had changed into everything except for her torn underwear, she headed for his door, hoping that if she just avoided his eyes, he wouldn’t see her tears.

      He reached out a hand, grabbing hers and stopping her.

      When she faced him, she looked at him helplessly, and anger darkened his expression.

      He stepped forward, cupping her face in his. “Good God, who is doing this to you? You look terrified.”

      “I’m terrified of you,” she said, jerking her hand away. “Because you’re right. Because I can’t resist you. Because I did love you. Maybe I still do. I don’t know. Because I don’t know if you betrayed me, and because it’s too late even if you didn’t.” She put a hand on the doorknob behind her. “But I at least had to have one more night.”

      “Liar,” Felix said softly, stepping up and planting both hands on the door, keeping it shut so she couldn’t escape. “I have you again, Diana. I’m not going to make the same mistake.”

      “It’s not your choice,” she said. “Not this time.” But she didn’t lean away as he bent down to kiss her once again.

      This time, his kiss was softer, a gentle caress of his lips against hers, full of emotion that could only be expressed with such closeness.

      She kissed him back, feeling tears on her cheeks as she wondered what he would really think if he knew everything.

      But she needed to go. She needed to find a place to shower so the wolves wouldn’t scent him on her when she came back to check in.

      But it was hard to think of going back to them when things were so different, when she didn’t know if she could kill Felix at all.

      But she was pretty sure she couldn’t be with him either.

      She’d just wanted one more taste of what they’d had. Now that she’d gotten it…

      Ducking beneath his arm, she moved over to the window, pulling it open so she could head out. He glared at her as she looked over at him reluctantly. “Good-bye, Felix. For now.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I said you aren’t leaving me. Not like this.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, then cursed as lavender filled the air. “How dare you—” But that was as far as she got before she felt his arms gently catch her as everything went black.
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      The Past

      Felix was still furious as he stared at Bernard’s prone body, even after punching it into the next dimension.

      He’d never been able to stand sexual assault or anyone being a bully, which was a bit ironic considering who he was forced to work for.

      But he’d never had a reaction like the one he’d had with Diana.

      He barely knew her, yet when he’d seen Bernard try to hurt her, he’d felt rage unlike anything in his life.

      It wasn’t even like his protectiveness over his sister, though that was strong and born of connection by blood.

      When he’d protected Diana, he’d felt a strong sense of “mine” that he hadn’t been able to even process.

      After all, nothing in his whole life, including his own body, had been allowed to just be his.

      He’d tried to suppress it, but it was impossible to deny now that he’d blown his cover and beaten up the beta of her pack.

      There was something between him and Diana that made all his logic and common sense go out the window.

      Was that how it felt to have a mate?

      His mind was still swirling as he heard Diana gasp, rushing to her dresser.

      “I need to change. I think my father is coming,” she said, pulling out a sweatshirt and jeans. “Oh God, should we put you back in your chair?”

      Felix looked over at the broken pieces. “I think that opportunity has passed.” He was a bit flattered that she was trying to help him.

      She finished pulling on her clothes as she walked to the door to open it. “Don’t hurt him,” she said. “He’s not a bad person. He just… went a little mad when my mom died.”

      “I don’t blame him,” Felix said. Truly, losing someone like Diana would be enough to wreck anyone.

      Before Diana could open the door, it slammed open, and she jumped out of the way just in time, caught by Felix who had run forward.

      “What in tarnation is going on in here?” Her father stormed in, glaring into the darkness. His eyes found the two of them, and hair sprouted from his arms as he began his transformation.

      “Father, stop,” Diana said, pushing out of Felix’s hold and stepping forward. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”

      Her father glanced at Bernard, seeing him for the first time slumped in a heap against the cracked wall. “Then what is happening? Because it looks like our guest murdered Bernard and is trying to claim you.”

      “Please. He has his pick of alpha females at the Tribunal. He wouldn’t want someone like me.”

      Wrong. He wanted her more than he wanted to punch Bernard again. And he wanted that quite a lot.

      Her father slumped in a chair by the door, running a hand through his hair. “I heard all the noise, and I was worried. I thought…”

      “Your beta is a piece of shit,” Felix said fiercely, taking a step forward. “He tried to rape her.”

      Her father looked up abruptly, a stricken look on his face. “Is that true?”

      Diana nodded slowly. “I think so. He didn’t get very far because…” Her eyes wandered to the pieces of the chair.

      Her father sighed. “Should have known we couldn’t actually handle a member of the Tribunal.” He glared at Felix. “You know, I still want to kill you, but now that you’ve saved my daughter, you’re making it hard.”

      “He’s not bad,” Diana said, stepping forward so she was directly in front of her dad. “He’s not trying to hurt us.”

      Dirk looked at Felix for confirmation. “Then why did he come as a spy?”

      Felix shook his head. “The Tribunal heard rumors of threats, and they sent me to check it out. I was already planning to tell them there was nothing to worry about. Once I convinced you that going after them wasn’t worth your time.”

      Her father sighed. “Avenging the one you love is always worth your time.”

      “Not against them,” Felix said. “It’s not worth it. No one can take them. I’ve seen wolves try. It only leads to death and carnage.”

      Her father looked at Bernard again. “So what do we do now?”

      Felix leaned against a table, feeling tired now that the adrenaline was wearing off. “Well, you need to decide what to do with Bernard because Diana wouldn’t let me kill him. But also, I plan to stay around a few more days just so I can convince the Tribunal I’ve done a thorough report.”

      Her father looked weary. “I’ve made a mess of things. I’ve been so bent on revenge that I didn’t protect my own daughter.”

      “I’m okay,” Diana said, stepping forward. “It’s not your fault—”

      “I failed to protect you,” he said. “And I should have known. Bernard was getting too pushy about mating matters. He was frustrated with me for taking my time.” He looked at Diana. “I swear I know I haven’t been a good father, but I wanted you to be happy if it were possible. If anyone can be happy with the Tribunal in the world.”

      “What happened before isn’t going to happen again,” Felix said. “There won’t be any more dead alpha females due to the Tribunal. That whole situation was a mistake. Never supposed to happen.”

      “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” her father asked.

      “No,” Felix said. “But it means there’s no point in losing more of your life going after the people responsible. They can’t hurt you anymore. Not if you stay away from them.”

      “But it’s not right.”

      “It’s not.” Felix agreed. “But you have a daughter. A pack. A future, as long as you stop fighting.”

      Her father shook his head. “Fighting is all that’s left for packs outside the Tribunal. There aren’t enough resources to go around.”

      Felix frowned. “How you live is up to you. I’m just saying that I’ll leave you alone if you make a pack’s promise not to attack the Tribunal.”

      Her father stood abruptly. “So you’re still protecting them?”

      “I’m trying to protect you and Diana from yourself,” Felix said sharply. “I’m telling you this now. You will never win.”

      Her father’s gaze darkened, but he didn’t respond. “I’ll think about it. In the meantime, I suppose you can stay here. I won’t try to tie you up again. But I can’t guarantee you’ll ever get a pack’s promise.” He walked over to Bernard and grabbed him by the leg to drag him out. “I’ll take care of this asshole.”

      “Good,” Felix said.

      At the door, Dirk turned to look at them. “I’m afraid I don’t have any other spare cabins. Diana, do you want to come to my cabin or stay here?”

      She hesitated and shocked Felix down to his toes when she said, “Stay here.”

      Dirk pointed a finger at Felix. “I want a pack’s promise that you won’t assault her.”

      “Pack’s promise,” Felix said easily. “I would never assault anyone in the way you’re thinking. I hate even the concept of rape.”

      Dirk looked at the debris spread around the cabin. “I suppose so, since you went all out.”

      “That wasn’t all out,” Felix said darkly.

      If Felix went “all out,” masses of people could die.

      “Either way, your promise is good enough for me since you can’t break it. You can stay for a week. I’ll decide what we should do after that.”

      Felix saluted Diana’s father’s back as he left through the door, shutting it behind him.

      The cabin was quiet and awkward with him gone.

      Diana walked back over to her sleeping bag. “There’s another bag in the chest over there if you want it.”

      Felix went to grab it, still marveling at the way things had gone that night.

      He set up his bed on the far side of the cabin and listened as Diana made rustling noises changing and getting back in her sleeping bag.

      When it was quiet and they were both bedded down, he realized he could hear quiet sniffling.

      He sat upright, glaring over at her, and saw her back was turned to him as he faced the wall. “Are you crying?”

      “No,” she said tersely. “Just cold.”

      Felix picked up his sleeping bag and walked over to her, looking down to try and make out her expression in the dark. “I don’t believe you.”

      She didn’t say anything, just pulled the sleeping bag up around her face, hiding.

      Felix realized that despite her toughness, she was still just a young woman. Just like behind his assassin façade, he was just a young man.

      And right now, he felt like comforting her.

      He set his bag down next to her and laid on it, scooting closer.

      When she stiffened, he wrapped one arm around her, pulling her sleeping bag in against him.

      “I’m just going to hold you,” he said softly, running a hand through her hair. “Help you sleep. Nothing else. Remember, I made a pack’s promise. If you tell me to leave you alone, I will.”

      “Why are you doing this?” She looked up at him, face tearstained. “You aren’t supposed to comfort me. I’m supposed to just get stronger. I’m not supposed to be afraid.”

      “No,” he said, stroking her hair again, luxuriating in her trust as she closed her eyes. “That kind of thing would terrify anyone. Your father doesn’t understand.”

      “And you do?”

      “Maybe.” He pulled her in a little tighter. “Anyway, it’s fine. You just sleep for now. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      “You won’t do anything?”

      “Nothing but keep you safe.”

      “You’re so weird, Felix,” she said faintly on the edge of a yawn. “I never thought you could be like this.”

      He laughed softly as she relaxed in his arms, headed for sleep.

      “I never knew I could be like this either.”
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      The Present

      Diana awoke with the same sense of fury she’d had when Felix had used his power on her. When she looked down to see herself tied to a chair, her anger only increased.

      “You’re going to regret that,” she said fiercely.

      “I have the right to imprison someone who’s trying to assassinate me,” Felix said, sitting gingerly on the edge of the bed and facing her. He was wearing a black dressing robe over silk pajamas and was still glowing from the sex they’d had.

      So she couldn’t have been out that long.

      “That’s not why you’re keeping me here, and you know it,” she spat, struggling with the ropes. “You know I could just shift.”

      “No,” Felix said. “You think I don’t have rope for binding wolf shifters? Silly. Now you’re going to answer some questions if you want to go.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have to tell you anything. Right now, you’re committing a crime.”

      “My friends know you’ve been trying to commit a crime by killing me,” Felix retorted, folding his powerful arms.

      “Yeah, and at least one of them doesn’t blame me,” she said sourly. “Besides, I’m not actually trying to kill you. You’d be at least hurt by now, if not dead.”

      Felix raised his chin. “You couldn’t beat me. We both know that.” His brows lowered in consternation. “Just tell me why there was fear in your eyes when you were about to leave. Tell me who’s after you.”

      “No one is after me,” she said truthfully. At least, it would be the truth as long as no one at the compound found out she’d been sleeping with the enemy. Literally.

      “There, in your eyes. I saw it just then,” Felix said, snapping his fingers. “What were you thinking about just then?”

      She shook her head. “Things I can’t tell you about. You can’t just keep me here like this, and I can’t tell you all my secrets. So I guess we’re at an impasse.”

      Felix let out an aggravated sigh as he stood and walked over to her chair, looking like he didn’t know what to do either. “I can keep you here. I don’t mind paying whatever penalty there is, though I pity whoever tries to enforce it on me.” He leaned down so they were nose to nose. “You and I are inevitable. You know that now, as do I, after what we just did together. Your body responded like I own it. Perhaps I do. I’d like to.”

      She let out a hiss. “You wish.”

      “I saw you,” he insisted. “Flailing in my arms, lost in pleasure, calling my name. No matter what’s in the past, isn’t a future like that worth pursuing?”

      She looked to the side, unsure. “I can’t mate you. I already told you that.”

      “I can be patient. I can wait until you’re ready.”

      “No, you don’t get it. I can’t mate you. Can’t.”

      His unique eyes went cold like frozen violets. “What do you mean?”

      Her throat was tight, jaw aching as she tried to figure out how to tell him. What to tell him.

      She should be trying to kill him, not feeling bad for saying they couldn’t be mated.

      She needed to stay strong.

      “Let me go,” she said softly. “If I don’t get back…”

      “Get back where? Why?” Felix asked. “I’ll let you go if you just tell me you’ll be safe there.”

      How had she forgotten how overprotective he could be?

      She blinked, fighting back tears. “You’ve had a whole different life since I knew you. You have a sister. Your life in the Tribunal wasn’t what I thought. Everything’s complicated, except for the fact that I’ve changed and I can’t take it back now. There’s nothing I can do.”

      “How did you change? What do you mean?” Felix started pacing, hands behind his back. It was almost as if he could sense that she was about to say something he wouldn’t want to hear.

      She gulped, wondering if she could actually show him.

      She’d always been invisible before, afraid to let anyone see.

      Surely, no one could accept her in her new form.

      Perhaps that was the answer to getting Felix to give up on her, because no matter how sweet he was being, it was too late.

      He would see why in a moment.

      As she took one last chance to study him, she couldn’t help wondering what things would have been like if he’d just left the Tribunal to stay with her. If they’d been able to run away.

      Maybe they’d be in a forest somewhere, running as wolves, free in warm sunlight and cool mountain air.

      Maybe they’d be dead in a ditch.

      Who knew?

      Diana flicked out a claw and began to work on the ropes.

      “Don’t bother trying to break those,” Felix said. “They were designed by the Tribunal to hold even the strongest alpha wolves. Just tell me why you’re afraid and how I can help you, and I’ll let you go immediately. I don’t want to—”

      The ropes fell to the ground with a thump, succumbing to the venom stored in her nails.

      She flexed her hands, letting her long black talons hit the light.

      Felix took a step back, staring down at them. “You… That’s impossible.”

      She sighed as she examined them in the moonlight, lit by toxic green shimmer. “Your Tribunal friends… they do some interesting experiments.”

      His jaw dropped as shock moved over him, and then his mouth snapped shut and his expression was angry. As angry as it had been when he’d beaten up Bernard all those years ago.

      Angrier.

      A little thrill went through her at the thought that someone actually cared that she’d been ruined.

      She walked to the window and got on the sill again, taking a deep breath. Felix was walking over to her, raising his hand as if to put her to sleep again.

      The rage on his face didn’t change the calm control he always had over his abilities.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Perhaps it isn’t your fault. Winslow said you betrayed me, but after talking with you, I’m not sure. But it doesn’t really matter because even if I forgive you, even if I’m not angry, I can’t make a life with you. I can’t mate you.”

      “You don’t know that,” Felix said fiercely. “There’s still so much to work out between us. Where we’ve been. How I can help you—”

      “I don’t need your help anymore,” she said sharply. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

      She closed her eyes and let pain burst through her back as she bent forward and let the transformation take over.

      She fell out of the window and onto the fire escape ledge right in front of it, and as she slowly stood, wings unfurling in unholy glory, she heard Felix let out a gasp.

      His brows were lowered, his hands fisted, and his mouth was twisted in disgust.

      He was horrified, taking a step back from her.

      He fell to his knees, losing his strength as he watched her, and she felt savage satisfaction in knowing that he felt she was ruined as well.

      “You’re a… a…”

      “A wyvern,” she said, her voice hissing. “Happy now?”

      He shook his head, looking blind to everything around him. She could smell his panic, his rage, his fear.

      “But we… But you…” He looked down at his hands, so big and powerful, so helpless. “It shouldn’t…”

      Diana faced the night, dark and cold and empty, and let her wings do a testing flap up and down. “This is what I am now, Felix.” She lifted into the air and turned to face him. “And now that you know we can’t be together, maybe you’ll be ready to fight me properly when I come back.”

      Then she let herself go invisible and flew away into the night.
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      “I can’t believe you called me over this late,” Lock said, pacing in front of Felix’s bed as Felix stared at the carpet, trying to regain his sanity.

      It took a lot to shake him, but what he’d seen when Diana was leaving definitely had.

      “I could be with Tasha, giving her sweet loving and—” He sniffed the air. “You were getting it on in here with your wolf girl, so why call me and ruin your night?”

      Ha, Felix thought. You can’t ruin a night that is already ruined.

      Lock sat in the chair and sighed. “All griping aside, what’s wrong, Fifi? You never ask for help.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted help,” Felix said. “I said I wanted info. And you still owe me for not beating you up for mating my sister.”

      Lock raised an eyebrow. “We saved your life.”

      “I didn’t ask you to.” Right now, Felix didn’t really feel grateful. He just felt rage and sadness and a sense of regret.

      The hope he’d begun to feel since Diana had come into his life had evaporated.

      At some point, she’d been captured by the Tribunal. Experimented on. Turned into something forbidden. Fuck. No wonder she was furious with Felix. She must have thought he betrayed her. She’d even mentioned Winslow, saying he’d told her as much.

      “Goddammit,” Felix said, slamming his hand into the edge of the bed frame, making it crack.

      “Benny won’t like that,” Lock said, eyeing it sardonically. “Now, how about we use our words?”

      Felix didn’t have words. He’d seen Diana, his Diana, with glowing red eyes and grotesque, deformed wings.

      A creature from a dragon’s nightmare. Something that was never supposed to exist at all. The Tribunal had previously taken volunteers for the wyvern project, but apparently, they also weren’t afraid to use force.

      Because Diana loved her wolf. She never would have given it up.

      “What do you know about wyverns?” Felix asked, folding his arms.

      “Probably same as you,” Lock said. “You might even know more.”

      Felix shook his head. “I wasn’t involved with the labs. I stayed away from them. Would have shut them all down if I had any say in it, but I didn’t.” He rubbed his forehead. “Everyone is right. I was just their dog.”

      “For your sister,” Lock said. “No one should blame you for making the choice you did.”

      “I tried,” Felix said, feeling his voice crack. Embarrassment at the visibility of his pain only made him more furious. “I tried to protect those around me. I tried not to kill when I didn’t need to. I tried to make a life that wasn’t awful, but I failed, and the woman I loved was turned into a wyvern.”

      Lock stood abruptly. “The one from downstairs? She’s a wyvern?”

      Felix nodded.

      “She doesn’t smell like wyvern,” Lock said, exhaling as he stared at the floor. “I just… Damn, man. I’m sorry.”

      Felix knew if he looked up, Lock would be trying to meet his eyes, but Felix didn’t want to see anyone.

      Maybe not ever again.

      Truly, Lock shouldn’t have saved him. He never wanted to see Diana like this. He never wanted to know how badly he’d failed. And what was the point now? He couldn’t help her. Couldn’t reverse what she was.

      She was a monster.

      Lock sat down by him on the bed, making the mattress sink. Felix looked away from him.

      “Hey,” Lock said. “It’s not all lost. What do you know about wyverns?”

      Felix clasped his hands so tight his knuckles were white. “I know they’re created by injecting dragon blood of varying levels into a wolf. I know it’s permanent.”

      “Yeah, but there are different types,” Lock said. “Some can’t even shift, so that’s something.”

      Felix looked up at him, hope filtering through for the first time. “So you think she isn’t full wyvern?”

      “Is she an alpha?” Lock asked. “They have more resistance. They can shift back and forth or have a semi-shifted form.”

      “She’s an alpha,” Felix confirmed. “What does that mean long term, though? All wyverns are ordered exterminated on sight. The Tribunal doesn’t even admit to creating them. Dragons hunt them.”

      Though, Felix knew deep down that, wyvern or not, Diana was his, and he’d fight anyone who came for her.

      Perhaps going down in a blaze of dragon fire, trying to defend her would be an adequate punishment for letting her down.

      “Stop it,” Lock said. “You’re not like this. You don’t get hopeless. You get even. Find out who did this to her and take them down.”

      Felix ran a hand through his hair. “All the labs were shut down when the Tribunal fell. And it wouldn’t help her if I killed every scientist they’ve got. Unless there’s some kind of cure.”

      Lock shook his head. “It’s genetic mutation. We can’t undo it. Not without risking much worse.”

      Felix pushed himself off the bed and paced again because staying still was practically painful. “I… I still want her. Is it possible?” He looked at the bed. “We made love.”

      Lock made a disgusted face as he launched off the bed like it was burning him. “I knew it!” He brushed the seat of his pants off, making Felix finally laugh. “So gross. Anyway… as for possible, I don’t know.”

      Felix’s mind raced through anything he could remember about wyverns, other than the fact that he’d been trained to kill them on sight.

      He’d killed probably hundreds, though Diana didn’t need to know that if she didn’t ask him. All were wolves that took dragon blood, thinking it would help them gain power, and ended up twisted, ruined versions of themselves instead.

      None of them had looked like Diana, though, except for the wings and eye color.

      It simply made no sense.

      “What would you do if Tasha were turned into a wyvern?” Felix asked.

      Lock’s sunset-colored eyes were haunted just imagining it. “I’d want to die just knowing I’d failed her. But of course, I’d try to make it up to her for the rest of our lives.”

      “People will be hunting us,” Felix said. “Frankly, I’m surprised she’s found anyone to team up with.”

      “Why do you think she has a team?”

      “She was nervous about getting back somewhere, like she was expected.”

      Lock’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, but if they take in wyverns, they probably aren’t people you want to meet.”

      “Maybe they don’t know,” Felix said. “Maybe they were thrown off by her alpha female scent.”

      “It bears a lot more investigation,” Lock said. “That’s for certain. What do you want to do about it?”

      Felix had no idea.

      “Now that you have her wyvern scent, couldn’t you track her down?”

      Felix gritted his teeth together. “I suppose, but…”

      “But you don’t really know what you’d do when you got there.”

      “It’s more that I’m not sure how she would react.” He tapped his foot irritably. Now that he was recovering from the shock of seeing that she wasn’t a wolf anymore, his brain was spinning through various options and plans.

      “I could go with you,” Lock said. “Create a distraction so you two can talk.”

      “I don’t know,” Felix said. “Whoever they are, they really scared her. So I’m not sure I want to show up at all. Then again, they really scared her, so I’m not sure if I can just leave her alone.”

      “If it was Tasha, I would risk going to her,” Lock said. “Even if you have to put the whole compound to sleep so you can talk.”

      Felix straightened, feeling lighter inside as he realized he could indeed do that. He’d just felt such utter helplessness when he’d seen those wings and the pain and horror in her eyes.

      But she was still Diana to him. Still his love. His everything.

      “So you want me to come?” Lock asked. “Because Tasha wouldn’t forgive me if I could help you out and didn’t do it.”

      “Actually,” Felix said. “I think Tasha is the one who should help out. Don’t you think?”

      Lock’s eyes shuttered. “God damn you, Felix. You’re right.” His shoulders slumped in defeat. “If I say no, you’re just going to ask her, right?”

      Felix nodded. He didn’t want to risk anything happening to his sister, but he couldn’t just leave Diana alone.

      Besides, he would be there, making sure everything went all right if something bad went down.

      He just thought a stealth approach would be better, at least initially.

      “I just want her to go in and make sure that Diana isn’t getting hurt by anyone. We’ll create a distraction, so it should be fine. Tasha will be invisible, after all.” Felix smiled, glad he could still come up with good plans on the fly.

      Lock let out an aggravated sigh and headed for the door. “All right. I’m going to call her. If she says yes, which I know she will, we’ll head over and pick her up.”

      Felix watched him go, glad that despite everything that had happened, he was no longer alone.
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      Diana had run for her shower the second she’d gotten to the compound so she could rinse off Felix’s scent and also hit the sack before anyone could question her.

      She was more confused than ever about what to do with Felix.

      As she curled onto her side on her hard cot, she wondered what her life would have been like if she’d never met him.

      A life with a rural pack, probably an arranged mating by her dad.

      Maybe assault by Bernard.

      Who could say that things had really ended up worse?

      Except that she had gotten a taste of something wonderful back when she’d first met Felix. It had been hard to lose that dream.

      Perhaps part of what she’d done when she’d blamed and hated Felix for not rescuing her was focus on an emotion that was easier to handle. Like rage.

      Rather than thinking about how it would feel if she ever did get the chance to find Felix again and he saw the horror that she had become.

      She was against the laws of nature, and it was wholly unfair.

      Now all she had to look forward to was a cinderblock wall and a lifetime alone and perhaps having to go up against the greatest assassin of her lifetime if she wanted to live.

      She was messing with her phone, looking for a new online game, when she heard the sound of an alarm going off at the other end of the compound.

      She sat up abruptly, knowing she wasn’t supposed to leave the room unless called. The boss had said they couldn’t risk people seeing her shifted form, and if danger broke out, she might not be able to control the shift.

      There were mostly wolves here, some bears and cats, and none of them would be okay with housing with a wyvern.

      She got up to look out the window in her door and saw people moving down the hallway. She opened her door to look out and tried to flag down one of the guards running by.

      “Break-in,” he said, dodging out of her grasp. “I gotta go. The boss is gonna kill me.”

      She stood there, arms sagging, wondering what the hell was going on as dozens of men ran past, already starting to shift.

      With a sigh, she shut the door and walked back over to sit down on her bed.

      If it didn’t have to do with assassinating Felix, they didn’t want her involved.

      She was just leaning back on her bed, kicking her feet up when she heard something scrape on the cement floor, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

      “Who’s there?” She felt a little crazy even asking since no one was visible. Then again, as someone who wasn’t always visible herself… “Come out. I know you’re right next to me.”

      With a sigh, a white wolf appeared at the side of her bed, sitting on its haunches.

      “How did you know?” The wolf looked disappointed, which made Diana want to laugh.

      “I could sense it.”

      The wolf shifted awkwardly. “Yeah, I haven’t used it very long. I didn’t even know I was a wolf until recently.”

      “Well, you’re, um… doing a good job.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” The wolf almost seemed to be smiling.

      It made Diana slightly bitter to think that she had once had an animal inside her that looked similar.

      An animal that was maybe still there but never came when called, always deferring to the wyvern.

      “I’m here because my brother is worried about you. I’m Tasha, by the way. Fifi’s sister.”

      Diana’s eyes widened. “He let you come here?”

      “Well, he couldn’t just let you run into harm. Besides, my mate is out there with him, keeping the others distracted. No one should guess that I’m in here.”

      “And you can disappear? That’s an incredible alpha power,” Diana said.

      Tasha nodded. “Fifi can’t. Poor him.”

      Diana couldn’t help the crooked smile lifting the sides of her mouth. “Yeah. Poor Felix.” She put a hand to her head. “Then again, an assassin that can go invisible and put people to sleep is a god-level nightmare.”

      Tasha giggled. “That’s true.” She sobered as she looked around the room. “Why are you here?”

      “I don’t have a lot of options,” Diana said. “I’m not like you. Not anymore. But hey, you can tell Felix I’m safe so all of you can head home together.”

      Tasha shook her head. “I don’t think so. Why don’t you have options? Why don’t you just come with us?”

      Because I’m still planning to kill your brother, even though he was once the one I loved most.

      “It’s… it’s complicated.”

      Tasha sniffed the air. “You still smell like him. I found you by following his scent.”

      Diana’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Your brother is a… persuasive man.”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t force people,” Tasha said. “I know at least that about him.”

      Diana nodded. “It’s true. He didn’t force me. And it was wonderful to be with him again.”

      “Again?” Tasha’s eyes widened. “Why didn’t he tell me? You’re his ex?”

      “Not exactly,” Diana said. She didn’t really know how to explain it. “I just… know him well.”

      “Come stay with us, then,” Tasha said. “Look, you don’t have to stay with Felix. You could stay at my place. This room is so cold. You can’t stay here.”

      “I can, and I will,” Diana said. “This is my home.”

      Tasha shuddered, her fur standing on end. “This is no one’s home. Come back with us.”

      Diana sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not possible. But I do thank you for showing up. It’s nice to meet you, Tasha.”

      Tasha was pouting behind the fur. Diana could tell.

      If only Diana were still like Tasha. A sweet, fluffy creature that could still show her claws when she needed to.

      “I don’t know what’s between you and my brother, but I’ve never seen him worried like this before.” Tasha looked at the ground. “I think you might be his mate.”

      Diana frowned. “That’s not possible.”

      Tasha looked up at her. “You say a lot of things aren’t possible, but you don’t even know. You have a pretty bad attitude.”

      Diana laughed. “I guess that’s true. But what do you want me to do? I’m contracted to stay here. If I leave…”

      “They’ll come after you?”

      Diana nodded.

      “We’d protect you,” Tasha said bravely. “Between Lock—that’s my mate—and Felix, no one could take us down.”

      Oh, she was so wrong.

      “You don’t need to,” Diana said. “I don’t know if Felix told you this, but I’m trying to kill him. I’m not on his side.”

      “Then he must have really hurt you,” Tasha said sadly. “But I don’t think you really want to kill him. You wouldn’t have… you know… if you did.”

      “Yes, I would,” Diana said, knowing it was a lie.

      How had she ever thought she would be able to kill Felix? She’d known from the moment she saw his face again, so beautiful, so haunted, that it was going to be harder than she’d ever thought.

      “You’re tempted,” Tasha said. “Come on. Come with me. We’ll take the rest as it comes.”

      Diana shook her head. The rest would mean hundreds of shifters, and she liked Tasha a lot. Diana may have drawn the short stick in regard to her future, but she wasn’t about to harm other people in the process.

      Besides, there was still a lot that she needed to figure out.

      “So you won’t come with me?” Tasha asked once more. “Because I swear it would be better than here.”

      Diana sighed. “I know. But this is home for me. I have… responsibilities.”

      “To kill people?”

      “Just one person.”

      “But what if you can’t?” Tasha asked impatiently. “What’s going to happen then? You’ll need people to defend you.”

      “No,” Diana said. “I’d just fly off into the night.”

      It was Tasha’s turn to sigh. “That doesn’t sound better. But if you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure,” Diana said, ignoring how good a normal bed would feel. How nice a normal house sounded.

      How nice it would be to not be alone in a room that was more like a cell, worried at any moment, someone might decide she wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “What should I tell Felix? When will I see you again?” Tasha asked.

      Diana knew she should just stay at the compound for a bit, but she couldn’t stay away from Felix. Already, she was thinking of seeing him again. Embracing him…

      Perhaps if she talked to the boss, told him she needed a few days away from the compound to really lure Felix into a false sense of security…

      She would make her decision on what to do after that.

      “Soon,” she said to Tasha. “Now you get out of here before your mate gets worried. We don’t want him risking his life coming in to get you.”

      Tasha’s eyes widened in alarm. “You’re right. Okay, I’m going to leave, then. But you swear I’ll see you soon?”

      “Yes,” Diana said, opening the door as Tasha disappeared from view to go into the hallway. “I promise.”

      When she was sure the hallway was empty, she shut the door and flopped down on her bed.

      She truly liked Felix’s sister. In another world, they could have been family.

      For a few days, she might get to experience that. If Felix didn’t turn her away now that he knew what she was.
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      The Past

      “So this is life in a rural pack,” Felix said, following Diana as she hiked up a particularly steep part of the path that led to a small cabin. “It’s… rustic.”

      Diana just looked at him in confusion, then continued on her way.

      He’d been staying with her for a couple days, and as far as he could see, her days consisted mostly of going to town for supplies, helping her father in pack meetings, and going hunting for food when they didn’t have a lot of money for going to town.

      The pack mostly stayed in human form, despite the wilderness around them being beautiful.

      Diana had said it took too much energy to shift.

      She walked into the cabin but made Felix stay outside.

      After a few minutes, she came back out without the basket in her hand.

      “Olaf likes my sandwiches,” she said with a shrug.

      “Nice of you to bring them.”

      “There aren’t a lot of women in the pack,” she said.

      “Why should only the women bring them?”

      She slanted him a look. “Don’t tell me a Tribunal dog is a feminist.”

      He laughed. “I don’t know what Tribunal dogs do, but as far as I’m concerned, women can do anything men can do. Especially alpha females.”

      She shrugged again. “Being an alpha female never benefitted me much. I still think my father will end up mating me off, and it will be to some older alpha. Not someone like you.”

      Felix raised an eyebrow as he carefully led the way back down the trail, wanting to be able to catch her if she tripped.

      Not that it was likely since Diana was very deft and athletic. Her dark skin glowed in the afternoon light that streamed through the trees, and her wide, dark-brown eyes sparkled whenever they looked his way.

      “What do you mean someone like me?”

      Her expression was instantly embarrassed, and she ducked her head as she passed him to go into the clearing beneath the path.

      They were still a ways from the cabin, and Felix didn’t feel like going back inside. Not on such a pretty day.

      Not when he was pretty sure Diana was blushing.

      He looked at the pond on the edge of the settlement with logs around it for sitting down. “Come on. Let’s take a break.”

      Diana hesitated. “I still have things I need to do, but—”

      Felix reached forward boldly, taking her hand and pulling her with him. “Come on. I want to talk.”

      Her hand squeezed his as she followed him, and Felix felt almost too satisfied as they walked to the nearest log.

      When they sat down, he released her hand reluctantly, then sighed as he stared out at the rippling water. “So… you were saying what you meant by someone like me?”

      She snorted. “No, I wasn’t.”

      He couldn’t help teasing her when she got like that. He reached out a hand to tilt up her chin. “Come on, Diana. You’re killing me.”

      She swatted his hand away, blushing deeply. “Stop that. You make me…”

      “Make you what?”

      She shook her head. “You know what you do to me.”

      He smiled. He did know. He could scent it like wildflowers and pine. “If it helps at all, you do it to me too.”

      She jerked her head up, surprise all over her gamine features. “I do?”

      He nodded. “Definitely.”

      She picked up a rock and threw it at the pond where it plopped ignominiously. “I doubt it. You have your pick of the most beautiful girls in the world. You probably just say nice shit to seduce backwoods girls when you’re bored.”

      He stared at her, frowning. “That’s not true at all. A: You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and B: I don’t need to say nice shit to seduce backwoods girls when I’m bored.”

      She raised both eyebrows. “So you do seduce them?”

      “No, because I don’t want to,” he said. “Look, when I’m on a mission, I’m usually only thinking about that mission.” He glanced sideways at her. “I’m not sure why it’s different with you.”

      They sat awkwardly for a moment, and then she looked over at him, lips pressed together as if she were nervous.

      “Your hair… can I touch it?”

      He straightened in shock. “What?”

      She reached a hand out tentatively. “It’s so pretty. I’ve never seen hair like that.”

      He froze as she ran her fingers through the ends of his long strands, lifting the pale hair into the sunlight where it sparkled.

      “It’s so beautiful.” She released the strands she was holding and grabbed one near his forehead, brushing his skin.

      He felt his whole body tighten. Her touch was so electric.

      He’d never felt anything like this. He thought sexuality was a bore. He hadn’t realized someone could touch you, look at you in a way that reached down to your soul.

      It scared him.

      He stood abruptly, getting out of her reach, feeling blood fill his cheeks and other parts of him.

      If he didn’t get out of there…

      He felt a hand on his arm, stopping him as he turned to go, and he slowly looked back to face her.

      She was biting her lower lip, probably having no idea the effect she was having on him with just a simple hand on his arm.

      He hadn’t been touched like that. Not by someone his age. Not by someone he wanted.

      But she was an innocent. Someone too good to be tainted by him. Someone he wanted to watch out for, but nothing else.

      Someone—

      But then she leaned up on her toes and came forward quicker than he could have imagined, placing her soft, full lips on his.

      Her touch was so innocent as her hands held on to his shirt.

      It was clear this was her first kiss, as she had no idea how to do it.

      He smiled as he tried to pull back, not wanting to take more from her. The more she touched him, the harder it was to ignore the part of him that came alive at her touch.

      And he couldn’t afford to make a mistake.

      “Diana,” he said as she took a step forward, clearing the distance between them, determination warring with lust in her eyes.

      “You like me,” she said, looking down at where he was reacting to her. “You like me like I like you.” Her hands clenched into fists as she took a step back from him. “Why is this happening? I didn’t think I could feel so… out of control.”

      He took a deep breath, steadying himself against the howl of his wolf telling him to claim her. “You aren’t out of control. I won’t let anything happen.”

      She took a step forward again, seeming to make up her mind. “But what if I want something to happen? What if you’re my one chance to… to… be with someone I like?”

      His heart hurt at the thought of that because she deserved far better than him.

      “The other alphas are all old. I won’t ever enjoy being mated to them. Besides, I’m sure they’re cruel. I’ve heard stories.”

      Felix didn’t know what to say, so he just tried to ignore the way his dick was throbbing. He’d never lost control, and he didn’t intend to now.

      But her round, beautiful eyes were so pleading as they looked up at him. He could see her pulse pounding at the base of her delicate neck.

      “You held me. You’re nice to me. I know I should hate you, but my wolf doesn’t.”

      “Diana, we can’t—”

      She put a hand to his lips, and the touch only electrified him further. “No one has to know. I know that you have your world and I have mine, but you feel that there’s something between us, right? I try not to think about it, but it’s there. Ever since you saved me. I think about it when I sleep. You held me that night. I wish you were holding me every night.”

      “Diana—”

      “You want me,” she said, tugging him closer to her. He wasn’t strong enough to pull away anymore. “I know you do.”

      “Of course I do,” he said. “Anyone would want you.”

      “I don’t care if they do,” she said, pulling him down so their lips were only a hair’s breadth apart. “All my stupid heart wants is this Tribunal assassin.” Her hands tightened in his shirt, and her breath grew rapid. “If I can’t have him, it feels like I’m going to die.”

      Felix ached to close the distance, to take her lips and then everything else. To give her all the pleasure she was asking for. “I did make a pack’s promise to protect you…”

      Her laugh was a breath on the wind. “Protect me from unhappiness, then. Give me what I want, because I may never have it again.”

      “I’ll give you what I can,” he said. “That will have to be enough.”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      He’d give her a kiss. Nothing more.

      But as he closed his lips over hers, he felt the ground open up beneath him. Like nothing he knew was real anymore. Like the only real thing was her skin, warm and soft against his. Her small moans as she licked at his lips, trying to deepen the kiss.

      The way even the trees seemed to condemn him as he pulled her in close.
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      The Present

      Felix looked down in confusion at the duffle bag in Diana’s hand, wondering why she was standing at his door early in the morning after running away from him just the night before.

      “I need somewhere to stay,” she said quietly, not meeting his eyes. Her short hair was ruffled by the wind, and she was wearing a simple windbreaker and jeans, not the assassin garb she’d had on lately.

      He leaned against the doorframe, feeling like this needed further investigation. “What made you change your mind? Last night, I couldn’t get you to stay no matter what.”

      “Your sister,” she said, surprising him.

      When he’d sent Tasha in to make sure Diana was okay, he hadn’t thought they would talk much.

      “How could she persuade you when I couldn’t?”

      “She’s pleasant,” Diana said, pushing past him and into his apartment. She dropped her duffel on the ground and stretched, looking relaxed. “She made some good points as well.”

      Felix shut the door, did up the deadbolt, and then slumped into a chair as he watched Diana make herself at home by exploring every corner of the room.

      “Nice place,” she said. “When I was here last night, I was sort of… distracted.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” Felix said. “Benny’s a good friend. Exactly what I needed when the whole world fell out beneath me.”

      She leveled her dark gaze on him, tantalizing him with those long lashes. “I thought you hated that world. Lock said you were trapped there.”

      Felix rubbed the back of his head, wishing he still had his long hair at times like this. “It was the only world I knew. I planned to stay there for the rest of my days. I never planned on escaping.”

      “But it was a good thing, though, right?” She grabbed her bag and carried it over to the dresser. “Can I take the second drawer?”

      Felix waved a hand. “Sure. Just move whatever you want.” He stared, amused, as she pulled out his underwear and moved it with his socks in the top drawer.

      Moving in with Diana. Something he’d never imagined. Especially when she’d come back hating him. So why the change?

      “You’ll forgive me for being skeptical,” he said. “You wanted to kill me when you came back, but now you’re okay with living with me?”

      “I was bitter,” she said softly, pausing in taking things out of her bag. “But I realize now there’s no point in remaining angry. I am what I am, and that’s not going to change.” She finished putting clothes away and looked over at him. “Why, do you not want me here now that you know I’m a wyvern?”

      “It does throw a wrench in things,” Felix said, folding his arms over his chest. “But no, of course I still want you here. One benefit of being a world-renowned assassin is that I can fight off anyone who would come for you.”

      Her eyes shuttered as she passed him and walked into the bathroom, unloading more of her things there. “No one knows I exist. Except for my current friends.”

      “And they’re okay with you being here? Why did you seem afraid of them?”

      “They weren’t imprisoning me,” she said, shaking her head. “They were just the only place I had to go. No one wants a wyvern around. Even now that the Tribunal has fallen.”

      “Can anyone tell you’re a wyvern?”

      “Only the boss there. The rest can tell something is off with me, but they don’t know what.”

      “Can you…? Do you…?” He sucked in a breath, not wanting to even say it out loud. “Is your fully shifted form like other wyverns?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she said. “I’ve always fought the transformation. Made my captors furious. All I’ve ever seen are the wings and claws.”

      “So they injected you with dragon blood?”

      She nodded.

      He slumped forward, running both hands through his hair, pulling at it to relieve some of the tension in his heart.

      “Hey,” she said, unzipping her windbreaker to show a white tee shirt underneath. “Why do you look like someone just took your candy away?”

      He laughed, looking up at her. “Things are still strange for me. I was just adjusting to being in this world, and then you came here. And I’m glad. Don’t get me wrong. But I’m still dealing with the fact that you may be alive, but I still failed you. Because what they turned you into… it’s really unfair. It’s the last thing anyone should want to be.”

      She sat on the bed, not looking at all offended by his statement. Just resigned. Her dark skin was glowing in the light that streamed through the blinds, and Felix felt the urge to go over and put his hands in her short, tousled locks.

      “Do you think there’s a way to fix it?”

      She looked at him. “Do you?”

      “I just meant… you were in a lab, presumably. Did they ever talk about it?”

      “No,” she said. “But I know I was different from some others. The others they experimented on, they let them go. They wanted to be wyverns. They took the blood willingly. They didn’t care if they were monsters as long as they had power. And then they went out to fight and never came back. They were treated as disposable.”

      Felix nodded. “I always got that impression. That’s why I never liked the wyvern project. I didn’t know they were injecting wolves who hadn’t volunteered.”

      “I was a special case,” she said with a shrug. “Winslow wanted me experimented on. He wanted me to be a wyvern.”

      A jolt went through Felix at hearing the name of the man he hated most in the world. “That’s right. Last night, you said it was Winslow.”

      She nodded. “That’s why I was so mad at you. Winslow said you had given him my location. I thought you’d betrayed us.”

      Felix raised an eyebrow. “But he only took you?”

      “My father tried to fight him, but he was killed. I have no idea what happened to the rest of the pack. You said they were killed by a rival pack. By the time I was free, all traces were long gone.”

      “I’m sorry about your father,” Felix said. He stood and walked over to her, grasping her hands and squeezing them in his. “But I never, ever told Winslow about you. I was planning to still check on you. I was never planning to let you get hurt.” He closed his eyes softly. “How did he even know where you were?”

      “He might have found out about your mission.”

      Felix swallowed, his throat tight. “If he was still alive, I would kill him.”

      “Right,” she said, grinning. “Well, I did manage at least one thing while in captivity.”

      “That was you?” Felix shook his head in disbelief. “I was told he had died on a mission.”

      She snorted, folding her arms. “A mission to personally torture and humiliate me.”

      Shame racked Felix as he released her hands and walked to the window, thousands of memories flooding through him as he looked at the cloudy day and the bleak colors of the pavement and nearby buildings.

      “I never knew,” Felix said. “I suppose if he had gotten any hint that there was something between us… then sheer jealousy might have taken over.”

      “Jealousy over me?” She lowered her brows in confusion. “Why? He didn’t know me.”

      Felix shook his head, bracing one hand on the windowsill as even thinking about Winslow now made him lightheaded. “Jealous over me. He always was.”

      She was quiet for a long moment, and Felix was wondering if she was blaming him even more for all that she’d suffered.

      “I left you because I thought it would protect you,” Felix said. “It appears I did the opposite.”

      He heard her get up behind him. Heard her footsteps coming closer. God, he could smell her. Sweet. Floral. Clean. Just a hint of something dark that made the whole scent even more gorgeous.

      He looked over his shoulder just as she put her arms around him, pressing her face into his back.

      “Who was he to you?” she asked.

      Felix fisted his hand as it rested on the window frame, trying to fight back terrible images. “He was a lot of things. I’m not sure how to explain it.”

      It was odd for Felix to feel like he could confide in someone. He wasn’t sure he could bear to talk about some things.

      “Tell me everything that happened,” he said. “Tell me how he found you.”

      Her hands tightened on him slightly, and it felt so good to just have her body against him that he could have cried.

      “He came a few days after you left. Said that you had turned me in for treason.”

      Felix’s eyes closed. “No.”

      “Yes,” she said softly. “He said I’d been a fool if I thought you were actually in love with me. He said I had to go with him. My father and I tried to fight, but—”

      “He was strong,” Felix said. “Plus, he had equipment you couldn’t hope to have.”

      “Guns,” she said. “With darts that could nullify shifting or put someone out.”

      Felix nodded. “It was hopeless.” He shook his head. “I knew Winslow was crazy, but I never thought he would go after you. I would have gutted him, and damn the consequences.”

      “Why couldn’t you come with me?” Her grip tightened even farther, and the sky overhead cracked with thunder and it began to rain.

      “I told you,” he said. “There was no escape for me. And I thought you would go on and live a normal life like I couldn’t. Plus, there was Tasha…”

      “So you chose your sister over me.”

      “I chose the route I thought was safest for both you and my sister.”

      “And if you’d known it wasn’t?”

      He put an arm down over hers, keeping her hand against him, not wanting her to leave when she heard his answer. “I don’t know. I think I would have tried to save you. I don’t think I could have helped myself. But the threat of leaving Tasha alone with Winslow… knowing he could do to her what he’d done to me… The option of leaving was never there.”

      She stiffened but didn’t pull away from him. “Then why did you ever get involved with me? I wasn’t the most beautiful girl you’d met, and—”

      “You were the most beautiful,” he said. “Still are. And the more I got to be with you, the more I couldn’t resist having a taste of the life I could have had without the Tribunal. I thought I would be able to come back and visit you, to protect you until you found a more suitable alpha.”

      “And you were okay with that?” There was hurt in her words, and he whirled on her, taking her softly by both arms.

      “I was never okay with it. I was never okay with anything that happened in my life to that point. I didn’t get to make choices like other people. There was no escape for me.” He closed his eyes against the pain and then opened them slowly. “Although, after you died—after I thought you died—I didn’t make the same mistake again. I never let anyone get close. Even now.”

      “You let me close then and now,” she said softly, looking up at him with those sparkling brown irises that reminded him of little galaxies.

      “I did. I will.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if there was one thing in my life that I wanted, that I would have had if it were possible, it was being with you.” He stroked a stray hair back, loving the feel of any part of her. “I can’t believe he had you and I didn’t know it.”

      “It was an odd lab,” she said. “I got the feeling we were separate. Still, I had no idea he could find me without you sending him. I hated you for so many nights.”

      “How long were you imprisoned?”

      “Years,” she said. “It wasn’t always awful. Some of the scientists let me use the gym and watch TV. Play video games. It was actually worse when I got out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because no one wanted me around,” she said. “My pack was long gone, and everyone could smell that something was wrong with me. That I was defective, though I made sure not to show them what I truly was.”

      “Except your current place.”

      “Right.” She sighed. “I’ve been with them for years now, and it’s probably the best place so far. I still think they hope to force me to mate one of them.”

      “Over my dead body,” Felix said fiercely.

      She sighed as she looked up at him, slowly stepping out of his arms. “I wanted to spend a few days together, but I’m still not sure what I’m doing long term. I just wanted to figure things out with you. Spend some time away from the compound. Your sister… she was really nice.”

      “She is,” Felix said with a smile. “And I won’t force you to make any promises. Any day I get with you is probably one more day than I deserve. I’ll take anything.”

      She winced at that but quickly recovered. “Felix, I’m not sure if…”

      “If you can forgive me? If things can be okay again? If you’re doing the right thing by even trusting me?”

      She slowly nodded. “All of the above.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, stepping forward and pulling her into a warm hug. Every time he touched her, it felt even more right. “I’ll take what I can get.”

      She rested her head on his chest, and he could feel his heart beating against her cheek. “We’ll take it one day at a time, then.”

      “Yes. One day at a time.”
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      Diana knew she’d made the right decision in telling her boss she wanted to get closer to do surveillance on Felix, but as Felix’s friends grilled her on her intentions, she couldn’t help feeling a bit nervous.

      She’d told Byron she needed some time to study Felix. That typical assassination techniques wouldn’t work.

      Except, even as she’d told Byron her plan, she wasn’t sure she could ever go through with it.

      She’d thought she wanted one thing for a long time now. But being with Felix made her want something else.

      He hadn’t even turned her away for being a wyvern. Any other Tribunal member would have killed her the second they found out.

      Then again, she was realizing his life in the Tribunal was not what she’d imagined.

      And what was his connection with Winslow? Could she really believe Felix when he said he hadn’t ratted her out?

      Why would Winslow target her?

      “So what are you going to do here?” Max, a surly lion shifter that was the most suspicious of her, leaned back in his chair as he pinned her with a glare.

      Felix had brought her down to the club for their pre-shift meeting to get to know everyone else.

      It was going pretty well, except for Max.

      “I’m just taking some time off,” she said. “It’s no big deal.”

      “I saw you outside when you were trying to kill him,” Max said.

      “Was I trying to kill him?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Is that what it smelled like?”

      The big man got a deep flush on his tanned cheeks, and one long strand of hair fell over his face. His hair was magnificent, like a mane. It reminded her of how long Felix’s had been. “No.”

      “Obviously, I’m a little conflicted,” she said. “And if none of you want me around, I’ll figure out some other way to see Felix.”

      “It’s not that,” said Jackie, Max’s mate, a black woman with soft eyes and a soft body and a soft smile. “We just worry about our friend.”

      Diana bit her lip. “I’m not going to hurt him.”

      For now.

      “See?” Jackie leaned in against Max, making the huge man soften. “It’s fine.”

      Tasha was smiling at her too, sitting next to Lock, who looked nervous. Tasha’s silver-blond hair reminded Diana of Felix. So did her mischievous smile. “I have a good feeling about all of this.”

      Harley, a redhead with bright-green eyes who was mated to the burly co-owner, a bear named Benny, smiled too. “I think it’s great that we’ve all found someone to add to our little family. We can use all the help we can get.”

      Diana sat up a little straighter, shaking off Felix’s arm that had been around the back of her chair. “What do you mean? Working at the club?”

      Harley looked at Benny in panic as if worried she’d said something wrong, but Benny just put a hand over hers comfortingly. He seemed like the type to just put everyone at ease.

      His kind hazel eyes fixed on Diana. “We aren’t just a dance club. The club has a different purpose on some nights.”

      Diana straightened slightly, sitting on her hands. “What do you mean?”

      “We all come from… unconventional backgrounds,” Benny said. “We don’t have normal families. Normal support systems. We provide a place here for other shifters like us, both so we can gather information and so exiled shifters feel like they have a sense of community.”

      Diana exhaled slowly. “I see.”

      Felix put his hand in hers, and she didn’t even pull away. She couldn’t anymore.

      “So what do you want to do at the club?” Benny asked. “We put everyone to work here.”

      “It’s fun,” Jackie said. “I DJ.”

      “I don’t actually work here,” Tasha said. “I do hair. But I do like to come hang out.”

      “I work the bar,” Harley said. “But then again, I’m a co-owner.”

      “What does Felix do?”

      “Sit around and be good-looking,” Lock said with a laugh. He was interesting looking, with his dark-cherry hair and amber eyes, not to mention tanned skin and rocker-esque clothing. “But in all seriousness, he usually works the door for promotion.”

      “I see,” Diana said, leaning back in her chair. “I’m not sure if I could help in any way.”

      “You could keep an eye on the floor,” Tasha suggested. “You’re a girl, so you’d blend in and be able to catch shifters who are getting randy.”

      “Right, because there are both humans and shifters on the floor at all times, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Benny said. “But usually, it’s not too bad here.”

      “I can do that,” Diana said.

      Felix let out a little snort. “I don’t think so.”

      She turned to him, ruffled. “Why not?”

      “Not unless I’m working the floor also,” Felix said.

      “Fine,” Harley said. “What if she works the bar with me?”

      “Only if I’m working the bar also,” Felix retorted, glaring at her stubbornly.

      “I’ll be damned,” Lock said, leaning his chin on his hand in amusement. “The slut has a mate.”

      Diana gasped, glaring over at him. “I beg your pardon—”

      “Not you, him,” Lock said, gesturing to Felix. “We all know he’s…” He trailed off at a nudge in the side from Tasha. “He’s the best, right?”

      The whole table went awkwardly silent, and Diana resisted the urge to defend Felix against his own friends.

      “He’s not a slut,” she said finally, failing to resist her impulses.

      Lock laughed. “If you say so.”

      Felix narrowed his eyes on Lock. “You don’t want to pick a fight with me. I still haven’t forgiven you for stealing my sister.”

      “Now hold on a minute,” Benny said, standing up and putting a hand out to stop the arguing. “Let’s focus on the task at hand.” He looked at Diana. “What would you like to do while you stay here? You don’t even need to work, or I’m happy to have you do whatever you want.”

      She swallowed tightly. “Damn, why are you so nice to people?”

      Benny looked shocked for a second, and then his eyes crinkled and he laughed, and the rest of the table awkwardly joined in. “I should have known you’d be unique, just like Fifi.”

      She folded her arms. “I mean, I’m glad you’re so nice, but I don’t get it. You do know I meant to kill him. I may still.”

      Benny sighed. “I suppose. But you aren’t right now, and he wants you around. And I believe in giving everyone at least one chance to show me who they are.”

      Her heart ached slightly at his kindness. At the fact that her attempt at revenge on Felix had only led her to people who were more caring than anyone she’d met in a long time.

      If only she’d found this place before she’d found the compound.

      Then again, Benny didn’t know she was a wyvern. At least, she didn’t think he did, based on his open, friendly smile.

      “I could work at the bar,” she said. “I’m not the best with people, but I’m fast and I know how to make drinks.”

      Harley made a little movement of triumph with her fist. “Yes. I get to work with you.”

      Diana raised an eyebrow. “And you’re happy with that?”

      “Heck yeah,” Harley said. “You’re a badass assassin. No one’s going to complain about their drinks when you’re around.”

      Diana couldn’t help but laugh at that as the rest of the table joined in.

      She locked eyes with Felix, feeling warmth surge through her as he grinned at her happily.

      She’d thought life was over, that happiness was impossible and all she had left to do was end him before going back to the dark.

      But somehow he’d grabbed her hand and pulled her into the light with him. Brought her to people who could care about her. Made her feel… like her old self for once.

      She grabbed the drink Felix offered her and clinked it with the others to toast her coming on as the newest member of the staff, reveling in the welcoming smiles of everyone around her.

      After experiencing all of this, it would be that much harder to go back to the compound, but at the moment, she didn’t care.

      She threw her drink back and smiled.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So how’s it going?” Felix asked, leaning an elbow on the counter as he grinned at Diana. “Kind of a nice place, right? I’m sure Benny would hire you on if you want to stay. And the rest of us could kick the asses of your friends at the compound if they dared have something to say about it.”

      He was still trying to figure out how much sway they had over her. If she really wanted to be with them just to get revenge on him or if she was somehow trapped.

      Her expression was amused and exasperated at the same time. “Felix…”

      “I know. You haven’t decided. It’s just that—”

      She sighed, rolling her eyes. “I’m working on a drink order.”

      He took a seat at the bar. “Work on my order. I’m on break. One appletini, please.”

      She laughed, shaking her head and making the curls bounce. She looked so pretty tonight in a red sweater that complemented her skin. Its softness around her curves only made her that much more dangerous. “Such a girly drink.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s very manly. Like me.”

      She sighed. “I guess so.” When the drink was done, she slid it over to him, watching the liquid swish up to the rim. “I meant to ask. Why is your hair gone?”

      He reached up, semi panicked, and felt the short locks there. “Oh. You mean why is it shorter?”

      She nodded, a slight flush on her pretty, high cheekbones. She was stunning. She always had been. “It was pretty.”

      He smiled, running a long finger around the rim of his drink. “I suppose I just outgrew it.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Not that long,” Felix said. “Toward the end of my time in the Tribunal, I was having a hard time following orders. I knew I was probably going to land in their prison, and I didn’t really want long hair to get me any attention when I was there.”

      “Oh,” she said, looking shocked. She composed herself and began to work on another drink order. She liked to stay busy, even when she was much younger. He liked that about her. “But I mean, you wouldn’t have been threatened, right?”

      He gave her a sardonic look. “I would if they suppressed my powers. It wouldn’t be the first time someone tried to treat me like a girl.”

      He regretted the quick comment, due to the way she looked at him with a mixture of pity and confusion.

      “Well, I assume if anyone tried to treat you like that now, they’d have another thing coming,” she said softly.

      “You’d be right.” He sipped his appletini, wincing at the sourness, and decided to change the subject. “So how do you like working here?”

      “It’s nice,” she said, swaying to the music as she watched people enjoying themselves on the dance floor. “Definitely a lot different than the compound.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “What do you do for fun there?”

      She laughed. “We don’t have fun.” She set a tray of completed drinks on the bar for Harley to come grab when she was ready. “Mostly, I just hide in my room and hope I don’t have to kill anyone for trying to force me.”

      Felix sat up abruptly. “They what?”

      She sighed. “There are still a lot of wolves looking for an alpha female. Even a messed-up one.”

      Felix took another sip of his drink. “Can you shift into a wolf anymore?”

      She flinched slightly at his question, then shook her head.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry that happened. I—”

      “Let’s not talk about it,” she said sharply.

      Truthfully, he didn’t care if she was a wyvern. No matter how many times he thought it through, it didn’t matter to him that she wasn’t full wolf anymore.

      As long as she was Diana.

      But despite her coming to stay with him, taking steps to be in his life, he could sense she was still holding back from him.

      The battle wasn’t yet won. It might take several weeks. Maybe longer.

      But at least life wasn’t empty and bleak anymore, as it had been before she came back.

      “I want to take you somewhere tonight,” he said. “After work.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Why?”

      “I guess there are a lot of places I’d like to take you but this one in particular.”

      She exhaled, staring down at a drink order in her hands, crumpling it slightly. “I guess so. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      He grinned, feeling energy well up in him just at her saying yes to him when she had every right to say no.

      She could walk out of his life that second and no one would blame her.

      He hadn’t been there for her.

      But he intended to be there for her from now on.

      To make every moment as happy as possible.

      “I’ll talk to Benny and make sure he’s cool with us leaving. We’ll start at eight.”

      Then, as she gaped at him, he drank the last of his appletini and walked off.

      He had a lot of shit to get ready.
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      As Diana took off the apron she was wearing, her eyes went to Felix waiting for her by the front entrance to the club.

      He was wearing a black raincoat over a white tee shirt and dark jeans, plus stylish work boots. His white-blond hair was mussed and fell partly over his forehead, and his beautiful face was more relaxed than she’d seen it since she’d been back.

      It was becoming too easy to just go with him. To be caught up in his flow and rush along with him. It had always been too easy.

      He jangled a set of keys and grinned as she walked over to him, baring perfect white canines. “Are you ready for the best night of your life?”

      She smiled despite herself, grabbing the door and pushing it open before he could. As they made their way through the crowd that was still trying to get into the club, Diana felt a few raindrops overhead.

      Felix glared at the sky, shaking a fist, and then led her over to a beautiful dark-blue convertible he must have rented for the night.

      “Nice ride,” she said as he unlocked it and reached in to press a button that would put the top down.

      “I know it’s raining, but do you mind?”

      She shook her head. “I like the rain. But won’t it ruin your rental?”

      “It’s not a rental, and I can buy a new one,” Felix said.

      Slight bitterness welled in her at that. Of course, after leaving the Tribunal, he would be rich too. Of course he would have benefitted from that life while she lost everything.

      “It’s not what you think,” Felix said as he came over and opened her door so she could get in. “I was left money by my parents when they were killed by the Tribunal.”

      “They were killed by the Tribunal?”

      Felix nodded. “Not until I was older. They were a threat to the leader, I suppose. But I was never close to them.”

      “So were you ever paid for what you did?”

      Felix cocked his head. “If by paid you mean not getting killed and not having my sister in danger, then I suppose so. But what would I have done with money anyway?”

      She sighed. “Things are complicated, right?”

      He nodded as she got into the plush leather passenger seat and he gently shut the door.

      He got in on his side and pulled his seatbelt down, waiting for her to do the same.

      He turned on the heater, explaining that because of the windscreen, it would be warm even with the top down.

      If someone had told her she would be riding in a convertible with the man she was supposed to assassinate, she would never have believed them.

      As they pulled out onto the street and the glistening pavement and sparkling trees flew past them, Diana wished she could show her past self what she was doing now.

      When she was imprisoned, she’d never thought about a future. When she’d become a wyvern, a future had seemed impossible. But now she was next to the only man she had loved. The man she had also hated.

      And as he kept one hand on the wheel and leaned his head back, closing his eyes for a second as his hair whipped in the wind, she couldn’t help a throbbing longing in her chest.

      Like an echo.

      She’d come back to hurt him, and every time she saw him, all she could do was melt.

      He looked over at her, purple eyes indigo in the night. “What do you think? I love riding with the top down. So much freedom.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, letting the wind whip around her hair. The heater kept warmth circling but didn’t take away from the sheer exhilaration of being exposed to the night.

      He was right. She felt free in a way she couldn’t have imagined when she was imprisoned.

      As she watched him take a turn easily, his face calm and satisfied, she realized he might have been imprisoned too.

      Perhaps freedom meant a lot to both of them. Perhaps they had never been fully free before that moment.

      Perhaps she still wasn’t free because her heart couldn’t fully forgive or believe he wasn’t at fault.

      But at least the cool wind chased away the past while they were driving.

      Felix let her pick the music, and they both relaxed to indie rock as they wove through a canyon and up over the crest of the hilly landscape.

      When they came out over the side, she gasped as she saw the ocean sparkling with little waves in the moonlight.

      She looked over at Felix and saw him grin. God, he was handsome.

      “This is the place I feel most free,” he said. “When I was working for the Tribunal, I didn’t get days off to just to sit by the ocean. Now I can go whenever I want.”

      They must have been driving for hours to get there, but it had felt like only minutes with the fun ride and the diverting music.

      Felix drove down a small side road that was made of dirt toward a parking lot that overlooked the shore.

      It was a cold, Pacific beach, so not one for swimming, but that only made it more beautiful.

      From the coarser sand to the darker waves to the cool night air, the entire setting was austere and beautiful.

      Kind of like the expression of the man she was with as he got out of the car and looked out at the shoreline.

      He let out a sigh and then opened the trunk to pull out a few large duffel bags.

      She followed him, puzzled, as he carried them down the small foot path that led to the beach.

      “Is it safe here at night?” She looked around, seeing no one.

      “With me it is,” Felix said, setting the bags down on the dry part of the beach.

      “I mean, is it against the rules?”

      “You’re a wyvern, and I’m a former assassin,” Felix said. “You think I really care about rules?”

      “I guess you’re right,” she said, taking a few steps toward the ocean. The waves looked so inviting, crashing and retreating in beautiful shades of midnight blue.

      “Here, this should be better.”

      She looked over to see Felix had set up two thick blankets, one over the other, to sit on and was holding out another one for her to take.

      There was also a small cooler he’d taken out of one of the bags, along with some snacks.

      “This is my favorite place,” he said, munching one of the sandwiches after handing her the other. “I thought you might enjoy it.”

      She ate her sandwich quietly, hypnotized by the violent crashing of the waves. There was something so grounding about the way they kept going. The way it was easy to predict what they would do.

      “Listen, Felix,” she said quietly. “I’ve enjoyed being with you these last couple days. I hope we’ll have a few more. But there’s a part of me, a strong part, that’s still angry. I’m not sure if I still want revenge. I just wanted to warn you that it’s not over. Not for me. And if you want to push me away because of it, I understand.”

      “I could never push you away,” he said. “Diana, I love you. I know you don’t believe me because I wasn’t there for you, but I do.”

      She fidgeted, rolling up the plastic the sandwich had been wrapped in. Her heart was pounding in her chest, making her feel a bit nauseated. “I just don’t understand. Even if you didn’t tell Winslow, the whole thing happened because you didn’t stay with me. You stayed with your sister. And I understand that. She was your blood. But if you really had loved me, I would have meant something too.”

      Felix sighed. “You did mean something. But I thought you were safe, and I knew my sister wasn’t. Plus, I knew there was no escaping from Winslow. If I had left to be with you, he would have only tracked us down.”

      “He tracked me down,” she said fiercely. “I’m the one who paid anyway. Should I be grateful that your sister is safe? Maybe, if I was better. But if I hadn’t met you, Winslow would never have come for me. Maybe my pack still would have been overtaken, but I wouldn’t be a monster.”

      “Winslow sexually abused me,” Felix said quietly, staring out at the waves with a blank look on his face that she hadn’t seen before. “From the time I was very young. My parents were always traveling on business, and they put me in his care to learn to use my abilities. He… taught me things I shouldn’t have known.”

      Her throat was tight. “I’m sorry that happened, but—”

      He put his head in his hands. “I guess it is my fault Winslow found you. Because after being with you, I made an attempt at leaving the Tribunal.”

      Her heart stuttered. “You did? But you told me you just meant to check on me at some later point—”

      “That’s not the whole truth. There was one moment when I thought differently. Right when I got back to the Tribunal. For one brief moment, I got it in my head that I actually had some choices about things.” He shook his head. “That was a mistake.”

      “Why?”

      He looked at her, and his beautiful eyes were pained. “My sister was young then. She’d been sent to a foster family because part of me staying with them had been about her getting away from the Tribunal.”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway, I thought maybe I could go to you, then to her, and we would be able to escape somehow. Like I could protect all three of us.”

      She felt numb inside as she listened, knowing that the end of the story wouldn’t go well for either of them. “What happened?”

      Felix sighed, his tall shoulders straightening as he looked out at the waves like the answer to all his problems was there. “Winslow caught me. I hadn’t even left. I was just thinking about it. Making plans. I’m not sure how he figured it out. Perhaps because he could always read me. But the night I was going to leave, he showed up in my room.”

      She felt her heart in her throat, pounding so loudly. “And?”

      “And he told me they had people stationed not far from my sister, and should I ever disappear, he would make sure they grabbed her before I could.” Felix swallowed, throat tight. “He told me that… if… that he could always use a replacement.”

      She gasped. “And he meant…”

      Felix nodded at her, looking haunted. “That he would hurt her like he hurt me. He was obsessed with me. It didn’t stop when I got older. I just got more numb.”

      “So you stayed?”

      Felix picked up a pebble from the sand and tossed it out into the waves. “I stayed. I realized that love and a happy ending weren’t meant for someone like me, as much as I had liked spending time with you. I realized that the Tribunal was a machine and that I might be one of their strongest, but there would always be more to hunt me down. That I could never be strong enough to protect both of you.”

      “So you made your choice.”

      “I did,” he said, voice breaking. “But I swear to you, Diana, if I had known he was going to hurt you, I would have died trying to get back to your side. Sister or not. I thought you would be safe. I reported on the situation as usual and turned in several jobs at the same time. I don’t know how Winslow knew you even existed since I never mentioned you in my report.” He ruffled his hair. “I don’t know at all.”

      She scooted a little closer. “So you never told him?”

      He looked at her with wide, panicked eyes. “Never. I could never, Diana. Don’t you remember what happened between us? You were the first person to give me a home.”

      “I wondered if it didn’t mean anything to you. You were this big, famous Tribunal wolf. When Winslow came for me, I figured you had tricked me like you tricked everyone else.”

      He shook his head. “Never. You were the one I didn’t want to trick. Perhaps I was naive, thinking that Winslow bought my story of just being sick of the Tribunal. I even made sure not to come back and check on you right away because I didn’t want to tip him off that you were the reason I almost left. But given what he did, he must have realized it.” He rubbed his forehead. “God, I was young and stupid. And you paid for it.”

      “You did too,” she said, leaning in against him. She thought about the child he must have been. Terrified. Used. About the fear he must have had over his sister.

      Somehow, it was easy to forgive him. She knew his pain didn’t override hers, but it did make it hard to keep her walls up against him.

      “I… I wish I had known more about you,” she said softly. “I wish I had understood why.”

      “I know,” Felix said. “Believe me, I wish I had gotten the chance to tell you.”

      “We didn’t know each other that long, did we?” She slumped slightly.

      He shook his head. “It didn’t change that it had an impact on us both.”

      “Yeah.” She looked out at the ocean. She and Felix were from different worlds. They’d come together for a moment, and then everything had been ruined.

      And now they were together with nothing between them except the bitter past, yet it still felt like they were stuck.

      And she was still a wyvern.

      He could probably move on like nothing had happened. That option wasn’t available for her.

      “I wish things were different,” she said.

      “They’re different now,” he retorted, putting a hand over hers. “We don’t have to remember all of it. We don’t have to let it decide where we go.”

      “I’m a wyvern,” she said, wrapping her arms around her knees as she leaned into him. “I’m not… I don’t even know if I could mate you. Not that I know if I want to. You don’t understand. So many years blaming you. It’s hard to just undo.”

      “I do understand,” Felix said, staring at the moon over the ocean. “I understand if you hate me. I’m filthy. I was from very young, and—”

      She grabbed his face with both hands and made him face her. “I don’t see you any different because of what you told me. If anything, it helps me understand who you are.”

      He blinked slowly. “And who am I?”

      “You’re brave,” she said. “You care about those around you, despite being broken from a very young age. You’re strong because you’ve always had to be. You’re alone because you’ve had no one to help carry your burden. You’re loyal to those around you, and you protect who you can.” She closed her eyes slowly against a rush of pain. “But I still don’t know if things can work out between us.”

      He nodded, resting his cheek against her hand. “I’m willing to work all my life if I could make you love me again.”

      “I told you,” she said, keeping hold of his face. “I don’t think I ever stopped loving you. If I had, I wouldn’t have been able to hate you so deeply.”

      “And you still hate me now?”

      She shook her head. Even with the cool breeze, the crash of the waves, her body was aware of him. Of his cool lavender scent, the perfect form of his body, the beautiful arrangement of his features.

      The vulnerability that he never showed anyone that he had somehow allowed her to see.

      “I want to be with you,” she said. “I don’t know for how long or what will happen. When I was in that lab, I never thought I could be happy again. But I am, somehow, when I’m with you. Even after all this time. And if I deprive myself of being with you simply because I’m mad about not having you in the past, I think I would be angry with myself down the line.”

      He watched her avidly, and the gleam in his purple eyes turned dark with lust. “I will take any moment with you I can get. Any minute is precious.” His hand covered hers against his face. “Thinking you were dead, I threw myself into my work completely. But I longed for you. I was tortured by the dream of seeing you just once more. Touching you again.” He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “Sometimes I still think I’m trapped in a dream.”

      “It’s no dream,” she said. “By the time our story is done, you might think it’s a nightmare.”

      He shook his head. “No, because I’ve never felt as happy as I do when I’m with you. So even a few more stolen moments are a dream, even if you end up leaving me.”

      “We’ll see, I guess,” she said softly, unable to pull away. His touch felt so good.

      His hand dropped and his thumb brushed over her lips, warm and reassuring and stimulating all at the same time. “But if you do leave me, I hope you know I’ll be coming to get you. No matter what happens, until I die, I’m not letting you go again.”

      “Even if I don’t want you?”

      His thumb pressed the center of her lips. “No. But I know now you will always want me. Just like I will always want you.”

      She felt the truth of what he said hit her like a current too strong for her to fight. He was right. Her heart had always known it. It was why she could blame him. Hate him. Want him. Not be able to stop chasing him.

      She hated that he was right.

      “I will always want you,” she said. “That doesn’t mean things can still work out.”

      “I’m tired of leaving things up to destiny,” he said quietly. “I don’t want to wait and see how things go. I’m just promising you now that as long as even a part of you wants me, I’ll never stop fighting for you.”

      “You might have to,” she said.

      “I won’t,” he said, leaving them at an impasse.

      When he leaned in to take her mouth, she didn’t pull back.

      When his tongue pushed gently at the seam of her lips, she opened, tilting her head back as his hand came around to support her neck.

      Her whole body warmed as he kissed her, stroking and caressing softly as his thumb rubbed the base of her neck.

      She felt so free then, with their mouths intertwined and the cool ocean breeze washing over them, that she could almost forget everything in their past.

      And as he laid her gently back down on the blanket, kissing her deeper, his body covering hers completely, she knew she couldn’t deny the connection between them.

      The stars would fall into the ocean first.
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      Felix couldn’t believe he’d opened up to Diana.

      He’d never told anyone about Winslow. Had convinced himself that he was over it and no one needed to know.

      But there was an emptiness inside him sometimes that scared him. That made him feel like he would never be able to connect.

      When he was with Diana, he didn’t feel that emptiness. He felt like he was where he was supposed to be. And he felt whole.

      But since he was positive now that she was his mate, he thought she deserved to know that about him. To know he’d been sullied. To know why he’d been controlled.

      He still had to fight back rage at the thought of Winslow. But when he looked at Diana watching him with utter trust and more love than he deserved as she lay beneath him, the rage just faded away.

      Anything he had gone through, anything he had done, faded in his sheer need to give this woman everything he could for the rest of their lives.

      He’d known in some way that she was his when he’d learned of her death. When he hadn’t been able to stop searching for her in every face around him.

      But he’d denied it because the thought was too dire.

      Having her here with him, finally open to him, finally looking at him with something other than rage or lust, made it impossible to deny anymore.

      They were made to be together like the shore and the tide, crashing against one another in a dance of cosmic destiny.

      And though their pasts had been tragic, he knew the future was still long and stretching before them if they could both take it in their hands.

      He braced a hand on either side of her head and kissed her, listening to the waves rushing behind them.

      As their lips melded, feelings crashed through him. Warmth, longing, love, family. All the things he’d held back in his assassin mind. All things that had no place in the world before.

      Diana.

      Her name was like a song inside him as he kissed her, as she wrapped her arms around his neck and back and mewled against his lips.

      He pulled back to look down at her, at her dark skin glowing in the moonlight. Her dark eyes, always so honest and beautiful. Long lashes that fluttered on her cheek whenever she closed her eyes.

      And that body.

      More curvaceous than when he’d known her but stronger too. He palmed a hand over her side and then squeezed her hip possessively.

      “I’m older now,” she said, looking nervous.

      “I am too,” he said. “But personally, I think you’re the most beautiful every time I see you. I’m sure that will continue with age.”

      She let out a little sigh. “Sometimes you make me think all of this is possible. That we can just rewrite things and be together like we were never apart.”

      He leaned down to kiss her neck gently, enjoying her sigh as he worked his way up to her earlobe and then sucked it into his mouth. “No, not like we were never apart. Like we know what it’s like to lose each other and can’t let it happen again.”

      Her hands twisted in his hair. “We don’t know what will happen.”

      He pulled back to glare at her fiercely. “We will make what we want to happen.”

      “I wish I was as strong as you,” she said, brushing her hair back. “But they broke me.”

      “They didn’t break you,” he said, taking her earlobe in his lips again. “Nothing could break you, Diana. Am I broken?”

      “No.” She gasped, pulling her ear away so she could focus on him. “Never.”

      “Then you aren’t broken either,” he said, kissing the side of her jaw. When she twitched, he smiled and kissed her there again, sucking lightly on the sensitive area as she squirmed.

      He moved back to her earlobe, loving her little moan as he grazed his teeth over it. He kept himself up on one hand and used the other to nibble down her neck, making her shiver.

      God, he loved how sensitive she was.

      “You’re so perfect,” he said, tracing down her arm as his lips pushed her shirt aside and found her shoulder. “I want to worship you. Every part of you. Will you let me?”

      She stared up at him in shock. “What do you mean?”

      He sat back on his knees, straddling her, and motioned to her body. “To see everything. To kiss everything.”

      She swallowed, then let out a sigh. And Felix knew by the lust in the air what her answer would be.

      “Yes.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I want you naked.” He looked down the beach. “We’re all alone, and I want you naked, every curve kissed by moonlight.”

      She reached for the hem of her shirt and tugged it over her head, tossing it to the side, letting it fall on the sand.

      Then she reached for her bra, looking up at him, unafraid as she bared herself to his eyes.

      His mouth watered as he gazed upon the two most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. Soft. Glowing. The perfect, dark nipples already pointed and waiting for his kisses.

      Her soft waist that rose and fell softly with her breath, flexing suddenly any time he touched a sensitive area like the side of her neck.

      He moved back so she could sit up and push her pants off. Then she gave him a look so coy he could have passed out right there and took her panties off, tossing them to the side with the others.

      He stared down at her, wondering at the beauty in front of him.

      He’d always joked with others that he was obsessed with beauty, and he was. The beauty of the planet he was on and the beauty found inside people sometimes.

      But no beauty had ever compared to hers.

      It was so much it overwhelmed him, made him feel like he was caught in a riptide, waves crashing over him, never able to reach the shore.

      Until this moment.

      He reached down to cup a breast tentatively, stroking his thumb over the nipple as she arched. He watched every move of her body as he lowered his head and suckled, feeling the nipple tighten in his mouth as she let out a curse.

      “You said everywhere,” she said breathlessly. “If you start there, I—”

      “Patience,” he said softly, twirling his tongue around her nipple. “We have all night.”

      She gripped his shirt at the shoulders as he suckled and laved, and when her body was tight and tense from it, he moved to her waist, kissing and licking his way down to her belly button as she jerked and let out little moans.

      He kissed her hip, her side, down to the crease between her thighs and her mound, then over her soft curls, then to the other thigh.

      He kissed the top of it, then worked his way down, kissing every bit of soft skin he could find, marking all of it as his.

      He kissed down to her knee, lifted it gently, kissed behind it, savoring her gasp. Then he moved down her calf, kissing and licking, and found her ankle.

      He kissed the sensitive area, meeting her eyes as he flicked out his tongue, and she arched, leaving her foot in his reach.

      He kissed the top of it, the tips of her toes, and then reached for her other ankle, kissing that as well. She was moaning now, trembling with need as he worked his way up her calf and knee to the inside of her thigh, kissing his way to the place that she was most sensitive.

      But even though she held her breath as he lingered over her curls, teasing her, he knew he hadn’t explored everywhere yet.

      She groaned in frustration as he moved on to her other arm, kissing each of her fingertips, but her eyes were filled with lust.

      She liked what he was doing to her. He could feel it in every touch.

      He kissed her elbow, the back of her arm, up her sensitive bicep to her shoulder.

      Then the breast that hadn’t yet been paid attention, he kissed that deeply, swirling his tongue, flicking the hard nipple as her moans grew even more frantic.

      Her nails were digging into his back now, and her scent was mingling with the fresh ocean air in a beautiful way.

      He kissed down her side to her other hip and reached up to grasp both hands in one of his and pin them up by her head.

      Then he straddled her, wanting to take in every bit of her expression as she stared up at him, glazed from being touched everywhere.

      Almost everywhere.

      He leaned forward to capture her lips as his free hand moved down to her wet curls. He played gently before he splayed her folds, found her clit, and brushed it lightly.

      She arched back, nearly bucking him off. But he was bigger than her, and as she mewled and writhed beneath him, he kept his finger poised over her clit, teasing and touching so gently he could feel her body begging him for release with every movement.

      “Felix,” she said, and he smiled. “Why do you do this to me? You torture me.”

      “I don’t mean to, sweet one,” he said, twirling over her clit gently, loving the way she bit her cheek and jerked back. “I just love seeing you like this.” He leaned down so their faces were close. “And I know you like it as well. I can smell it.”

      She turned her head to the side, biting her lower lip in embarrassment, but he moved to capture her lips and kissed her until she relaxed and looked up at him again.

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” he said, sliding his hand lower to stroke along the wetness of her entrance. She was practically dripping for him. She writhed, pressing her legs together once again in embarrassment.

      He let her hands go because he needed both hands to shove her thighs apart. To show her just what he thought of her arousal.

      “Don’t,” he said tersely, looking down at her center as she flushed and stared up at him. “You’re so beautiful. You’re everything. I would have you like this, soaking wet and at my mercy, all the time if I could.” He slowly ran one finger along the inside of her folds, savoring the silkiness there. “You’re perfect, no matter how you are, Diana.”

      She turned to the side again. “You can’t mean that. I’m a wyvern.”

      He shook his head, moving his hands back to her thighs, waiting for her to look up at him. “You’re still perfect. Because you’re alive and you’re here with me.”

      She blinked, and tears welled at the corners of her eyes. “Even if I didn’t hate you, I never thought you would accept me like this. I thought if I did find you and I could forgive you and it wasn’t your fault, you’d reject me. You always spoke about beauty.”

      “I did,” Felix said, lowering his head between her legs, unable to resist finally tasting her again. He’d been craving the taste of her since the other night. He licked up her slit, savoring her juices, loving the sound of her sigh.

      “You’re even more beautiful now because of what you survived. Because you didn’t let them break you. Because you were mad enough to come find me. Because you brought us together again. And because you are just you, and I love you. Every minute together makes it clearer that when you came back, you brought back my heart.”

      She blinked at him, hands still by the sides of her head as if pinned there. “Sometimes I don’t understand you.”

      He licked at her center again, finger moving up to her clit to tease her there as well. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m never letting you go. You’ll get a long time to figure me out. But I’m telling you it’s simple.” He pushed through her folds and penetrated her with his tongue, making her buck up against him.

      “Simple?” she gasped out.

      “Yes,” he said, thrusting his tongue into her again as his finger pressed down on her clitoris. His hands held her thighs, keeping her in place. “I want you. I want you as a wyvern or a wolf or a human. I want you with one leg or one arm. I want you if you love me or you hate me. I want you, Diana, and I’m never going to stop.”

      She arched back, body trembling and close to release as he continued to play with her. “I don’t want to be hurt again.”

      “I won’t let you be hurt again,” he said, moving up to kiss at her clit, sucking it into his mouth so he could totally encompass it.

      “You’ll protect me?” she asked, and her sparkling eyes were so vulnerable he couldn’t stand it.

      “Always, from now on,” he said. “With all my life and all my heart.”

      She closed her eyes then, and he flicked his tongue out over her clit, knowing she was ready to go over the edge, given how tight and trembling her body was.

      She came with a scream, flying forward to reach for him as he came up to hold her tightly, steadying her as her whole body convulsed.

      She moaned his name, her fingers digging into his shoulders, her wet center pressed up against his thigh, still pulsing.

      His entire being was on fire as he heard her cries of pleasure. He could live as long as the ocean and never get enough of seeing her like that.

      Feeling her like that.

      His hand moved down to her center again, but she grabbed it and pushed him back, settling her butt back on the blanket as she panted, looking up at him.

      She nodded to his shirt. “You now. I need to see you. I need… everything.”

      He nodded, pulling the shirt over his head. Somehow, being naked with her was nerve-wracking. Like she already saw so much more of him than anyone else did, yet now he was showing her even more.

      The fact that she had seen him before like that, many times even, didn’t change that.

      As he worked at the button on his pants, she came over on her knees and felt his chest, her hands looking so small over his pectoral muscles.

      “So beautiful,” she said. “I never understood how someone beautiful like you could like me.”

      She started to pull back, and he caught her hand and kept it pressed against his muscle.

      “You’re the beautiful one. By the time we’re done here, you’ll know it.”

      Then he released her hand and stood so he could step out of his jeans and then pull off his black boxer briefs.

      He knelt down in front of her, naked, and let her look her fill.

      Her eyes wandered over him, still slightly glazed from pleasure, then sharpened by hunger, glittering as she pushed him back onto the blanket below her.

      She ran her hands over his shoulders, pausing at a few of his scars, drawing a finger over them. “You’ve suffered.”

      He shrugged. “I heal well.”

      Her hand lingered for a moment over the silvery marks, and then she moved lower, grazing his forearms, which tensed involuntarily at her touch.

      She smiled at him, then moved her hands to his waist, drawing lines around the defined abs there, making his breath quicken.

      Then as one hand rested on his shoulder, the other stroked down the center of his torso to find his member. When she took it in her hand, sliding her thumb gently up and down, he groaned, arching back.

      “Just having you in my hand like this, just knowing what I can do to you…” Her grin was wicked. “It’s everything.”

      She stroked over the tip, spreading a drop of moisture, and then kept her eyes on his as she slowly lowered herself to suck at his head, taking it into her mouth with a pleased moan.

      God, it was the second hottest thing he’d ever seen.

      His hands gripped the blankets as he propped himself on his elbows, trying to stay calm. She licked down his shaft, her eyes glinting at him, and he jerked slightly in response.

      One of her hands moved to his long thigh, bracing him.

      “Now you’re torturing me,” he said.

      “No, I get to enjoy you,” she said. “Do you know how long I dreamed of this? Between those dreams of revenge, my body still longed for you. I still ached for you. When I was alone, my hands still slid inside my pants and I thought of you.”

      He closed his eyes. “I thought of you, too.”

      “I still thought you would come for me. Then they changed me, and I thought you wouldn’t want me even if I got out.”

      “I would have come for you,” he said. “I wish I could go back in time.”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” she said. “We’re alive and together.” She sucked his tip into her mouth again, eyes rolling back as she savored it before letting it slip out with a pop. “I can feel every part of you, and it’s so much more real than the past.”

      He lay back, unable to fight any longer as she sucked at him, pulling him into her mouth, laving him, releasing him.

      And he was fully there with her, feeling everything, feeling whole and real, never hollow.

      When he was trembling with the effort of holding back, determined to wait until they could come together, she released and sat up so she could look down at him.

      Her lips were glistening and full, wet from his pre-cum. Just as he could still taste her on his lips. Truly, they were made to be together.

      She looked down at him longingly. “I want to finish you, but…”

      “I know,” he said. “I want to be together too.”

      She nodded, then moved herself over him, clearly wanting to be on top this time.

      He couldn’t deny her anything. Besides, this way he’d be able to watch her in the moonlight, beautiful and wild and free like he always wanted her to be.

      As long as she was with him.

      She straddled him and then slowly lowered herself over him, taking in his hard length inch by achingly wet inch.

      She was so tight it was all he could do to keep from coming just because it felt so good to be inside her warmth.

      Felt so good to be joined with her as she placed her hands on his chest and took a deep, shuddering breath.

      He could feel her tensing and releasing inside and knew she was getting used to the sensation. To the tight hold they had on each other.

      Then her eyes opened, and they were so full of want that it took his breath away.

      “God, Diana, you—” He was cut off when she began moving, slowly lifting off of him and coming back down.

      Though he loved being in charge, having her beneath him, he loved also knowing she wanted him as well.

      Her sighs of pure pleasure every time she took him inside her were balm to his soul. Her soft, glowing, strong body moving against him, keeping him pinned, was the most beautiful sight in the world.

      He could barely focus on the way his whole body was tightening, agitated, caught at the edge of something monumental. He couldn’t think as long as she was encompassing him, riding him, her short dark hair tossing in the sea wind.

      All he knew was that he wanted this woman. That she had to be his for all time.

      His hands caught her hips, moved up to her breasts, distracted her for a moment and forced her to pause in taking them both toward the edge together.

      She took a deep breath as she reached up to take his hands, held them against her breasts for a moment, and then released them to fall back to her thighs.

      She moved forward, keeping him inside her as she brought their bodies closer together so their faces were only inches apart.

      Then she kissed him, and as their tongues intertwined, she pulled away and thrust back down over him. He got the rhythm and began to thrust up to meet her.

      His whole body was rumbling, tightening, too totally aware of her beauty, her warmth, her softness, her absence up until that moment.

      This was supposed to happen, he thought headily. This was fate.

      As he felt unable to hold on anymore, he heard her let out a gasp and push down over him, harder than ever before.

      The clenching of her pussy set off something inside him, and he cursed as he felt himself jerk, spurting hot, wet seed deep inside.

      As he heard her whisper his name against his lips, heard himself call out to her, he felt the wolf inside him. The mountains he’d been born in. The call of something too deep to name.

      As she slumped against him, gasping, her tightness still gripping him as his body rode the last waves of release, a terrible, wonderful thought came to him.

      Terrible because he didn’t know how she would feel about it. Wonderful because it was everything he wanted in the world.

      They were mated.
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      The Past

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” Felix said, pulling his clothes back into place as Diana lay there looking up at the sky.

      “It’s fine. You didn’t mate me,” she said, rolling over to smile at him, cheeks flushed, utterly sated. “I didn’t know my body could feel so good.”

      “I shouldn’t have touched you,” Felix said. “God, you deserve so much more.”

      He’d held her. Kissed her. Lowered her to the forest floor and given Diana her first taste of pleasure right there under the trees.

      She hadn’t minded the soft dirt beneath them, and he’d been too wild with the pleasure of touching her, watching her lose herself to everything he could do, to care either.

      It had been unlike anything he’d ever experienced, and he knew that as long as he lived, he would never forget how it felt.

      “Come back here,” she said, reaching up for him.

      He groaned as he crouched beside her, letting himself be pulled into her arms.

      Even now, he couldn’t believe what had happened.

      It had been unlike anything he’d ever imagined. Driven by hunger and a connection they couldn’t ignore. And every part of her that he had touched had brought out the possessive thought. Mine.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He wasn’t supposed to get close to anyone.

      He would go back to the Tribunal soon. He always had to.

      He didn’t know what he was going to do anymore.

      “Felix?” She stroked his hair back. “What’s wrong? Why are you trembling?”

      He kept his arms tight around her. “Because I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know what this is,” she said softly. “I know you’ll go back. I know it’s a fling. We’re from different worlds, right?”

      He nodded.

      “But as long as you’re here, can’t we keep doing this?”

      He pulled back from her, letting out an exasperated sigh as he ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know, Diana. I shouldn’t have let it happen once. I couldn’t say no to you.”

      She giggled, tucking her short hair behind one ear. “I mean, it felt good for you too, right?”

      He nodded eagerly. “Better than anything in the world.”

      “You’re so hot,” she said, running a hand over his chest again. “I didn’t know males could look like you.”

      He chuckled, catching her hand before she could start him going again. His body seemed to respond to every one of her touches. “I’m a little unique. It’s true. But I didn’t know females could be like you either.”

      She flushed, her skin still glowing from orgasm. God, he didn’t know how he could go back to his life after this. But thinking of Winslow, the way he would hunt him…

      It wasn’t possible to stay by her side.

      Besides, how could he even be thinking like that? She hadn’t said she wanted him that way. Forever. She merely wanted a fling. To experience what he could give her and let him go. It worked out for him, so why did he feel a bit nervous about it?

      Bitter, if he were honest with himself.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” she said. “If you don’t want me that way—”

      “Of course I want you,” he said fiercely. “More than anything.”

      “We barely know each other,” she said, cupping his cheek. “How can it feel like this so soon?”

      He closed his eyes because he had a suspicion.

      They could be mates.

      He opened his eyes again, putting on his easy smile. “We’re just good together. That happens sometimes.”

      She frowned and pulled back. “If you say so.”

      The forest was silent and awkward, with a few bird calls sounding overhead.

      “We should get back,” she said, straightening her clothing. “Before they miss us.”

      “Right,” he said, helping her up.

      When they were standing and facing each other, he couldn’t resist taking her hands and pulling her in for a kiss, marveling at the way the whole earth seemed to shake when he did so.

      If he believed in destiny, he would think she was his.

      “So is that a yes?” she asked when he finally pulled back again. “For however long you stay, we can be together?”

      “Yes,” he said reluctantly. “But remember I still have to go back to my world. I can’t stay with you.” Not unless he wanted her to be killed.

      “Why not? If I wanted you to stay, why couldn’t you?”

      “They would hunt me down,” he said soberly. “You make me happy, and I’m not allowed to have that. But if you insist and promise me it won’t hurt you, I’ll have it for a moment. Our moment.”

      “Our moment,” she said, putting out her hand with the pinky extended. “I promise.”

      He linked his pinky with hers and smiled. “I do too.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Present

      As she lay on the beach, trying to remember how to breathe properly, Diana couldn’t believe she’d let Felix kiss her whole body. Or that she’d boldly explored his as well in the way she’d been too shy to do when they were together before.

      When she was young and inexperienced and had no idea what horrors the world could hold.

      She was different now, she realized, in some bad ways and some good. But she knew that she had never felt as good as she did with Felix. That riding him had been like flying through stars. That from the moment he’d started to kiss her, she’d been lost to the feeling.

      Heated, pleasured, desperate, hungry as she’d kissed him and sucked him and rode him and claimed him.

      Claimed him?

      She scrambled off of him, her heart pounding even as her body felt the intense loss of the pleasurable way he filled her up.

      She grasped for the spare blanket, wrapping it around her as Felix grabbed a towel to clean up.

      His hair was mussed and his gorgeous face was still glowing from exertion, and she was still shocked that she could have so much beauty for her own.

      Except…

      His purple eyes were tentative as he watched her while he gathered up his clothes, slowly putting them on.

      A part of her wanted to stop him, to tell him to stay naked so they could be together.

      But another part of her was afraid.

      She was a wyvern. They couldn’t be mated. Could they? And besides, she was still part of a compound full of creatures who hated him, and she didn’t know what they would do if they found out.

      She hadn’t been thinking. For once, she’d just been caught up in the moment. In wanting him. In wanting everything to be final somewhere deep in her heart.

      She hadn’t meant to mate him, but she couldn’t regret it either, not when it had felt so right.

      But the fact remained that she didn’t know what it all meant.

      She was ready to let go of the past, of wanting him to rescue her back then. Of blaming him. She could accept that he’d done his best to survive, and she had as well.

      But she was still not a wolf anymore. And only a wolf could be made for him.

      When he was dressed, he sat back on the blanket, leaning on his hands as he looked at the sea. “Do you hate me for not stopping us?” he asked as if he couldn’t face her.

      She shook her head. “I hate myself for not being the type you can mate.”

      “No,” he said fiercely, looking over at her. His beauty was shaded in sharp lines by the moon. “You’re the type I can mate, or else I wouldn’t be mated to you. And I am. I can feel it in my heart.”

      She put her head in her hands nervously, trying to think what she should do next.

      He came forward to wrap his arms around her, pulling her into his lap. She let him, despite feeling disgusted for what she was.

      How could they ever have children? How could—

      “I don’t want you to think I would change anything about you,” he said. “I know that some things will be different, but I meant what I said before. I’m just glad you survived. And who knows? Maybe one day you’ll be glad for what you are.”

      She shook her head. “It’s too monstrous.”

      He tilted her chin up, forcing her to look at him. “You could never be monstrous. Monstrously sexy, maybe. Monstrously hot and fun. Never just monstrous.”

      She rested her head against his chest. When he spoke like that, she could almost believe him.

      She should have known how this would go. She’d fallen into his arms from the first time she’d tried to kill him. She’d come back again and fallen into his bed.

      And this time, when she’d come to stay with him, telling herself it was just an excuse to get close to him, she’d mated him.

      She supposed there really was something to fate.

      But how did all of that apply now?

      “We’ll work it out together,” Felix said. “All that matters is you’re mine. We’ll face the rest together, okay?”

      She wrapped her arms around him, pressing even closer. “Okay.”

      And for a few moments as they sat there listening to the pounding of their hearts and the ocean, they weren’t just an assassin and a wyvern.

      They were two people who were always meant to be together finally in each other’s arms.

      Diana wished they could stay there forever.
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      Felix was heavily aware they weren’t headed for clear sailing, and he had to remind himself of that whenever he wanted to shout to the sky that he’d finally found his mate.

      After driving back to his apartment, enjoying the music and each other, they had fallen into each other’s arms and slept deeply.

      And when the sun had risen, waking him up, he hadn’t known how to contain himself when he saw her sleeping next to him.

      Finally his.

      Except not totally because there would be people looking for her. People who thought they owned her like the Tribunal had thought they owned him.

      Felix’s mouth pulled down in a snarl as he thought of all the things he could do to anyone who tried to take her from him.

      He wished he could see her with her wings again but knew it might hurt her to even ask. But he couldn’t help being curious. She was the woman he loved no matter what, and the wyvern transformation hadn’t seemed to affect her personality as it had with some wolves.

      So what exactly had it done to her? How much was she changed?

      He needed to know, and then he needed to talk to some people just to reassure her that she could be his mate. That she would be safe.

      Mainly, he needed her not to run as she had every other time they’d met up.

      At least her stuff was there now.

      She stirred, running a hand through her hair and groaning before slowly opening her eyes. When she looked over at him, her eyes widened in shock for a moment, then softened in resignation as a small smile curved her lips. “I guess we’ve done it now, huh?”

      He scooted over to curl around her, pulling her in tight against his side, tucked under his arm. “I guess so.”

      “So what next?” She shook her head. “I can’t go back there. Not until your scent is gone.”

      He grimaced. “No, you can’t go back there at all. They want to kill me. If you’re not of the same opinion, they’ll want to kill you. These people aren’t right in the head.”

      She pushed away from him, sitting up. “How would you know?”

      He sat up as well, letting the sheet fall down, baring his chest. “If they’re anything like the other crazies trying to kill me, then I know them pretty well.”

      “That’s right. People are already trying to kill you.” She sighed. “It’s not going to be easy, is it?”

      He stretched his hands in front of him, cracking his knuckles. “I mean, I think it’ll be easy. Bringing you back from the dead was the hard part. Now we just have to fight. Something both of us are good at. You might be even better now that you’re—”

      She slanted him a glance, and he cut himself off.

      “Anyway, I can fight anyone who comes for us,” he said.

      She swallowed. “What about your friends? It’ll just be more danger for them.” She looked at the sheets. “Besides, you don’t know anything about the compound. About who is running it.”

      “Then tell me,” he said eagerly.

      Her dark eyes were tortured as she looked up at him. “I can’t. Pack promise.”

      “Ah.” He sat back. “So that’s why they trusted you.”

      She nodded.

      “You know you should never make a pack promise with someone who isn’t a wolf,” he said. “They don’t understand it.”

      “They understand that I can’t go against it. I won’t.”

      “But you aren’t a wolf anymore, so…”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Despite what you think, I will always be a wolf.” She touched her chest. “It’s still inside me, even if I can’t bring it out.”

      “I know,” Felix said. “And I wouldn’t ask you to break a pack promise, except that our lives may be at stake.”

      She shook her head. “No. We’ll have to think of another way.” She got off the bed and went in search of clothing. “I can’t tell you more about the compound.”

      He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck in exasperation. “What can you tell me?”

      She paused on her way to the bathroom, clearly headed for the shower. “I can tell you that we should probably find out if wyverns are able to be mated. Maybe one of your friends could help with that.”

      “I agree,” Felix said. “Already on it.”

      She bit her lower lip and then ran her tongue along it. “I can also tell you that in about thirty seconds, I’m going to be naked in that shower and you’re invited.”

      Felix stood abruptly, following her into the bathroom so quickly that she was caged against the door.

      As he kissed her, he moved them both into the bathroom and shut the door behind him.

      Calling Lock and Benny would have to wait.
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* * *

      Lock stared at Felix as if he’d grown a third eye on the side of his head.

      “So you just mated her?”

      “It just happened,” Felix said. “I guess you might know something about that.” He folded his arms, glaring at the other alpha wolf.

      Lock sighed, pushing dark-cherry hair off his forehead as he pulled his phone out. “I guess I’d better find out what I can about wyverns. I’ll need to talk to some dragons.”

      Felix nodded. “Whatever you have to do. I would look into it, but—”

      “You don’t want anyone to get suspicious of her or why you’re asking. I get it. People already know I’m mated to a wolf. Asking about mating a wyvern won’t make them get ideas about me.”

      Felix exhaled in relief, sitting back in his chair. “You get it. Perfect.”

      “Listen,” Lock said, pausing with his text screen still open. “What are you going to do if I find out it won’t work out right? What do you want me to do if I find out it’s all bad news?”

      “Like what? Like she’s going to kill me?”

      Lock nodded. “I mean, I’m happy for the two of you, and I doubt she wants to kill you anymore since she did mate you. I think her coming to kill you was always just an excuse to be by your side. But I’ve never met a good wyvern, Fifi. I haven’t even heard of one.” He shook his head. “I don’t see how this can end well.”

      Felix’s jaw tightened. “It’ll work well because it has to. Because she deserves happiness after all she has gone through.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Lock said. “Why they even went for her. I didn’t know they turned wyverns against their own will.”

      “She said it was just her, at least at her lab. It was Winslow.”

      Lock’s amber eyes narrowed. “I remember that bastard. Never liked him.” He studied Felix carefully. “He’s dead now, right?”

      “Turns out she killed him,” Felix said. “It’s how she escaped. She’s been going from group to group, anyone who would accept her, since then.”

      “Gotta be hard,” Lock said. “Not everyone can detect a wyvern, especially since she’s not a regular one. But most people do sense something is off.”

      “Did you?” Felix asked.

      Lock frowned. “No. But I’m different than most people. I like being around the ones that are weird.”

      “Thanks,” Felix said flatly.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “And you know that I can’t possibly give up on her, no matter what you tell me,” Felix retorted, kicking his legs up on the chair next to him. “So any info you bring just tells me whether I should leave Club Crimson or not. I don’t want to bring trouble to anyone here or your mates.”

      “We don’t want to lose you,” Lock said. “Tasha still wants a relationship, and—”

      “No offense,” Felix said softly. “But I already gave up a lot for her happiness. It’s time for me to find mine.”

      Lock winced slightly, straightening. “Right. Right, of course. I just meant that I think it could be good for both of you. Besides, you already feel like family to the rest of us. If something is wrong, we would want to share in your fight.”

      Felix warmed at the sentiment but knew he wouldn’t do anything that hurt them. “It’s good to know.”

      Lock unlocked his phone again, biting his lower lip as he thought about his response. “I’m going to send out a few requests for information. Can’t promise I will get anything back soon.”

      “I understand,” Felix said.

      “In the meantime, you should probably be careful in public. If there are spies from her compound here, we don’t want them to catch you slipping up.”

      “She said they knew she was staying with me. She told them that as a way to get away from the compound. Tasha really had an effect on her.”

      Lock raised an eyebrow. “And you’re sure she isn’t going to betray you? It seems like she has suffered for your sake.”

      Felix’s gaze darkened. “She suffered because of the Tribunal. And yes, because I couldn’t help her. But it seems like she is ready to let the past go now. I am as well.”

      Lock appraised Felix for a moment and then nodded. “Then I’m here to help out. Just keep your guard up like I said. And try not to make things too obvious in the club. Even though she thinks they are trusting her, I doubt they won’t be checking up.”

      “Right,” Felix said. “I’ll discuss it with her. It sucks, though, to not be able to do whatever I want. I just want everyone to know she’s mine.”

      “Patience,” Lock said, standing and putting a hand on Felix’s shoulder. “It’s what you would tell anyone in your position. Because of you, I have everything. You saved the person who means most to me. Because of that and our prior friendship, I want to be there for you. But you have to at least take some of my advice.”

      “I’ll be subtle,” Felix said. “Though, you know what a hardship that is for me.”

      “I know,” Lock said. “I still want to put up neon signs announcing to the world that Tasha is mine. But as much as we want to pretend the past didn’t happen, that Diana isn’t a wyvern, she is. And we need to be careful while dealing with everything.”

      “I know,” Felix said soberly. “I’ll take it into account.”

      Lock sent a few texts and then looked over at Felix, who was still sitting at the table sullenly. “But you know it will be a few days until I figure this out. And you won’t always be at the club.”

      Felix slowly met Lock’s eyes, grinning wolfishly. “Oh yeah. Copy that.”

      For the next few days, Diana was all his, and he meant to enjoy it.

      He’d just have to try not to think about what might happen after that.
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      As Diana stirred her coffee and looked over at Tasha, who was chatting happily, she wondered how long her good luck could last.

      She’d been living with Felix for three days, and so far, it had been full of love, laughter, and the hottest sex of her life.

      Plus friendship.

      She smiled as Tasha flagged down the waiter for a refill, noting how much her eyes looked like Felix’s.

      “Anyway, I’m just really glad you took my advice and came out of that awful place,” Tasha said. “Now just don’t ever go back.”

      Diana’s stomach tightened reflexively. She was doing her best to forget that staying with Felix forever without informing the compound just wasn’t possible.

      At some point, she would have to go back and figure out everything with Byron.

      There was a small part of her that hoped he would just let her go.

      Everything was different since that night on the beach when they’d mated.

      She’d forgiven whatever had happened in the past with him. She’d forgiven herself for not being able to prevent it. She’d forgiven herself for all of her anger.

      But sometimes… she couldn’t forgive herself for being a wyvern.

      When Felix held her, whispering sweet nothings long into the night, she could almost believe things were normal. That he loved her just as he had before.

      That nothing had changed, despite all the years between them.

      But then she would look out at forests in the distance, far beyond the city, and think about how nice it would be to go for a run in wolf form again.

      If only she could run alongside Felix.

      She remembered his wolf form. White. Magnificent. Powerful.

      If she shifted to be alongside him… how would she even look? Like the leathery-skinned creatures from her nightmares?

      Yes, if her wings were any indication.

      She tried not to let it bother her, but when she was next to the most beautiful person in the world, it hurt her to know she was now something ugly.

      “Hello? Earth to Di?” Tasha waved a hand in front of her. “I was asking when you’re going to make things official with my brother. I want a new sis.”

      Diana smiled. “Isn’t it a little fast since I was just trying to kill him a week ago?”

      Tasha shook her head. “Life is too short to fall in love according to anyone else’s rules or to spend time without the person you love just because someone else says so.”

      “You’re right,” Diana said, taking a sip of her coffee as she glanced out the window at the street. Felix was out shopping for something with Lock, and Diana already couldn’t wait to see him again. “I do just want to be happy. I’m just surprised how everything turned out.”

      “Well, I think you two are perfect together, and someday, I hope you’ll tell me everything that happened with you two in the past.”

      Diana didn’t really think Tasha would want to know her own role in Diana and Felix’s breakup, so she simply smiled.

      She’d been doing it so much after doing it so little that her face ached sometimes.

      Which only made her smile once again.

      “I always knew there had to be someone for Felix,” Tasha said, resting her cheek on her hand. “He’s just such an… interesting person. I mean, I know he acts one way, but he’s really not like that when you get to know him.”

      “True,” Diana said, glancing out the window again as hair prickled slightly on her neck. Why did she keep looking out there?

      She stretched her neck side to side and let out a deep breath, hoping to let go of some tension.

      “Is everything okay?” Tasha asked.

      “Yeah.” Diana rubbed her neck. “I just… Something feels funny. Maybe I just haven’t been sleeping well.”

      Or maybe there were more important things than sleep, as she and Felix seemed to stay up late and wake up early together.

      Even at night after he’d gone to sleep, she found herself staying awake just to look over at him.

      His face wasn’t exactly the same as it had been when they were younger, but it was close. And because it was the face of the Felix she could finally be with, she would always love it.

      She still hadn’t shared her feelings with him. Hadn’t told him she thought she wanted to settle down and stay by his side.

      He’d been patient the whole time, taking every moment they had together with enjoyment, never asking her to give him more.

      They were mated, yet he didn’t know if she wanted to stay with him. That had to be hard sometimes.

      Tasha sighed. “I swear sometimes I can tell you are really troubled, but you’re not any easy person to get to open up.”

      “I know,” Diana said. “I’m sorry for being distracted.”

      “What is it you can’t tell me?”

      That I’m a wyvern. That your brother shouldn’t be with me. That I was living with people who want me to kill him, and they aren’t going to let me go easily.

      She slumped back in the booth, defeated. If anyone else knew the situation, they would surely tell Felix to leave.

      “Look, whatever it is, we can help you,” Tasha said. “None of us at the club has had anything like a normal life. We’re all coming from some kind of difficult situation. Most of us, that is.”

      “But your life was fairly normal,” Diana said. “Felix ensured that.”

      Tasha raised a blond eyebrow. “Normal? Is having no past and no family and being put in the foster system normal? Is suddenly having a bunch of wolves after you normal? Is not knowing you’re a shifter normal?”

      Diana laughed, though she still felt oddly nervous. “I guess not.”

      “Don’t even get me started on Lock’s past,” Tasha said. “He was a total mess after he lost his parents.”

      “I guess we all have a history,” Diana said, beginning to wonder if she should move to another location so that whatever was making her uneasy didn’t make Tasha uneasy as well.

      “Yeah,” Tasha said. Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out, grinning down as she looked at it. “Sounds like Felix and Lock are done shopping. You want to head back?”

      Diana bit the inside of her cheek. “You know what? You go on without me. I need some time to think.”

      Tasha looked disappointed, but Diana wanted to figure things out without risking the person Felix had sacrificed so much to protect.

      Besides, she still couldn’t pinpoint the source of her unease. Perhaps she’d just been around Felix so much the past few days that she was nervous without him.

      But she didn’t think so.

      “Um, well, I don’t want to get in trouble for leaving you here,” Tasha said. “Why don’t I just wait here for them both to pick us up?”

      Diana shook her head, waving a hand. “It’s fine. I could use some alone time.”

      Tasha looked a bit hurt, but she quickly recovered. “All right. Tell you what. I’ll call the guys. Tell them you want to stay here. And I’ll just wait for you over…” She trailed off, looking up as a tall shadow fell over their table.

      Diana knew who it was without even looking up, though she didn’t know how he’d gotten there without her seeing him. “Hello, Byron.”

      “Well, isn’t this a nice lunch, ladies?” he said, almost caustically charming as he slid into the booth beside Tasha.

      Lock was going to kill Diana if Tasha was so much as touched.

      “Hey, Byron, can you get out for a moment and let Tasha go? She was just leaving.”

      Byron’s eyes narrowed, glittering in shades of gold. His blond hair was cropped short, but it too was multidimensional.

      Diana had her suspicions about what he was, but she kept it to herself.

      He put an arm around the back of the booth, right over where Tasha sat. “I don’t think so. I think we should all just talk together.”

      Tasha looked at Diana nervously. “Um…”

      “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation,” Byron said, signaling a waitress and motioning for coffee to be brought over. As always, he was wearing an impeccably styled outfit. Today, it was a silvery-blue suit that was tailored to his tall, muscular build, combined with a light-pink shirt and silver tie. “Did I hear something about you being with Fifi?”

      Tasha scooted slightly away from him, and Diana hated that she’d brought Felix’s sister into this mess.

      But she didn’t want to bring Lock or Felix into it as well.

      “This involves us, not Tasha,” Diana said, glaring at Byron. “Let her leave, and we’ll talk.”

      “Afraid not,” Byron said, sipping his coffee. “I think we’ll all have to leave together or not at all.”

      Tasha gasped, and Diana realized Byron was holding something against her side.

      God knew what.

      “Okay, okay, we’ll go,” Diana said, getting up and trying to look subtle to the diners around them.

      “Nothing funny,” Byron said. “Or Tasha here won’t get out of this alive.”

      Diana quickly paid the bill just in time for Byron to get his coffee to go. He sipped it with one hand as the other kept hold of Tasha’s arm, guiding her outside gently.

      “This is all your fault, you know, Diana. If you had just taken care of this instead of sleeping with the enemy, I wouldn’t have to get innocent people involved.”

      “You still don’t,” Diana said bitterly. “Why can’t you just give up on hunting Felix? He isn’t bad anymore.”

      “Oh, come on,” Byron said. “You think the rabble I control would listen to me if I did? No, I need leverage. I was able to rally them all around a singular cause: killing Darkness. What would happen if I let them down now?”

      It all made sense now, why everyone contributed to the cause and did whatever Byron said. He used their anger to unite them.

      “But don’t worry. Now that I have you two as hostages, your lover is sure to show up. And when I kill him, I’ll have everyone’s gratitude and money and labor, forever.”

      “You’re evil,” Diana said bitterly. “I should have seen it before.”

      “When you’re hoping no one else sees your dark side, you’re incapable of paying enough attention to see anyone else’s. But I’m not evil. I was born to rule. I was born special. Unlike anyone else.”

      They were walking toward a large black town car parked up a ways on the road.

      “As I was saying…” Byron continued. “The only way to have people around you when you’re as special as I am is to control them. To do that, you need fear or respect. Now I’m not opposed to…” He trailed off as a blue convertible squealed onto their road, peeling toward them.

      It screeched to a halt a few yards past them, and Diana was relieved when Felix and Lock stepped out, hands clenched into fists.

      “Stop right there,” Felix said, looking from Diana to Tasha. “Who are you?”

      Byron sighed, shoving both hands in his pockets. “Well, this is inconvenient. You see, we really shouldn’t do this around humans.”

      Lock took a step forward, brushing back his dark-cherry hair. “Unless you get the fuck away from our mates, we are definitely going to do this around humans.”

      Byron grabbed Tasha by the arm and yanked her toward him. “I wouldn’t come any closer, unless you want her to die.”

      Lock froze, but Felix moved forward. He was wearing a gray sweatshirt and rolled the sleeves up angrily.

      “I don’t need to be any closer than this to kill you,” Felix said. “Make your choice. Release our mates or die.” His eyes met Diana’s, and he seemed to be trying to reassure her that everything was fine.

      Diana wasn’t sure about that because she’d never seen Byron shift or fight. He had other people do his dirty work.

      “Try it,” Byron said, stepping in front of Diana, who didn’t dare move as long as Byron was threatening Tasha.

      She’d been so naive, thinking Byron would trust her just because she’d lived at the compound for years. She’d really thought no one would suspect her time with Felix just yet.

      Felix slowly reached his hand out, and the scent of lavender filled the air.

      Diana held her breath to see if it worked as expected but gasped as a blinding flash of gold moved up in front of her like a wall, blocking her view.

      It was transparent, shimmering as if made up by gold dust, but when she reached out to touch it, her hand met a solid wall.

      She looked up to see a dome around her, Byron, and Tasha and saw Felix stepping back, muttering a curse.

      “It’s too bad,” Byron said condescendingly. “I had heard a lot about Darkness. Too bad he doesn’t live up to the hype. Then again, you aren’t used to going up against dragons.” Byron flashed a fang, and Diana felt her courage wither.

      Felix had fought the strongest of other shifters, but what he could do about one that could put up an impenetrable dome?

      Byron grabbed her and Tasha by the arm and pulled them toward his town car, the golden dome following them as they went.

      Felix ran toward them, trying to break through the shield, but he only bounced off it, looking burned. Lock pulled something out of his pocket to shoot at it, but Felix grabbed his hand, jerking it down.

      “We don’t know what will penetrate the shield and hit the women,” he said fiercely.

      Lock paced helplessly as Tasha was loaded into the car.

      “Goddammit, we can’t let them do this!” Diana heard Lock’s desperate shout as she was loaded into the car as well.

      “Dammit, fight them!” Felix shouted. “Diana, you’re stronger than this! Embrace who you are!”

      Diana shook her head. What could a lowly wyvern do against a powerful dragon? For all she knew, shifting into her form would kill her.

      No, the scientists had never been able to provoke her into her true form, and Byron couldn’t either.

      But Diana knew he wasn’t as evil as he was appearing. He didn’t do anything that didn’t serve him, so he probably had no intent to hurt Tasha, at least for now.

      She couldn’t shift. There had to be another way.

      Byron locked the door and stood up to face Felix and Lock again, pointing specifically to Felix.

      “You come face me. Alone. Or they both die.”

      “Why?” Felix asked imperiously. “You’re just going to cheat again.”

      “It’s not cheating,” Byron said with a tsk. “And anyway, I need my men to see me beat you. As soon as you’re dead, Diana and Tasha are free to go.”

      Felix and Lock were both silent.

      “So what will it be, infamous assassin? Lose your final fight or lose your mate?” Byron shrugged. “I guess we’ll see tonight at six thirty.”

      Diana’s heart began to race as she realized what that meant.

      If she didn’t do something, Felix was sure to show up to save them.

      He’d said he would never stop coming for her, and she believed him when he said he would die to keep her safe.

      As the town car pulled away, she kept her eyes on Felix’s frustrated face.

      Somehow, she had to figure a way to get them all out of this mess, since she was the one who had gotten them there in the first place.
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      “Fuck!” Lock slammed his hand into the concrete wall next to them, making it shake violently. “They took our mates, and we just let them.”

      Felix felt frozen in time. That asshole had taken Diana right in front of him.

      In all of his efforts for the Tribunal, he’d never had to go up against a dragon like that. The ones he’d faced had weaknesses, not impenetrable, moveable walls.

      “What are we going to do?” Lock tore at his hair as he paced. “What if he hurts them.”

      “He won’t,” Felix said, rolling his sleeves up farther. “Dragons have an odd sense of honor. I believe he will do what he says.”

      “Then why did you try to put him to sleep?” Lock asked caustically.

      Felix sighed. “Obviously, having our mates back right away is the preferable option. But I believe Tasha and Diana will have each other’s backs.”

      “That’s not how it’s supposed to be,” Lock said, slamming his fist into the wall again, causing pieces of concrete to litter the sidewalk. “We are supposed to protect them.”

      Felix caught Lock by the shoulders, forcing him to look in his eyes. He understood the other man’s panic, but it wouldn’t serve them at all. “You need to calm down. And we are going to protect them. I’m going to go there and offer my life, as he wants.”

      Lock relaxed, but his face was contorted by a scowl. “You can’t be serious. You face that guy and he’ll kill you. You have to accept help.”

      “I believe him when he says come alone or he’ll hurt them,” Felix said. “But I have to go. I promised Diana I wouldn’t leave her alone.”

      “You’re crazy if you think I’m not coming,” Lock said. “Tasha is my mate. She is my life.”

      “He wants me and maybe Diana,” Felix said. “He has no reason to hurt Tasha at all. Besides, remember she is my sister. I gave up too much to protect her to let her get hurt now.”

      Lock finally sighed, relaxing slightly. “Look, I don’t want you to get hurt either.” He put a hand on Felix’s shoulder. “You’re family. I mean, we just went engagement ring shopping. I wanted to see you propose.”

      “Me too,” Felix said. “But you’ll still get to see that. I’m going to get our mates back. I promise.”

      Lock raised an eyebrow. “But will you be there? Can you promise you’ll survive?”

      Felix straightened, releasing a pent-up breath. “I can’t promise anything. But at least I know what I’m dealing with. My guess is he can’t hold up that shield forever. The second it drops, I’ll be there.”

      “How can you be so overconfident?” Lock asked. “We should be calling Benny and Max. Anyone.”

      “No,” Felix said. “I need all of you to stay back. The compound can’t even know you’re coming. I’m a pretty good judge of people. I believe Byron will do as he says.”

      “Fuck.” Lock threw his hands up. “So you expect me to just do nothing while they hold my mate?”

      “I expect you to trust that I will protect her,” Felix said. “That we’re going to get Diana back and Tasha as well.”

      “How?” Lock asked, exasperated. “I know you’re like the Darkness, but he just singlehandedly shut us down.”

      “I don’t know,” Felix said. “I just know I have to do as he says.” He rubbed his chest. “But I have a feeling it’s going to work out.”

      Lock looked at his watch. “Fuck. Six thirty. That’s hours from now. What are we going to do?”

      Felix sighed. “I guess go back to the club and see what research we can do on dragons who can make gold shields. I mean… it should only be a power of the double dragons, but they work in pairs. And they would never be facing us…”

      “Yeah, well, one is running loose. Wait, do you remember that purple one that tried to pull Benny’s bear out?”

      Felix froze. “Holy shit, yes. I think I have a plan.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Felix usually hated that he even knew what had happened to that dragon. Hated having knowledge of such a dark part of their world. But at this moment…

      “Okay, we need to go prepare some things. It’ll keep us busy until we can go get the girls.”

      “I thought you said I couldn’t come with you,” Lock said.

      “You can’t. You’ll have to stay at a distance. But if things go right, I’ll want the rest of you standing by to help out once he’s down.”

      Felix got back into the car, and Lock swung down into the passenger’s seat.

      “You really think you can take him?” Lock looked doubtful.

      Felix grinned. “I think he’s going down one way or the other.”

      It had to work. It had to.

      The dragon might think he had one over on Felix, but he took dark delight in knowing the dragon was wrong.

      For once, it would benefit Felix that he had been in the innermost circle of the Tribunal, privy to their most forbidden, locked-up secrets.

      Like the one that would help him take this dragon down.
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* * *

      “Stop worrying,” Tasha said as Diana paced around her small cell, checking out the window every so often to see if Felix had come.

      “I can’t help it,” Diana said. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been obsessed with revenge…”

      “What did Felix do to you anyway?” Tasha asked. “It must have been something bad for you to want to kill him.”

      Diana leaned a hand on the wall, letting her head fall forward. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I just don’t want Byron to hurt him.”

      Tasha raised an eyebrow. “And you didn’t know he was a dragon?”

      “No, and he’s probably going to kill Felix, so I don’t know how you can be so calm.”

      “I believe in my brother,” Tasha said. “And my mate. Besides, despite Byron’s big talk, he hasn’t tried to hurt us. I don’t think he’s actually that bad.”

      “I do,” Diana said. “Look, the gang at this compound is into some bad business, and Byron is at the top. Don’t romanticize him.”

      Tasha put her hands up in surrender. “You know him better than I do. I’m just trying to keep up a good face.”

      “I know,” Diana said, walking over to the door and banging on it again. Dammit, she wasn’t strong enough. She turned to Tasha. “Even in your wolf form, you can’t break it down?”

      Tasha shook her head. “I can claw things, but the steel is too thick for that. I could headbutt, but not much else. My invisibility is useless if I can’t get out.”

      “I know,” Diana said, scanning the small room around her. It was so cramped she could barely stand. A room for wild animals. But it did give her a view of the courtyard where Byron was standing in the center, waiting for his prey.

      The rest of the shifters had gathered at outside tables, bringing chairs from inside to watch the show. Almost all of them had a vested interest in watching Byron take down Felix. Almost all of them would help kill him if Byron failed.

      She paced in her cell, trying to figure out what Felix could do against them. The wolves he could put to sleep, unless Byron put a shield around them.

      If Felix moved fast enough with his sword…

      No, no matter how she tried to put it together, it didn’t make sense.

      The crowd grew louder, clamoring amongst themselves as the clock ticked closer to six thirty.

      Was he really going to come?

      “It’s going to be okay,” Tasha said, putting her hand reassuringly on Diana’s forearm. “Trust me.”

      Diana yanked out of her grasp, then shook her head apologetically. “I’m sorry, Tasha. Life hasn’t… worked out in some ways for me. It’s not easy for me to be optimistic.”

      Tasha sat down on the bed, looking unfazed as she folded her arms. “I think it’s time for you to tell me what you are. What happened to you.”

      Diana sighed as she walked over to the window, staring out. “What do you know about wyverns?”

      Tasha gasped. “Not those things…”

      Diana peered at her over her shoulder for a split second. “I’m one of those things.” She turned back to the window.

      “I mean, they’re pretty big. Couldn’t you transform and get us out of here so we could help Felix?”

      Diana froze. It both made sense and horrified her at the same time.

      Plus, was that really Tasha’s only response to being a wyvern?

      “It doesn’t disgust you?” Diana asked.

      “Hell no,” Tasha said. “I had to get used to wolves all over the place when I knew that shifters existed. What’s a few other creatures around?”

      “But do you know what a wyvern is—”

      “Yes,” Tasha said. “Lock explained it. Look, I know they’re kinda gross, but I don’t care. I think it’s really badass. You survived something like that, and you still retain who you are. Besides, who knows what kind of power you have?”

      “I’m pretty sure wyverns don’t have any kind of power except being evil,” Diana muttered, still searching for any sign of her mate.

      “You don’t know that,” Tasha said. “Not until you try. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you’ve gotta embrace what you are, whatever that is.”

      “Easy for you to say when you’re a cute, fluffy wolf. Not a hideous lizard filled with poison. Besides, what if I hurt you?”

      “I have strong healing factor,” Tasha said. “You won’t.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Diana said. “I need to see Felix show up first.” To see if he needed her help.

      Diana looked at the clock, and just as it was about to reach six thirty, a blue convertible showed up and parked in the center of the courtyard.

      A tall, white-haired figure stepped out, dressed in a khaki trench coat over a tee shirt and jeans. Did that mean Felix had his sword on him?

      “Glad you could make it,” Byron said, putting both hands out in welcome as he strode forward, wearing a stupid golden tracksuit that was a parody of something someone would fight in. Between that and his eyes and hair, he was just one big pillar of gold.

      He was always dressed ridiculously, but he’d never made this kind of spectacle before.

      Perhaps because he needed to impress his audience.

      Felix looked impressively calm, shoving his hands in his trench coat pockets. “I’m here for you to beat me. Now let my mate and sister go.”

      Byron let out a laugh, circling Felix. They were both tall, both handsome, but Felix’s cool demeanor was in contrast to Byron’s giddy excitement.

      He rubbed his hands together as he studied his prey.

      Then he gestured toward the cell holding Diana and Tasha. “I’ll let them go when you’re dead.”

      “That’s not the deal, and you know it,” Felix said. “You let them go, and I promise we’ll fight until it’s done.”

      “But you don’t promise I can kill you.”

      Felix smirked. “I promise to let you try.”

      Byron’s smile disappeared, replaced with something dark and poisonous as his hands tightened into fists. “I don’t have to try anything. I’m a motherfucking dragon.”

      Felix put up both hands to shield himself as Byron took a deep breath and shot gold flames toward him in a wide arc.

      When Byron was done, breathing deeply, he waited with a satisfied grin for the smoke to clear.

      Diana held her breath, watching and hoping against hope that Felix was all right.

      To everyone’s surprise, the smoke cleared to reveal Felix, blackened and smoking, covered in raw red burns.

      But definitely still alive.

      Before her eyes, he was already healing, hair covering his scalp, skin covering the blackened redness.

      In only minutes, he was standing there like nothing happened, despite his still-sizzling clothes.

      The entire courtyard was silent as Felix swept into a bow.

      Then he stood up straight to address them as he pulled the sword out of the sheath under his jacket on his back.

      He pointed the long blade toward Byron. “That was one attempt on my life.” He grinned cryptically. “Want to make another one?”

      Byron scowled. “That should have killed you.”

      Felix smirked. “It didn’t.” He addressed the rest of the courtyard. “It’s ironic that everyone calls me Darkness, because with my healing factor, I’m never going into the dark.”

      Byron’s face grew stormy, and little bits of gold flew off his skin as he stood there stewing. “I just need to kill you better this time.”

      Byron put his hands out in front of him and blew fire over his entire body, including his fists. Then he leapt toward Felix, almost too fast to even track.

      Felix dodged him, but as he came up with his sword, Byron was already there with another blow, catching him against the jaw and sending him flying backward almost twenty feet.

      Wolves jumped out of the way of Felix’s body, letting it slam into the nearest wall.

      Diana gasped, feeling something stir inside her. Like somehow she wanted to shift.

      It was something she’d never felt before, but now it was burning, begging her to go fight beside her mate.

      But she’d spent so many years suppressing herself. Hating herself. How could she risk letting it go right now when she didn’t even know what would happen?

      Felix was still fighting Byron, and she saw him dust himself off and step forward just in time for Byron to punch him again with his gold-covered fists, sending him rolling backward.

      This time, his sword flew out of his hands and landed somewhere nearby.

      “Come on,” Tasha said, watching next to Diana. “Goddammit, I can’t watch this. Fifi, you idiot, why did you come?”

      “To save us,” Diana said. “But Byron’s too strong.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Tasha said, fighting back tears. “I can’t believe that. He has to be okay.”

      Diana’s blood was pumping, and something hidden inside her was getting louder with every breath she took, every blow Felix sustained.

      Mine.

      My mate.

      Protect him.

      She felt the change taking place before she even acknowledged it. Darkness fell over her as pain burst through her body. She knelt down, trying to fight off the change, though she could tell it was going to happen without her wanting it.

      Oh well, it was finally time to face it, this thing inside her that had never been able to come out.

      She gave in, hoping that whatever happened in the next few minutes didn’t kill her.

      I don’t care what I am. I don’t care that I’m not a wolf anymore.

      Please just let me save my mate.
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      Felix was aching as he pushed himself up to take another blow from the dragon. He had to be careful with his thoughts because Byron might be able to read them.

      He was glad he’d seen both Tasha and Diana waiting in a small cell about the size of a bathroom next to the building.

      He was right. They hadn’t been harmed.

      “Think about me,” Byron roared, clearly unreasonably angered by Felix’s refusal to die.

      Felix could feel all of the wolves’ eyes on him, and it was odd after working in the dark for so long.

      The blows Byron landed hurt, but they weren’t going to kill him, not with his healing factor.

      Still, that didn’t mean they couldn’t almost kill him, and if he just let Byron land one more blow…

      Byron launched forward, catching Felix by the side of the head, and his skull rattled as he flew backward, rolling heels over head.

      The blow would have most likely killed any other kind of creature.

      “Goddammit, why won’t you just die?” Byron snarled, pulling Felix up by his shirt front.

      Felix wiped a bit of blood from his mouth. “Almost killed me again. I’d say that’s two strikes. Want to keep trying?”

      “Fuck,” Byron said, his eyes moving to the rangy shifters all watching him expectantly. Felix wasn’t sure exactly what was going on, but he knew the performance aspect was important.

      “You have no idea,” Byron said. “One sign of weakness and those wolves will tear me apart.” He pulled something out of his jacket, and though Felix’s eyes widened in alarm, he wasn’t able to recover enough to pull away. “I didn’t want to use this. They might notice you’re hobbled, and I wanted to beat you at full strength.”

      “Then do it,” Felix said. “I mean, what’s the worst that could happen if you fail again? Or if you succeed?”

      Byron’s eyes widened and then narrowed with rage, painted in hues of molten gold. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Where is your partner?” Felix asked, trying to stall for time. “Aren’t dragons like you supposed to have one?”

      Byron’s smile was dark. “My group decided to do things differently.”

      “Oh yeah? And how is that going for them?” Felix couldn’t help taking pleasure in the fear that came into Byron’s eyes. “And by that, I mean how many have been pulled into the ‘other place?’”

      Byron scowled. “I won’t fail like they did. I made my target a famous assassin. I’ll get rewarded, not punished, for taking you out.”

      “You sure about that?” Felix asked.

      Byron thought for a moment, and Felix thought he saw just a hint of doubt, but then Byron’s narcissism pulled through.

      As Felix had hoped it would.

      “Only one way to see,” Byron said. Then too quickly for Felix to stop him in his dazed state, he pulled out a syringe, flicked the top off, and jammed it into Felix’s arm.

      Felix looked down, watching his strength drain out of him.

      His wounds were no longer healing.

      “Fuck,” Felix said. “How did you get that?”

      “I got them off some Tribunal lackey in exchange for sparing his life. But you don’t have anything to offer me, so you won’t be so lucky. Now make this look good, and I’ll make sure Diana and Tasha get home safely.”

      Felix braced himself, hoping he could hold out even with his normal strength. He’d been hoping to force Byron to take him out three times.

      That would have been enough.

      But without his healing…

      “Now die!” Byron shouted dramatically, punching Felix right in the throat, sending him flying back.

      Suddenly, it was hard to breathe, and Felix scrabbled at his throat as he rolled over the pavement, fatally injured most likely.

      God, he wanted to see Diana again, but he’d been too confident.

      But who knew a rogue dragon would have access to the most guarded serum in the Tribunal?

      Felix looked up to see Byron approaching, a dark smile on his face as he came to finish the job.

      A sudden crash and an explosion of bricks and debris sounded behind Byron, and everyone in the vicinity ducked and covered their head as a huge shadow grew, casting them all into dark.

      Felix still couldn’t breathe as he looked up to see a large, ominous shape colored in glittering blue.

      Huge wings unfurled, and the dragon reared back and then blew cold cerulean flames straight at him.

      Felix winced, unsure why something else needed to attack him when he was already dying, until he realized the flames didn’t hurt.

      He sat up, putting a hand to his throat, feeling it healing. What the fuck?

      Byron turned around to face the other dragon, emanating fury. So apparently, that wasn’t his partner.

      Felix glanced in panic at the cell that had held Diana and his sister, but it was broken, bits of brick everywhere. “No!” he screamed, stumbling forward. That hadn’t been part of his plan.

      He sank to his knees, grief tearing through him. Then something soft pressed into his side.

      “It’s okay, brother.” An invisible form spoke, and Felix realized in astonishment it was Tasha. She was fine.

      “Where’s Diana?” he asked quickly.

      Tasha appeared next to him with a grin, sitting on her haunches. She looked over at the huge blue dragon that was staring Byron down. “Magnificent, isn’t she?”

      Felix took a moment to try and process it, looking from the cell Diana had been in to the huge dragon making them all look small.

      She was magnificent. Then again, she always had been.

      And her fire had saved his life.

      “You were supposed to be a wyvern!” Byron said furiously, pacing with his hands in fists. “What the fuck am I supposed to do against a dragon?”

      Doubtful murmurs went around the crowd watching him, and Byron’s look turned to one of alarm.

      “You’ve ruined everything,” he said, glaring at Diana. “You’re a wolf. You have no right to be a fucking dragon.”

      “She didn’t want to be one,” Tasha said. “I wonder if it makes a difference.”

      “I don’t know,” Felix said. “I mean, that result is what they’ve been trying to do with the wyvern project from the beginning. Create more dragons.”

      “I don’t understand it,” Tasha said.

      “Fine, then,” Byron said as he began to glow and grow. “We’ll do this the hard way.” His whole body sparkled as his dragon form emerged, making anyone in the vicinity step back to let the two huge beasts fight.

      Byron’s gigantic gold form glittered in the sun, making it hard to see straight. He blew a huge stream of fire as Diana flew to the side, her dragon slightly smaller and more agile.

      “You’re just a blue dragon! A healer! You’re nothing in a fight.”

      She flew straight into him, head-butting him and knocking him back, dazing him and making the entire ground shake. “I will always be a fighter. I’m an alpha female. And a wolf.”

      Byron was already recovering, spreading his wings as he got into a fighting stance.

      Diana took a deep breath, then roared blue fire, and Byron put up his wings to take the brunt of the force.

      Diana didn’t let up, and the flames pushed Byron back toward the wolves standing behind him.

      They scattered like little bugs, and Felix was annoyed at them for distracting him from watching Diana.

      Diana and Byron circled, and Byron blew gold fire around himself, acting as a shield. Then he flew toward her, claws and fangs outstretched.

      Diana dodged narrowly, but Byron caught her by the neck, shaking her like a dog.

      Her wings beat frantically, and for a second, she looked over at Felix.

      Powers or not, he couldn’t let anyone hurt her.

      Felix dodged to the side and rolled so he was in range of his sword and grabbed it as he ran in Byron’s direction.

      Luckily, Byron was too busy gloating over grabbing Diana by the neck to see.

      Felix ran up Byron’s tail, needing only his human strength to cover the distance. With all of his training, he was strong enough to do at least this.

      If it went well, it would be enough to save Diana. To save all of them.

      Lifting the sword high, Felix slammed it down into Byron’s shoulder, just barely piercing the scales.

      Byron let out a shriek and whirled, throwing Felix off with a punch.

      Felix skidded back and came to a halt, feeling dizzy.

      Yeah, that should work.

      Byron slowly released his grip on Diana, who fell to the ground and transformed back into her human form.

      Hopefully, Felix had done enough to protect her. Fuck, his mate was the coolest person in the world.

      “Did you actually think that would hurt me? Did you actually think that with your puny, non-shifted strength, you could win?”

      Felix shook his head, feeling his energy draining. The jolt to his ribs had shattered them, and if he wasn’t wrong, a leg was broken as well. He was probably going into shock without his healing factor, which meant Byron had basically killed him.

      Felix grinned. “No. I never had to win, though. You just had to lose.”

      Byron slowly shrank back to human form, staring down Felix imperiously. One thing Felix had always envied about dragons was their ability to keep their clothes throughout their shifting. Though, that tracksuit really should be illegal. It was so ugly.

      “That makes no sense,” Byron spat. “How can I lose without you winning?”

      Felix shrugged weakly, unsure how much longer he would stay conscious. “I guess because you have three strikes.”

      Byron’s eyes widened, and he turned as a large, swirling, dark-purple portal appeared behind him. “You tricked me.”

      Felix laughed softly. “You always knew the stakes.”

      Byron stared back at him as tendrils came from the portal to surround him, wrapping around his arms and legs. “You evil fucker. Killing you shouldn’t count. It shouldn’t—”

      Felix lay back, propped up on one elbow, wanting to remain conscious long enough to see this bastard taken to the “other place.” “Guess you’re going to know true darkness soon.”

      Byron scowled at him, then began to fight the tendrils in earnest as smoke billowed from the portal, making it hard to see.

      “Fuck! No! I’m not ready! I’m not evil! Killing him is a fucking public service! I’m telling you I won’t go!”

      Felix had time to see Byron make one last desperate attempt to free himself before the portal pulled him fully inside.

      Then the portal disappeared, leaving only a wisp of dark smoke.

      Felix heard footsteps running toward him and looked up to see Diana limping slightly as she reached his side.

      “Oh God, are you hurt? What did he do to you?”

      “I had to get him to try and kill me. Three times at least,” Felix said. “I didn’t know if he had any strikes.”

      Diana gathered his head into her lap. “I’m going to make you explain it later, but what should we do right now? You look so pale.”

      Felix couldn’t really think straight any longer. Why was he feeling triumph if he was about to die?

      Diana looked up as the wolves around them began to circle. “Oh God, I don’t think I can shift again. I don’t even know how that thing came out of me. It was like I wasn’t in control any longer.”

      Felix nodded, trying to see through the darkness falling over his eyes. The wolves were still encroaching.

      “I’m sorry,” Diana said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t stronger.”

      He smiled up at her. “You were amazing, sweetheart.” She buried herself against his chest, and he wrapped his arms weakly around her.

      Tasha let out a growl, trying to stand between them and the wolves who were beginning to shift as they got close.

      “The Darkness, he’s weakened,” one of them said. All of them were practically slobbering.

      “That’s enough,” a voice boomed out as two figures materialized in front of them, startling all the wolves.

      Felix looked up to see a tall man with golden hair and pretty features next to a taller man with dark hair and blue eyes.

      Then a bright-gold shimmering shield went up, covering Felix, Tasha, and Diana.

      “Heal him,” the golden-haired one said to Diana. “It’s in you. Feel it.”

      “Yeah,” the dark-haired one said, stepping forward with clenched fists. “We’ll take care of the dogs.”

      Felix felt himself losing consciousness and looked up desperately at Diana. “I love you.”

      And then he felt the darkness that others had gotten from him for so long.
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      Diana was still in shock over everything that had happened, but she knew she had to focus as Felix slipped into unconsciousness in her arms.

      “Do something,” Tasha said. “Now’s our chance.”

      “I don’t know how,” Diana said, holding her head in desperation. “I’m not a dragon. I—”

      “Dragon heart,” the stranger with gold hair said just before he breathed a huge cloud of black fire over the entire courtyard, leaving all the wolves choking in green smoke that seemed to burn anything in its path.

      Diana didn’t know what it meant, but she knew she had to save Felix.

      She lowered herself over him and brought her lips over his, breathing into his mouth.

      She choked as she felt something cold rushing through her, out of her body and into her mate’s.

      With a coughing fit, Felix stirred, pushing himself up in her arms and looking around, panicked. “What did I miss? What’s happening?”

      Diana turned to see the two men who’d come to help them. The dark-haired one was using his shield to guard himself and his partner, while the partner destroyed everything in sight with black flames.

      “Dragons,” Felix said, pushing himself up so he could wrap his arms around Diana. “Don’t worry, love. I’m back.”

      She slumped in relief. “I’m so glad.”

      Felix reached his hand out, flexing it into a fist. “I think I even have my powers back. You must have cured me from the serum as well.” He grinned at Diana. “Are we just unbeatable or what?”

      She grimaced. “Don’t ever scare me like that again, doofus.” Then she hugged him tight, feeling safe for the first time since she’d last been in his arms.

      Fire and destruction raged around them, but all she could do was hold her mate until it resolved.

      When the shield finally lowered, all that was left was green ash and an empty compound.

      And two dragons looking around like they were amused by how easy it had all been.

      A car pulled up at the edge of the courtyard, and Lock stumbled out. He ran forward, with Benny and Max and their mates following close behind.

      Lock didn’t stop until he reached Tasha, falling and wrapping his arms around her neck, holding her tightly. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sorry they even took you at all.”

      “It was Lock’s idea to bring dragons,” Felix said. “We didn’t know how much firepower we would need.”

      “Why didn’t they fight him from the start, then?” Diana asked, looking at the two strangers who were talking a few yards away from them.

      “It took time to bring them in. Lock had to get the oracle to summon them. He knows other dragons, but these…”

      “We’re the same type as the one you just faced.” The golden-haired dragon crouched beside them, looking Diana and Felix over. “Are you two okay, then?”

      Diana nodded. “Um, what just happened?”

      The dragon cocked his head to the side. His bright-green eyes were large and almond shaped, almost feline. He would almost look feminine if not for his tall, muscled shape.

      Still, he was dwarfed by his partner, whom he turned to face.

      “Draven, you want to explain things?”

      Draven, the tall, dark-haired one of the pair, stepped forward grumpily. “Not really, Ran.”

      Ran sighed, running a hand through his golden, collar-length hair. “I think the oracle could explain more thoroughly. We have to get back to our mate. She’s going to kill us for just taking off.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Draven said, putting a hand on Ran’s shoulder.

      “Wait,” Lock said. “So how come you guys could kill like a hundred wolves and not get in trouble, but that Byron guy got sucked to hell for just trying to kill one?”

      “The oracle trusts us,” Draven said. “We aren’t on probation.”

      “How did you know that, Fifi?” Benny asked. “Is it the same place that Van went?”

      Felix shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not for me to say.”

      “Bullshit,” Max said. “We had to watch our friends in danger, and—”

      “Aw, Max,” Felix said, pushing himself to his feet again. “Are we really friends?”

      “I meant Tasha and Diana,” Max muttered, stepping away from Felix’s offered hug. “But I suppose you as well, when you’re not being an idiot.”

      Felix laughed, pulling Diana to her feet and wrapping his arms around her instead. He looked at Ran and Draven. “Thanks so much for coming. I think we now have it under control.”

      Ran cocked his head at Diana. “Do you think the oracle will have any idea how she was able to harness the dragon?”

      “No,” Draven said. “I thought only humans could possess a dragon heart.”

      Ran worried his lower lip. “Diana, what’s your alpha power?”

      She looked at Felix as if asking for permission to say. Wolves generally only shared their alpha powers with their mates, and Diana hadn’t even told him what hers was.

      “I’ve never been able to use it,” Diana said. “But I’ve heard that my mother was a healer. For everyone except herself. So not quite like Felix.”

      “My power only works on myself,” Felix agreed. “Unless I give someone my blood.”

      “Me too.” Lock agreed.

      Ran folded his arms. “Perhaps you have some latent dragon blood somewhere in your genetic lineup.”

      “Is that possible?” Lock asked. “How?”

      Ran sighed. “We don’t really know how wolves and dragons evolved so differently, but we do know things were more mingled than most people think the farther we go back. So it’s possible that maybe your great-great-great-great-great-great—”

      “We get the idea,” Felix said sardonically, earning a scowl from Draven for interrupting Ran.

      Ran just smiled. “Well, a distant relative might have had blue dragon blood. So if that’s what they injected in you, instead of turning you into a wyvern, it might have brought out the latent dragon inside.” He cocked his head. “Kind of an amazingly lucky event, honestly.”

      Diana was still reeling as she tried to comprehend it. “So I’m not a wyvern? I’m a dragon?”

      Ran nodded, crouching in front of her. “When you were fighting it, you might have been something in between a wolf and a dragon. A wyvern. But as soon as your mate was in danger, you became your real self.”

      Diana just gaped in response, glad when Felix pulled her in close.

      “Regardless, she’s mine, and you can leave now,” Felix said possessively, making Ran laugh.

      “I have my own family, and I’d like to get home to them,” Ran said, standing and looking at Draven. “As I said, the oracle will be in touch.”

      “Good-bye,” Draven said. Then he touched something at his neck, and a swirling blue portal appeared, clean and clear and nothing like the one that had taken Byron.

      They stepped into it, and then, with a wave, they were gone.

      “Fuck,” Lock said. “That was interesting.”

      Tasha laughed, still in wolf form. “To put it mildly.”

      Max held on to Jackie. “See? Everything worked out fine.”

      Jackie clutched Max’s shirt, trembling. “I’m just glad everyone is okay.”

      “Can I have some clothing?” Tasha asked. “I’d like to shift back and not be naked.”

      “Come on,” said Harley, holding out a duffel bag and pulling away from Benny’s hand. “Let’s go behind the building.”

      Benny looked around at all of them. “Damn, what an exciting day.” He looked at Felix. “You almost died three times. I guess I should be lucky I only almost died once when I went up against one of those dragons.”

      “I still don’t understand what they are doing,” Felix said darkly. “If they are supposed to be in pairs, why the fuck are they out here alone?”

      Benny shrugged. “I mean, you’re the one who knows about the portals. Are you going to tell us about that?”

      Felix shook his head. “If I did, I’d be getting a strike. Suffice it to say, Byron won’t be coming back here. Not without a very profound change of heart.”

      Benny only looked more confused by that, but Diana just smiled.

      She didn’t care about Byron or the portal. She didn’t care about the ashes of the wolves who wanted to see her and Felix dead. Who had done terrible things in the service of Byron.

      She didn’t care that she was a dragon or a wyvern.

      All she knew was that she was free. Finally free to be with her mate. The only man she’d ever been in love with.

      She grabbed his hand and started toward his convertible. “Right now, I just want to go home.”
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* * *

      As the others piled in cars and drove home, Felix followed Diana to his convertible, wanting them to be alone.

      When the others had left, he trapped her against the side of the car and kissed her, holding her by the arms and letting the smoky air trail by as he just stayed there, enjoying her warmth.

      As always, the connection between them was incredible. When he raised his head, finally a little calmer after everything that had happened, he looked at the burnt buildings and the ash all around him.

      “Even in my day, I never caused destruction like this,” he said softly.

      She grimaced as she surveyed the scene. “I’m glad I’m not a dragon like that.”

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, brushing her hair back, pulling out a stray speck of dust. “No matter what form you take. You could transform into the ugliest wyvern in the world and still be the most beautiful woman to me.”

      She snorted. “Flatterer.” Then she leaned against the car, looking up at him. “So what exactly was the plan there? Get your ass beaten a whole bunch of times?”

      “Sort of,” Felix said. “The plan was also to hold him off and make him think he was getting what he wanted until help arrived.”

      “I’m surprised his shield could block your sleep power.” She shook her head. “God, I can’t believe you ran up and stabbed him like that when you didn’t have any abilities.”

      Felix shrugged a shoulder. “I couldn’t let him hurt my mate.”

      She sighed, and her brown eyes were sparkling and calm as she looked up at him. “I’m not saying I like being a dragon, but I did like being able to help my mate.”

      “Feels good saying mate, doesn’t it?” He put an arm through hers and led her over to her side of the car. Then he opened the door for her and helped her inside before closing it gently.

      When he got in on his side, he started it up and reached for the button to put the roof down, then stopped. “I don’t know if we should.”

      “I’m all for freedom,” she said excitedly. “God, I still can’t believe it all worked out. Can you believe this all started because I came to kill you?”

      “No.” He corrected. “It all started because I came to investigate you.”

      “It all started because I caught you.”

      “It all started because…” He laughed as he turned the wheel, taking them on a long, winding road down the canyon. “I don’t care why it started. I’m just glad it did.”

      She was quiet for a moment, her short hair blowing in the wind as she looked out at the trees and the cold ocean beyond them.

      Was she thinking about what they did that night?

      “You know, after everything that has happened, I’m glad it did too.” Her beautiful dark skin glowed in the sunset as she smiled over at him. “The bad parts are in the past, and all we have is a glorious future.”

      “Speaking of that, where do you want to live?” Felix asked. “We could stay at Club Crimson or move out to where my cousin lives with her mate in the mountains.”

      “Cousin?”

      “Yeah. Matt. Well, Lacy. Hard to explain. She was raised as a boy to take over the Tribunal. She mated Lock’s twin, if I’m correct.”

      “And they live in the mountains?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s hard to choose,” she said. “I like our new friends at Club Crimson, but I love living near wilderness as well.”

      “You don’t have to decide now. We have time to figure things out. Well, except one thing that I’d like you to decide on right now.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out the ring box, which was slightly scuffed from him getting knocked around. “I know I should be kneeling, but I don’t even want to pull over before this happens.”

      She took the box, and he hated that he had to keep his eyes on the road and only glance over occasionally. “What is it?”

      “Open it.”

      She did, and he heard her gasp as she caught the gleam of glittering diamonds. “Oh my God, why?”

      He smiled. “I wanted something to make us officially mated. Of course, if you want a wedding ceremony, that’s fine as well. But even though we mated, I never got to officially ask you.”

      She smirked. “You’re right. You’re supposed to get down on one knee.”

      “I will pull over right now—”

      “No,” she said, taking the ring out and slipping it over her finger. “Perfect fit.” She held it out and let it gleam in the sunlight. “Plus, it’s beautiful, so I can forgive you just handing it to me.”

      He took the opportunity of a straight stretch of road to look over at her. “Diana, will you mate me?”

      “Obviously.” She threw herself over to hug him while he grinned and tried to take control of the wheel.

      When she pulled back, her sigh was one of pure happiness. “So how’d you pick it?”

      “I ordered it the day I met you. After fighting those guys with the ducks. Today, I was just taking Lock to see the finished product.”

      “It’s so interesting. I’ve never seen a ring like it. I love how all the diamonds spiral in and you can’t tell where they begin or end.”

      “I saw it in a shop window and knew I had to have it,” Felix said. “It was an antique and needed to be restored and sized, but I knew it was the one for us.”

      “And you knew you wanted to mate me from that day at the pond?”

      Felix shook his head. “No, I knew I wanted to mate you as soon as I realized you weren’t dead and it was a possibility. You were always it for me, Diana.”

      “You really didn’t turn me in,” she said, turning her ring around on her finger thoughtfully. “I realized it as soon as I saw your reaction to me, so happy to see me, but it took a while for it to sink in. For me to be less bitter.”

      “So you were going to say yes to being with me, even before we took down the compound?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t know how it was going to work. Damn, I should have had my guard up better. I didn’t know Byron was a dragon and that he could be invisible.”

      “That’s right, you can go invisible too,” Felix said. “Like you did the first night you came back.”

      “God, that was hot,” Diana said, grinning shyly over at him.

      Felix gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “There’s a hotel in the next town if we don’t want to go all the way to Club Crimson just yet. That is if you aren’t too tired—”

      She put a hand over his. “I think if we’ve learned one thing from all of this, it’s that I will always want you. I wanted you then, I want you now, and I’ll want you forever. But yes, I want to go to a hotel.”

      “All right,” he said, setting his map to the nearest lodging. “Anything for my mate.”

      She was still looking at the ring as is sparkled. “We do have to celebrate, after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      Felix barely had time to get the key to their cabin from the proprietor before Diana was grabbing him by the collar and kissing him, shoving him in the direction of their room.

      “Easy,” he said, reaching behind him to undo the lock as she pressed kisses over his neck and collarbone.

      He loved how short she was compared to him.

      He opened the door behind them, caught her when she stumbled forward, and then set her on her feet so they could look around.

      The cabin was quaint but well kept, with wood floors covered by a green area rug, rustic furnishings, and a huge bed covered by a pine tree pattern comforter.

      Diana let out a long breath as she sat down on it, then flopped onto her back.

      She was wearing her outfit from the fight. A blue button-up flannel shirt over a tank top and jeans. There was still a dirt smudge here or there, but overall, she looked like she hadn’t been hurt.

      And there was his ring on her finger.

      Finally.

      So much waiting. So much wanting. There was a smudge on her hand next to the ring, and it gave him a sudden idea.

      He reached out, grasping her by the arms. “Come on. Let’s take a shower together.”

      “Boring,” she said, groaning as she let him pull her up. “Can’t we do it here?” Her hands raked down his chest. “I’m ready.”

      He laughed as he hefted her up against his chest, glad when she put her arms around his neck.

      Finally, she fully trusted him.

      “It’ll be better this way. You’ll see.” He carried her into the bathroom, which had a big glass shower in it with multiple showerheads. It was nicer than he’d expected but worked well for what he wanted to do.

      He turned on the water so it was steaming while Diana eyed it skeptically as she leaned against the counter.

      “I don’t know.” She frowned. “I said I wasn’t too tired, but I was kind of thinking of the usual.”

      “I’ll do everything,” Felix said, picking her up again. “All you have to do is sit back and feel.”

      He set her down and ignored the spray on them as he slowly pulled her clothes off.

      “They’re going to be ruined,” she said.

      “I’ll buy you more. So many,” he said, tossing the flannel outside the door, followed by her tank top.

      She reached for his jacket and shoved it off as well. He was careful to reach for his sword and holster and set them aside.

      Then he focused on removing the rest of his clothing while she stripped out of the rest of hers.

      When they were finally standing there naked, appraising each other with the glass caging them in and steam all around them, Felix didn’t think he could breathe. That’s how happy he was.

      “God, I love you,” he said, choked up at the sight of her body.

      She stepped a little closer, holding up her small ring finger. “Okay if I leave it on?”

      He let out a little growl as he pulled her close with one hand around her back and caught her hand with the other. He kissed right below the ring. “Of course. It’s gold and diamonds. It’ll last forever. Just like us.”

      She leaned up on her toes to kiss him, winding her arms around his neck.

      He let her push him back against the glass, glad to know she wanted him. But as her tongue pushed in to swirl against his, he pushed back.

      Slowly, keeping his lips on hers the whole time, he pushed until her back was to the glass behind her.

      She gasped as he grabbed and pinned her arms, still not releasing the kiss.

      “Not this time,” he said against her lips, teasing her. He felt her knees press together, and he moved so his whole body was against hers.

      The points of her nipples to his chest, her soft belly to his firm one, her hips cushioning his hardness.

      So perfect.

      His hand moved down to cup her curls, gently stroking until he found her softness. She was wet and silky, and his thumb circled her clit as he lazily kissed her ear and neck.

      “Already ready for me?” He put a finger inside her, testing, then added another.

      She squirmed as if having a hard time staying up.

      He slid in a third finger, and she let out a moan, writhing against him, trapped by his hand.

      She nodded quickly, already overwhelmed. He withdrew slowly, then brought his fingers to his lips, kissing them softly, licking off every last taste of his mate.

      She was trembling as she watched him, her hands now flat against the shower. “What now?”

      He came forward, looking down at her as he brought his hands down to cup her buttocks. “Make love.” Then he lifted her and sheathed himself inside her in one fluid movement.

      She gasped, wrapping her legs around his waist as her entire body tightened in response to having him inside.

      He moved away from the wall so she could arch back, eyes lost to pleasure and tension. Steam rose around them, leaving little droplets wherever the water didn’t fall. Her hair was curling from the wetness.

      Her sheath clenched around him, and it was all he could do to compose himself and not move until he’d regained control.

      “It could never be like this. Never with anyone but you,” he said, resting his forehead against hers. “I love you so much, Diana.”

      “I love you too,” she gasped out.

      She was feather light in his hands, and he loved being able to support her so easily.

      He withdrew and then pushed into her again, enjoying her gasp of sheer want.

      “You’re only for me. Only mine for all time,” he said fiercely, pulling out and then pushing in again.

      “Yes,” she grated out, her nipples pressed up against him. “Only for you. Please don’t stop.”

      He pulled out slowly, enjoying the tortured look in her eyes as she waited for him to come back. “I told you I’ll never stop. Never stop coming for you. Never stop protecting you. Never stop loving you.”

      He began to thrust in and out in earnest, and her nails dug into his shoulders, her legs still wrapped around his back, holding him close.

      Her cries grew more desperate as he moved faster, and though he wished he had waited longer, done more foreplay, the glint of the ring on her finger made it hard to hold back.

      It meant so many things that made Felix happy.

      It meant there was still a life for him outside the Tribunal, and it was better than anything he’d ever imagined.

      He had friends waiting to celebrate with him. Family that wanted to get to know him.

      Most importantly, a woman who loved him, moving together with him over and over in the steam and heat, murmuring his name like a prayer.

      Like she could possibly want him as much as he wanted her.

      “Felix, I can’t wait much longer,” she said through gritted teeth. Her nails were making marks on his back, he was sure of it, and it made him proud.

      Her hot, slick sheath totally enclosed him, pulling at him until it felt like his very soul had merged with hers.

      His lips covered hers as he thrust deep inside her just at the angle he knew she liked, and she came, arching back, nails digging into him, breasts in beautiful dusky points.

      “Felix,” she cried out. “You’re everything.”

      He buried his lips in her neck as he came as well, jerking inside her rhythmically. The two of them coming together felt cosmic. The sensation of his whole body releasing in tandem with hers was similar to how he felt when looking at the stars.

      Like there was something bigger than him, yet he could still be a part of it.

      Like there was a point to existing in this world.

      Just so he could love her.

      He pulled back to look down at her face twisted in pleasure. Water droplets bounced off her skin, and steam was everywhere, softening everything.

      He was glad he’d come into the shower.

      When she was done and slumped against him and he had somehow resisted the way his legs wanted to give out, he gently cleaned off his mate and then carried her out of the shower.

      He set her down, grabbed a towel to wrap around her, and then picked her up again to toss her on the bed.

      “Hey,” she said, struggling to get out of it for a second before giving up and lying back on the bed. “You don’t need to just carry me everywhere.”

      He wrapped a towel around his waist and walked into the room to join her, sitting next to her on the bed.

      He helped her adjust the towel so she could sit up, and she leaned against him with a satisfied sigh.

      “I can’t help being a little overprotective,” he said. “Besides, picking you up is fun.”

      She gave him a small smirk. “I guess I should show you once I’m a dragon.”

      Felix winced at the mental image of it. “Please don’t.”

      She laughed, putting her hand over his, her diamonds glittering even more brightly after the steam and the water. “You’re a control freak. I get it.”

      He grabbed her chin and tilted it up to face him. Then he kissed her lightly and let her go. “If anything, we both are. And with each other, we are learning to let go.”

      “What do you mean let go?”

      “Just let go of a lot of things,” Felix said. “The past. The Tribunal. Our fights. The fact that we were made to be together and no matter how much we screwed up, we couldn’t fight it.”

      “Right,” she said. “That.” She seemed happy to just lean on him. “You know, I never thought I would be mated to Darkness.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, abashed. “You know, about that. I think I’m going to need a name change.” He let out a happy sigh. “Because there really shouldn’t be that much darkness for me anymore.”

      “We need other people to call you Felix,” she said. “It means lucky, after all.”

      “I guess so,” he said. “I think that’s why I was more comfortable being called Fifi. I never felt fortunate or blessed.”

      She looked up at him, her dark-brown eyes galaxies, as always. “And do you feel lucky now?”

      He looked down at her hand intertwined with his and at the blinding sparkles on the ring that was evidence of her accepting his love forever.

      “I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      “When is she coming again?” Max set down the beer he’d been drinking and glared at the clock on his phone. Out of all of them, he was usually the least patient.

      “It’ll be fine,” Jackie said, patting his hand with a smile. “I’m sure she’ll get here when she gets here.”

      Max’s usually stern face became tender as he intertwined his fingers with Jackie. He used his other hand to pick up his sandwich and smiled when she took a little bite.

      Everyone was grossly happy, and Felix couldn’t even complain because he was grossly happy too.

      For the past few weeks, he and Diana had been shopping for a new place to live, deciding for now to stay near Club Crimson. There were other places he could go that had a connection to his past, but right now, he was more excited about the chance to build a new future.

      “Has anyone else met her?” Diana asked, looking around the table they were all eating lunch at while they waited.

      They’d set it up in the middle of Club Crimson, with music playing faintly and the lights bright and welcoming.

      Nothing like the club looked at night.

      “We have,” Benny said. “I don’t know if you’ve met Dare. He doesn’t work much since he’s mated, but the oracle came to talk to him here. Harley, Max, and I were all there.”

      “I see,” Tasha said, turning to Lock. “Have you met her?”

      “I’ve avoided her as much as possible, given my previously sketchy activities.” He scratched the back of his head. “But she normally only meets with dragons. She doesn’t worry about rogue wolves.”

      Tasha locked eyes with Diana and then Jackie. “I guess we are the new ones, then. I wonder what she’s like.”

      “She came through a swirly blue portal,” Benny said.

      “Like the ones the dragons went through at the end of our fight,” Diana said.

      “Right,” Benny said. “Which, by the way, was awesome.”

      “They were really good together,” Tasha said with a little sigh. “Watching them defend each other, fight for each other, it was remarkable.”

      Lock put his arm around Tasha, still a little grumpy about the fact that he hadn’t been able to do anything in the situation. As a result, he was being overprotective as hell lately.

      Good thing Tasha seemed to like it.

      Felix took a sip of lemonade, then a bite of his sandwich, then looked out the window with a nervous glance. What would the oracle be coming to tell them?

      Why would she care, when there wasn’t a dragon among them? Except for…

      He frowned as he realized his mate was technically a dragon now. Though, she’d been reluctant to let that form out or even partially shift.

      Was the oracle coming to do something about it? Was she going to insist that Diana was still a wyvern and, as such, an abomination to nature?

      Felix had no idea. But if anyone thought they were going to bother her with him around, they had another thing coming.

      As long as no other gold dragon with a perfect, impenetrable shield was coming, he could take anything that came their way.

      “I can’t believe how much it’s raining lately,” Benny said, looking at the water dripping down the windows. It was much brighter in the club than outside where it was cloudy and gloomy and stormy all at once.

      A long black car drove past the window and then turned around. Felix stood up to see what it was doing just in time to see it pull into the parking lot.

      The driver, a man wearing a black hat, got out and walked to the other side, opening the door so someone in the back could get out.

      It was a shorter person, hidden by the umbrella the driver opened for them.

      Felix could just make out the shape of the woman as she walked slowly toward the door, the driver holding the umbrella overhead.

      “Thank you,” the figure said as the driver put the umbrella away and took a seat in the corner.

      Felix tried not to gape as he realized the shorter person was the oracle.

      He recognized her from several run-ins with the Tribunal, though he hadn’t talked to her himself. She’d gotten wind several times of their calumny but had never been able to prove or stop it.

      Right now, she just looked very tired.

      Felix hurried to get up and pull out a chair for her, taking her hand to help her lower down onto the seat.

      Her misty purple eyes twinkled as she looked up at him. “You’re quite the charmer, as I’ve heard. Very beautiful also.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I do all right.”

      The oracle grinned, her face crinkling as she looked around the table. “And who is your mate?”

      “Diana,” Felix said, sitting down next to her.

      “Should I stand up or…?” Diana looked like she had no idea what to do in the situation, and Felix rested a reassuring hand on her leg.

      “No need to stand.” The oracle smiled at them. Her hair was white, pale like her skin, and she had little spectacles on her small, pointed nose. She was round and short, sort of looking like an older fairy godmother.

      Overall, Felix found he liked her immensely. Goodness seemed to radiate from her.

      “I do love to see such love between mates,” she said, looking around the table. “So much love in the room, not just between mates, but between friends. Against the odds, you’ve all created a little family.”

      Benny nodded. “We have.”

      The oracle looked pleased. “And you still continue to help other shifters through your late-night meetings and through the hours when humans come.”

      Lock nodded, still looking a little nervous.

      The oracle smiled at him. “Don’t worry, Lachlan. I’m not here to get you. I think you have finally found the right place.”

      Lock raised an eyebrow. “How did you—”

      The oracle just turned away mildly, looking over at Tasha. “And of course, you look so much like your brother. Are you enjoying getting to know him?”

      Tasha smiled at Felix. “Yes, definitely. Though, there is a lot of time to make up for.”

      The oracle nodded. “That is to be expected.” She glanced at Harley. “And I’m glad to see you’ve finally locked your bear down.” She glared at Benny. “Though, I have to say what you did by accepting that dragon’s help was supremely stupid.”

      Benny nodded. “I was lucky to even survive.”

      The oracle looked at the group as a whole. “The benefits of having friends around you. You should be more cautious in the future.”

      It was eerie to Felix how she seemed to know something about everyone, though maybe it was to be expected, given the magic she supposedly possessed.

      More magic than any dragon.

      She peered at Felix. “At least you had no choice but to get involved with a corrupted dragon.”

      “Corrupted?”

      She sighed, resting back in the chair as Harley handed her a lemonade and set a plate of food in front of her. “It’s too much to explain at the moment. I simply… would steer clear of any shifter who doesn’t identify what they are.”

      Diana nodded. “I should have questioned him more from the beginning.”

      “Double dragons turning on me,” the oracle said, pushing on the bridge of her spectacles as she looked down at the table. “I could never have imagined it.”

      “What happened to them?” Tasha asked. “I mean… it was crazy—”

      The oracle gave her a sharp glare. “As I said, it’s not up for discussion. Be more careful about who you trust, and the issue shouldn’t come up again.”

      Tasha sighed, leaning into Lock’s side. “Okay, then.”

      The oracle gave her a smile. “He’s going to have his hands full, isn’t he?”

      Lock smirked. “Oh yeah, full all the time with—”

      Tasha elbowed him, and he shut up while the rest of the table chuckled.

      “Not to be rude,” Max said, brushing his long golden hair over one shoulder. “But we were all expecting you to come through a portal. Not in a town car.”

      The oracle grimaced. “My powers have been weakening. A new oracle will soon take her place in the world, and I will be allowed to return to the earth.”

      The table was silent then, as no one knew what to say.

      “Don’t be sorry,” the oracle said, looking up at them brightly. “Everything has a beginning and an end. That’s what makes life special. I am tired and ready to find rest.”

      Felix wanted to ask her so many questions, but only one was pressing the most on his mind. “So why did you come here, given that your energy is so valuable?”

      “Well,” the oracle said, eyes twinkling. “I heard that we have a new dragon.”

      Diana pressed in against Felix, suddenly nervous.

      Felix took a deep breath and put his arm around her, pulling her in close. “If you mean to take her—”

      “No, no,” the oracle said, waving a hand. “Never! I would never split up true love. Especially between two people who have suffered so.” Her eyes were soft as she looked between Felix and Diana. “Now, you both deserve nothing but happiness. I just wanted to hear more about what happened. My double dragons from New York have already given a report.”

      “New York,” Benny said. “They came a ways to help us, didn’t they?”

      “Was it hard to make that portal?” Jackie asked, always the considerate one.

      “It was worth it,” the oracle said. “To make sure no one was hurt by that rogue dragon.”

      “Rogue, corrupted,” Lock said. “Why have I never heard of this type before?”

      “There are a million aspects of our world you haven’t heard about before,” the oracle said mildly. “Enough to make your head explode if you knew of them. Not to mention facts about other worlds.”

      Lock sat back in his chair, slumping. “You know what? You’re right. I don’t want to know.”

      The oracle chuckled as she took a bite of her sandwich, then turned her attention to Harley. “You know, I don’t usually eat human food, but this is delicious. Thank you very much.”

      Harley flushed from the attention, the bright red of her cheeks clashing with the coppery color of her hair. “Thank you.”

      Felix wanted to know what the oracle was if she wasn’t human.

      “You’re a curious type, aren’t you?” The oracle turned her attention to Felix, taking a sip of her lemonade.

      For a moment, she just studied him, and then her eyes narrowed, her mouth twisting with pain. “I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.”

      Felix had no idea how to respond to that, so he just laughed nervously, keeping his arm around Diana. “It’s okay. It’s the hand I was dealt, and I would do it all again just to be with Diana.”

      The oracle looked at Diana. “And you. You don’t seem happy to be a dragon. Would you like me to remove it? Take you back to being a wolf?”

      Diana’s eyes widened hopefully. “Could you do that?”

      The oracle nodded. “But are you sure you would want me to? Being a blue dragon is an incredible gift.”

      “I suppose so,” Diana said. “But I miss my wolf sometimes, and I wasn’t given a choice about losing it.”

      “What if I made it so you could access both of them?”

      Diana bit her lip. “Is that possible?”

      “You’re kind of a medical mystery,” the oracle said. “I suppose anything is possible.” She stood up slowly, then gestured for Diana to come over to her. “Can I take a look at you?”

      Diana looked at Felix, and when he nodded encouragingly, she went over and knelt at the oracle’s side.

      “That isn’t necessary,” the oracle said, taking a seat back in her chair. “But it does make this a bit easier.” She put one hand over Diana’s eyes and closed her own. “Hm.”

      Her expression tightened, and she frowned. “So much anger. You fought them.” Her lip curled up. “You defeated one, the one who hurt you. Good for you. He was a monster.”

      Felix’s heart felt like it was caught in his throat. She had to be talking about Winslow.

      “Interesting,” the oracle said. “You two were connected before you even knew about it. Winslow was in charge of the wyvern project, and he’d heard a rumor that a certain pack had blue dragon blood in their lineage. That’s why he sent Felix there to check in. Not because of the threats against the Tribunal.”

      “Great, but it’s still my fault,” Felix said.

      “No,” the oracle said softly, holding up a hand. “Winslow knew about her from birth. Apparently, there were complications with the baby, and there were rumors that her mother had blue flames in her hands as she healed Diana.”

      Felix nodded as everything was pieced together.

      The oracle still had her eyes closed, apparently still going over everything in Diana’s history.

      “This man, Winslow.” The oracle shook her head slowly. “Very, very evil. I am glad that he is gone. That his project is gone.” She opened her eyes and removed her hand from Diana. “Would it comfort you to know that you probably saved hundreds of lives?”

      Diana bit her lower lip. “I don’t know. All I cared about was avenging myself. I’m glad I also avenged Felix, but—”

      The oracle sat back in her chair, looking more tired. “Anyway, you don’t have to worry about Felix betraying you. Winslow came as soon as Felix was done with his mission so Felix wouldn’t know. It had nothing to do with anything Felix said or did. He would have come for you anyway.”

      Felix slammed a hand into the table angrily. “I still should have stopped him.”

      The oracle pinned Felix with weary, faded-purple eyes. “You think I don’t have regrets? People I couldn’t save in time? Things I wish I could do over again? But we can’t protect everyone from everything that happens. Sometimes we just have to move on.”

      Felix nodded. “I think we have, but sometimes—”

      “You two are together. Stronger for the time you were apart. More able to appreciate what you are together. Not that it would be worth it to go through it again, and not that the bad things should have happened, just that you are where you are now and there are things to be grateful for. The one you love is still at your side.”

      Diana walked back over, and Felix stood, taking her hand to help her into her seat.

      “I looked into your blood,” the oracle said. “You have wolf and dragon blood inside you. The wolf is dormant, but I think I was able to balance things out. If you want to, you should be able to shift into your wolf.”

      Diana looked like someone had opened the curtains and streamed light over her as radiant happiness beamed out from her face. “You really think so? Is that really possible? Don’t tease me.”

      The oracle laughed. “I would never. If you want to go outside and try it…”

      Diana put her hand to her chest. “No, I can feel her. Almost like my heart is beating normally again.”

      “And if you need her, you can also call on your dragon,” the oracle said. “I have to admit you’re the first female double dragon I’ve seen, so I’m curious to see how you get on with it.”

      Diana flushed, leaning into Felix, as always. “I don’t know if I’ll ever bring her out again.”

      “Darn,” Felix said. “I did like the idea of flying around in your talons.”

      Diana glared up at him. “Really?”

      “No,” Felix said. “But I do look forward to doing everything with you from now on.”

      The oracle said. “This is the only thing I’ll miss when I hand the mantle over. I love seeing people in love. I always have. Lions. Wolves. Dragons. Love is love, no matter who is feeling it.”

      Everyone in the room got a little closer to their loved ones, and the warmth surrounding the table was almost unbearable.

      “Anyway,” the oracle said, standing. “I have other things to do now. I have to worry about my dragons going wrong, of all things. Two sucked into a portal in such a short time. It really isn’t going well so far.”

      The others at the table looked like they had a million questions to ask about that, but given the good feeling in the room and the fact that the oracle had refused any more information, no one dared.

      “It would take a miracle to bring them all together,” she said. “Perhaps something harsher than the thing they rebelled against in the first place.” She looked at the group at the table. “Yes, you’ve given me an idea. Love is redemptive. If anything could save them, love could. Not simply love for a mate, but also for each other. If they could all band together and—” She shook her head. “Please excuse the babbling of an old woman. You have all helped me a lot, though you have no idea. Did any of you need anything else before I go?”

      Everyone else shook their heads, but Diana raised her hand tentatively. “With what I am, will it be okay to have children?”

      The oracle took a deep breath and smiled her brightest smile so far. “Of course, dear. I promise that would work out.”

      “Ooh,” Felix said, palming Diana’s stomach. “I want a baby dragon.”

      She slapped his hand away. “Well, I want a wolf.”

      The oracle motioned for her driver to bring over her umbrella. “Whatever they happen to be, they will be raised with much love.” She gave a slow wave as her driver opened the door, holding the umbrella open over her. “Best wishes to all of you if we don’t meet again.”

      And then she walked out, and the door closed with a little clink, rattling softly in the wind.

      Felix looked over at Diana. “Well, that was unexpected.”

      “Which part?” Lock asked. “She dropped several bombshells.”

      “I guess the part about Winslow,” Felix said, stroking Diana’s hair back. “Does it comfort you?”

      She shook her head. “I had already decided to trust you. To let the past go. I already knew there had to be an explanation. I’m just glad to know what it was.”

      “I see,” Felix said. “And the wolf thing?”

      Diana smiled brightly at that. “I’m really happy.

      “Do you want to go try it out?”

      “No,” Diana said, touching her chest again just over her heart. “I know it’s going to be fine now. And besides, I just want to spend time with all of my friends.”

      Felix beamed as Benny went with Harley to get another round of drinks.

      No more worry about the Tribunal. No more dragons to fight. No more grief over things he couldn’t change or deal with.

      Just a long, happy life with his mate, surrounded by people who cared.

      He raised his lemonade in the air for a toast. “To love,” he said simply. “Because it saves us.”

      And of course, everyone raised their glass.

      [image: ]
* * *

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thank so much for reading Felix and Diana’s story! If you enjoyed it, I’d really appreciate it if you would consider leaving a review to help other readers find it.

      Join my newsletter to be the first to know about new releases!

      http://eepurl.com/bgG7Kf

      Thanks again for reading!

      Sincerely,

      Terry
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      A Note From Terry

      Most of my series go by species. Most of my books are standalone, but if you want to read them in order and see characters reappearing, here is my list of the order for each species. So just choose your favorite shifter!

      Dragon Reading Guide

      Awakened Dragons

      These powerful, newly awakened ancient dragons are stronger, more vicious, more powerful, and ready to save humankind, if only they can decide to be heroes rather than villains…

      Awakened Dragons Boxed Set (best deal!)

      Onyx Dragon

      Sapphire Dragon

      Ruby Dragon

      Diamond Dragon

      Amethyst Dragon

      Emerald Dragon

      Rent-A-Dragon

      These ancient, viking-esque dragons just woke up and are ready to get to work finding their mates and new lives in the modern world! Shenanigans and sexiness ensue!

      Steel Dragon

      Iron Dragon

      Titanium Dragon

      Date-A-Dragon

      These noble metal dragons have just joined the good side, formed a very odd dating agency, and are ready to protect the world and find their very own fated mates!

      Gold Dragon

      Silver Dragon

      Platinum Dragon

      Citrine Dragon

      Awakened Sea Dragons

      These dragons have things in common with both the metal dragons and the gemstone dragons, and first show up at the very end of the Date-A-Dragon series!

      Zircon

      Tourmaline

      Aquamarine

      Dragon Guard of Drakkaris

      Sexy dragons introduced in the last book of the Awakened Sea Dragons that have come to Earth to settle down and find mates!

      Lead

      Cadmium

      Arsenic

      Zinc

      Cobalt

      Chromium

      Nightmare Dragons

      Three mysterious dragon brothers set out to solve the mystery of their existence and find love, while trying to hide secrets so dark they could ruin everything.

      Midnight

      Nightmare

      Starlight

      Frozen Dragons

      Three dragons wake up after being frozen in ice, ready to rule the modern world, steal the hearts of modern women, and fight back the forces of evil while finding curvy mates.

      Lord of Winter

      Master of Frost

      Prince of Ice

      

      I have a separate series of dragon books that are menage and have different world building, and they come before the Awakened Dragons but don’t need to be read prior as they are completely different.

      Here they are:

      Dragons of New York (Menage)

      Dragons work in pairs, the fire-breathing enforcers of the shifter world and rescuers of anyone in distress. And these sexy dragons are about to find mates:

      Double Dragons Boxed Set

      Double Dragons

      Desired by Dragons

      Destined Dragons

      Tiger Protector Series (Spin-off of Dragons)

      Three tiger brothers trained by dragon shifters work to bring evil shifters to justice while finding the perfect curvy mates.

      Tiger Protector’s Boxed Set

      A Tiger’s Bounty

      A Tiger’s Treasure

      A Tiger’s Destiny

      A Dragon’s Heart

      Bear Reading Guide

      Bearstone Park Series

      A billionaire tech mogul, a movie star, and an Olympic snowboarder come back to Bearstone Park and find unexpected but wonderful mates.

      Bearllionaire

      Bearlebrity

      Bearthlete

      Beary Sexy Boxed Set: All three brothers in one (BEST DEAL)

      Soldier Bear Series

      These ex special-forces fighting bears are about to find curvy mates in beautiful, remote Bearstone Village.

      Big Bad Bear

      Big Sexy Bear

      Big Strong Bear

      Bear Haven Ranch Series

      These rancher bear brothers  need to find mates to keep the family land. Luckily, three curvy city girls are about to arrive just in time.

      Mountain Bear

      Rancher Bear

      Wild Bear

      Mountain Lion

      Bear Claw Security

      These sexy ex-special forces soldier bears are ready to protect in a whole new way, as bodyguards of the exclusive Bear Claw Security.

      Bear to the Bone

      Bear-ly a Hero

      Bear to the Rescue

      Bear-ly Human

      Bear to the End

      Polar Heat Series

      A matchmaking papa bear sets his three bear shifter sons up with women on a Caribbean island.

      Bear-ever Yours

      Some Bear to Love

      One in a Bear-l-lion

      Remem-bear Me (Dad’s book)

      Polar Heat Boxed set (Savings!)

      Trapped in Bear Canyon

      Sheltered by the Bear

      Craved by the Bear

      Redeeming the Bear

      Built Fur Love

      Love at Furst Sight

      Mine Furever

      Purrfect for Me

      Lion Reading Guide

      Lions of Pride Island

      The hot royal family of shifters is ready to find mates!

      King of Rock

      Prince of Fate

      Protector of the Pride

      Wolf Reading Guide (The Alpha Series)

      Alpha Games Serial (Complete story with boxed set)

      An alpha female returns home to the pack mates she left and finds herself choosing between three alpha males in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder

      Alpha Games Boxed Set

      Alpha Rogue Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An MMA fighting shifter meets his match in his exciting paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Rogue Boxed Set

      Alpha Contender Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      A average human woman finds out she’s a desirable female alpha and ends up in a mansion with ten possible suitors in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set (One huge series)

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set

      Alpha Defender

      When alpha wolf Thor finds an acquaintance on his doorstep needing his help, will he take the mysterious person in, or step aside?

      *Stars Thor from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Defender on Amazon

      Wolf Protectors Series

      Three hot, wolf shifter brothers run a martial arts studio and divide their time between training to be the toughest around and winning over their sexy, independent mates. All in KU!

      *Stars Asher from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Champion

      Alpha Hero

      Alpha Protector
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